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Recent research has increasingly focused on the application of generative artificial intelligence (genAI) in English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL) writing instruction, prompted by rapid technological advancements and growing pedagogical interest. Despite 

this trend, systematic reviews have not yet examined how learners are conceptualized within this field. To address this gap, the 

present study systematically reviewed 17 empirical studies, selected from an initial pool of 316, in accordance with PRISMA 

guidelines. The analysis identified three primary conceptualizations of writing: accuracy-oriented, process-oriented, and 

generative, each linked to distinct learner roles that range from active participants to more passive or dependent users. The 

findings revealed that learner agency is influenced more by pedagogical integration than by the technology itself. Structured 

uses of AI promoted engagement and higher-order thinking, whereas generative uses may lead to over-reliance and partial 

delegation of authorship. This review underlined the importance of teaching EFL writing through theoretically informed, process-

oriented approaches that empower learners and incorporate effective AI use. 
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1. Introduction   

Integrating artificial intelligence (AI) into English as a foreign language (EFL) instruction has recently drawn increasing 

scholarly attention (Albedah, 2025; Zhu & Wang, 2025). AI in language education is utilized to deliver personalized learning 

content and tutoring tailored to each student's needs and pace (Pokrivcakova, 2019). This emerging field of AI integration in EFL 

writing, which draws on applied linguistics, educational technology, and cognitive science, is reshaping conceptions and 

practices of writing instruction. Generative AI (genAI) agents are some of what is newly available and promising to support all 

stages of the writing process, including idea generation, drafting, revision, and feedback (Sharifuddin & Hashim, 2024). By 

automating labor-intensive tasks and providing quick, adaptive support, these technologies reduce teachers' workloads and 

improve the quantity and quality of feedback students receive. As a result, genAI is positioned to become an essential part of 

writing classrooms rather than just a supplementary tool (Zhang et al., 2025). 

A prominent example of this shift is ChatGPT (OpenAI, 2023), a large language model (LLM) capable of generating 

detailed and relevant text and interacting in a human-like manner. In contrast to earlier tools that primarily corrected grammar 

or assigned scores, the genAI of LLM such as ChatGPT is marketed to offer more complex writing tasks, including argument 

development, idea refinement, and draft revision. Due to these capabilities, LLMs are increasingly regarded as a potentially 
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transformative tool in writing instruction, leading to a growing body of research on its pedagogical integration (Holmes & Miao, 

2023; Zheldibayeva et al., 2025). 

As research on this topic expands, a wide range of studies have systematically reviewed AI in EFL writing from various 

perspectives (e.g., Alhusaiyan, 2025; Zhu & Wang, 2025). However, most of these reviews focused on specific outcomes, such as 

improved grammar, writing that better aligns to rubrics, more effective feedback, and students' feelings about using genAI. For 

instance, recent reviews acknowledged that AI could enhance writing quality and motivation but also raise concerns about 

students becoming overly dependent on genAI and issues related to academic honesty (Rahman, 2026; Teng, 2024; Xiao et al., 

2025). Even when examining how students use genAI, most studies focus on usage frequency and proficiency rather than 

exploring deeper concepts related to writing and learning (Xiao et al., 2025). Although some reviews mentioned process-

oriented and cognitive aspects, such as writing stages and student engagement (Rahman, 2026), these points often lack a solid 

theoretical foundation. 

A considerable amount of literature has been published on what genAI enhances rather than how it alters the 

fundamentals of writing, learning, or the learner's role. This is important because writing is more than a technical skill; it is a 

social activity where people create meaning and build identity (Ivanič, 1998). Various frameworks shift the possibilities for how 

genAI is perceived. For example, positioning theory suggests that learners are seen as either active agents or passive participants 

in creating knowledge (Harré et al., 2003). In classrooms that use genAI, these roles become more complicated, as generative 

tools introduce new ways of sharing authorship and thinking. Additionally, critical discourse analysts offer perspectives how  

learners—as users, recipients, or co-creators—are described, which reflects deeper beliefs about knowledges, agencies, and 

learning (van Dijk, 1998). 

Existing reviews have not had deep consideration for theoretical concerns. Specifically, no systematic review has 

examined how learners are discursively positioned in AI-EFL writing research, nor how framed how agency and authorship might 

be theorized across studies. To fill this gap, this study goes beyond merely examining outcomes and presents a theory-based 

systematic review of recent research on AI in EFL writing. Using PRISMA 2020 guidelines (Page et al., 2021), this systematic review 

attempted to review recent research published from November 2022 to March 2026 to answer the following questions: 

RQ1: How are learners positioned in genAI-supported EFL writing research, and what assumptions are embedded regarding 

writing as a developmental process? 

RQ2: Which learner populations are represented in existing studies, and what insights do these patterns provide concerning 

issues of access, inclusion, and global equity? 

RQ3: To what extent is genAI-assisted writing conceptualized as enhancing learner agency versus fostering dependency? 

By exploring these questions, this review considers AI-assisted writing in EFL as more than just a neutral teaching tool. 

Instead, it views it as a space where ideas about learning, agency, and authorship are formed and debated—analytical lenses 

grounded in positioning theory (Harré et al., 2003) and critical discourse analysis (van Dijk, 1998). This approach insight into how 

genAI is perceived as an agentive application for learning. 

2 Review of Literature 

The following subsections outline the key concepts of this review of literature. Section 2.1 traces the development of 

genAI in EFL writing instruction; Section 2.2 reviews documented benefits and concerns; Section 2.3 introduces the theoretical 

frameworks of agency and authorship that support this review; and Section 2.4 explains the need for a systematic, theoretically 

informed synthesis. 

2.1 | AI and the Transformation of EFL Writing Instruction 

GenAI has undergone rapid development over the past decade, expanding its role across educational contexts (Zhang 

& Aslan, 2021). In language education, genAI tools range from automated writing evaluation (AWE) systems and intelligent 

tutoring platforms to conversational agents and large language models. Within EFL writing, this trajectory has shifted from tools 

focused on surface-level correction (e.g., grammar and spelling) toward systems capable of engaging with discourse-level 

features such as organization, argumentation, and stylistic coherence (Hwang, 2021). These advances reflect broader progress in 

Natural Language Processing (NLP), enabling genAI to generate increasingly fluent and contextually appropriate language. 

The emergence of genAI, including ChatGPT, represents a substantial shift in this trajectory. As a transformer-based 

large language model trained on extensive textual data, ChatGPT can generate extended discourse, respond to open-ended 

prompts, and support multiple stages of the writing process, including idea generation, drafting, and revision (Bengesi et al., 

2024). Unlike earlier tools operating at sentence level, it enables dialogic interaction and iterative feedback, positioning genAI as 
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an active participant in writing practices. This shift is not merely technical; it reconfigures how writing is produced, mediated, and 

attributed, raising fundamental questions about learner agency and authorship. 

However, as Bender et al. (2021) cautioned, the apparent fluency of such systems does not reflect genuine 

understanding. Their characterization of large language models as “stochastic parrots” underscores the risk of equating textual 

output with meaningful learning. In EFL writing contexts—where communicative competence, critical thinking, and voice are 

central (Ivanič, 1998; Norton, 2013)—this distinction becomes pedagogically consequential. 

2.2 AI-Assisted Writing: Benefits and Concerns  

A growing body of empirical research documents the pedagogical affordances of AI in EFL writing. Among the most 

consistent findings is the provision of immediate, individualized feedback, which supports improvements in grammatical 

accuracy, fluency, and structural coherence (Asadi et al., 2025; Bahari, 2026; Hao et al., 2026). GenAI tools have also been 

associated with increased learner engagement and motivation, particularly when embedded within structured instructional 

designs (Wang & Xue, 2024; Woo et al., 2024). In some cases, scaffolded use of genAI has been linked to gains in higher-order 

skills such as revision depth, feedback literacy, and argument development (Shafiee Rad et al., 2023; Hao et al., 2026). 

From an equity perspective, GenAI has been framed as expanding access to writing support, particularly in resource-

constrained EFL contexts where individualized feedback is limited (Jaramillo et al., 2025). Studies conducted in settings such as 

Saudi Arabia, Iran, and China broadly support this optimistic view of genAI as a tool for enhancing participation and reducing 

instructional inequalities (Jmaiel et al., 2025; Alnemrat et al., 2025; Asadi et al., 2025). 

However, this positive framing is increasingly contested. A growing body of research highlights tensions between 

improved textual outcomes and diminished learner agency. When genAI is used to generate or substantially revise texts, gains in 

fluency are often accompanied by reduced originality, weaker argumentation, and loss of individual voice (AbdAlgane et al., 

2026; Tekir, 2026). Patterns of overreliance have been widely reported, with learners deferring to genAI-generated outputs rather 

than actively constructing meaning (Song & Song, 2023; Werdiningsih et al., 2024). As Zhao (2025) pointed out, equating textual 

development with learning involves risks—this assumption needs careful examination. Taken together, these findings foreground 

a central tension: whether genAI supports or substitutes for learner agentive development. 

2.3 Learner Agency, Authorship, and Writing Development 

Central to this review is the concept of learner agency—the capacity to act purposefully, make choices, and exercise 

control over learning and writing processes (Norton, 2013). Within writing studies, agency is not an individual trait but a socially 

and discursively constructed position shaped by pedagogical practices and available tools (Prior, 2006). Writing, therefore, is not 

merely a technical activity but a process of meaning-making, identity construction, and voice development (Ivanič, 1998). 

Positioning theory (Harré et al., 2003) provides a framework for examining how agency is constructed within genAI-

supported writing. It focuses on how rights and responsibilities are distributed in interaction—who acts, who decides, and who 

controls meaning. Applied to research discourse, this perspective enables analysis of whether learners are represented as active 

agents directing genAI use or as passive recipients shaped by genAI outputs. 

This analysis is further supported by narratological perspectives (Bal & Van Boheemen, 2009), which attend to how 

agency is assigned within research narratives—who is depicted as acting and who is acted upon. Together, these frameworks 

allow this review to move beyond functional accounts of genAI use toward a critical examination of how writing, authorship, and 

learning are conceptualized in genAI-mediated contexts. 

2.4 The Need for a Systematic Review 

Despite the rapid expansion of research on AI in EFL writing, the field remains conceptually fragmented. Studies vary 

widely in tools, populations, and outcomes, and existing reviews have largely focused on cataloging benefits and challenges 

without systematically interrogating the assumptions underlying AI-supported writing (Alhusaiyan, 2025; Albedah, 2025, 2023). 

Notably, no prior review has examined how learners are discursively positioned across the literature, how authorship is theorized 

in genAI-mediated contexts, or whether findings are grounded in coherent frameworks of agency and writing development. 

These omissions are particularly consequential given that such reviews shape how educators and researchers conceptualize the 

role of genAI in learning. 

The emergence of genAI further intensifies this need. Since late 2022, research has expanded rapidly yet remains 

theoretically underdeveloped in its treatment of how learners are positioned within genAI-mediated writing environments. 

Addressing this gap, the present study conducts a theoretically informed systematic review of empirical research on AI in EFL 

writing. Guided by positioning theory (Harré et al., 2003) and critical discourse analysis (van Dijk, 1998), this review interrogates 

how learners are constructed within the literature, which populations are represented, and whether genAI is framed as 
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supporting or constraining learner agency. In doing so, it contributes to a more critical and conceptually grounded 

understanding of genAI integration in EFL writing instruction. 

3. Method 

3.1 Research Design  

This study adopts a systematic review design to examine recent empirical research on the integration of genAI into EFL 

writing instruction. Systematic reviews provide comprehensive and structured syntheses of existing research, enabling the 

identification of trends, gaps, and methodological limitations within a field (Higgins et al., 2019). Given the rapid emergence of 

genAI technologies, a systematic approach was particularly appropriate for capturing current developments and critically 

evaluating their pedagogical implications. 

To guarantee the accuracy and clarity of our review, we followed the protocol of the Preferred Reporting Items for 

Systematic reviews and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) guidelines (Page et al., 2021). The PRISMA guidelines were created to assist 

authors in better reporting systematic reviews and meta-analyses (Page et al, 2021), which guided the identification, screening, 

eligibility assessment, and selection of studies. The review was restricted to studies published between November 1, 2022, and 

March 1, 2026—a timeframe deliberately selected to capture the emergence and rapid expansion of genAI, particularly LLMs 

such as ChatGPT, which marked a significant shift in writing pedagogy and research focus. 

3.2 Search Strategy 

Empirical studies were retrieved from two major academic databases: Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus. These 

databases were selected for their comprehensive coverage of high-quality, peer-reviewed journals in education, applied 

linguistics, and related fields (Falagas et al., 2008; Mongeon & Paul-Hus, 2016). Additional databases,including ERIC, PsycINFO, 

and Google Scholar, were considered during the scoping phase. Although ERIC is widely used in education-focused reviews, it 

was ultimately excluded because its coverage of the specific intersection of genAI and EFL writing during the target period was 

substantially subsumed by WoS and Scopus indexing. This decision is acknowledged as a potential limitation, discussed further 

in Section 5. 

The search was conducted across titles, abstracts, and keywords using a Boolean strategy requiring the co-occurrence 

of at least one genAI-related term and one writing-related term. The keyword selection process began with core terms (e.g., 

"artificial intelligence," "machine learning," "natural language processing," "large language model") and was iteratively refined to 

include emerging terminology such as "ChatGPT," "generative AI," and "GAI," alongside writing-related terms including "EFL," "L2 

writing," "essay," "feedback," and "writing instruction." A third set of contextual filters was applied to narrow results to 

educational settings relevant to the review's scope. Table 1 presents the complete set of search terms and filters. 

Table 1 

Search terms and contextual filters used in the database queries. 

AI Terms Writing Instruction Terms Context Terms (Filters) 

Artificial intelligence English language L2 learners 

AI L2 language EFL students 

Machine learning Essay Teachers 

Natural language processing 

(NLP) 

Feedback Writing classrooms 

Large language model (LLM) Writing instruction Academic writing 

ChatGPT Teaching writing Educational setting 

GAI   
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AI Terms Writing Instruction Terms Context Terms (Filters) 

Generative AI   

3.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Study selection followed the PRISMA 2020 framework and was conducted in two sequential phases: an initial screening 

phase based on predefined inclusion criteria, followed by a full-text eligibility assessment aligned with the research objectives. 

Table 2 summarizes the operational criteria applied in both phases. 

Three primary criteria guided the initial screening. First, only peer-reviewed journal articles indexed in WoS or Scopus 

were included, consistent with established systematic review practices that prioritize curated, high-impact sources (Falagas et al., 

2008; Mongeon & Paul-Hus, 2016). Second, publications were restricted to the November 2022–March 2026 timeframe to 

ensure relevance to contemporary generativeAI developments. Third, only English-language publications were included, as 

English is the dominant language of scholarly communication in both AI and EFL research. 

During full-text assessment, additional criteria were applied. Only empirical studies were retained; conceptual, 

theoretical, and opinion-based papers were excluded to ground the review in systematically collected evidence. Studies were 

further required to be situated within EFL writing contexts—those addressing genAI in general education without explicit 

application to EFL writing were excluded, reflecting the domain-specific nature of writing development. Studies were also 

required to provide substantive engagement with genAI writing tools; those that merely mentioned genAI peripherally or 

focused solely on technical aspects were excluded. Finally, only studies offering direct insight into how or why genAI tools are 

used in EFL writing instruction were retained, ensuring alignment with the review's analytical goals. We also realized that some 

researchers used AI when they meant genAI and so we were careful to study the paper to try to determine whether they used 

genAI or some other form of AI.  

Table 2 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria applied during screening and full-text eligibility assessment. 

Category Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 

Publication Type Peer-reviewed journal articles 

(WoS/Scopus indexed) 

Non-peer-reviewed sources (e.g., 

conference abstracts, opinion papers, 

commercial content) 

Timeframe Published between Nov 2022 – Mar 2026 Published outside the defined timeframe 

Language English Non-English publications 

Study Type Empirical studies (quantitative, qualitative, 

mixed methods) 

Conceptual, theoretical, or review papers 

Context EFL/ESL writing instruction General education or non-writing contexts 

Focus on genAI Substantive analysis of genAI tools in 

writing (e.g., feedback, drafting, 

assessment) 

Superficial mention of AI or purely technical 

focus 

Relevance to RQs Directly addresses genAI use or purpose 

in writing instruction (what/how/why) 

Does not contribute to research questions 

3.4 Study Selection and PRISMA Flow 

The database search yielded a total of 316 records (WoS = 178; Scopus = 138). After removing 68 duplicate entries, 248 

unique records remained for title and abstract screening. Applying the predefined inclusion criteria, 196 records were excluded 
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at this stage, leaving 52 articles for full-text assessment. Full-text review resulted in the exclusion of 35 articles: 12 were excluded 

for not being empirical studies, 9 for lacking a specific EFL writing focus, 8 for insufficient engagement with genAI tools, and 6 

for not addressing the research questions. The remaining 17 articles met all eligibility criteria and were included in the final 

synthesis. Figure 1 presents a PRISMA 2020 flow diagram illustrating the complete selection process. 

Figure 1 

Overview of the search and exclusion process. 
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compared and reconciled through this iterative discussion and consensual validation process. Inter-rater reliability was assessed 

using Cohen’s Kappa, yielding a score of 0.95, indicating excellent agreement (McHugh, 2012). 

For RQ1, a descriptive–interpretive analysis was conducted to identify dominant categories of genAI tools and to 

examine the pedagogical assumptions underlying their use. The analysis extended beyond simple categorization to consider 

how writing was framed across studies—for instance, as accuracy-oriented, process-oriented, or generative. Some studies 

emphasized grammatical correctness and error reduction, while others positioned writing as a creative or iterative process 

supported by genAI. 

With respect to RQ2, learner-related variables—including educational level, geographical context, and participant 

characteristics—were systematically mapped to construct a demographic profile of the field. This enabled a critical examination 

of patterns of representation and exclusion, particularly regarding access and global equity in AI-supported writing research. 

To address RQ3, a critical discourse-analytical approach was employed, drawing on Van Dijk (1998). Research paid 

attention to evaluative language, lexical choices, and framing strategies used across the articles. These linguistic patterns were 

analyzed to determine whether AI was positioned as augmenting or constraining learner agency. Additionally, concepts of 

positioning, narrativity, and agency guided the analysis. Following Harré et al. (2003), positioning was understood as a set of 

rights and responsibilities that shape possible actions, while narratological concepts (Bal & Lewin, 1983; Bal & Van Boheemen, 

2009) were used to analyze who was depicted as acting—learners, genAI tools, or researchers—and how these roles reflected 

underlying power dynamics. Interpretations were refined through iterative discussion across multiple analytical sessions until 

consensus was reached on the main discursive orientations across the 17 articles. 

4. Results 

This section presents the findings of the 17 studies included in this systematic review, organized in direct alignment 

with the research questions. Following the analytical procedures outlined in Section 3.5, the results are reported across three 

sections: (1) conceptualizations of writing and learner positioning (RQ1), (2) representation of learner populations and contexts 

(RQ2), and (3) discursive constructions of genAI in relation to learner agency (RQ3). 

4.1 GenAI Tools, Conceptualizations of Writing, and Learner Positioning (RQ1) 

Among the 17 studies included in this review, ChatGPT emerged as the most prominent tool, appearing in 14 studies 

either as a standalone system or in combination with automated writing evaluation (AWE) tools (e.g., Pigai) and grammar-based 

applications (e.g., Grammarly, Wordtune). Across the dataset, AI tools were used in three primary ways: generating written 

content, providing feedback, and supporting idea development and revision. These uses reflect a broader shift from earlier genAI 

applications focused primarily on surface-level language correction toward more interactive and generative roles in the writing 

process. As summarized in Table 3, the studies cluster around three main conceptualizations of writing—accuracy-oriented, 

process-oriented, and generative—each associated with distinct forms of learner positioning. 

First, a substantial group of studies conceptualized writing as an accuracy-oriented activity, emphasizing improvements 

in textual quality, including fluency, organization, and overall performance. For example, AbdAlgane et al. (2026) found that 

frequent use of genAI tools enhanced fluency and organization, although it reduced originality and the depth of arguments. 

Similarly, Tekir (2026) reported gains in fluency and organization alongside declines in argument quality and authorial control. 

Regarding feedback, Alnemrat et al. (2025) found that genAI-generated feedback was as effective as teacher feedback in 

improving argumentative writing, particularly among lower-proficiency learners. Relatedly, Shafiee Rad et al. (2023) and Song 

and Song (2023) documented improvements in writing quality, feedback literacy, and motivation, while Bahari (2026) highlighted 

the effectiveness of strategically implemented AI-supported interventions in enhancing expository writing. Across these studies, 

improvements in textual performance were consistently accompanied by concerns related to originality, argumentation, and 

authorial control. Within this perspective, learners are primarily constructed as skill developers engaged in refining the surface-

level quality of their texts. 

Second, a smaller but significant group of studies adopted a process-oriented perspective, foregrounding drafting, 

revision, and engagement with feedback. For instance, Asadi et al. (2025) demonstrated that combining genAI-generated 

feedback, specifically with ChatGPT, with teacher feedback led to greater improvements than teacher feedback alone, 

highlighting genAI’s role in supporting iterative revision. Similarly, Hao et al. (2026) found that integrating Pigai with ChatGPT 

resulted in substantial gains in higher-order thinking, suggesting that AI can facilitate deeper engagement with writing processes 

beyond surface correction. Shafiee Rad et al. (2023) further reported increased feedback literacy and active engagement, 

indicating that learners did not merely accept genAI input but interacted with it critically. In addition, Wiboolyasarin et al. (2024) 

showed that structured, collaborative genAI-supported interventions led to significantly improved outcomes, underscoring the 
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importance of guided use. Within this perspective, learners assume a more agentive role as active participants in meaning-

making, using genAI to support drafting, revising, and refining their ideas. 

Third, several studies framed writing as a generative activity mediated by genAI, where the boundary between human-

authored and genAI-generated text becomes increasingly blurred. For example, Ali (2024) found that ChatGPT-generated texts 

were more informational and explicit than human-written texts, pointing to shifts in authorship and textual construction. 

Similarly, AbdAlgane et al. (2026) and Tekir (2026) reported that while genAI use improved fluency, it also coincided with 

reductions in originality and argument depth, suggesting partial reliance on AI-generated content. Werdiningsih et al. (2024) 

showed that students used ChatGPT for idea generation, language support, and organization, while also raising concerns about 

overreliance. Likewise, Song and Song (2023) and Zare et al. (2025) reported increased motivation and engagement, though 

these gains were often linked to dependence on genAI assistance. Within this framing, learner roles become more ambiguous, 

oscillating between co-construction of text and passive reliance on genAI output. 

Taken together, these findings indicate that conceptualizations of writing actively shape how learners are positioned 

within genAI-supported environments. As illustrated in Table 3, learner roles can be understood along a continuum, ranging 

from skill-focused refinement to agentive meaning-making and, in some cases, partial delegation of authorship to AI systems. 

4.2 Learner Populations (RQ2) 

As shown in Table 3, the 17 studies included were conducted in a limited range of geographical areas, including Saudi 

Arabia, Iran, China, Jordan, Turkey, Indonesia, Thailand, and Hong Kong. The most studies were in Iran and China, with four each, 

followed by Saudi Arabia with three, and Jordan with two, while the remaining locations had only one study each. 

Consistent with the inclusion criteria in the previous section, all studies were conducted in formal educational settings. 

Most participants were university-level students enrolled in academic or English-related courses. Sample sizes varied 

considerably, ranging from small-scale studies with fewer than 20 participants to larger studies involving over 200 learners. One 

study (Ali, 2024) focused on text analysis rather than on learner participants. 

In terms of learner characteristics, only a limited number of studies reported incongruous findings. For example, 

Alnemrat et al. (2025) noted stronger effects of genAI-generated feedback for lower-proficiency learners, while Jmaiel et al. 

(2025) reported variation in outcomes by gender, with higher gains observed among female students. Beyond these instances, 

most studies did not provide detailed distinctions based on proficiency level or other learner variables. 

4.3 AI and Learner Agency (RQ3) 

As summarized in Table 3, learner roles in AI-assisted writing are categorized into several types, including skill 

developers, active participants, co-authors, passive or dependent users, and mixed roles. These roles are linked to different 

groups of studies and genAI usage patterns. 

A significant number of studies describe learners as skill builders, especially in accuracy-focused settings. This role is 

noted in AbdAlgane et al. (2026), Alnemrat et al. (2025), Bahari (2026), Jmaiel et al. (2025), and Tekir (2026), where genAI use is 

associated with enhancements in writing performance, fluency, and organization. These studies show that learners mainly focus 

on improving the quality of their writing, with AI aiding in achieving performance goals. 

In contrast, studies that adopt a process-oriented perspective consistently see learners as active participants. This 

pattern is clear in Asadi et al. (2025), Guo and Wang (2023), Hao et al. (2026), Shafiee Rad et al. (2023), Wang and Xue (2024), 

and Wiboolyasarin et al. (2024). In these studies, learners are described as engaging in drafting, revising, using feedback, and 

higher-order thinking processes, with AI incorporated into iterative writing activities. 

Studies framed within a generative perspective more often describe learners as co-authors or users of AI-generated 

content. This role is documented in Ali (2024), Song and Song (2023), and Werdiningsih et al. (2024), where genAI is used for 

idea development, language support (e.g., formal style, grammar, spelling), and text creation. In these cases, learner involvement 

includes working with AI-generated output during the writing process. 

At the same time, several studies identify learners as passive or dependent users, either explicitly or alongside other 

roles. This pattern appears in Alshurafat et al. (2023) and Zare et al. (2025), and is also seen in studies reporting mixed roles, such 

as Song and Song (2023) and Woo et al. (2024), where learners are described as both active and passive in their engagement 

with genAI tools. 

Across the dataset of articles, reported risks associated with these roles include over-reliance on genAI tools, reduced 

originality and argument depth, diminished authorial control, academic integrity concerns, and increased cognitive load. 
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Analyzed through van Dijk’s (1998) critical discourse framework, these patterns reveal consistent ideological tendencies in how 

genAI-mediated writing is narrated. Studies naming genAI as “enhancing,” “supporting,” or “scaffolding” learner writing activate 

what van Dijk terms a positive self-presentation strategy, positioning genAI tools as benign and facilitative actors while 

backgrounding questions of intellectual ownership and cognitive displacement. By contrast, studies employing terms such as 

“reliance,” “dependence,” and “overreliance” invoke a negative other-presentation strategy directed not at the technology itself 

but at the learner, who is implicitly framed as susceptible or passive. This asymmetry is theoretically significant: it reproduces a 

technocentric discourse in which AI is positioned as an agent with pedagogical affordances, while learners are positioned as 

either beneficiaries or victims of those affordances, rarely as purposive agents. For example, which using genAI to organize ideas, 

the genAI might actually giving ideas outright, subtly prompting the writer towards or away from certain topics. Applying Harré 

et al.’s (2003) positioning theory, these discursive patterns distribute rights and responsibilities unevenly: genAI tools are 

afforded the right to evaluate, generate, and revise, while learners are assigned the responsibility of using AI “correctly” or risking 

dependency. Only in process-oriented studies are learners positioned as having genuine epistemic rights—the right to interpret, 

question, and reject genAI-generated input as part of the writing process. 

                 Table 3.  Analyzed studies and key ideas  

Study Context AI Tool(s) Key Findings Writing View Learner Role 

AbdAlgane et al. 

(2026) 

Saudi, 52 EFL 

students 

ChatGPT, 

Grammarly, 

QuillBot 

Improved fluency & 

organization; reduced 

originality 

Accuracy-

oriented 

Skill developer 

Ali (2024) Saudi, 40 texts ChatGPT AI texts more explicit; 

human texts more 

abstract 

Generative Co-author / 

passive 

Alnemrat et al. 

(2025) 

Jordan, 120 EFL 

students 

ChatGPT AI = teacher feedback; 

stronger for low-level 

learners 

Accuracy-

oriented 

Skill developer 

Alshurafat et al. 

(2023) 

Jordan, 279 

students 

ChatGPT Misuse predicted by 

pressure & opportunity 

Generative Passive / misuse-

oriented 

Asadi et al. 

(2025) 

Iran, 68 students ChatGPT AI + teacher > teacher 

alone 

Process-

oriented 

Active participant 

Bahari (2026) Iran, 291 

students 

Grammarly etc. Improved writing 

performance (when 

guided) 

Accuracy-

oriented 

Skill developer 

Guo & Wang 

(2023) 

China, essays + 

teachers 

ChatGPT AI feedback differs from 

teachers 

Process-

oriented 

Active participant 

Hao et al. (2026) China, 64 

students 

Pigai + ChatGPT Gains in higher-order 

thinking 

Process-

oriented 

Active participant 
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Jmaiel et al. 

(2025) 

Saudi, 117 

students 

ChatGPT Improved ESP writing, 

especially females 

Accuracy-

oriented 

Skill developer 

Shafiee Rad et 

al. (2023) 

Iran, 46 students Wordtune Improved writing, 

engagement, feedback 

literacy 

Process-

oriented 

Active participant 

Song & Song 

(2023) 

China, 50 

students 

ChatGPT Improved writing & 

motivation 

Generative/mix

ed 

Co-author / 

passive 

Tekir (2026) Turkey, 78 

students 

ChatGPT etc. Improved fluency; weaker 

argument & control 

Accuracy-

oriented 

Skill developer 

Wang & Xue 

(2024) 

China, 113 

students 

Chatbots Increased engagement 

(behavioral, cognitive) 

Process-

oriented 

Active participant 

Werdiningsih et 

al. (2024) 

Indonesia, 16 

students 

ChatGPT Supports ideas & 

organization 

Generative Co-author 

Wiboolyasarin 

et al. (2024) 

Thailand, 39 

students 

ChatGPT Higher posttest scores Process-

oriented 

Active participant 

Woo et al. 

(2024) 

Hong Kong, 21 

students 

ChatGPT Increased motivation; 

high cognitive load 

Generative Mixed 

(active/passive) 

Zare et al. (2025) Iran, 69 students ChatGPT Increased motivation 

(short-term) 

Generative Passive/depende

nt 

 

5. Discussion  

5.1 Reframing Writing Development in AI-Mediated Context 

  The findings of this study demonstrate that genAI integration is not merely a pedagogical enhancement but a conceptual shift 

in how writing development is understood. As shown in Section 4.1, a substantial proportion of studies operationalized writing in 

terms of observable textual improvements, particularly fluency, grammatical accuracy, and structural organization (e.g., AbdAlgane et 

al., 2026; Bahari, 2026; Jmaiel et al., 2025; Tekir, 2026). However, these improvements were frequently accompanied by trade-offs, 

including reduced originality, weaker argumentation, and diminished authorial control (AbdAlgane et al., 2026; Tekir, 2026; Song & 

Song, 2023). This recurring pattern reveals a fundamental tension: the same genAI-supported practices that enhance textual 

performance may also displace the cognitive and rhetorical processes central to the development of writing. In several studies, 

genAI-generated or genAI-supported texts were found to be more explicit and structurally coherent, yet less abstract and 

conceptually rich than human-produced texts (Ali, 2024), further reinforcing concerns about depth of learning.  

From a theoretical perspective, this narrow operationalization contrasts with established views of writing as a cognitive, social, 

and identity-driven process (Ivanič, 1998), in which meaning-making, voice, and critical engagement are central. The three 

conceptualizations identified in the results—accuracy-oriented, process-oriented, and generative—can therefore be understood as 

reflecting competing epistemologies of writing. In accuracy-oriented studies, writing is treated as a product to be optimized 

(AbdAlgane et al., 2026; Bahari, 2026; Jmaiel et al., 2025), whereas in text-generating contexts, it becomes partially co-constructed or 
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outsourced through AI (Ali, 2024; Werdiningsih et al., 2024; Zare et al., 2025). This shift introduces a conceptual ambiguity: whether 

writing development reflects learners’ internalized competence or their ability to effectively leverage genAI-generated output. As 

such, genAI seems to be challenging not only how writing is taught, but what counts as writing development itself in EFL contexts.  

5.2 Learner Agency as a Conditional Construct 

A second key insight emerging from the findings is that learner agency in genAI-assisted writing is conditional rather 

than fixed. In the reviewed studies, learners were positioned along a continuum ranging from active participants and skill 

developers to co-authors and, in some cases, passive or dependent users. Some of these positioning decisions might have been 

more reasoned and strategic than others when the researchers were deciding what term to use. Even so, it is revealing what 

these positionings suggest about researchers intended relationships between genAI and the writer/user.  

To be more specific, in process-oriented contexts, where genAI use was structured and pedagogically supported, 

learners actively engaged in drafting, revising, and interpreting feedback (Asadi et al., 2025; Hao et al., 2026; Shafiee Rad et al., 

2023; Wiboolyasarin et al., 2024). In these studies, genAI functioned as a scaffold that supported iterative meaning-making, 

engagement, and even higher-order thinking (Hao et al., 2026). Similarly, increased engagement across behavioral and cognitive 

dimensions was observed when genAI tools were integrated into structured learning environments (Wang & Xue, 2024). 

By contrast, in generative or less structured contexts, learners were more frequently positioned as co-authors or passive 

users, often relying on AI to generate or substantially shape their texts (Ali, 2024; Werdiningsih et al., 2024; Zare et al., 2025). 

These contexts were associated with over-reliance, dependency, and reduced authorial control, as well as concerns about 

academic integrity and misuse (Alshurafat et al., 2023; Zare et al., 2025). Even in studies reporting improved motivation and 

performance, such as Song and Song (2023), these gains were accompanied by risks of overreliance and reduced critical 

engagement. 

Overall, these findings indicate that genAI's effect on learner agency seems to depend more on how it is integrated 

pedagogically than on the technology itself. The same tool is positioned as enhancing or diminish agency based on whether it is 

used to expand learners’ thinking or to replace it. There seems to be some suggestion overall that learners can have a 

relationship with genAI that expands thinking, depending on task design, guidance, and critical engagement with genAI-

generated content. 

5.3 The Outcome–Process Gap in Current Research 

A further contribution of this review is the identification of a systematic imbalance between outcome-focused and 

process-oriented research. Across the reviewed studies, most evaluations of genAI effectiveness relied on improvements in 

writing performance, post-test scores, or learner perceptions (e.g., AbdAlgane et al., 2026; Bahari, 2026; Jmaiel et al., 2025; 

Wiboolyasarin et al., 2024). While these measures consistently indicate positive outcomes, they provide limited insight into 

learning processes. An emphasis on outcomes risks conflating improved textual quality with genuine development. This is 

especially important since genAI can produce text without much learning. As observed in several studies, learners produced 

more fluent and organized texts with genAI support without demonstrating deeper conceptual understanding or independent 

argumentation (Tekir, 2026; Ali, 2024). In some cases, short-term motivational gains were also reported without sustained long-

term effects (Zare et al., 2025). 

Few studies in the corpus explored interactional processes, such as how learners interpreted genAI feedback, revised 

genAI-generated content, or engaged in meaning-making during writing. Although some process-oriented research exists (e.g., 

Asadi et al., 2025; Hao et al., 2026), it remains limited in scope. Consequently, little evidence to distinguishes between assisted 

performance with genAI and any conceptualizing of learning to write. Closing this gap requires a shift toward process-tracing 

and longitudinal approaches that capture how learners interact with genAI over time. 

5.4 Fragmentation, Context, and the Role of AI Literacy 

The review highlights considerable fragmentation across studies in terms of tools, contexts, and participant 

characteristics. The evidence base spans a range of geographical settings—including Saudi Arabia, Iran, China, Jordan, Turkey, 

Indonesia, Thailand, and Hong Kong—yet remains heavily concentrated in a small number of East Asian and Middle Eastern 

contexts, with no representation of Africa, Latin America, South Asia beyond individual cases, or other regions where EFL 

education is widespread. This geographic skew carries important theoretical implications. The research questions explicitly 

invoke global equity and access (RQ2), yet the evidence base cannot support broad claims about equity implications for genAI 

without more geographically diverse representation. Furthermore, the concentration of studies in specific national contexts may 

reflect the availability of institutional funding, journal access, and researcher capacity rather than the actual distribution of genAI 

use in EFL classrooms globally. Future reviews could incorporate grey literature, regional journals, and non-English language 
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studies to broaden the representational scope of this field. The present review’s claims about equity should be read as tentative 

and context-specific rather than globally generalized. 

Outcome differences may also be linked to variation in learner proficiency and instructional conditions. For instance, 

genAI feedback was found to be particularly beneficial for lower-proficiency learners (Alnemrat et al., 2025), while other studies 

reported differential effects based on gender or engagement patterns (Jmaiel et al., 2025; Woo et al., 2024). However, such 

variations are rarely theorized or systematically examined. A particularly important yet underexplored factor is genAI literacies—

knowledges, skills, and dispositions to use genAI tools critically and effectively (citation). While several studies found differences 

in how learners engaged with genAI, few explicitly conceptualize or measure genAI literacies. This omission is significant, as 

misuse, over-reliance, and dependency were repeatedly identified as risks (Alshurafat et al., 2023; Zare et al., 2025). The discipline 

thus remains in an emergent stage, characterized by rapid technological adoption but limited theoretical and methodological 

consolidation. 

5.5 Pedagogical Implications: Designing for Agency and Engagement 

Taken together, the findings point to the need for a pedagogical reorientation in genAI-assisted EFL writing. Rather 

than treating genAI as an ideologically neutral tool for improving efficiency, educators must intentionally design learning 

environments that promote learner agency, engagement, and critical interaction. Evidence from process-oriented studies 

suggests that structured integration of genAI—combined with teacher guidance—can enhance both engagement and higher-

order thinking (Asadi et al., 2025; Hao et al., 2026). Accordingly, tasks should require learners to critically evaluate, adapt, and 

justify genAI-generated content, rather than passively accept it. For example, asking students to compare genAI outputs with 

their own writing or explain revision decisions can shift the focus from product to process. At the same time, developing genAI 

literacy should be treated as a core instructional goal. Without explicit guidance, learners may default to dependencies or 

misuses, as observed in several studies (Alshurafat et al., 2023; Zare et al., 2025). Pedagogical approaches must balance the 

affordances of AI with the need to sustain independent writing development. 

5.6 Contributions, Limitations, and Future Research 

This review makes three key contributions. First, it reconceptualizes writing development in genAI-mediated contexts as 

a contested construct shaped by competing assumptions about what writing is and how it develops. Second, it introduces 

learner agency as conditional, demonstrating that genAI can both support and constrain engagement depending on its 

pedagogical use. Third, it identifie a systematic outcome–process gap in the literature, highlighting the need for more process-

oriented and longitudinal research. 

These contributions are couched in several limitations. First, the review was restricted to WoS- and Scopus-indexed 

studies. While this ensures methodological quality, it likely excluded relevant research published in ERIC-indexed journals, 

regional outlets, and non-English language venues. ERIC has been considered an important database for education research, and 

its exclusion may have introduced a bias toward higher-impact, more quantitatively oriented studies, potentially 

underrepresenting qualitative, practitioner-focused, and context-specific work. Future reviews should prioritize multi-database 

searches that include ERIC and other specialist education databases. Second, only 17 studies met the eligibility criteria. While this 

relatively small corpus reflects the recency of genAI technologies in EFL writing research, it cautions against overgeneralizing the 

review’s findings. The three conceptualizations of writing and the conditional agency framework proposed here represent 

preliminary theoretical contributions that require validation across a larger and more diverse evidence base. Third, several 

included studies carry 2026 publication dates, which fall at the edge of the review’s timeframe; readers should verify that these 

sources were formally published. Future research should prioritize longitudinal and process-oriented designs, examine diverse 

learner populations and contexts, and explicitly investigate the role of genAI literacy in shaping learning outcomes. Further 

theoretical work might also clarify how authorship, agency, and development should be understood in genAI-mediated writing 

environments. 

6. Conclusion 

This systematic review examined 17 empirical studies on genAI integration in EFL writing instruction, guided by PRISMA 

2020 guidelines and theoretically grounded in positioning theory and critical discourse analysis. Addressing RQ1, the review 

identified three dominant conceptualizations of writing across the literature—accuracy-oriented, process-oriented, and 

generative—each associated with distinct learner roles ranging from a skilled developer to active participant to co-author or 

passive user. Addressing RQ2, the review found that the evidence base is geographically concentrated, primarily in Iran, China, 

Saudi Arabia, and Jordan, with limited representation of other Global South contexts, raising unresolved questions about equity 

and generalizability.  
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Addressing RQ3, the review demonstrated that learner agency in genAI-mediated writing is conditional rather than 

fixed: structured, pedagogically scaffolded integration supports higher-order thinking and active meaning-making, while 

unstructured generative use is associated with over-reliance, diminished authorial control, and academic integrity risks. Taken 

together, these findings make three contributions to the field. First, they reconceptualize writing development in AI-mediated 

contexts as a contested construct shaped by competing epistemological assumptions. Second, they introduce learner agency as 

a dynamic and contextually produced outcome rather than an inherent property of learners or technologies. Third, they identify 

a systematic outcome–process gap in the literature and call for more longitudinal, process-oriented, and theoretically grounded 

research designs. As the field continues to grow, researchers, educators, and policymakers must move beyond cataloguing 

benefits of genAI and engage more critically with what it means to write, learn to write, and develop as a writer for genAI-

mediated tasks. We look forward to the ongoing possibilities in this field for more thoughtful, ethical, and pedagogically 

grounded practice. 
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