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ABSTRACT

As artificial intelligence (Al) tools become ubiquitous in higher education, scholars and instructors question the continued
value of essay writing as an assessment and learning strategy. Critics argue that generative models like ChatGPT can
automate much of the writing process, potentially diminishing students’ engagement with core cognitive and rhetorical
skills. Drawing on literature from writing-to-learn research, Al in education, and composition studies, this paper argues that
essay writing remains indispensable for graduate-level social science students. Three key dimensions including cognitive
development, rhetorical fluency, and metacognitive reflection are examined to demonstrate how essay assignments
cultivate critical thinking, scholarly voice and self-regulated learning in ways Al cannot fully replicate. Further, integrating
Al ethically into the writing process can enhance these outcomes when assignments are reconfigured to emphasize process,
attribution, and oral defense. Implications for course design and academic integrity policies are discussed, with
recommendations for leveraging Al as a pedagogical partner rather than a substitute.

Keywords: essay writing, artificial intelligence, critical thinking, metacognition, higher education.

2023).
Al’s capability to generate fluent text at scale raises two

Over the past two years, generative Al models such as central questions. First, can Al replicate the cognitive
ChatGPT have sparked debates about the future of academic ~ benefits of ~writing-to-learn? ~ Second, how  might
writing assignments. University professors worry that instructors redesign essay assignments to preserve
students will outsource critical reflection and composition to  learning objectives while responsibly incorporating Al
algorithms, undermining skill development and academic tools? This paper addresses both by synthesizing
integrity (Popenici & Kerr, 2017). Others contend that Al can ~ eémpirical research on writing and Al literacy, then
serve as a collaborative tool which supports brainstorming, ~Proposing assignment structures and policies that
language polishing, and source discovery, so long as students ~ safeguard academic rigor.

maintain ownership of core ideas (Jen & Salam, 2024). Amid
this tension, it is essential to reassess the pedagogical value of
essays for graduate-level social science learners.

Essay writing occupies a unique space in higher education.
Unlike multiple-choice exams, essays require formulation of
an argument, selection and synthesis of evidence, and clear
articulation of complex ideas (Yancey, Robertson, & Taczak,
2014). The writing-to-learn framework emphasizes that
composing text drives deeper cognitive engagement, helping
students internalize disciplinary concepts and identify gaps in
their understanding (Bangert-Drowns, Hurley, & Wilkinson,
2004). Meanwhile, rhetorical studies highlight how essay
tasks cultivate scholarly voice and audience awareness, the
skills which can be transferable to policy briefs, grant
proposals, and professional publications (Stojanovic et al.,

INTRODUCTION

LITERATURE REVIEW

Writing as Cognitive Growth

Decades of research establish writing as a mode of inquiry,
wherein the act of composing externalizes thought,
allowing writers to test hypotheses and refine reasoning
(Klein, 1999). In meta-analytic studies, writing-to-learn
interventions substantially boost students’ retention of
content and critical thinking compared to traditional
instruction alone (Bangert-Drowns et al,, 2004). Essays
compel learners to organize information hierarchically,
draw connections across theories, and confront
counterarguments, processes which foster deeper
conceptual integration (Yancey et al., 2014).

Al tools can assist this process by offering instant language
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feedback or suggesting content outlines. However, they do not
by themselves generate the self-questioning essential to idea
development. For instance, when students draft a thesis
statement and then revise it through successive reflections,
they actively negotiate meaning in ways that an Al-prompted
summary cannot replace (Popenici & Kerr, 2017). The
generative Al's rapid production of well-formed sentences
may even short-circuit the iterative cycle of drafting and
revision, if students submit Al outputs uncritically (Stojanovic
etal, 2023).

Rhetorical Fluency and Scholarly Voice

Beyond cognitive structuring, essays cultivate rhetorical
judgment by deciding which evidence to foreground,
anticipating objections and tailoring tone to
disciplinary norms. Graduate students must not only present
data but also situate their contributions within existing
debates, employing genre conventions to persuade specialist
audiences (Chen & Gong, 2025). This rhetorical fluency
develops through writing practice and targeted feedback,
neither of which can an Al tool fully automate.

Effective essay assignments deliberately teach writing
strategies such as planning, drafting, and revising to equip
students with tools for independent composition. Graham and
Perin’s (2007) meta-analysis show that structured, strategy-
based instruction in essay writing produces significant
improvements in organization, clarity, and argument strength.
Their findings affirm that essays are not just assessment
vehicles but also prime vehicles for explicit writing pedagogy,
leading to quantifiable skill development.

reader

Research also indicates that novice writers using generative
Al often adopt the tool’s generic style unless intentionally
coached to preserve their individual voice (Male, Timu, &
Sabrina, 2025). When assignments require students to
annotate instances of Al-generated text and justify their
editorial choices, they become more aware of stylistic
variations and more adept at rhetorical decision-making (Jen
& Salam, 2024). Such metacognitive annotation transforms Al
from a crutch into a mirror reflecting students’ evolving
authorial identities.

Reflective Practice and Metacognition

Essays function as a bridge between reading and writing,
catalyzing improvements in both. When students compose
essays, they must not only absorb complex texts but also
reinterpret and reframe ideas in their own words. Fitzgerald
and Shanahan (2000) demonstrate that writing activities
enhance students’ reading comprehension by requiring them
to process content at deeper semantic levels, creating a
virtuous cycle in which writing sharpens reading and vice
versa.

Beyond knowledge-telling, high-quality essay tasks push
students into knowledge-transforming modes: they must

critically evaluate sources, synthesize disparate ideas, and
craft original arguments. Flower and Hayes’s (1981)
cognitive process theory of writing illuminates how essay
composition engages goal-setting, idea generation, and
continuous self-monitoring. This recursive cycle of
planning, translating thought to text, and reviewing
cultivates higher-order thinking that extends well beyond
any single assignment.

Instructors who integrate Al must scaffold reflective
practice to prevent overreliance. For example, asking
students to compare their first draft, an Al-enhanced
revision, and a final self-edited version encourages critical
appraisal of both their own and the AIl's contributions
(Kim, Yu, Detrick, & Li, 2024). Early studies show that such
structured reflection leads to greater transfer of writing
strategies and heightened skepticism toward unsupported
Al-suggested claims (Popenici & Kerr, 2017).

On the other hand, metacognition or the so-called
“awareness and control of one’s cognitive processes” is a
central aim of graduate education (Yancey et al.,, 2014).
Writing tasks promote metacognitive skills by compelling
students to plan research strategies, monitor argument
coherence, and evaluate source credibility. Reflection
prompts, such as process memos or revision logs,
externalize these decisions and foster transfer to future
writing contexts (Bangert-Drowns et al., 2004).

Ethical Use and Attribution

The proliferation of Al in writing raises ethical questions
around transparency and authorship. Emerging APA
guidelines recommend explicit attribution of Al-generated
text (Chen & Gong, 2025). Yet, students often lack clarity
on when to cite Al tools versus conventional editing
software (Male et al., 2025). Faculty attitudes vary widely:
some forbid Al usage outright, while others embrace it
without clear policies, leading to student confusion and
inconsistent practices (Vemula, 2025).

Collaborative policy-making such as inviting students to
co-design Al attribution protocols has shown promise in
fostering genuine transparency. In pilot studies, students
who helped set limits on Al-generated content (e.g., no
more than 30% of a final draft) and agreed on in-text Al
disclosures demonstrated higher levels of honesty and
academic integrity than those subjects to top-down bans
(Du & Orsini, 2024). This participatory approach reframes
Al as a legitimate research tool, akin to statistical software,
rather than a cheating device.

DISCUSSION

Preserving Cognitive Engagement
To safeguard writing’s cognitive benefits, essay prompts
must prioritize open-ended questions that resist Al's

randspublications.org/index.php/ijssll

2



RANDSPUBLICATIONS

Page No. 01-04

tendency to default to surface-level summaries. Instructors
can require students to incorporate primary data such as
interview excerpts or archival materials that Al cannot access
directly. Alternatively, embedding micro-reflection tasks
within the assignment (e.g., “Explain in 150 words how your
thesis evolved from your initial research question”) compels
students to articulate thought processes in their own words
(Klein, 1999).

Enhancing Rhetorical Skill Development

Rhetorical fluency develops through iterative practice and
feedback. Peer review workshops, in which students critique
drafts for argument strength and audience alignment,
encourage mutual learning and human-centered dialogue that
Al cannotreplicate (Stojanovic etal., 2023). Al can supplement
by flagging potential logical fallacies or coherence breaks, but
final judgments should rest with peers and instructors.

Structuring Metacognitive Reflection

Assignment scaffolds that intersperse writing and reflection
sustain metacognitive growth. A four-stage model might
include: (1) preliminary outline, (2) Al-assisted draft, (3)
reflective annotation of Al suggestions, and (4) final rewrite.
Each stage receives formative feedback, emphasizing process
over polished product. Early evidence suggests this model
deepens strategy transfer and reduces students’ impulse to
treat Al outputs as complete answers (Kim et al.,, 2024).

Fostering Ethical Al Integration

Establishing clear, collaboratively developed Al policies
avoids punitive atmospheres and builds trust. A co-designed
Al use agreement can specify acceptable use cases (e.g.,
grammar checks, brainstorming), disclosure formats (e.g.,
footnotes for Al-generated passages), and academic integrity
consequences for undisclosed use. Such transparency aligns
with broader digital literacy goals, equipping students to
navigate Al tools ethically in research and professional
contexts (Vemula, 2025).

Implications for Graduate Education

Graduate social science curricula should reconceptualize
essay assignments as multimodal experiences combining
writing, speaking, and digital literacy. Departments can host
Al-in-writing workshops, where faculty and students jointly
explore Al's affordances and pitfalls. Embedding Al literacy
modules within research methods courses ensures students
discern credible sources and verify Al-supplied references and
thus counter the risk of “hallucinations” (Stojanovic et al,,
2023).

Moreover, program assessment rubrics must evolve to value
process logs of draft
interactions, and peer-review notes
evidentiary artifacts. Granting writing centers resources to

documentation: iterations, Al

become central

support Al-informed tutorials further reinforces the
message that writing remains a human-centered craft
enriched but not replaceable by technology (Jen & Salam,
2024).

CONCLUSION

Essay writing continues to hold enduring relevance in the
Al era by cultivating critical thinking, rhetorical skill, and
metacognitive awareness in ways that current Al systems
cannot fully supplant. Rather than abandoning essays or
waging war on technology, educators should adapt
assignments to integrate Al ethically, emphasizing
process, reflection, and human interaction. By reframing
Al as a partner in writing, graduate programs can preserve
the intellectual rigor of essay composition and prepare
students for scholarly and professional demands in an
increasingly automated world.

REFERENCES

1. Bangert-Drowns, R. L., Hurley, M. M., & Wilkinson, B.
(2004). The effects of school-based writing-to-learn
interventions on academic achievement: A meta-
analysis. Review of Educational Research, 74(1), 29-
58.

2. Chen, C, & Gong, Y. (2025). The role of Al-assisted
learning in academic writing: A mixed methods study
on Chinese as a second language students. Education
Sciences, 15(2), 141-158.
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci15020141

3. Du,]., & Orsini, M. (2024). Co-designing Al attribution
policies with students: A participatory approach to
academic integrity. Journal of Educational Technology
Policy, 12(3), 45-63.

4. Fitzgerald, J., & Shanahan, T. (2000). Reading-writing
relations and their development.
Psychologist, 35(1), 39-50.

5. Flower, L., & Hayes, ]. R. (1981). A cognitive process
theory of writing. College Composition and
Communication, 32(4), 365-387.

6. Graham, S., & Perin, D. (2007). Writing next: Effective
strategies to improve writing of adolescents in middle
and high school. Journal of Educational Psychology,
99(3), 445-455.

7. Jen, S. L, & Salam, A. R. (2024). Using artificial
intelligence for essay writing:

Educational

Insights from a
systematic review. Arab World English Journal, Special
Issue on ChatGPT, 90-99.
https://dx.doi.org/10.24093 /awej/ChatGPT.5

8. Kim, ], Yu, S, Detrick, R, & Li, N. (2024). Exploring
students’ perspectives on generative Al-assisted
academic writing. Education and Information

randspublications.org/index.php/ijssll

3


https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci15020141
https://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awej/ChatGPT.5

RANDSPUBLICATIONS Page No. 01-04

Technologies. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-024-
12878-7

9. Klein, P. D. (1999). Reopening inquiry into cognitive
processes in writing-to-learn. Educational Psychology
Review, 11(3), 203-270.
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1021913217281

10. Male, H., Timu, T. M., & Sabrina, D. (2025). The role of
artificial intelligence (AI) in essay writing: Student
perceptions and pedagogical implications. SIGEH ELT:
Journal of Literature and Linguistics, 5(1), 1-18.
https://doi.org/10.36269/sigeh.v5i1.3115

11. Popenici, S. A., & Kerr, S. (2017). Exploring the impact of
artificial intelligence on teaching and learning in higher
education. Research and Practice in Technology Enhanced
Learning, 12(1), 1-13. https://doi.org/10.1186/s41039-
017-0062-8

12. Stojanovic, L., Radojcic, V., Savi¢, S., Cvetkovic, A. S., &
Sarcevic, D. (2023). The influence of artificial intelligence
on creative writing: Exploring the synergy between Al and
creative authorship. International Journal of Engineering
Inventions, 12(12), 70-74.
https://doi.org/10.18535 /ijier/v12i12.13

13. Vemula, M. (2025). Academic writing in the age of Al:
Opportunities, challenges, and best practices. The
Scientific Scholar Publishing, 4(1), 8-14.
https://doi.org/10.17311/tsp.2025.08.14

14. Yancey, K. B., Robertson, L., & Taczak, K. (2014). Writing
across contexts: Transfer, composition, and sites of
writing. College Composition and Communication, 66(2),
357-382.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
randspublications.org/index.php/ijssll 4


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-024-12878-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-024-12878-7
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1021913217281
https://doi.org/10.36269/sigeh.v5i1.3115
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41039-017-0062-8
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41039-017-0062-8
https://doi.org/10.18535/ijier/v12i12.13
https://doi.org/10.17311/tsp.2025.08.14

