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When students write with AI, it often feels easier

Removing difficulty feels like improvement
• smoother
• faster
• more efficient

But something else is happening
• less hesitation
• fewer decisions
• less visible effort

When writing becomes too easy, something gets lost…

I need AI to 
make my 

writing better!

This is what Madhavan calls the 

“beauty of friction”… the role of 

resistance in learning and ownership.
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The paradox

“the voice* is all wrong… a mix of bland and obsequious, not 
mine”

• grammatically correct

• clearer structure

• more formal

But:

• less like the writer

• less sense of ownership

• harder to see where the thinking is

Writing can be improved without being authored.

*Voice = stance, 
positioning, and 
ownership

Is that how I 
would write it?
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Where we usually stop

When students use AI, it’s easy to think of it as:

• editing

• improving

• polishing

So, the question becomes:

• Does AI make writing better?

But this keeps the focus on the final text

• how it reads

• how correct it is

• how “academic” it sounds

It ignores how 
the writing was 
produced

Does AI make 
my writing 

better?
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But if they’re already using AI while drafting…

What happens before

polishing?

• How are they drafting?

• Where is the language 

coming from?

• What already looks “AI-

like”?

Where is this 
actually 

coming from?

The bigger shift 
may be happening 
earlier in the 
writing process
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The study (McKinley, 2026)

Master’s student writing (UK university)

two cohorts:

• 2019 (pre-GenAI)

• 2025 (GenAI environment)

Compare:

• original submissions

• AI-polished versions
Not just what AI does to 
texts, but how writing is 
changing over time
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What polishing does

Before (student draft)

• This suggests that students may benefit from 
more explicit feedback.

After (AI-polished)

• The findings suggest that students benefit 
from more explicit feedback.

• “may” disappears

• claim becomes categorical

• authority shifts away from the 

writer (less authorial)

It looks small, but it 
changes how the 
argument is positioned

Is this still my 
argument?
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What’s happening to the writing

In both groups of students*:

• less hedging

• less self-positioning

• more impersonal authority

• *in 2025, these features are already visible in 
the drafts

The writing becomes 
more categorical, and 
less visibly authored

This already 
sounds like AI…
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The “compounding dynamic”

Step 1 Drafting

• students use AI while writing

• drafts already follow AI-like patterns

Step 2 Polishing

• AI removes remaining hedging

• strengthens claims

• standardises phrasing

Step 3 Reinforcement

• the same features are amplified

• the next piece of writing starts from this baseline

Drafting and 
polishing are no 
longer separate 
stages… they begin 
to reinforce the 
same kind of writing

Why does 
everything I write 
start to sound the 

same?
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What this does to writing over time

What starts to drop out:

• hedging (“may”, “might”, “appears to”)

• self-positioning (the sense of a writer behind the claim)

• exploratory phrasing (working things out on the page)

What becomes more common:

• categorical claims (“this shows”, “it is clear”)

• impersonal authority (“the findings suggest…”)

• familiar, repeatable structures
Different writers
begin to produce 
very similar texts

This sounds 
right… but it 

could be anyone.
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The deeper problem

Students might recognise both sides of this shift…

On the surface:

• clearer structure

• more fluent expression

• more “appropriate” academic tone

But underneath:

• the argument feels slightly off

• the wording doesn’t quite match their intention

• they struggle to explain or defend what’s written

Authority increases in the 
text, but decreases for the 
writer

I can submit this, 
but I’m not sure I 

can explain it.
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What this means for student writers

The issue isn’t just whether the writing is “better”.

Choosing from AI isn’t the same as writing it.

It’s whether it still reflects what students mean…

• Where did this wording come from?

• Would you actually say this?

• Can you explain and defend it?

Using AI isn’t the problem, relying on it without noticing 

what it changes is!

Clarity matters, but 
so does ownership!

Would I actually 
say this if 

someone asked 
me about it?
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Using AI well

This isn’t about avoiding AI, and it’s not about using as 

much of it as possible (or improving “prompt engineering”)

It’s about what they do with it…

• noticing what changes when they use it

• deciding what to keep and what to rewrite

• checking that the argument still reflects their thinking

Using AI well means staying in control of the writing

Don’t just accept the output, work on it 

until it says what you mean.

If you can’t explain it, it’s not finished!

I don’t have to 
keep it like that…
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Final thoughts

• Writing is being shaped by AI, with less visible 

writer agency.

• As language becomes standardised through 

AI, meaning and stance can shift with it.

• Students’ writing may be partly AI generated, 

much like writing supported by samples, but 

they still need to own it.

The question isn’t “Is this better?”

it’s “Is the writer still visible?”


	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15

