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Editorial

Between ghostwriting and cowriting: Al as a transformative force across writing
practices, literacies, and pedagogies

New media and technologies of writing have always been met with skepticism. The fear was that they
would alter fundamental dimensions of human expression, cognition, subjectivity, and embodiment.
It was claimed, for example, that print diminished the vitality of language use (Rousseau), the type-
writer undermined the individual character of writing (Heidegger), and the computer strained the body
(Auster; see Wilder & Lordick, 2026). Are widespread fears that generative Al impairs human thinking
and learning, then, merely the recurrence of a media-historical figure of thought whose earlier mani-
festations now appear exaggerated?

No, because Al is far more disruptive. It brings to an end the human monopoly on language processing
in general and text production in particular. Unlike all earlier writing media and technologies, texts are
no longer merely shaped; they are generated (Robinson, 2023). The integration of Al further reduces
the need for physical text production by enabling users to produce text without having to type or dic-
tate it themselves. In this sense, Al partially assumes a function that was previously associated with
ghostwriters, but in an automated and widely accessible form. Second, and more fundamentally, au-
tomation brings with it a detachment from the intellectual production of an individual person. Al thus
appears less as a writing tool, such as a keyboard or word processor, than as a content-generating
“participant” (Hirschauer, 2005) in writing practices, thereby calling established notions of human au-
thorship into question. More than that, Al surpasses human writing in speed and often in quality as
well. Compounding this, it is being developed with considerable rapidity, is backed by substantial fi-
nancial investment, and is attracting a remarkably broad social response. Venture-capital investment
in Al reached nearly USD 260 billion in 2025 alone (OECD, 2026a), and ChatGPT, at the time of writing
this editorial, has more than 900 million weekly users worldwide (OpenAl, 2026).

What further distinguishes Al from other writing media and technologies is that its use invariably also
raises serious ethical, political, and legal concerns including environmental costs, discriminatory harms
such as sexist and racist stereotypes, concentration of power, surveillance, and issues surrounding
data protection and copyright (Huang et al., 2026). These concerns arise within a field shaped by eco-
nomic and political interests, including the strategic rivalry among some of the world’s largest technol-
ogy companies and most powerful states whose interests are not necessarily compatible with those of
education or the public sphere. Writing with Al is thus not merely a matter of writing, but also of
power, control, governance, and ethical responsibility. From a didactic perspective, one question that
this raises is how the use of Al in the classroom can be connected to forms of critical reflection on its
output. At the same time, it remains a pedagogical challenge to operationalize the notion of critical
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thinking—a term that surfaces almost reflexively in these discussions—in ways that translate into con-
crete ideas and practical measures for classroom teaching.

This challenge has become more urgent, because writing with Al has already turned into an everyday
practice for teachers and learners in schools and universities in many countries, as international sur-
veys suggest (Digital Education Council, 2025; UNESCO, 2025). This uptake has outpaced regulatory
oversight, institutional norm formation, curricular adaptation, and didactic reflection. As a result, writ-
ing with Al often takes place in a gray zone (“Shadow Al”) (Silic et al., 2025): widely practiced; variously
tolerated, ignored, or underestimated; and only partially governed (Freeman, 2025; OECD, 2026b).
This is precisely what makes the current situation so consequential. Educational institutions are con-
fronting a new paradigm of writing that remains informal, opaque, and pedagogically underdefined.
The pressing question, then, is not only under what conditions this already widespread configuration
of writing can be pedagogically integrated in a meaningful, transparent, and accountable way, but also
whether, and in what form, writing should remain a central educational aim at all.

What is at stake, first of all, is writing itself. Writing is a central medium of the individual’s broader
literate socialization across school, university, and numerous professional domains (Graham et al.,
2026). In planning, formulating, and revising texts, individuals learn to communicate across time and
space and acquire extensive linguistic, worldly, disciplinary, and aesthetic resources. Second, writing
supports the development of other core language practices on which education depends—above all
reading, but also speaking and listening—and, in so doing, fosters the acquisition of academic lan-
guage. Third, Al bears not only on writing itself, but also on the learning culture of contemporary edu-
cation more broadly, including its assessment culture. Until now, writing is embedded in everyday
practices of schools and universities: Students read and annotate texts, take notes during lectures,
combine written language with images and video in presentations, compose source-based assign-
ments, and articulate understanding in writing across subjects.

What happens to all of this under conditions in which writing is increasingly shaped by, or shared with
Al? If the role of writing in education changes, this will reshape not only how students write, but also
how they read, study, demonstrate understanding, and are assessed. Without an adequate response
from education policy and didactics, it may foster forms of “cognitive surrender” —that is, the uncritical
adoption of Al-generated outputs in place of independent judgment and deliberation (Shaw & Nave,
2026); and, in the longer term, it may contribute to “deskilling” by reducing opportunities to practice
central cognitive and linguistic operations. Moreover, one increasingly visible effect is the unprece-
dented pressure placed on both students and teachers. Students report being asked with growing fre-
qguency to verify the authenticity of their work, especially when it is judged to be good. Teachers, in
turn, are reading student writing with increasing doubts about authorship and heightened sensitivity
to possible rule violations and attempts at deception.

In general, three scenarios seem conceivable here (Steinhoff, 2026). One is “delegation”: Writing is
increasingly handed over to Al—for example, when the human activity is reduced to prompting, se-
lecting, and editing—and gradually abandoned as an educational aim. Another is “conservation”: Writ-
ing continues to be cultivated, in conscious distinction from Al, much as before—for example, by priv-
ileging handwriting or by more tightly regulating assessments. A third is “transformation”: Writing is
reworked under the conditions of Al and redefined as an educational aim accordingly, with writing
with Al increasingly becoming the new default form of writing—for example, by shifting attention from
finished products to writing processes, from isolated performances to portfolios, and from individual
text production to more explicit forms of collaboration.
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Taken together, these scenarios challenge writing research to reconsider its objects, models, methods,
and instructional designs. Most fundamentally, however, the scenario of transformation requires ap-
proaching Al as a reconfiguration of writing. Its objects of inquiry thus extend beyond human writing
processes and texts to include human—Al writing constellations and writing practices that emerge from
them, and even forms of automated text production in which human involvement may be minimal or
absent. In doing so, research should take into account not only classical forms of text production, but
also more interactive writing processes such as chats with so-called “Al companions,” which, in 2025,
were used regularly by 52% of 13- to 17-year-olds in the United States (Robb & Mann, 2025, pp. 2—4).

One way of conceptualizing these expanded objects of inquiry is offered by Steinhoff and Lehnen
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(2025) who propose a model of roles and practices: Al may act as “ghost,” “partner,” or “tutor,” while
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the human counterpart appears as “client,” “explorer,” or “learner.” These role constellations corre-
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spond to different communicative practices—“chat-to-generate,” “chat-to-create,” and “chat-to-
chat”—which make clear that writing with Al ranges from delegated text production to quasidialogical
cocreation and tutorial support. The boundaries between these roles and practices are not rigid; they
overlap in various ways and may shift within a single writing process. Especially relevant in this context
is how these roles shift when writing becomes collaborative and several writers must negotiate how a
text should be formulated. In such constellations, roles are no longer simply distributed between hu-
man and Al, but are reconfigured through processes of attribution, coordination, and negotiation
among the participants. This raises important questions about authorship, authority, and responsibility
when decisions about content, wording, and structure are no longer made by a single writer. It also
invites a reconsideration of collaborative writing in school—a practice with a well-established didactic
tradition—under conditions in which Al enters the process not merely as a tool, but as an active con-
tributor.

This makes it all the more crucial to recognize that assessments of the opportunities and risks of Al for
human writing are often implicitly tied to the “ghost” role. Its pedagogical potential, by contrast, is
more likely to emerge in constellations in which Al is configured as a “partner” or “tutor”—roles that
may, in a broader sense, be subsumed under “cowriting.” Beyond this, the question arises whether
and how writing with Al can be incorporated into models of competence structure and competence
development, how writing with Al relates to basic writing and reading competencies, and whether Al
may begin to take on quasisocializing roles in literacy development that were previously conveyed
primarily by human interlocutors. This possibility seems all the more plausible given that Al use extends
well beyond educational contexts and has long since become embedded in everyday practices, ful-
filling a broad range of needs and functions—in some cases, even as an object of emotional attach-
ment.

Methodologically, this calls not for a replacement of established approaches, but for their extension
(Anson & Cole, 2026). Product analyses, process studies, and experimental designs remain indispensa-
ble. Accordingly, methodological pluralism is required. Established designs therefore need to be com-
plemented by approaches capable of capturing the coactivity of human and machine more directly—
for example, through screen-based process data, ethnographic observation, case studies, and mixed-
method designs that treat writing as an embedded, multimodal, and interactional practice. Alongside
this, research also needs to examine the professionalization of writing educators in this field, including
the beliefs, orientations, and competencies that shape how Al is understood, adopted, and pedagogi-
cally integrated into writing instruction.
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The reorientation of writing research also concerns the role of researchers themselves. The call that
“academics need to wake up on Al” (Kustov, 2026, title) points to a broader shift: As Al increasingly
contributes to literature synthesis, data analysis, interpretation, and textual formulation, it may also
transform academic socialization. This is particularly evident in doctoral education, where established
standards of authorship, independence, and scholarly performance may no longer be taken for
granted; and where findings themselves risk becoming rapidly outdated as models, interfaces, and
practices evolve.

With regard to instructional design, research needs to explore how Al can be used in ways that support
learning—for example, in the roles of partner and tutor such as for teachers’ task design, feedback
within secondary and tertiary students’ writing processes, or the personalized support of learners in
multilingual and inclusive educational contexts. One promising option is that of “didactic agents” that
extend the tradition of pedagogical agents into the context of Al (Corvacho del Toro et al., 2025). Di-
dactic agents are Al applications that teachers develop for specific learning objectives and learner
groups by supplementing, on suitable learning platforms, the system prompts of models such as
ChatGPT, Claude, or Gemini with prompts of their own. In doing so, they do not merely adapt these
models, but align them with specific instructional purposes and pedagogical concepts, delimit their
affordances through the narrowing and shaping of possible outputs, and specify the informational ba-
sis on which those outputs are to draw.

Because Al has become a globally pervasive, conceptually challenging, empirically complex, and peda-
gogically consequential force in writing, it forms the subject of this journal’s first international special
issue. It approaches this development at the interconnected levels of practices, literacies, and peda-
gogies: as a shift in writing practices; as a challenge to established literacies; and as a task for the
pedagogies through which writing is taught, learned, and assessed. The issue serves both as a forum
for international voices in the debate and as an opportunity for research from the German-speaking
world to present itself to an international audience.

Moreover, this English-language edition marks a first attempt to experiment with new formats while
combining them with more established ones. The issue brings together invited statements in which
authors from different disciplines reflect on questions they consider especially relevant to the present
situation and its likely future trajectories, empirical research articles that present ongoing work in the
field of schooling and share initial findings, and methodological articles that address how writing with
Al can be studied.

The issue opens with five statements ranging from assessment, pedagogy, and writing instruction to
automated text production, digital life, and the promises and risks of writing with Al. Bradley Robinson
emphasizes the pedagogical value of friction and resistance in writing processes. Jin Joy Mao argues
that writing should remain a medium of learning and assessment even under Al. Cerstin Mahlow in-
sists on a clearer distinction between writing and automated text production. Isabel Pedersen frames
Al as part of students’ digital life and stresses Al and privacy literacy in postsecondary education. And
Justin Lewis highlights both the emancipatory promise and the alienating risks of Al-supported writing.

The issue then turns to four empirical research articles from the German-speaking context. Afra
Sturm, Valentin Unger, and Fabian Griinig address the question of Al-based text assessment in ele-
mentary education. Using benchmark-rated narrative and instructive texts written by students in
Grades 4 and 5, the article examines whether large language models can be employed for the evalua-
tion of writing in psychometrically meaningful ways. Maurice Fiirstenberg examines Al-generated
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feedback in writing education. Combining conceptual work on feedback quality with an empirical com-
parison of teacher- and Al-generated feedback on texts from 6th-grade students, the article investi-
gates how generative Al can be described and analyzed as a source of feedback in educational con-
texts. Maxi Kupetz investigates the use of an Al-based application for text revision in a German-as-a-
second-language classroom for 11th-grade students at a secondary school. Based on video data from
secondary-school support lessons, the article reconstructs how revising a self-written text with Al is
interactionally accomplished. And Alyssa Kutzner investigates Al-assisted writing in multilingual sec-
ondary education. Drawing on a mixed-methods study with 9th-grade students writing in German and
English, the article explores how Al-mediated writing strategies are used across languages and how
they relate to proficiency, strategy transfer, and metacognitive awareness.

A third format is provided by the methodological articles that reflect on how writing with Al can be
adequately described, modeled, and investigated. Nina Schnatz, Aline Bieri, and Cerstin Mahlow ar-
gue for methodological triangulation in Al-supported writing research, combining student texts,
prompting journals, surveys, and case studies. Gloria Goller and Nadine Anskeit address methodolog-
ical challenges in empirical research on Al-assisted writing, emphasizing mixed methods, long-term
effects, and transparent ethical-technological conditions. Daniela Matz and Carolin Fiihrer discuss
qualitative approaches to writing-process research under conditions of Al, using creative and literary
writing to show how individual and collaborative processes can be reconstructed.

Taken together, the contributions to this special issue make clear that writing with Al is not simply a
new tool to be integrated, but a development that forces us to rethink what writing is, what it is for,
and how it should be studied, taught, and assessed.

We would like to thank all authors for their contributions to this special issue, the reviewers for their
careful and constructive feedback, the editors of the journal—Ricarda Freudenberg, Friederike Kern,
Susanne Riegler, and Dorothee Wieser—for their trust in and commitment to this project, Tiffany Brug-
ger for her thoughtful editorial support, and Jonathan Harrow for kindly assisting with the translation
and style. They have all helped bring this first international special issue of the journal to publication.

Katrin Lehnen/Torsten Steinhoff
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