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Al and discourse analysis: Implications for ESP genre pedagogy in EFL
settings
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The advent of generative Al is bound to revolutionize professional
writing practices. This will inevitably have an impact on writing
pedagogies, particularly in the ESP writing courses where speakers of
English as a second language are taught to master the principles of
domain-specific communication alongside general language skills. While
concerns have been raised as to the future of professional writing and
writing pedagogy in the era of Al, this article argues that learning to use
generative Al tools offers an unprecedented opportunity for students to
develop discourse analytical skills that have traditionally been sidelined
in ESP genre teaching as they pertained more to the writing process than
to the product, the latter taking typically priority—in the minds of
students and teachers alike—over the former. This is a welcome
development which does justice to the principles of genre pedagogy.
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1. Introduction

This paper aims to offer some considerations on the role of discourse analysis
in English for Special Purposes (ESP) genre pedagogy in English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) settings, with special regard to the impact of Al text generating
tools on both educational and professional practices.

Discourse analysis is a broad approach to the study of discourse and
communication at the language-society interface. Central to discourse analysis
are two key tenets, which Bhatia et al. (2008, p. 1) summarise as follows:

... the idea that language can be analysed not just on the level of the
phoneme/morpheme, the word, the clause or the sentence, but also on
the level of the text, and the idea that language ought to be analysed not
as an abstract set or rules, but as a tool for social action. Although early
conceptualizations of discourse analysis were seen as an offshoot of
linguistic analysis, focusing more on the ‘language as text’ side of the
equation . . ., in its present form it has moved to more of a focus on
‘language in use’, drawing on insights from sociology, psychology,
semiotics, communication studies, rhetoric, as well as disciplines such as
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business and marketing, accountancy, organizational studies, law and
information technology, to name only a few. In this regard, it has evolved
as a fruitful way of understanding the use of language in a variety of
institutional, academic, workplace and professional settings.

Discourse analysis investigates—amongst other things—the way in which
language and text ‘function’ in social settings, and in particular the manner in
which they are used to carry out actions within the framework of socially
recognized activities. Discourse analytical approaches to specialized
communication focus in particular on the role of genres as standardized forms
of intercommunication among members of specialized discourse communities,
typically professional (including academic), institutional or organizational.

In these communities, discourse—both spoken and written, but especially
written—is constitutive, i.e., it is the means whereby the community is both
identified by external stakeholders and identifies itself. Mastering disciplinary
discourse is essential to qualify as a member of a given community (Bhatia,
1997; Devitt et al., 2003; Miller, 1984; Swales, 1988). For this reason, ‘learning
the lingo’—but also, and more importantly, the textual conventions—of a
profession is an essential component not only of professional apprenticeship,
but also of disciplinary training, particularly at university level. In university
EFL courses, the teaching of English is eminently disciplinary, and is aimed at
providing students with the linguistic competences required to effectively
communicate in their field of expertise. Genre pedagogy focuses specifically on
providing future professionals with these discipline-specific competences.
Examples of scholarly work highlighting the role of genre pedagogy in ESP
teaching abound, and have been featured extensively in this journal (Casan-
Pitarch, 2015; Domenec, 2017; Pashapour et al., 2018; Pirmoradian et al., 2024;
Salmani Nodoushan, 2011; Salmani Nodoushan & Khakbaz, 2011; Salmani
Nodoushan & Montazeran, 2012; Townley & Riazi, 2014).

The advent of Al writing tools has caused more than a fluster in both academic
and professional circles, raising both concerns and expectations (Al-Zaghir et
al,, 2023; Felten et al,, 2023; Ghaffary, 2023; Hadan et al., 2024; Hartenberger,
2023; Heikkild, 2023; Keegin, 2023; Nicoletti & Bass, 2023; Nield, 2023). There
is little doubt that Al writing tools have ushered in a new era of content
generation. Powered by Large Language Models (LLMs), they operate on user
prompts, generating text based on the provided input. The process relies on
extensive training data (which includes a broad range of texts from a variety of
genres) which are fed into the LLMs. These use deep learning neural networks
mimicking the functioning of the human brain to predict the most appropriate
words fulfilling the tasks outlined in the prompts. Extensively trained on a vast
corpus of knowledge, these tools are extremely powerful, and the text they
produce is surprisingly human-like.
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The quality of the text produced by widely available Al writing tools such as
ChatGPT is often very good, especially for text belonging to highly standardised
genres, as is the case with much text produced in specialised domains. The
reason for this is fairly easy to surmise: given the importance of predictability
in automatic text generation, the more predictable (i.e., standardized) the text,
the better the chances for text generating tools to carry out the task in a way
that matches the expectations of the text user. Indeed, as (Steele, 2023, pp. 2-
3) recently remarked in an academic paper, “its facility in obeying the
conventions of nearly any genre or style is truly a thing to behold,” the more
astonishing because “although ChatGPT is mimicking the conventions of
human language use, its command of such conventions is a struggle for many
people,” and especially for second language users.

As is often the case with ground-breaking innovations, the technology has both
enthusiastic promoters and apocalyptic-sounding detractors, the former
convinced that it represents a viable solution to all of their communication
needs, including the most complex, and the latter concerned that it will replace
human experts but at the expense of quality and creativity. Educators are
particularly at a loss when deciding what to make of both potentialities and
perceived shortcomings of the tools. Is their use to be avoided at all costs or
embraced in the classroom? Do they impair or can they enhance learning? Do
they increase or decrease motivation? For educators training language
experts—future professionals who are being taught to perform the very same
tasks that text generating tools are so apt at—the dilemma is compounded by
the awareness that by the time current students enter the job market, the
competences they have worked so hard at acquiring may be out-of-date, or
altogether obsolete.

As one such educator, I can testify to the urgency felt by both fellow educators
and students for an understanding not only of how these tools work (though
this is of course of paramount importance), but also of how to best exploit their
potential by leveraging existing competences and developing new ones. This
paper offers some reflections on the above-mentioned points. Starting from an
analysis of the competences required to master effective communication in
domain-specific contexts, it discusses evolving students’ needs in the age of A],
with a focus on the role of discourse analysis in the new professional writing
arena.

2. Training (prospective) professionals in technical writing

In the short time since the release of Al tools to the public, their use in ESL
teaching has literally exploded. New research reporting on the impact and
potential of generative writing tools in the ESL classroom is being published
daily, and any overview that may be provided here is bound to become quickly
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obsolete. What follows is therefore a most definitely not-exhaustive list of
exemplificative references which appeared to be most relevant at the time of
revising this article for publication. Research on generative Al and language
learning, with specific reference to writing skills (where the technology
performs most efficiently) comprises studies of attitudes towards the
technologies involved (Praphan & Praphan, 2023; Sumakul et al., 2022; Teng,
2024), reviews of automated writing assistance tools (Alharbi, 2023), reports
on experimental uses of Al-powered technologies (Al Mahmud, 2023; Losi et
al, 2024; Marghany, 2023; Wale et al,, 2024; Wiboolyasarin et al.,, 2024),
assessments of outcomes (Fathi & Rahimi, 2024; Gayed et al., 2022; Marzuki et
al,, 2023), considerations on the empowering effects of Al tools (Jiang, 2022),
and reflections on the metacognitive skills required (and simultaneously
fostered) by the adoption of Al tools in teaching and learning (Ghafouri et al.,
2023; Liu et al., 2023; Hwang et al., 2023). As the breadth of the topics covered
testifies, this is a vast field that calls for investigation on multiple levels. In this
article, I will focus on the opportunities generative Al tools offer to develop
skills that have traditionally been included in the expected outcomes of
professional writing instruction, but which have rarely been consistently
pursued in the classroom owing to an overwhelming focus on linguistic, as
opposed to more general discursive, proficiency. The remainder of this paper
is devoted to clarifying what I specifically mean by ‘discursive’ in the context of
professional writing, and how generative Al can help enhance discursive
competence.

2.1. (Prospective) professionals’ needs

In developing my argument, I am writing from the vantage point of a language
expert teaching English as a Foreign Language to university students aiming to
become language and communication professionals employable in a
potentially vast number of specialized domains (from grant application to
report writing, from public relations to translation services to multicultural
human resource management, etc.). In order to be successful students first, and
successful professionals later, they need to be able to use English correctly (1)
to fulfil their academic tasks, and (2) to function in their future professional
domain(s). To reach the first goal, students must acquire academic English
skills and apply them to the domain of linguistics. As for the latter goal, the
domains where they will have to operate in the future are impossible to
predict; as a result, teaching focuses on selected areas of expertise (most
notably, in my case, business and scientific English), but includes transferrable
skills that should equip them to handle language and communication demands
in fields of which they have no previous experience.

Most important among these transferable skills are metalinguistic and
metapragmatic competences, i.e., the ability to understand the way language is



International Journal of Language Studies, 19(2), 31-50

used in a given communicative situation to fulfil its communication purposes
and to replicate such use, adapting it where necessary to different
communicative coordinates and varying communicative goals. In other words,
students are expected to learn how to identify linguistic and communicative
patterns associated with recurrent situations and to re-use the communicative
strategies thereby identified in situation-appropriate manners. Of course,
linguistic competences are only part of the overall skills students need to
master in order to fully understand “what is going on” in any given situation.
However, the training they have received in language analysis within a
pragmatic framework should enable them to fully appreciate the role of
language in the performance of professional tasks, and to contribute with their
specific expertise to the successful outcome of operations in which they are
involved as language professionals. In particular, they should be versed in
managing linguistic nuance and subtleness, and be able to adapt them to best
fit the requirements of the unfolding communicative situation (in situ) or
match evolving scenarios (across a time span).

2.2. Genre pedagogy: Meeting students’ needs

Over the last three decades, ESP teaching practices have been increasingly
focused on teaching students domain-specific terminology (for instance,
business lexicon) within its context of use (such as business negotiations), with
explicit instruction provided on the textual conventions that characterize
recurring situations. Special attention is given to scripts (typically oral) and
genres (generally written), with an emphasis on patterns and regularities, in
line with what is advocated for in genre-based pedagogical approaches (Devitt,
2009; Hyland, 2003, 2007, 2008; Paltridge, 2014; Russell et al., 2009; Yasuda,
2011; to name but a few).

As mentioned in the introduction, the notion of genre is crucial in teaching
English for Special Purposes. The approach to teaching I have adopted falls
within the tradition of the English for Specific Purposes school of genre
analysis (see Bhatia et al., 2008). In Bhatia et al.’s (2008) description, “genre
analysis . . . can be viewed as the study of situated linguistic behaviour in
institutionalized academic or professional settings” (Bhatia et al., 2008, p. 10).
Early studies in genre analysis and theory have been defined as

... attempts to offer increasingly more complex (‘thicker’) descriptions
of language use, incorporating, and often going beyond, the immediate
context of situation, taking analyses beyond mere linguistic descriptions
to offer explanations for specific uses of language in conventionalized
and institutionalized settings. As we can see, the most important feature
of this approach ... is the emphasis on conventions. (Bhatia et al., 2008,

p-10)
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This type of genre analysis is generally associated with the work of Swales
(1990) and Bhatia (1993), other often quoted scholars being Bazerman (1988),
Martin (1993), Freedman and Medway (1994), Hyon (1996), Paltridge (1997)
and Devitt (2004). All these scholars share an emphasis on the social and
rhetorical nature of genre, an approach first outlined by Miller (1984) in a
seminal paper in which she defined genre as “typified rhetorical action based
in recurrent situations” (Miller, 1984, p. 159), further maintaining that “as
action, [genre] acquires meaning from situation and from the social context in
which that situation arose” (Miller, 1984, p. 163).

Common to the notions of genre put forth by the above-mentioned
academics—besides the focus on conventions—is an explicit correlation
between textual (linguistic and rhetorical) features and context—a link based
on the pragmatic principle that language does things (Austin, 1962), i.e., is used
for purposeful actions (see Paltridge, 1995). The notion of purpose, or goal, is
crucial to the definition of genre. Featured in all definitions of genre developed
in the above-mentioned literature (and much more), it was prominent in the
very first conceptualizations of the notion. In one of the earliest ones (Swales
1981), which precedes Miller’s, genre is defined as “a more or less standardized
communicative event with a goal or a set of goals mutually understood by the
participants in that event” (Swales, 1981, p. 19; emphasis added). In the same
essay, Swales also insists that for a genre to be identifiable it is necessary that
“viable correlations” be established “between cognitive, rhetorical, and
linguistic features” in a form that is “sufficiently conventionalized” to make it
possible to infer “generalizations that will capture certain relationships
between function and form” (Swales, 1981, p. 10). The overall communicative
goal of a text belonging to a given genre is pursued by means of a succession of
sub-goals: for instance, to persuade potential donors to part with their money,
fundraising letters typically contain an outline of the cause for which money is
being raised, the credentials of the organization, and an actual solicitation for
contributions, with additional content being also possible, though not strictly
necessary (see Upton, 2002). These sub-goals, or moves, are further broken
down into steps, each additional subdivision providing a progressively more
concrete description of the kind of content that can appear at a given point in
a sequentially organized text, with specific linguistic features being closely
associated with each step.

While the principles of genre analysis described above may seem easy enough
to understand, their implementation is not quite as straightforward. The actual
identification of move boundaries, for instance, has often proved challenging.
For one, interpretation of communicative functions is a cognitive task difficult
to access and operationalize. One shared assumption about move analysis, for
instance, is that it needs to be done manually (Kanoksilapatham, 2007, p. 33);
underlying motives can only be retrieved inductively, and demand an in-depth
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understanding of the contexts of situation where genres occur—which is why
discourse analysis is essential to genre writing. To understand what genres
‘do’, it is necessary to be cognizant of the social situation where they are used,
and of all their attendant coordinates (participants, goals, values etc.). As
Bazerman puts it,

... the problem of the recognizability of meaning is in large part a matter
of recognizing situations and actions within which meanings are
mobilized through signs. Interactants’ familiarity with domains of
communication and relevant genres makes the kind of communication
recognizable: establishing roles, values, domains of content, and general
actions that then create the space for more specific, detailed, refined
utterances and meanings spelled out in the crafted words. (Bazerman,
2012, p. 227)

This has considerable implications for teaching: familiarity with domain-
specific communication can only be gained through ratified participation in
situations where such communication occurs. Students are by definition
unfamiliar with these—which means that teaching them how to handle
domain-specific genres necessarily entails providing them with explicit
information about contexts, practices, roles and purposes. In Bazerman’s
words,

...aiding student development to read and write in situations with which
they are less familiar (such as those in research disciplines or
professions) requires that we become explicit about the communicative
situations, social organization, and activities they are engaging in. The
articulation of goals and repeated success in achieving them feeds back
into increased motivation and engagement. Equally, in non-school
settings, explicit analysis of communicative situations and options
provides means to increase levels of practice, engagement, and success,
as well as more effective organization of social systems through
redesigning genres and flows of documents. (Bazerman, 2012, p. 227)

Thus, competent professionals—and in particular competent communication
professionals—need not only to master linguistic resources and become
familiar with standardised patterns, but also to be able to evaluate the
outcomes of their communicative actions and establish connections between
the strategies used and the resulting effects. This requires a sustained exercise
of critical skills (see Hyland, 2004, on genre pedagogies) and heightened
pragmatic and metapragmatic awareness to be developed within the
framework of a broader comprehension of disciplinary discourse. Such
awareness must be explicitly taught—by means of what Hyland has called
“rhetorical consciousness raising” (Hyland, 2008, p. 559)—to students, but
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also promoted among professionals, as it is only through continued reflective
practice that professional expertise can be fully developed and practitioners
empowered to not only replicate consolidated patterns but to exploit variation
possibilities (Hyland, 2004).

2.3. Unfulfilled expectations in genre pedagogy

As this brief overview suggests, text-writing competences include knowledge
of textual patterns and linguistic conventions, but are also inherently linked to
the ability to “read” context and its multiple variables. In theory, the two
components go hand in hand. In practice, though, especially when specialized
communication is taught within the framework of ESP teaching, the focus has
predominantly remained on text. That this is a problem has long been
recognized. Back in 2008, Bhatia lamented precisely this:

One of the major criticisms of teaching English for Specific (Professional)
Purposes has been that although students, when placed in professional
settings, can handle textual features of some of the professional genres,
they are still unaware of the discursive realities of the professional
world. The blame, in my view, does not rest with the learners but with
the teachers and discourse/genre analysts who treat professional genres
as simply textual artifacts (Bhatia, 1993; Bhatia, 1994; Swales, 1990).
Although it is true that much of genre analysis, especially in the British
tradition, is undertaken within the general background of ‘contextual
factors’ emerging from relevant professional practices and cultures,
these professional practices have never been taken seriously enough.
(Bhatia, 2008, p. 161)

In part at least, this failure to pay sufficient attention to context is due to the
EFL framework within which genre instruction often takes place: while the
need to teach language-in-context is universally recognised, it is a fact that in
the eyes of instructors and students alike, formal correctness often takes
precedence over pragmatic effectiveness. This is not to say that pragmatic
effectiveness is undervalued; still, a text that approximates pragmatic
effectiveness, at least ideally, but substantially deviates from shared norms of
grammatical correctness or lexical adequacy (for instance, in terms of
collocational patterns) can hardly be considered suitable either in an
educational or in a professional setting. Nonetheless, one cannot but concur
with Bhatia’s conclusions that there is a “need to go from text to context in
order to undertake a comprehensive and critical view of discursive practices”
(Bhatia, 2008, p. 162). Fifteen years since the publication of this critique, his
remarks fully retain their validity: “teachers and discourse/genre analysts” still
tend to “treat professional genres as simply textual artifacts (Bhatia, 1993;
Bhatia, 1994; Swales, 1990)” (Bhatia, 2008, p. 161); students continue to have
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trouble recognising “correlations between cognitive, rhetorical, and linguistic
features” (Swales, 1981, p. 10); and there is some evidence of a persisting
disconnect between abstract knowledge of a genre, and the ability to actually
“perform” genre in real-life situations—a disconnect that only exposure to
institutional and professional practices appears to help overcome (Natale,
2023), and that does not seem to have been given sufficient consideration in
research to date (see Kessler & Tuckley, 2023).

While by no means generalizable, my own teaching experience of genre-based
instruction and assessment with advanced students of English training to
become communication professionals largely confirms the above. In my
courses, | have adopted an approach to teaching that closely reflects well-
established principles of genre pedagogy (Hyland, 2004), including a focus on
context. Students are encouraged to explicitly reflect on their writing, and
assessment is based not only on the quality of the texts they produce based on
a task outline that simulates a real-life professional situation, but also on an
accompanying commentary, where they are expected to justify their rhetorical
and linguistic choices on the grounds of both genre conventions and the
requirements of the communicative situation outlined in the task.

Among the genres students are instructed in are the press release, the business
proposal and the fundraising letter, all of them being highly conventionalized
texts extensively featured in business and organizational communication
textbooks. Students’ performances show that they do not always manage to
fully grasp the complexities and subtleties of the outlined situation, which
often results in poor content and/or strategy selection. In some cases, the
misunderstanding is macroscopic; for instance, they may fail to understand
whether a business proposal is solicited or unsolicited, which inevitably leads
them to botching their strategy. In other cases, their strategic errors are
subtler—they may introduce a new product stating that the reason why they
are doing so is to increase the company’s revenue; which is, of course, true, and
a persuasive argument for a shareholder, but not for a potential customer.
Moreover, while the majority of them do appear to have mastered formal genre
conventions, succeeding in describing them adequately, there is often a
mismatch—which they fail to spot even though the task explicitly requires that
they reflect on this point—between their stated communicative purposes and
the linguistic resources they use. For instance, they may state—correctly—that
the body of a press release should aim for objectiveness and neutrality in order
to successfully mimic news style, and then use strongly evaluative language
better suited to the pseudoquote(s) typically included in press releases.
Eventually, the greatest majority of students do succeed in producing texts of
a professionally acceptable quality; however, the effort required to develop the
metacognitive competences necessary to adequately perform the tasks far
exceeds that needed to learn textual patterns and conventions.
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3. Al text generating tools: Pedagogical implications for genre analysis
approaches to ESP writing

In the previous section | have outlined the principles of genre pedagogy in the
ESP classroom, its strong points and its perceived weaknesses. In summary, it
can be stated that genre pedagogy rests on two key aspects of professional
communication: (1) its high level of conventionalization, which results in a
strong focus on patterns in genre description and instruction; and (2) the
existence of a close link between the rhetorical organization of genres and the
social and institutional contexts in which they occur, which proponents of
genre analysis agree should be equally emphasized and explicitly taught in the
ESP classroom, something that is widely recognized to often remain an only
partially fulfilled goal.

To anybody only superficially familiar with Al writing tools it is immediately
apparent that the highly conventionalized nature of professional
communication makes it an ideal candidate for successful Al text generation.
After all, this is what Al excels at: “sophisticated parroting,” as Darics and van
Poppel (2023) have called it. Given a sufficiently standardized pattern,
ChatGPT can reproduce it with a good degree of accuracy: the more
conventionalized the genre, the better the output. In this, ChatGPT et similia are
more than likely to far surpass writers (especially novice ones) in performance.
All you need is good prompting, and the ability to assess, and if necessary
amend or fine-tune, the output.

Good prompting and competent output assessment require skills that are not
textual stricto sensu (i.e. they do not have to do only with text structure and
patterning), but rather contextual. Indeed, these skills are precisely those
which, while featuring prominently in genre pedagogy, have been routinely
sidestepped because of concerns with formal linguistic correctness: in order to
provide suitable prompts, and to assess whether the output matches the
writer’s intentions, (prospective) professionals must (1) understand the
communicative coordinates of a given situation, (2) be able to explicitly codify
the action required to respond to it, and (3) exercise critical skills on the text
generated by the Al tool, evaluating it at the linguistic and pragmatic levels, and
adjust it if needed, either manually, or through further prompting.

These are complex abilities that, at the moment at least, go beyond the
capabilities of Al text generating software. They are located at a higher level of
abstraction than text composition, and involve an ability to reflect on language
and communication. Best described as meta-competences (i.e., competences
about competences), they involve reflexive awareness (an expression used by
Culpeper and Haugh with reference to metapragmatic competence, but which
can be extended to other meta-competences, such as metacommunicative and
metalinguistic competence) (Culpeper & Haugh, 2014, p. 240)—that is, an
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awareness, on the part of participants in a communicative event, of the activity
that is taking place, including the participant roles assigned or claimed, the
goal(s) of the interaction, the linguistic cues whereby roles and goals are
signaled and pursued etc.

Effective prompting and assessment can only be achieved if the prompter-
evaluator possesses these meta-competences and masters the linguistic
resources to explicitly verbalize them in a form that can be fed to the software.
Fine-tuning of the output obtained may require direct intervention aimed at
making the final text more closely respondent to the communicative goals of
the encoder. This may also involve a conscious departure from the prototypical
patterns that characterize genres in their standard form either because the
encoder intends to pursue “private intentions” within “socially recognized
communication purposes” (Bhatia, 1995), or because changing socio-cognitive
needs require an update of generic configurations (Berkenkotter & Huckin,
1995). That genres are “dynamic rhetorical forms” (Berkenkotter & Huckin,
1995, p. 3) has long been recognized, and it has been shown that the adaptation
of generic forms to better meet communicative goals can result in innovation
(Smart, 2006). Recently, as Hafner et al. (2023) have pointed out, following
Tardy (2016) “there has been renewed interestin... genre innovation and the
role that it could play not only in the development of genres over time but also
pedagogically, in genre learning” (Hafner et al,, 2023, p. 116). At any rate, it is
unlikely—at the moment at least—that Al text generating tools can come up
with innovations—unless, of course, adequately prompted. Which takes us
back to the previous point: for ChatGPT to deliver, it has to be prompted by
proficient professionals. As Azaria et al. have put it, “ChatGPT is a remarkable
tool—for experts” (Azaria et al., 2023).

In a way, we are back to square one. What is needed to harness the potential of
ChatGPT are precisely the competences that have proven so elusive in genre-
theory approaches to ESP writing so far. This may appear as a disadvantage,
but may in fact prove an opportunity. That this should be the case is being
increasingly recognized: in a recent contribution, GaSevic¢ et al. (2023) have
argued that while existing Al technologies “generate exceptionally convincing
human-like textual responses across a range of different genres,” they remain
in many respects largely inadequate. The inadequacies cited by the authors
concern primarily issues of trustworthiness and reliability, but they can be
extended to include the issues of adequacy referred to above, the achievement
of which requires the exercise of meta-competences. In the current scenario,
Gasevic et al. argue that there is “a need to identify effective learning and
teaching practices that will harness the weaknesses of generative Al
technologies as opportunities for promoting higher-order learning (e.g,
analyze and scrutinize outputs produced by ChatGPT)” (Gasevi¢ et al., 2023, p.
3).
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Investigations of the types of competences needed to engage with Al suggest
that such engagement has the potential to promote the types of “higher order
learning” needed by communication professionals. A recent study by Dynel
(2023), which discusses users’ self-reported interactions with ChatGPT posted
on Reddit’s r/ChatGPT discussion forum, found evidence of conscious
awareness of metalinguisticc, metadiscursive, metacommunicative and
metapragmatic practices on their part, leading the author to conclude that

interacting with Al not only reflects but also potentially boosts language
users’ metalinguistic, metacommunicative and metapragmatic awareness.
This is because users are motivated to ponder on relevant issues in order
to ask questions, inspired by previous user reports or by their own user
experience with the chatbot. (Dynel, 2023, p. 122)

Dynel (2023) further suggests that “Redditors’ metapragmatic/metalinguistic
commentaries provoked by the interactions” suggest that “users are inclined
to engage with previous users’ discoveries involving ChatGPT and linguistics,”
thereby “learning about and/or contemplate the ‘meta’ practices depicted
therein” (p. 122).

Research on the impact of Al on teaching and learning is still in its infancy, and
at the time of writing this chapter, literature on Al-supported genre-based
writing focused mostly on academic genres, with a prevalence of papers
dealing with aspects of academic honesty and plagiarism. Professional genres,
especially in EFL contexts, do not appear to have inspired as much research so
far, though studies on writing practices in general are on the rise. In one
particularly insightful study, Steele (2023) argues that ChatGPT can be used in
the classroom to “teach writing conventions in a way that recognizes that they
are simply social conventions, not fixed laws of the universe” (Steele, 2023, p.
4). She describes a number of tasks that may be assigned to students to develop
such awareness, concluding that

... [t]he point is that a tool like ChatGPT pushes us to think analytically
about how writing is undertaken, how it is structured, how it is sourced.
Students are empowered by learning to think critically about these
matters rather than taking every convention at face value. (Steele, 2023,

p.5)

Al text generating tools have the potential to help teachers succeed precisely
where they have often failed before, i.e., in maintaining a firm focus on
discourse analysis when teaching writing conventions. This is not to say that
writing conventions should no longer be taught. Quite the opposite: to be able
to assess the quality of an output, it is necessary to fully understand such
conventions; but output assessment offers great opportunities for analytical



International Journal of Language Studies, 19(2), 31-50

thinking, and also for creative input. In this sense, Al-assisted writing has the
potential to stimulate the development of critical skills that often remain
underdeveloped in students, no matter how much teachers insist on them.

4. Conclusion

In this article I have offered a reflection on the potential impact of Al text
generating tools on ESP genre pedagogy. As one of the most influential
approaches to ESP writing, especially in EFL, and more generally foreign
language settings, genre analysis is broadly used across the world to train
students in the writing of academic and professional genres. A key tenet of
genre analysis is the correlation between genre conventions and social
situation: genres perform rhetorical actions, and are used to pursue socially
recognized goals. Mastering genre conventions is one of the hallmarks of
expertise in any given professional field. Genre pedagogy endeavors to train
students in the appropriate use of genre conventions within their fields of
expertise, focusing not only on textual and linguistic aspects, but also on the
way in which these are designed to fulfil specific communicative goals.
Identifying the latter, and making genre-appropriate linguistic choices that
maximize the success of the rhetorical action undertaken is no easy task, and
requires advanced critical skills that encompass an in-depth understanding of
the communicative event within which the rhetorical action embodied by the
genre is located.

The development of the critical skills needed for effective genre writing has
often lagged behind in genre pedagogy, not because educators failed to
understand its importance, but because often the challenge of learning genre
conventions detracted students’ attention from the analysis of the situation.

Al-powered writing tools are extraordinarily good at replicating patterns. This
makes them eminently suitable to assist in ESP genre writing. What these tools
cannot do, however, is analyze the situation. They need prompts, and these
prompts must by definition provide an outline of the communicative goals that
the text to be generated is expected to pursue. Formulating the prompts,
assessing the output, and fine-tuning it to maximize its effectiveness requires
precisely those skills that have so far been often left underdeveloped in
educational settings, their acquisition being often deferred to informal learning
in professional settings.

Integrating Al writing tools in genre pedagogy can help foster reflexivity and
develop higher-level skills (most notably metacommunicative, metalinguistic
and metapragmatic ones) that have the potential to enhance metacognitive
competences. Far from implying a reduction in the competences required to be
effective communication professionals, the advent of Al text generating tools
calls for more competences—just not of the same kind.
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