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ChatGPT has captured the attention of educators worldwide due to its ability to rapidly
generate linguistic responses to novel natural language prompts. Teachers and students
alike are exploring ways the tool can promote learning and increase efficiency in carrying
out common tasks in English. In line with this, the purpose of this study is to examine
how English learners (ELs) use ChatGPT to create their emails and what features the EL’s
email exhibit in comparison to ChatGPT’s output. We examined six university-level EL’s
ChatGPT use while drafting emails using Baaijen & Galbraith’s (2018) five-part
framework evaluating 1) time spent on each task, 2) production cycles (i.e. the number of
prompts used for each task), 3) conceptual similarity, 4) text modification, and 5)
sentence similarity between ChatGPT’s output and the participant’s final draft. These data
revealing how ELs interact with ChatGPT can inform teachers as they attempt to leverage
this technology with learners. This research also provides insight into Els’ email, an
understudied aspect of their writing which is important for navigating their academic.

Introduction

ChatGPT, a new artificial intelligence chatbot built on a large language model, has garnered
international interest from academics around the globe. Teachers and students are finding ways
the tool can help learning and improve efficiency in carrying out common tasks in English,
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including the daily communication that occurs via email. The purpose of this study is to observe
how undergraduate-level English Language Learners (ELs) leverage ChatGPT to support their
writing of both professional and informal emails.

ChatGPT can assist in the writing of multiple genres, including email, due to its deep
learning architecture and extensive corpora. Its transformer architecture captures long-range
dependencies in sequential data, such as language. Although the underlying corpora used to train
ChatGPT are proprietary, they are known to include both a large quantity and variety of texts,
with continual improvements and refinements being made on a daily basis. In addition to the tool
having enough data to be able to model human-like language across a wide variety of contexts, its
real-time interactivity has immense potential to help engage learners in communicative tasks as
would a tutor (e.g. Godwin-Jones, 2023), but with the added benefits of instantaneous
accessibility which does not get tired or bored.

An example of a tiresome yet necessary communicative task in the university
environment is email writing (Mansor, 2007). Prior research has established that email is a
unique genre with recognizable conventions and expectations (Hoermann, 2018). University
students who are able to incorporate conventions of the email genre have more control of the
messages they send to their interlocutors which affect how they are perceived by others. When
they understand the conventional patterns of email writing, they can choose to purposefully break
conventions in order to express certain ideas, for instance. Such skilled email writing can be
accomplished only if the purpose of breaking conventions is understood (Economidou-
Kogetsidis, 2015). Prior research shows that email writing skills tend not to be explicitly taught
within the EL classrooms (Chen, 2006), in spite of consistent findings that suggest explicit
instruction improves writing outcomes (Basal et al., 2016; Klaus, 2012; Nguyen et al., 2015;
Wang, 1998). Lacking explicit knowledge of email writing, ELs are likely to turn to ChatGPT on
their own.

The goal of this study, therefore, is to observe how undergraduate-level English Learners
(ELs) perceive and use ChatGPT to write emails with only minimal instruction. This was done by
observing how ELs interact with ChatGPT during the email drafting process. In particular, we
applied Baaijen & Galbraith’s theoretical framework (2018) to our observations to document 1)
the time spent on each task, 2) the production cycles (i.e. the number of prompts used in each
task), 3) conceptual similarity, 4) text modification, and 5) sentence similarity. The first two
observations referring to the time and cycles are the subject of the first research question, and the
final three observations about the text is the subject of the second research question as shown in
Table 1.
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Table 1

ChatGPT Email Writing Research Questions and Subquestions

Research Questions and Subquestions

RQI1: How do ELs use ChatGPT to create their emails?
la. How much time do participants spend on each task?

1b. How many production cycles do ELs use to prompt ChatGPT in completing each
email?

RQ2: What features do the EL’s emails exhibit in comparison to ChatGPT’s output?
2a. What is the conceptual similarity between ChatGPT’s output and the ELs’ final email?
2b. What similarities exist between ChatGPT’s output and the ELs’ final email?

2c. To what extent do participants modify ChatGPT’s output to produce their final email?

Methods

This qualitative case study conducted in 2023 at a large Midwestern University set out to
examine how university-level English Language Learners (ELs) use ChatGPT 3.5 to write
professional and informal emails in English. The study focused on the specific processes the
participants used to engage with ChatGPT facilitated their email writing tasks. Six undergraduate
ELs participated in the study. These participants were recruited via in-person visits to academic
English writing classes for ELs, with the approval of the Institutional Review Board for research,
the department head, course coordinator, and instructors. No compensation was offered. Students
who were interested provided their contact information through an online survey, and meetings
were scheduled for individual 30-minute sessions. The study setting was a computer lab at the
university, which was chosen to simulate a realistic environment for ELs to engage with
ChatGPT for email communication purposes.

Data Collection

Before beginning an individual session, a computer was set up with an email account specifically
for the study and a brief instructional video that introduced ChatGPT with step-by-step
instructions on how to navigate its interface. The video, filmed and narrated by one of the
researchers, provided a clear overview of ChatGPT as an Al language model developed by
OpenAl, and explained its capability to assist in writing tasks such as email composition. The
video guiding participants through the process of generating and refining email content with
ChatGPT’s assistance provides an example of three iterative production cycles prior to the final
response, and the researcher emphasized that participants had the freedom to adjust any text
generated by ChatGPT to better align with their intentions. Besides that, the video outlined the
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four email writing tasks that the participants would complete. Speakers and headphones were
prepared for the video presentation to accommodate all participants, and an audio recording
device was set up for interviews. A Google Doc template for email responses was prepared for
each participant, and the research team logged into ChatGPT using shared credentials prepared
specifically for this study.

Before the email writing sessions, participants were asked to complete a pre-task survey
adapted from Venkatesh and Davis’ (2000) Technology Acceptance Model. This survey included
demographic questions, and questions inquiring into participants’ interest and familiarity with
ChatGPT, perceived ease of use of ChatGPT, perceived usefulness of ChatGPT, and attitude
toward ChatGPT. The survey aimed to capture the participants’ preconceived notions and
familiarity with Al technologies and ChatGPT, as well as their demographic data and baseline
attitudes toward ChatGPT. Next, participants were then shown the prepared instructional video to
ensure that they understood how to engage with ChatGPT. After the participants understood what
was required of them, the email writing tasks commenced.

In individual sessions with each participant, they were given four email writing tasks to
complete one at a time. These email tasks were developed by consulting with instructors who
taught EL courses on campus and who were familiar with the communication needs of new
international students. Table 2 shows the four tasks, designed to include formal and informal
scenarios as well as initiating and responding actions. They were as follows: 1) ask a professor
for an extension on an assignment (Initiating), 2) decline a meeting invitation from a professor
(Responding), 3) announce that you're selling a couch to other students via the department’s
email mailing list (Initiating), and 4) respond to a birthday party invitation from a peer
(Responding). Tasks 1 and 2 were categorized as more formal than Tasks 3 and 4 based on prior
research which demonstrates that emails to professors involved more attention to politeness
strategies than emails to peers do (Biesenbach, 2007). Participants were given as much time as
they needed to complete these tasks. These tasks are outlined in Table 2.

Table 2

Email Writing Tasks

Formal Informal
Initiating Task 1 Task 3
Asking for an extension Selling a couch
Responding Task 2 Task 4
Declining a professor’s invitation Birthday invitation from a friend

After completing the four email writing tasks on the provided Google Doc template, the
participants were asked to complete a post-task survey. The post-task survey consisted of
identical questions to the pre-task survey, focusing on participants’ attitudes toward ChatGPT
after completing the email writing tasks. This was followed by a post-task interview with the
researchers, which was audio recorded with the participant’s consent. The interview included
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questions on ChatGPT user experience, the participants’ satisfaction with using ChatGPT in
email writing, the ease of use of ChatGPT, and the perceived usefulness of ChatGPT for English
language learning. The survey and interview data did not address the two research questions of
interest for this study, and therefore their analyses are not described.

Data Analysis

The ChatGPT session data for each participant was exported from ChatGPT as data files, which
formed the basis of this study’s analysis. Each participant’s data file consisted of engaging
interactions between users and ChatGPT, complete with accurate timestamps. The ChatGPT chat
log of each participant was analyzed by investigating the time spent on each email task, the
number of production cycles per task, indicated by the number of prompts used for each task, and
the measures of conceptual similarity, sentence similarity, and the extent of text modifications in
the emails composed with the assistance of ChatGPT. The analysis of the shared structures
included the investigation of the organization of the sentences and the flow of the ideas, while the
analysis of shared words described the overlapping vocabulary if present in both responses.

Results

The results sections are presented into two main parts, each of which discusses one research
question. In the first part, the first research question was addressed in two subsections: (1) time
spent on each task, and (2) production cycle. The second part includes three subsections: (1)
conceptual similarity, (2) text modification, and (3) sentence similarity addressing the second
research question.

RQ1. How do ELs use ChatGPT to create their emails?
Time spent on each task

The first observation of temporal distribution showed how much time participants invested to
finish all the four tasks. Participants submitted all four of their responses within a timeframe
ranging from 8 minutes 35 seconds to 22 minutes and 22 seconds, with average time duration of
approximately 13 minutes15 seconds. Participant 1 invested the least amount of time while
Participant 5 spent the most amount of time.

A further comparison was then conducted to examine the time each participant when
spent interacting with ChatGPT and finalizing their final email drafts, as shown in Table 3. The
recorded timestamps show that the participants spent varying durations interacting with
ChatGPT, ranging from 3 seconds to 3 minutes and 34 seconds. Our findings reveal eight
instances where the participants engaged with ChatGPT for less than 10 seconds and four
instances for more than 1 minute. The time spent engaging with ChatGPT during each email
writing task is shown in Figure 1.
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Table 3

Distribution of Time Spent on Each Task

Task 1 Task 2 Task 3 Task 4
Chat Refine  Chat Refine  Chat Refine Chat Refine
GPT ment GPT ment GPT ment GPT ment
| T T T T T T T T
P1 2min 46s 1min 59s Imin 14s 59s 1min20s  29s
18s 8s
P2 30s 2min 12s 2min 7s 2min 5s 2min
50s Is 53s Is
P3 40s 2min 45s 2min 24s 3min 4s 2min
44s 50s 59s 40s
P4 24s 2min 59s Imin 24s 54s 15s 2min
7s 6s 16s
P5 6s Smin 6s Smin 6s 3min 4s 7min
56s 19s 40s 5s
P6 19s Imin 3min 34s Imin 28s 3min  3s 50s
59s 46s 3s

Note:
ChatGPT refers to the interaction between users with ChatGPT.
Refinement refers to the editing process of the draft.

Figure 1

Time Each Participant Spent Engaging with ChatGPT on Each Task
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The timestamps showed the amount of time that the participants took to draft their
responses ranging between 29 seconds and 7 minutes 5 seconds. Our dataset encompasses three
instances of durations less than 1 minute, six instances of durations between 1 and 2 minutes,
nine instances of durations between 2 and 3 minutes, and six instances of durations more than 3
minutes. Figure 2 illustrates the data graphically.

Figure 2

Time Each Participant Spent Drafting Emails Per Task
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One interesting finding is the inverse relationship between the duration needed for
interaction with ChatGPT and time spent finalizing their emails. This shows that longer
interactions with ChatGPT correspond to less time spent on the drafting response process. For
instance, Participant 5 spent the least amount of time engaging with ChatGPT, but spent the most
amount of time drafting emails. In contrast, Participant 1 spent more time engaging with
ChatGPT than on drafting emails for most tasks.

Production cycles

The traditional concept of the academic writing process typically includes a number of feedback
and revision loops between teachers and students. It remains unclear what role large language
models such as ChatGPT will play therein. For example, it is uncertain whether the short-term
time gains students may experience by instantaneously receiving text, possibly over multiple
sequential iterations, will eclipse the potential additional time spent on later human-initiated
revisions.

The number of production cycles each participant spent per task was measured by the
number of prompts the participants submitted to ChatGPT. Five out of six participants (i.e.,
Participants 1, 2, 3, 4, and 6) engaged in multiple cycles for each task, while one participant only
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used one prompt (i.e., Participant 5). For instance, Participant 1 utilized four prompts in Task 1,
two in Task 2, one in Task 3, and 5 in Task 4, as shown in Table 4.

Table 4

Number of iterations of participant interactions with ChatGPT during the writing process

Participant Task 1 Task 2 Task 3 Task 4
Pl 4 2 1 5
P2 2 1 1 1
P3 2 3 2 1
P4 2 2 1 4
P5 1 1 1 1
P6 2 5 2 1

As mentioned in Table 4, some participants frequently had dynamic interactions with
ChatGPT to arrive at shorter and concise responses. For example, Participant 1 in Task 1
employed four different prompts to refine the emails (i.e., beg for a professor to extend a
deadline on an assignment, make it shorter, do it shorter, in 5 sentences). Similarly, Participant 6
in Task 2 used five iterative prompts (i.e., can you help me write an email to decline this
invitation email? Can you write it shorter? Can you write it with a shorter subject? My name is
Cindy, and I received this invitation email, but I wouldn’t be able to attend the invitation. Can
you help me write an email to decline this?). From these examples, it is apparent that these
participants used similar strategies by asking ChatGPT to write responses, to reduce word count,
and to clarify the task prompts.

Unlike Participants 1 and 6, Participant 5 wrote only one effective prompt for each task
(e.g., write a short email to a professor for an extension on my assignments), which likely
reduced engagement with ChatGPT and increased draft time. While most participants used the
word “write,” one participant (e.g., Participant 5) employed the generated responses as the model
examples to guide students on what to include and exclude. This indicates that these participants
employed the same strategies by using the word “write” to construct their responses. It should be
noted that none of the participants used ChatGPT to brainstorm topics/ideas, to understand some
key aspects of email writing (e.g., salutation, opening, body, etc.), and to comprehend the
pragmatic differences among the four different tasks, a potential use of ChatGPT that was
anticipated to be explore despite not being explicitly instructed in the video.
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RQ2: What features do the EL’s emails exhibit in comparison to ChatGPT’s output?
Conceptual similarities and differences

An analysis was conducted to explore the conceptual similarities and differences between Al-
generated responses and participant-submitted responses by focusing on the shared underlying
ideas reflected in the structural and lexical similarities. The findings revealed that the work of
three out of six participants (i.e., P1, P4, and P6) matched the final Al-generated version,
showing a high level of conceptual similarity. This lack of originality indicates that the
participants’ true language ability may not be fully and accurately reflected in their submitted
work. Meanwhile, one participant (P3), whose work for Tasks 1, 3, 4 duplicated the Al-generated
responses, added one sentence to finalize the email draft for task 2. The additional idea is
presented as a question (Do you have any other availability?) that the student added to maintain
the interaction and elicit a response from the email recipient.

P3 (Al-generated response for Task 2): Regrettably, I am sorry to say this but I can’t
come to your office at the suggested time. Thank you.

P3 (finalized response for Task 2): Regrettably, I am sorry to say this but I can’t come to
your office at the suggested time. Do you have any other availability? Thank you.

While Participant 3 made only a small change in Task 2 which is conceptually still
regarded as lack of originality, the other two participants (Participants 2 and 5) submitted texts
for all four tasks with ideas that were significantly changed from the Al-generated texts.
Apparently mindful of the issue of academic misconduct in the use of verbatim Al-generated
responses, P5 engaged in a deliberate process of thinking that included using the Al-generated
responses as the samples, paraphrasing some ideas, and brainstorming some additional ideas. For
example, as suggested in the Al-generated response for Task 1, the email should explicitly
address some issues the student is facing. Given this, instead of only paraphrasing the Al-
generated response, he provided detailed information which resulted in a final response that
contained his own ideas despite the fact that his work is considered less coherent and
pragmatically in appropriate than the Al-generated version. As it can be seen from the following
example, the Al-generated email used the request expression to state the intention of the email
right in the second sentence (“/ am writing to request an extension...”) and provided the reason as
indicated by the use of the discourse marker “due to unforeseen circumstances”. Despite
displaying originality, Participant 5 unfortunately failed to use the structural template provided by
ChatGPT, indicating his unawareness of the moves and steps of email writing.

P5 (Al-generated response for Task 1): I hope this email finds you well. I am writing to
request an extension for the upcoming assignments in [Course Name]. Due to unforeseen
circumstances, [ am facing some challenges in meeting the original deadline. I understand
the importance of timeliness in completing coursework, and I assure you that [ am
committed to producing quality work. However, the extension would allow me the
necessary time to ensure that my submissions meet the standards expected in your course.
I would be grateful if you could grant me an extension of [mentioned specific duration,
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e.g., two days] for the assignments. I assure you that I will use this additional time
judiciously to deliver the best possible work. If there are any additional requirements or
conditions you would like me to meet for this extension, please do not hesitate to let me
know. I truly appreciate your understanding and consideration of my request.

Thank you for your time and consideration,

PS5 (finalized response for Task 1): I hope you are well. I’ve fallen ill and am struggling to
meet the ‘Homework-4C’ deadline on 9/19/23. I’ve been diligent but my health is
impeding my progress. I kindly request a 3 day extension to recover and submit my best
work. I apologize for any inconvenience and appreciate your understanding.

In addition to this, Participant 5 made a similar mistake when completing task 4. He used
his own ideas into the email drafts which resulted in a shift in the topic from writing an email to
sell a couch to auctioning off the couch. This may suggest that Participant 5 did not effectively
address the task.

Participant 2 also used strategies that led to the inclusion of ideas not presented in
ChatGPT’s version of the email. These strategies include synthesizing the Al-generated version
for Task 1 and summarizing the Al-generated version for the other Tasks. In doing Task 1, for
example, she excluded unnecessary information and reorganized the content provided by
ChatGPT to create a better version for her final draft.

P2 (Al-generated response for Task 1): Thank you for your email and for providing
feedback on my course paper. I appreciate your time and effort in reviewing it. I
understand that there is a section that needs clarification, and I apologize for any
confusion caused. Unfortunately, I am unable to attend the office hours on Thursday, June
Ist at 2pm as I have a prior commitment during that time. However, I would be more than
happy to schedule an alternative time to discuss the specific section in question. Perhaps
we can find a time that works for both of us during your future office hours or through a
separate appointment. Once again, I appreciate your willingness to meet and discuss my
ideas. I value your expertise and guidance, and I am committed to improving my
understanding of the subject matter. Please let me know if there are any other available
options or if we can find an alternative time to address my questions. Thank you for your
understanding.

P2 (finalized response for Task 1): Thank you for your email and for providing feedback
on my course paper. Unfortunately, I am unable to attend the office hours on Thursday,
June 1st at 2pm as [ have a prior commitment during that time. However, I would be more
than happy to schedule an alternative time to discuss the specific section in question.
Perhaps we can find a time that works for both of us during your future office hours or
through a separate appointment.

51



To conclude, most students heavily relied on the ideas generated by ChatGPT to complete
the four tasks, with four of them failing to show their originality and true language ability as no
additional ideas were included in their work. While, the remaining students varied in the extent to
which additional ideas were added, with one student reorganizing the generated version and
another student using his own ideas without too much depending on the Al-generated version.

Text Modifications

The next key element to examine how these participants used ChatGPT in their email writing
tasks deals with the text modifications. To operationally define the concept of text modifications,
we adopted Keck’s taxonomy of paraphrase types (2006) to judge the extent to which the student
directly copied from the Al-generated text to their submitted works. Judgments are made on a
five-point ordinal scale: exact copy, near copy, minimal revision, moderate revision, and
substantial revision. The analysis indicated that four participants (i.e., P1, P3, P4, and P6) copied
the final Al-generated version exactly as it was and submitted as their work, one participant (i.e.,
P2) summarized the Al-generated version, and one participant (i.e., P5) incorporated his own
ideas into the Al-generated responses. Despite both P2 and P5 using some strategies to modify
the Al-generated responses, P2’s modifications continued to use similar words from the
generated ones. This means that P2 made minimal effort to revise the generated responses.
Meanwhile, P5 made a moderate revision, as indicated by only few words linked to the generated
responses (see Table 5).

Table 5

Text Modifications Process Based on Keck’s Taxonomy of Paraphrase Types

Task 1 Task 2 Task 3 Task 4
P1 Exact Copy Exact Copy Exact Copy Exact Copy
P2 Minimal Revision Minimal Revision Minimal Revision Minimal Revision
P3 Exact Copy Minimal Revision Exact Copy Exact Copy
P4 Exact Copy Exact Copy Exact Copy Exact Copy
P5 Moderate Revision Moderate Revision Moderate Revision =~ Moderate Revision
P6 Exact Copy Exact Copy Exact Copy Exact Copy

Sentence similarities and differences

To evaluate the aspect of sentence similarity the Al-generated version and the participant-
submitted one, we compared both vocabulary and grammatical structures of these two versions.
Given that the submitted work of four out of six participants (i.e., P1, P3 except Task 2, P4, and
P6) matched exactly the same with the Al-generated version, no further analysis could be
conducted. However, since P2, P3, and P5 modified the vocabulary and grammar aspects, their
individual work was examined. Given that P2 used both summarization and synthesis strategies,
the vocabulary and the sentence structures of the work are adjusted. This indicates that P2
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demonstrated her lexicogrammatical knowledge to critically evaluate the generated responses and
produce appropriate responses.

P2 (Al-generated response for Task 3): I hope this email finds you well. I wanted to reach
out to you all to inform you about a fantastic opportunity. I am selling a comfortable and
stylish couch that would be a perfect addition to any student's living space.

e Details about the couch:

e Color: [Color]

e Dimensions: [Dimensions]
e Condition: [Condition]

e Price: [Price]

If you or someone you know is interested, please feel free to reach out to me directly at
[Your Contact Information]. I am more than happy to provide additional information or
arrange a time for you to come and see the couch in person.

Please note that this is exclusively being shared with fellow [Program Name] students in
the hope that it may benefit someone within our community. I appreciate your
understanding in keeping this within our network.

Thank you for your time, and I look forward to hearing from any interested parties.

P2 (finalized response for Task 3): I am selling a comfortable and well-maintained couch
at a discounted price exclusively for students in our program. It's the perfect addition to
any study or relaxation space. If you're interested, please reach out to me directly at
axxxxx(@iastate.edu for more details and to arrange a viewing.

Meanwhile, a minimal revision made by P3 when completing task 2 included adding a question
written at the end of the message to maintain the flow of the email conversation. This may
indicate that P3 understands the need for effective communication.

P3 (Al-generated response for Task 2): Regrettably, I am sorry to say this but I can’t
come to your office at the suggested time. Thank you.

P3 (finalized response for Task 2): Regrettably, I am sorry to say this but I can’t come to
your office at the suggested time. Do you have any other availability? Thank you.

In contrast, P5 used his ideas and his linguistic knowledge to refine the generated ideas
provided by ChatGPT. He modified some aspects, such as grammar, vocabulary, and formality,
shifting the focus of the email drafts according to his understanding. For example, in Task 3, he
paraphrased the phrase “I wanted to share an exciting opportunity with you” into “I'm excited to
offer”, demonstrating a grammatical transition from past to present tense, a vocabulary
substitution from the word “opportunity” to “offer”, and a formality shift from a formal to less
formal context. Given this transformation, it is evident that PS5 modified most of the words to
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create his emails. Despite the representation of originality and independent of thinking,
unfortunately he failed to address task 3 as instructed.

PS5 (Al-generated response for Task 3): I hope this email finds you all in good health and
high spirits. I wanted to share an exciting opportunity with you - I am selling a
comfortable and well-maintained couch that would be a perfect addition to any student
living space.

Details:

e Type: [Describe the type of couch]

e Condition: [Mention if it's new, gently used, etc.]

e Price: [Specify the asking price]

e Additional Information: [Any extra details about the couch]

If you're interested or would like to see pictures, please feel free to reach out to me at
[Your Contact Information]. This offer is exclusively for students in our department, so
don't miss out on the chance to snag a great deal!

Thank you for your time, and I look forward to potentially providing a cozy addition to
your living space.

PS5 (finalized response for Task 3): I hope this message finds you well. I'm excited to
offer an exclusive opportunity to my fellow students — I'm auctioning off an incredibly
comfy couch, and it goes to the highest bidder!

Couch Details:

Color: Black

Size: 44 x 108 inches
Condition: Excellent
Starting Bid: 20$

e Bidding End Date: 9/21/23

If you're interested in placing a bid or have any questions about the couch, please don't
hesitate to reach out to me at xyz@abc.com or (123)456-7890. I can also provide pictures
upon request. This is a fantastic opportunity to snag a quality couch tailored for student
living, and the highest bidder will take it home. Spread the word, and may the comfiest
bidder win!

Discussion

This qualitative study was carried out to investigate the utilization of ChatGPT by university-
level English learners to help them create emails. The analysis was investigated by using Baaijen
& Galbraith’s theoretical framework (2018) that analyzes five aspects, such as 1) the time spent
on each task, 2) the production cycles, 3) conceptual similarity, 4) text modification, and 5)
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sentence similarity. With regard to time invested to do the tasks, an interesting finding deserving
our attention is the inverse relationship between the time that the participants spent engaging with
ChatGPT and drafting their emails. This finding aligns with a study done by Kayali et.al., (2023)
who highlighted the efficiency of time as one of the benefits of the use of ChatGPT. Interestingly,
this inverse relationship is associated to the production cycle variations, with most participants
using multiple iterative interactions to refine the emails prior to submitting the final versions.
Given that most participants used multiple iterations, they did not use their lexicogrammatical
knowledge to refine their work. This is alarming in an academic setting, as they used the exact
verbatim copied from ChatGPT as their final work. This means their work neither represent their
language ability nor originality.

Further research could explore the effect of task order; in other words, did participants
spend less time engaging with ChatGPT in later tasks because they had already learned how to
use it in earlier ones, or was the task type itself (either degree of formality or the type of
interaction) a factor. If the former is true, and the limited experience engaging with ChatGPT
within the short timeframe of this study had a significant effect on the time spent drafting an
email, it is plausible that explicit instruction for using ChatGPT for email writing within EL
classes could potentially change the way that ELs craft their emails.

The limited number of participants and the fact that only intrinsically motivated, high-
proficiency level ELs took part in this study are important limitations to consider. It is also
important to consider that there could be a psychological difference between pretending to write
an email to professors and peers vs. writing to them in real life. Future research could include
asking participants to share their perceptions of the differences between the pragmatic and social
consequences of both the simulation of writing an email to a professor, and actually writing an
email to a professor in real life, since this difference may affect the EL writing process. Finally,
future research may benefit from a closer qualitative examination of participant post-test
interviews, which we were unable to do because of time constraints.

Conclusion

This qualitative study carried out during the first year that Generative Al became available to the
public provided initial data revealing how ELs chose to use it to write. Like in any research, the
writing behaviors observed in the study cannot be assumed to reflect those of all ELs writing all
genres under all conditions. However, the results are supportive of teachers’ concerns that
students may choose to ask ChatGPT to do their writing when they have the opportunity to do so.
Given minimal procedural instruction in this study, most participants chose to copy the text
provided by ChatGPT verbatim rather than adding ideas or modifying the vocabulary and
grammatical structures in the text to try to use their own words. This result invites future research
to explore the influence of explicit instruction or scaffolding activities on choices ELs make
during the writing process while engaging with ChatGPT. Additionally, the findings support
teaching practices that state explicit policies and rationales about the importance of not relying on
ChatGPT to complete their assignments.
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Observing how ELs currently are able to engage with ChatGPT in order to draft various
kinds of emails, which is a critical task within academia, is the first step towards evaluating
purposefully designed instruction incorporating the tool. This study provides a baseline for future
research to measure how ChatGPT can be used to improve email writing.
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