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ABSTRACT: Generative Al can be a powerful learning tool, but for many multilingual students, its
responses are written in English that’s too advanced to be useful. This article offers simple, classroom-
tested ways for teachers to help students make generative Al tools’ output more accessible, modeling in
ChatGPT. Grounded in the idea of comprehensible input, it shows how to modify ChatGPT’s settings and
prompts so that explanations, examples, and feedback appear at appropriate language levels. Teachers
will find ready-to-use prompt templates, modeling ideas, and short classroom activities that build students’
confidence and independence when using Al tools. These practical steps can help multilingual students
engage with generative Al meaningfully and successfully, turning potential overload into genuine language
learning opportunities.
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1. Introduction

When | was working with multilingual writers in a sheltered first-year composition class, my students and |
used ChatGPT to brainstorm counterarguments as a way to strengthen their arguments and explore ways
someone might challenge the positions they had taken in their essays. As we discussed their results, |
noticed something surprising. Instead of weighing the counterarguments critically, students were choosing
them almost at random. When | asked why, several admitted that they did not really understand what the
tool had written. The language was too advanced.

When | suggested that they ask ChatGPT to explain or simplify its answers, students often reacted with
surprise, suggesting that such strategies were not immediately intuitive. That moment changed the way |
approached Al in my classroom. Drawing on these classroom observations, | began to recognize that if
students could not comprehend ChatGPT’s language, they could not effectively use it for deeper thinking,
analysis, or revision. Before they could engage critically with Al-generated ideas, they needed to
understand them.

This realization led me to explore practical ways to make ChatGPT’s output more accessible for multilingual
learners. Rather than reflecting a stable proficiency level, ChatGPT tends to produce linguistically
advanced but unevenly calibrated output. Studies of large language models suggest that their default
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outputs tend toward near-native complexity, making them difficult for lower-proficiency learners to
comprehend without simplification or instructional mediation (Jin et al., 2026). This is well beyond the
linguistic range of many college students who are still developing academic English. Without adjustments,
the tool that promises clarity can actually create cognitive overload, increasing the processing demands
placed on learners and making it more difficult to engage with new information (Sweller, 1988; Sweller et
al., 2011).

Grounded in the idea of comprehensible input (Krashen, 1985), this article shares straightforward strategies
for helping students modify ChatGPT’s prompts and settings, practices that can be adapted to other
generative Al tools as well, to receive output they can understand and learn from. The goal is not to simplify
ideas but to make language accessible enough that multilingual students can think critically about them.
In this way, teachers can turn potential overload into opportunities for comprehension, engagement, and
more confident learning.

2. Why This Matters: Language Level and Learning

In recent years, teachers of multilingual learners have begun exploring how generative Al can support a
range of writing and language development tasks, including brainstorming ideas, generating examples,
modeling academic language, and offering formative feedback (Teng, 2024; Wang et al., 2024). In
composition classrooms, these tools are often used to help students consider alternative perspectives,
such as generating possible counterarguments, or to provide sample explanations of key concepts.
Research in TESOL and composition studies suggests that tools such as ChatGPT can provide accessible
models, feedback, and examples for students who are learning academic writing in English (Teng, 2024;
Huynh & Gonzalez, 2024). When used in these ways, generative Al can serve as a flexible resource for idea
generation and rhetorical development, particularly for students who may need additional linguistic
support. However, as the opening example illustrates, these potential benefits depend on students’ ability
to understand and evaluate the language the tool produces. At the same time, many of these studies also
point out that generative Al tools’ default English is often far more complex than what most language
learners can easily process. Even when the ideas are sound, the vocabulary, syntax, and tone can resemble
that of an expert writer rather than a student developing proficiency, increasing linguistic complexity and
making the text more difficult to process (Crossley et al., 2017).

More broadly, research on generative Al in language learning contexts highlights both its potential benefits
and its limitations. Studies suggest that these tools can support idea development, model academic
language, and provide formative feedback for multilingual writers, offering flexible resources for engaging
with course concepts (Teng, 2024; Wang et al., 2024). At the same time, scholars note important
constraints, including linguistic inaccessibility, the risk of overreliance, and the need for explicit
instructional guidance to help students interpret and use Al-generated content effectively (Teng, 2024;
Wang et al., 2024). These tensions are especially relevant for multilingual learners working with linguistically
complex Al output.

Within this broader context, Krashen’s theory of comprehensible input (1985) helps explain why language
accessibility is central to learning, suggesting that language learning happens most effectively when
students can understand the majority of what they read or hear while still encountering some new forms.
Research in second language acquisition has similarly emphasized the importance of input that is largely
comprehensible for supporting reading comprehension and vocabulary development (Nation, 2001;
Schmitt, 2008). More recent work continues to underscore this point, highlighting the role of vocabulary
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knowledge and input accessibility in enabling learners to process and learn from texts (Webb & Nation,
2017). Thus, when generative Al produces text that is too advanced, the input moves beyond what learners
can readily comprehend, and students lose the chance to engage meaningfully with new language. Instead
of serving as a scaffold, Al output becomes a barrier.

At the same time, composition studies emphasize that comprehension and critical thinking work together.
When students cannot understand the language of a text, whether it is an assigned reading or an Al-
generated example, they cannot evaluate ideas, detect nuance, or make informed rhetorical choices.
Recent research on Al-assisted writing also suggests that while students can use generative Al tools like
ChatGPT to develop ideas and structure, they benefit most when instructors guide them in interpreting
and adapting Al output (Wang et al., 2024).

3. Adjusting Prompts for Simpler Language

One of the easiest ways to make generative Al output more accessible for multilingual learners is to teach
students how to write prompts that specify their language needs. Generative Al responds differently
depending on how it is asked, and even small adjustments can change the complexity of the output. Many
students, however, do not realize that they can guide generative Al tools to produce language at their level.

Teachers can model this strategy by showing the same question written in two ways and then comparing
the results. For example, a student might begin with, “Explain what a thesis statement is.” ChatGPT’s
default answer will likely include abstract vocabulary and complex syntax. If the student instead writes,
“Explain what a thesis statement is for an intermediate English learner. Use short sentences and simple
vocabulary,” the results change, producing a more readable and accessible response. This process helps
students see how prompt wording affects output. Table 1 shows examples of default and simplified
responses across different writing tasks, created collaboratively by the author and ChatGPT (OpenAl,
2025).

Table 1. Default vs. Simplified Al Output

Purpose Prompt Type Prompt Al Response
Explain a concept Default Prompt Explain what a thesis A thesis statement is a
statement is. clear, concise sentence

(or sometimes two) that
expresses the main
idea or argument of an
essay or research
paper. It tells the reader
what the writer will
argue or explain and
often suggests how the
essay will be organized.
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Simplified Prompt

Understand vocabulary = Default Prompt

Simplified Prompt

Explain what a thesis
statement is for an
intermediate English
learner. Use  short
sentences and simple
words.

Explain this paragraph.

Rewrite this paragraph
using easier words for
an intermediate English
learner. Explain difficult
words in parentheses.

A thesis statement is
one or two sentences
that tell the main idea of
your essay. It shows
what you want to say or
prove.

Photosynthesis is the
biochemical process by
which green plants
convert light energy into
chemical energy,
producing glucose from
carbon dioxide and
water.

Photosynthesis is how
plants make food. They
use sunlight, water, and
air to make sugar (a
type of food for the

plant). This sugar helps
the plant grow.

As this comparison shows, small changes in prompting can significantly affect the readability and
usefulness of Al-generated text for multilingual learners.

Other prompts can serve similar purposes. For example, students can ask for examples that connect to
their own experiences, such as “Give an example that a college student might relate to.” They can also
request feedback that is easier to understand, as in “Give feedback on my paragraph using simple English
and short sentences.” In addition, students can use follow-up prompts like “Make it easier” or “Explain this
in another way” to continue adjusting responses. Each variation shows how small changes in wording can
help students better understand and use Al-generated language.

This type of modelling encourages students to experiment, compare results, and reflect on which version
they understand best. As they see how their prompts shape the language of the output they receive from
their preferred generative Al tool, they gain greater control over their own learning. Encouraging this
practice also reduces reliance on teachers for constant clarification. Students who learn to adjust Al output
can use generative Al as an independent study partner, reviewing course concepts or writing skills at a
level they can process confidently and accurately.

3.1. Teacher Tips and Caveats

Before introducing this strategy, teachers should test a few sample prompts with their own generative Al
platforms’ accounts to confirm how the model currently interprets language-level requests. Because these
tools update frequently, responses and available features may vary by version. Demonstrating two specific
outputs from the same generative Al tool side by side (one default and one simplified) helps students
visualize the impact of prompt phrasing and discuss why one is easier to understand.

Encourage students to explore different prompt wording, such as comparing “Explain this at a high
intermediate level” with “Use simple English to explain this.” Remind them that experimenting with prompts
is part of the learning process and that even slight adjustments can make a major difference in how
comprehensible and useful generative Al responses become.
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4. Using Custom Instructions

While adjusting prompts helps students shape one response at a time, ChatGPT also allows users to
customize its overall behavior through a feature called Custom Instructions, a capability increasingly
available in other generative Al tools as well. This setting lets students tell ChatGPT what they want it to
know about them and how they would like it to respond. For multilingual learners, these two boxes can
transform ChatGPT from a generic information tool into a personalized language partner.

To prepare this classroom activity, | asked ChatGPT to outline how a user could create Custom Instructions
that enable language learners to modify the difficulty of responses according to their proficiency level. The
model produced the following clear, teacher-ready sequence (OpenAl, 2025).

Follow these steps to create Custom Instructions in ChatGPT that let language learners adjust the difficulty
of responses to their English proficiency level:

1. Open Custom Instructions.
In ChatGPT, click your name or profile icon in the bottom-left corner, then choose Custom
Instructions. Two fields will appear:
a. What would you like ChatGPT to know about you to provide better responses?
b. How would you like ChatGPT to respond?
2. Add Learner Information.
In the first box, enter information about the learner’s background and goals. For example: “I am an
English language learner. | want to practice reading and writing in English. My proficiency level is
B1 (intermediate). Please explain new vocabulary and grammar in simple terms.” If students are
writing their own, you can provide a template: “/ am an English learner at level [A1 /A2 /B1/B2/
C1]. Please adapt your vocabulary, sentence length, and explanations so they are clear for my
level.”
3. Set Response Preferences.
In the second box, describe how ChatGPT should adjust its responses. For example:
If my level is A1-A2, use short, simple sentences and common vocabulary.
If my level is B1-B2, use natural English with some new words and clear explanations.
Students may also add directions such as “Highlight new vocabulary,” “Give short examples after
explanations,” or “Correct me gently and explain why.”
4. Encourage Learner Interaction.
After saving, students can still prompt dynamically within a chat. For example:
a. “Make it easier.”
b. “Explain this in simpler English.”
5. Save and Test.
Click Save after editing the Custom Instructions. Start a new chat and test by asking for an
explanation or short story. Adjust the wording if the responses seem too simple or too complex.

4.1. Teacher Tips and Caveats

Because ChatGPT is continually updated, features such as Custom Instructions may appear slightly
different across versions or accounts. Teachers should test the feature themselves before introducing it in
class to ensure that the steps and language options still work as expected. It is also helpful to model how
to re-prompt ChatGPT to confirm that the tool is responding to new settings. For example, after saving the
instructions, a teacher might ask, “Can you explain this at a B1 English level?” to check whether the
response reflects the change.
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When guiding students to identify their proficiency level, teachers can refer to CEFR descriptors or
institutional placement guidelines. Emphasize that these levels are approximate, and students can
experiment with different settings to find what feels understandable yet challenging, the ideal range for
comprehensible input.

5. Classroom Demonstration

A short classroom demonstration can help students connect these ideas. After introducing prompts and
Custom Instructions, teachers can ask all students to enter the same question, such as “Explain what a
topic sentence is.” Students first read the default response, then re-prompt the tool with “Explain what a
topic sentence is for an intermediate English learner.” The class compares the two versions and discusses
which is clearer and why. This five-minute activity reinforces that learners can shape generative Al output’s
language to meet their needs. It also gives teachers a quick way to highlight how small changes in
prompting make Al output more comprehensible and supportive of learning.

6. Academic Integrity and Access

Some instructors may worry that helping students adjust generative Al tools’ language levels makes it
easier for them to rely on Al instead of developing their own writing. In practice, the opposite can be true.
For many multilingual learners, the default English used by ChatGPT may be inaccessible. By teaching
students to fine-tune the output to match their proficiency, we are not lowering standards but creating
equitable access to a tool they are already using. When the language is comprehensible, students can
focus on understanding, evaluating, and revising ideas rather than struggling with vocabulary or syntax.
This approach turns Al from a shortcut into a scaffold, allowing learners to make informed, critical choices
about when and how to use the tool responsibly.

To support responsible use, this approach should be paired with explicit course policies that clarify when
and how generative Al can be used. For example, a course policy might distinguish between appropriate
uses, such as brainstorming, outlining, or language support, and inappropriate uses, such as submitting
Al-generated text as one’s own work or using Al in peer review contexts. In my courses, | provide students
with a statement (Appendix A) that explicitly outlines these boundaries, emphasizing that Al can support
idea development and language clarity but should not replace students’ own writing or critical work.
Framing Al as a tool for support rather than substitution helps position it as a scaffold for learning rather
than a shortcut, while also reinforcing students’ accountability for the work they submit.
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7. Conclusion

Helping multilingual learners make sense of Al-generated language is not about simplifying their learning
but about making it possible. ChatGPT and similar tools can be powerful supports for writing, reading, and
critical thinking, but only when students understand the language they are interacting with. By teaching
learners how to adjust prompts, customize settings, and test responses, teachers give them tools to
engage with Al at a level that fosters growth rather than confusion. This practical work, including prompting
for clarity, using Custom Instructions, and modeling how to evaluate Al responses, positions educators as
guides who help students learn with, rather than through, technology. When multilingual learners can
comprehend and critique Al output, they are empowered to make informed decisions about how to use it
ethically and effectively. In this way, teachers help ensure that access to Al becomes a bridge to language
development, not a barrier.
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Appendix

Sample Al Use Syllabus Statement for Multilingual Composition Course

Al tools (such as ChatGPT, Copilot, or similar tools) can help you with your writing when you use them
carefully. In this course, you may use these tools to:

e think of ideas and develop your topic

e improve your research questions

e |ook for information (but always check if it is correct)

e make an outline to organize your ideas

e check your grammar, clarity, and style
There are also times when you should not use Al. Do not use Al to:

e write discussion posts, reflections, or author’s notes

e do peer review or upload another student’s writing

e write full paragraphs or complete assignments for you

You are responsible for all the work you submit, even if you use Al. This means you must check

that your work is correct, avoid copying, and follow ethical rules. You must also say when you used Al
and cite it using the required citation style for the course (see course resources for help).

If you are not sure if you can use Al for something, please ask. Learning to use these tools in a

responsible way is part of this course.
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