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Core Mechanism By substituting direct generation with controlled cognitive friction, the system scaffolds
the user's thought process, yielding both an authentic artifact and long-term skill retention.

Figure 1: The Maieutic Interaction Framework. Instead of bypassing cognition, the system uses Generative Refusal to return
cognitive friction to the user, shifting the interaction from delegation to active articulation.

Abstract

In creative domains where the labor of articulation is central to the
craft, how should we design Tools for Thought that enhance rather
than bypass human cognition? Current GenAl paradigms often pri-
oritize "cognitive offloading"—writing on behalf of users—risking
the erosion of the constructive thought process essential to artistic
training. In this position paper, we explore Al as a Maieutic Part-
ner through "Generative Refusal"—strategically withholding text
generation to demand user articulation. We discuss Actor’s Note,
a journaling tool that generates context-aware questions instead
of draft text. Our field study suggests that this constraint signifi-
cantly reduced cognitive burden while fostering a residual effect of
internalized questioning habits. We use these findings to discuss
broader design implications for protecting human cognition against
the tendency of generative efficiency.
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1 Introduction

The concept of Tools for Thought (TfT) aims to extend human
cognitive capabilities [12, 14, 31]. In the domain of actor training,
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character journaling—a pedagogical practice where actors write
first-person narratives from their character’s perspective to in-
ternalize inner motivations and emotional histories—serves as a
foundational TfT for internalizing roles [11, 16, 19, 22, 29]. How-
ever, despite its established benefits, this practice is notoriously
difficult to sustain [9, 25, 32]. Actors frequently abandon journaling
not due to a lack of material, but because the high cognitive load
required to initiate reflection after exhaustive rehearsals creates
a significant barrier [6, 30], often manifesting as the "blank page"
problem [23, 26].

While Generative Al offers a potential solution to this sustain-
ability gap [7, 10, 17, 18], current design paradigms prioritize effi-
ciency through cognitive offloading—generating text on the user’s
behalf [13, 15]. Although this approach rapidly produces artifacts,
it effectively bypasses the cognitive process of articulation. In do-
mains like artistic training, where the mental effort of interpretation
is central to learning [21, 27, 28], such "write-for-me" features could
deprive users of the opportunity for cognitive appropriation and
internalization.

In this position paper, we argue that for GenAl to serve as a true
TfT, it must shift from a "Co-author" role to that of a "Maieutic Part-
ner" that facilitates inquiry. This perspective resonates with recent
HCI literature exploring "Socratic agents" and cognitive scaffold-
ing [3]. Recent studies demonstrate that intentionally employing a
"refusal to generate" strategy—such as question-driven prewriting
[5] or metacognitive prompting [1, 4]—effectively promotes crit-
ical thinking over cognitive offloading. Furthermore, Socratic Al
has shown promise in mitigating evaluation anxiety in high-stakes
training environments [2]. However, existing work has primarily
applied this paradigm to objective academic tasks or structured
prewriting.

To demonstrate how this Socratic approach can be extended into
the arts—specifically, the subjective, embodied, and emotionally
demanding domain of artistic training—we discuss Actor’s Note, a
work to be presented at CHI 2026 [24]. This system implements a
constraint-based design that strictly refuses to generate text, instead
providing context-aware questions tailored to the actor’s rehearsal
stage. By employing "good friction" [20], the system lowers the cog-
nitive burden of initiation while augmenting the depth of thought.
Based on empirical findings from this implementation, we aim to
discuss broader design implications for future TfTs, each accompa-
nied by a workshop discussion question: (1) employing Generative
Refusal to demand user articulation rather than filling the gap with
synthetic text; (2) implementing Adaptive Scaffolding that adjusts
friction based on the user’s workflow phase; (3) leveraging Al as
a Non-judgmental Space to mitigate social evaluation threats; and
(4) adopting Internalization—performance without the tool—as a
primary success metric.

2 Case Study: Actor’s Note

We developed Actor’s Note to operationalize the vision of Maieutic
Al and validated it through a rigorous field deployment.

2.1 System Overview

Actor’s Note is a web-based journaling tool powered by a Large
Language Model (GPT-40). Its core design principle is the refusal to
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generate text on behalf of the user. Instead, the system analyzes the
user’s uploaded script, role, and performance date to generate three
context-specific questions daily. Crucially, the system utilizes the
actor’s current rehearsal stage as a prompt parameter—focusing, for
example, on backstory details during table work versus emotional
continuity during run-throughs. These questions are framed in the
second person to elicit first-person reflection, ensuring the cognitive
labor of interpretation remains with the user.

2.2 Study Overview

To evaluate the system, we conducted a 14-day in-the-wild
study with 29 professional and student actors using a random-
ized crossover design. Following a baseline period to establish
journaling habits, participants were counterbalanced across
two conditions: an Al-assisted phase using Actor’s Note and an
unassisted freewriting phase. We collected interaction logs to
analyze writing latency and linguistic diversity, alongside daily
surveys measuring cognitive burden, intrinsic motivation, and
acting confidence . Semi-structured interviews were conducted
post-study to examine qualitative shifts in the actors’ reflective
processes.

2.3 Key Findings
The immediate effect of the system was a simultaneous reduction
in entry barriers and an improvement in the quality of reflection.
Despite maintaining the friction of writing, results showed a sig-
nificant decrease in Cognitive Burden (17[2, =.381,p < .001) and an
increase in Intrinsic Motivation (7712J =.201, p = .017). Acting Confi-
dence also increased significantly (7112, =.352, p < .001), suggesting
that the Al-generated questions concretized character interpreta-
tion. Beyond subjective metrics, log analysis confirmed a deepening
of inquiry; entries written with Al assistance exhibited significantly
higher Lexical Diversity (g = .025) and increased usage of both neg-
ative (¢ = .001) and positive (g = .025) emotion words compared to
unassisted entries, indicating that the questions prompted actors
to articulate a broader and more complex range of emotions.
Crucially, the tool’s impact varied by timing and fostered last-
ing cognitive habits. For the group introducing Al early, the tool
functioned as a momentum starter that rapidly reduced cognitive
burden, whereas for the group introducing Al later, it functioned
as a deepener, leading to a significant increase in Narrative Trans-
portation (p = .0128). This suggests friction plays a different role
depending on the user’s workflow stage. Furthermore, post-study
data indicates that the questioning framework was internalized,;
after Al assistance was removed, participants reported a high ten-
dency to recall the AT’s questioning style or self-generate similar
questions (M = 4.87 on a 7-point scale), demonstrating that the in-
tervention fostered a lasting cognitive habit rather than a temporary
dependency.

3 Discussion

The deployment of Actor’s Note demonstrates that constraining
generative capabilities can, counter-intuitively, enhance user en-
gagement and cognitive depth. We offer four implications for de-
signing GenAlI tools that aim to support, rather than replace, human
thought processes.
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3.1 Generative Refusal

The prevailing design logic in Generative Al prioritizes the reduc-
tion of friction, aiming to produce the final artifact with minimal
user effort. However, our findings suggest that in educational and
training contexts, this efficiency is detrimental to learning. By im-
plementing a "Refusal to Generate," Actor’s Note forced users to
engage in retrieval practice and articulation—cognitive processes es-
sential for memory consolidation and understanding. We argue that
"Generative Refusal" should be treated not as a lack of functionality,
but as a core mechanic for Tools for Thought. Designers should
utilize GenAl to create a structured gap that demands user input,
rather than filling that gap with synthetic text. This shifts the inter-
action model from "delegation” (Al does it for me) to "activation”
(AI prompts me to do it).

This concept of Generative Refusal aligns closely with Bjork’s
notion of “desirable difficulties” [8], which posits that introducing
controlled cognitive friction into the learning process may slow
down immediate performance but significantly enhances long-term
retention and the transfer of skills. By intentionally refusing to
bypass the “blank page” for the user, Actor’s Note introduces this
desirable difficulty. Furthermore, the Al-generated questions serve
as cognitive scaffolding within the user’s Zone of Proximal De-
velopment (ZPD) [33], guiding the actors to construct their own
interpretations rather than passively consuming synthetic text.

Workshop Question: Where lies the "optimal friction point” that
balances the immediate desire for productivity with the long-term
necessity of cognitive depth, and how can we design interfaces that
help users negotiate this trade-off?

3.2 Adaptive Scaffolding

Our study revealed that the user’s cognitive needs shift signifi-
cantly as their work progresses. In the early stages of rehearsal,
users struggled with inertia and the "blank page,’ requiring low-
friction prompts to initiate writing. In later stages, however, users
struggled with fixation on established interpretations, requiring
high-friction, challenging questions to deepen their understanding.
A static tool cannot address both needs effectively. Future TfT sys-
tems must be context-aware, adjusting their scaffolding strategy
dynamically based on the user’s workflow phase. Detecting this
phase presents a key design challenge, and we envision several
potential approaches to explore. For example, a system might em-
ploy (1) System-driven inference, estimating progress based on
script metadata or temporal proximity to the performance date;
alternatively, it could rely on (2) User-driven selection, allowing
actors to self-report their current rehearsal stage (e.g., ‘table work’
vs. ‘run-through’) prior to journaling; or even (3) Leader-driven
synchronization, where a director manually updates the global
phase for the entire cast. Depending on the detected phase, the
system could then act as a pacemaker in the beginning to build
momentum, and as a challenger or devil’s advocate in later stages
to prevent cognitive stagnation.

Workshop Question: How might this "Maieutic" form of ques-
tioning be operationalized in other creative domains like coding or
academic writing—where might "refusal” look like a syntax error, and
where might it look like a helpful prompt?
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3.3 Mitigating Social Evaluation Threat

Deep reflection requires vulnerability, yet human feedback loops of-
ten introduce a social evaluation threat that leads to self-censorship.
Our participants explicitly noted that they shared raw, unpolished
thoughts with the Al that they would hide from human directors
or peers to maintain their professional image. This indicates that
AT’s lack of social agency is a functional asset. Designers should ex-
plicitly frame Al-based reflection tools as "non-judgmental spaces”
where the cost of error is zero. By removing the fear of social
judgment, Al can facilitate a level of honest introspection and ex-
perimentation that is often inhibited in human-to-human training
environments. However, we must also acknowledge an inherent
tension here: the very absence of social stakes that makes Al a safe
space might also reduce the extrinsic motivation, adrenaline, and
performative energy typically derived from a human audience or
director. Therefore, Al-based reflection tools should be positioned
not as replacements for the rehearsal floor, but as preparatory sand-
boxes. Future research should explore how the private introspec-
tion facilitated by Al can be effectively bridged with the necessary,
high-stakes environment of live performance, ensuring these tools
complement rather than isolate actors from human feedback loops.

Workshop Question: Could the "Character Journaling”
method—adopting a persona to bypass self-censorship—be generalized
to other high-stakes professional contexts (e.g., executive coaching,
therapy), and does the non-human nature of AI make it the ideal
mediator for this specific technique?

3.4 Internalization as the Success Metric

The current industry standard for evaluating GenAlI focuses on
performance with the tool—measuring how much faster or better a
user can produce an output while using the Al However, this metric
fails to distinguish between genuine cognitive augmentation and
dependency. Our study measured "performance without the tool"
(residual effects) and found that users internalized the questioning
patterns, applying them independently after the intervention. We
propose that the HCI community must adopt "Internalization” as a
primary success metric for TfTs. If a user cannot perform the task
better after the tool is removed, the system has merely served as a
prosthetic for production, not a scaffold for thought.

Workshop Question: If "Post-Tool Performance” is the true mea-
sure of a Tf T, what specific longitudinal metrics or "unassisted" eval-
uation protocols should the HCI community adopt to standardize the
measurement of cognitive internalization?

4 Conclusion

We presented Actor’s Note to demonstrate that "Generative Refusal"
is a viable design strategy for protecting cognitive engagement. To
serve as a potential blueprint for future Tools for Thought, we pro-
pose four design shifts: (1) treating refusal as an active feature to
demand user articulation, (2) implementing adaptive scaffolding
that shifts from support to challenge based on workflow, (3) lever-
aging Al as a non-judgmental space to mitigate social evaluation
threat, and (4) adopting internalization (post-tool performance) as a
primary success metric. We hope the workshop discussion will en-
courage the HCI community to move beyond prosthetic Al toward
systems that support independent human capabilities.
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