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An autoethnographic study of ESL academic writing with ChatGPT:
from psychological insights to the SUPER framework

Hsiao-Ping Hsu

School of STEM Education, Innovation and Global Studies, Institute of Education, Dublin City University, Dublin, Ireland

ABSTRACT

While the practical benefits of English as a Second Language (ESL) higher education
(HE) students’ use of ChatGPT for academic writing have been explored, psychological
factors remain under-investigated. This autoethnographic study examines how ESL HE
students use ChatGPT to address psychological challenges in academic writing.
Guided by Maslow's hierarchy of needs and the concept of Escapism, this study pro-
vides a critical reflection on the author's lived experience of academic writing chal-
lenges, first encountered during doctoral studies in the United States and continuing
into an assistant professorship in Ireland. Data sources include a personal diary, work
logs, notes from academic writing classes, and track-changed drafts annotated by
writing tutors and editors. These materials were analysed using reflective thematic
analysis to interpret the author’s experiences. Findings indicate that ChatGPT helps
fulfil physiological and safety needs, fosters belonging, enhances self-esteem, and
supports self-actualisation. Despite providing temporary psychological relief from
writing challenges, concerns persist about overreliance and potential breaches of
academic integrity. The study proposes a user-friendly SUPER framework comprising
five interconnected principles to guide ESL HE students and general writers in eth-
ically and effectively using ChatGPT. Researchers and practitioners are recom-
mended to share, validate, and refine this framework.
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Introduction

As international student enrolment in English-medium higher education (HE) continues to rise (British
Council, 2024), the ability of English as a Second Language (ESL) students to write effectively in English
is increasingly essential for academic success and participation. However, ESL HE students often face psy-
chological challenges in academic writing (Cheng, 2004; Gupta et al., 2022; Li, 2024; Wette & Furneaux,
2018) due to their unfamiliarity with the norms and expectations of English academic writing (Maringe &
Jenkins, 2015), as well as a lack of knowledge about rhetorical conventions and discourse structures
(Cheng, 2004; Li, 2024; Wette & Furneaux, 2018). Poor academic writing skills are a major factor contribu-
ting to low academic performance among ESL students (Moses & Mohamad, 2019). The pressure to con-
vey complex ideas in a non-native language can lead to frustration (Woodrow, 2011) and reduced sense
of belonging and self-esteem (Jebreil et al., 2015; Zhang, 2022). These psychological challenges may
inhibit their academic participation and engagement because they may feel they do not belong or are
not fully recognised by native speakers (Parra et al., 2014). Such feelings can further hinder their motiv-
ation to engage in academic writing tasks (Zotzmann & Sheldrake, 2021), impeding personal growth and
self-fulfilment in their academic journey (Zeligman, 2022). In response, ESL HE students might seek com-
fort in familiar cultural practices or communities, which may divert their focus from engagement with
scholarly discussion and community (Hyland, 2002; Rahnuma, 2023).
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In light of these persistent psychological and academic challenges, ESL HE students are increasingly
turning to large language model-based generative artificial intelligence (LLM-based GenAl) tools, such as
ChatGPT, as potential supports for academic writing (Al-Khresheh, 2024; Barrot, 2023; Kostka et al., 2023).
As the most widely adopted GenAl tool among HE students globally (Digital Education Council, 2024),
ChatGPT has been the focus of a number of studies exploring its opportunities and challenges in sup-
porting academic writing among ESL students (Mahapatra, 2024; Ozfidan et al., 2024; Tseng & Lin, 2024;
Yuan et al.,, 2024). Access to ChatGPT can help the students build writing confidence (Yuan et al.,, 2024),
increase writing efficiency (Tseng & Lin, 2024), improve grammar and spelling (Ozfidan et al., 2024) and
provide formative feedback (Mahapatra, 2024). This personalised support makes writing more manage-
able and productive for ESL learners (Dillon et al., 2024). However, challenges such as overreliance on
the tool (Candilas et al., 2024), diminished critical thinking (Yuan et al.,, 2024), and concerns regarding
contextual reliability, accuracy, and ethics (Ozfidan et al, 2024) have also been widely documented.
While the practical benefits of ESL students’ use of ChatGPT for academic writing were preliminarily
investigated, the psychological factors influencing their use of ChatGPT remain less explored. For
example, how does frustration with English academic writing motivate ESL HE students to use ChatGPT?
How do ESL HE students use ChatGPT to cope with the pressure of achieving a similar level of academic
writing quality as their native-speaking peers?

Building on recent empirical findings on the impact of ChatGPT adoption on teachers’ psychological
needs (Zhou et al.,, 2024), this study addresses that gap by exploring how ESL HE students use ChatGPT
not only to improve writing but to manage psychological discomfort tied to academic writing in a
second language. Specifically, it investigates how the tool may help fulfil psychological needs or provide
relief from writing-related anxiety, and what risks arise from this use. To explore these questions, | use
an autoethnographic approach, drawing on my lived experience as an ESL doctoral student in the
United States. | reflect on the psychological challenges | faced and how the adoption of ChatGPT in
2022 reshaped my relationship with English academic writing. My reflections are analysed using reflect-
ive thematic analysis, guided by Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943, 1954) and the concept of Escapism
(Evans, 2001; Tuan, 1998). By addressing how psychological experiences influence ESL HE students’
engagement with GenAl tools like ChatGPT, this study complements existing research on responsible
and ethical use by drawing attention to often-overlooked emotional and motivational dimensions of aca-
demic writing.

The motivation for writing this paper originated from my frustrations and self-doubt with English aca-
demic writing. Throughout my doctoral study in the United States, | struggled significantly and had to
work hard to meet the required standards. Even after becoming an assistant professor at an English-
speaking university in Ireland, | continued to face intertwined language barriers, frustrations, and motiv-
ational challenges in both daily and academic writing. In 2022, my adoption of ChatGPT transformed my
approach to writing in English, especially for academic purposes, introducing new opportunities along-
side challenges | had not previously encountered. This ongoing engagement with ChatGPT motivated
me to reflect on my earlier struggles, leading me to recall the psychological discomfort associated with
academic writing and to examine both the benefits and drawbacks of using ChatGPT as a writing aid.
This reflection, in turn, allowed me to explore and interpret the psychological factors influencing how
ESL HE students use ChatGPT in their academic writing. In summary, this reflective study poses two
research questions:

1. If ChatGPT had been available during my doctoral studies, would it have alleviated my frustrations
with English academic writing while also fulfilling my needs for physiological safety, security,
belonging, self-esteem, and self-actualisation?

2. Could ChatGPT have provided an escape from my psychological challenges, and how might this, in
turn, have influenced the development of my English academic writing skills?

Theoretical framework

This study integrates Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory (1943, 1954) and Escapism (Evans, 2001; Tuan,
1998) to facilitate a theoretical framework. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory (1943, 1954) suggests



COGENT EDUCATION 3

five categories of needs: physiological, safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualisation. The
order of these need categories might not be fixed and can depend on personal circumstances (Maslow,
1987). This theory has been widely applied to analyse psychological factors behind technology adoption
behaviours (Backonja et al., 2014; Cheng & Yeh, 2009; Huang et al., 2025). For example, Zhou et al.
(2024) applied this theory to investigate the psychological needs driving the teachers’ use of ChatGPT,
examining its impact and how it fulfils essential psychological requirements. Therefore, applying this the-
ory to explore and interpret the psychological factors behind my and ESL HE students’ use of ChatGPT
for academic writing is an ideal option.

Escapism refers to the tendency to distract oneself from real-life problems, for example, by using
online games to avoid confronting them (Calleja, 2010; Evans, 2001; Tuan, 1998; Yee, 2006). Escapism
was constantly linked to negative results, such as Internet addiction (Ohno, 2016) and excessive Internet
use (Jouhki et al., 2022). However, Tuan (1998) offered positive insights into individuals seeking to
escape undesirable experiences and transform their circumstances. According to Tuan, escapism is not
merely a passive avoidance of discomfort but a proactive coping strategy for real-life challenges. Tuan
further suggested that all cultural practices—whether art, literature or even urban design—serve as
ways to reimagine and reshape our world. In this regard, escapism can be regarded as not only a coping
mechanism but also a source of innovation. This study extends Tuan’s perspective by interpreting ESL
HE students’ use of ChatGPT as a cultural practice of the GenAl age. Moreover, it serves as a form of
escapism that transforms psychological challenges into innovative academic expression while enhancing
opportunities for self-reqgulated learning (Hsu, 2023; Wang, 2024b). For example, an ESL HE student
might use ChatGPT to refine an unpolished essay with grammatical and rhetorical errors into a clear and
creative narrative, thereby learning from comparing their original draft with the GenAl-generated revi-
sion. In summary, this study combines Escapism’s negative and positive perspectives to interpret how
using ChatGPT might have allowed me to deal with the psychological challenges of academic writing in
a second language while causing challenges and providing opportunities for growth and development.

This study integrates Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory (1943, 1954) with the concept of Escapism
(Calleja, 2010; Evans, 2001; Tuan, 1998; Yee, 2006) to provide a dual lens for interpreting both my earlier
struggles with English academic writing before adopting ChatGPT and, more broadly, the motivation
and psychological challenges influencing ESL HE students’ use of ChatGPT for academic writing.
Maslow’s theory highlights that five categories of psychological needs drive these students’ use of
ChatGPT for academic writing. However, when the fulfilment of these needs is threatened, escapism
offers an alternative explanation for their engagement with ChatGPT—helping them avoid the psycho-
logical challenges associated with academic writing difficulties. While escapism can suggest a withdrawal
from real-life struggles, it also serves as a proactive strategy, enabling students to transform psycho-
logical barriers into opportunities for creative and self-regulated learning.

Methods
Autoethnography: reflective personal narrative that interprets broader cultural practices

Autoethnography is a qualitative research method that involves the researcher exploring their own expe-
riences through reflective and emotionally salient narrative accounts in order to expose and understand
the broader cultural practices and social phenomena in which they are embedded (Edwards, 2021; Ellis
et al,, 2011; Starr, 2010). Autoethnography is increasingly employed in educational technology research
(Mao et al., 2024) as a means for researchers and practitioners to share their first-hand experiences and
practices with broader audiences (Ren, 2022; Seo, 2019; Walster, 2017). For example, Seo (2019) explored
his experiences as a blind maker to analyse the shared cultural experiences of other blind makers in
online communities. His reflective process highlights marginalised groups’ broader challenges in the
maker movement. This paper adopts an autoethnographic lens by critically reflecting on my psycho-
logical challenges in English academic writing during my PhD studies and early career as an assistant
professor (“auto”) to describe and interpret (“graphy”) the factors influencing ESL HE students’ motiv-
ation to use ChatGPT in academic writing (“ethno”)(Adams et al., 2017). This approach aligns with the
fundamental need for researchers to engage in autoethnographic research, enabling deep reflection on
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their educational experiences. Through this process, they can understand how these experiences have
shaped them while also analysing broader cultural phenomena (Hughes & Pennington, 2016).

In 2015, as an ESL student pursuing a doctoral degree in the United States with the goal of becoming
an academic staff member for personal fulfilment and career advancement, | often found academic writ-
ing to be a significant challenge. Before starting my doctoral studies, | invested a considerable amount
of time and effort in preparing for the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) and the Graduate
Record Examinations (GRE) to gain admission to US universities offering a PhD programme in learning
technologies. After being admitted to a PhD programme in learning technologies, | was surprised by the
rigorous academic writing requirements and constantly doubted whether | could fulfil them. As a result,
| spent considerable time and energy at the writing centre, refining my assignments and polishing my
English writing skills. My daily routine involved a constant back and forth between the classrooms, the
writing centre, and the library. Did | find this time enjoyable? Not particularly. When | received construct-
ive feedback from a native English-speaking tutor, my initial reaction was often frustration and shame,
even though | appreciated the feedback. | had to take a deep breath to accept the feedback, lower my
head, and revise my work, only to face another challenge and repeat the process—frustration and
shame, deep breath, acceptance, and revision, over and over. This constant posture of having my head
down made me feel like a powerless child being scolded by their parents (Kuo, 2011). A 45-minute ses-
sion could lead to a strong sense of shame and self-doubt, making me constantly question whether |
should quit the PhD programme and return to my home country. Each time | left the writing centre,
although | appreciated the opportunity to improve my academic writing skills, the intense frustration
and sense of shame often prevented me from wanting to go back to the writing centre. My psycho-
logical challenges were very similar to those described by previous studies, such as anxiety (Woodrow,
2011), reduced self-esteem, and fear of negative evaluation (Jebreil et al., 2015; Zhang, 2022). However, |
recognised that without improving my writing skills, | risked losing merit-based financial support from
sponsors, facing expulsion from the university, feeling ashamed in front of my parents and close friends
back in my home country, and, more importantly, losing the chance to prove to myself that | can suc-
ceed and thrive in a foreign environment. These fears constantly pulled me back to the writing centre,
forcing me to confront the frustrating revision cycle. Fortunately, | improved my English academic writ-
ing to a level sufficient for completing my doctoral study and advancing my career to become an assist-
ant professor in Ireland. Despite being an academic staff member, | constantly struggled with
intertwined language barriers, frustrations, self-doubt and motivational challenges in daily written com-
munication and academic writing. | even wished to move to an institution where my native language
was the primary communication medium—until | discovered ChatGPT.

Shortly after ChatGPT was released in late 2022, | began exploring its potential to enhance my aca-
demic writing, particularly for proofreading and editing (van Niekerk et al., 2025; Yuan et al., 2024). |
examined how ChatGPT could function as an assistive resource to refine my writing while ensuring that
it complemented rather than replaced my own scholarly efforts (Imran & Almusharraf, 2023; Mahapatra,
2024; Ozfidan et al., 2024). In late 2023, while responding to a special issue call from a digital learning
academic journal, | experimented with ChatGPT's capacity to generate an academic manuscript from
scratch (Hsu 2023). Throughout this process, | encountered the field of prompt engineering and recog-
nised its importance in generating well-structured research papers with focused research questions, a
comprehensive literature review, a sound methodology, and clear findings and implications. Prompt
engineering involves designing and refining prompts based on Al responses (Ekin, 2023) and is crucial in
enhancing the relevance and accuracy of Al-generated content (Cain, 2024; Lo, 2023). More importantly,
| discovered how prompt engineering could be applied to collaborate effectively with ChatGPT to
enhance clarity, coherence, and logical progression in English academic writing (Bozkurt et al., 2024). For
example, | experimented with prompting ChatGPT to proofread and suggest improvements in structure,
logical flow, grammar, and syntax, using its feedback to refine my drafts (Jacob et al, 2025). This
approach also allowed me to recognise ChatGPT as a valuable self-regulated learning tool for the devel-
opment of English writing skills (Wang, 2024b), particularly for ESL scholars and students (Wang, 2024b).
However, | remained mindful of the risks associated with Al, such as hallucinations and potential bias
(van Niekerk et al., 2025; Zhao et al., 2024). To mitigate these risks, | critically evaluated Al-generated
responses using my content knowledge and cross-referenced multiple reliable sources to verify their
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accuracy (van Niekerk et al, 2025; Yuan et al, 2024). Additionally, | became increasingly aware of the
potential for overreliance on ChatGPT (Candilas et al., 2024), and this awareness led me to continuously
reflect on maintaining my unique perspective and insights (Ozfidan et al., 2024). To maintain ethical
standards and academic integrity, | treated ChatGPT as a supportive tool rather than a substitute and
avoided involving sensitive information, and | regularly checked my independence as a writer
(Harunasari, 2023).

Data sources and analysis

The data sources outlined in Table 1 informed this autoethnographic exploration of my psychological
challenges associated with English academic writing. These sources included my diary during my PhD
studies, a work log documenting tasks and the time allocated to each, notes taken during academic
writing classes, and track-changed documents with comments from writing centre tutors, proofreaders,
and editors. Collectively, these materials provided rich insights into my experiences, particularly the emo-
tional and motivational dimensions linked to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (e.g. belonging and esteem)
and the tendency toward escapism when facing writing-related frustrations. By integrating these per-
sonal records, | sought to deepen my understanding of the psychological factors that shaped my writing
journey and influenced my adoption of ChatGPT. This, in turn, provided a foundation for interpreting
the broader psychological factors driving ESL HE students to use ChatGPT as a support tool for academic
writing.

This study employed reflective thematic analysis as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2022), which views
theme development as an active and interpretive process shaped by the researcher’s reflexivity and
engagement with the data. The analysis followed an inductive approach in the initial phase, allowing
patterns of meaning to emerge from the author’s autoethnographic data, including diaries, writing logs,
and annotated documents. Rather than applying a predetermined coding framework, themes were con-
structed through immersive and iterative reflection on the author’s lived experiences. These inductively
developed themes were subsequently interpreted and organised through a deductive lens, drawing on
two theoretical frameworks: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943, 1954) and the concept of Escapism

Table 1. Overview of the data sources.

Category Description

Diary During my PhD programme, | kept a diary to document my daily life, particularly my experiences at school,
including moments of happiness, surprise, sadness, frustration, and stress. Composing these diary entries
provided a channel for self-reflection and emotional release. For this study, this source captures my
psychological challenges in academic writing, moments when my needs (e.g. belonging, esteem) were
unmet, and instances of escapist behaviour—such as postponing writing tasks—mainly due to academic
pressure and the challenges of writing in English.

Work log Inspired by senior academics, | have maintained a daily work log since 2012 to record tasks and track the
time spent on academic and professional activities, including attending courses, writing assignments,
reading academic journal articles, and drafting journal papers. In the context of this study, reviewing
these entries highlights the extent of my struggles and hard work with academic writing, especially when
a significant portion of my time was dedicated to writing-related tasks. The log also reveals instances of
avoidance or procrastination (escapism), evident in periods when no writing-related tasks during an
academic semester were recorded for an extended timeframe.

Notes from English | attended multiple academic writing workshops, both in group settings and one-on-one sessions, at various

writing classes stages of my PhD studies. In these sessions, | took notes on key writing techniques, tutor and peer
feedback, and peer insights. These notes documented the development of my writing skills and served as
a record of my reflections. At times, | included emojis to capture my emotions during the classes. For
instance, if a peer or tutor unintentionally criticised my writing in a way that made me struggle, | would
draw a sad face to mark the emotional impact of the moment. Later, | would elaborate on this
experience in my diary, providing further details on how it affected my confidence and motivation.
Sometimes, a smiley was drawn to indicate a sense of achievement after receiving positive feedback from
a tutor or peer. In the context of this study, these notes highlight my need for belonging and esteem
within a learning community. They also reveal moments when | felt unrecognised by my peers, which, in
turn, could trigger escapist tendencies and behaviours (e.g. wanting to skip the next class).

Track-changed documents This collection includes assignment essays and drafts of conference papers and journal articles that were

with comments proofread and edited by native English-speaking editors and writing centre tutors. | retained both the
original and revised versions to learn from my mistakes and improve my writing. Reflecting on these
documents reveals recurring challenges—such as grammar, syntax, and structure—and their emotional
impact. They also demonstrate my efforts to achieve high academic performance to maintain my
scholarships and fulfil my needs for belonging, self-esteem, and self-actualisation. At the same time, they
highlight moments when frustration led me to disengage or avoid writing altogether.
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(Evans, 2001; Tuan, 1998). This theoretically informed inductive RTA enabled the integration of personal
insight with conceptual understanding, aligning with Braun and Clarke’s emphasis on researcher subject-
ivity, theoretical flexibility, and meaning-oriented analysis.

Results
ChatGPT as a catalyst for psychological well-being: a Maslowian perspective

The first research question asks whether, had | had access to ChatGPT during my doctoral studies, it
would have alleviated my frustrations with English academic writing and, in turn, fulfilled my needs for
physiological security, safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualisation. The answer is yes.
Specifically, poor academic writing skills are a major factor contributing to low academic performance
among ESL students (Moses & Mohamad, 2019). This, in turn, can result in the loss of merit-based schol-
arships, affecting their ability to meet basic physiological and safety needs (e.g. affording grocery shop-
ping, accommodation and utility bills). For example, during my PhD studies, | had to maintain a specific
grade point average (GPA) each semester to meet my scholarship sponsor’s requirements. ChatGPT
could have provided a sense of security and safety by offering immediate and personalised feedback in
refining my academic writing, helping me maintain my GPA and retain my scholarship.

Poor academic performance is often accompanied by the fear of disappointing family members and
losing peer recognition. This is especially true for international students who leave home carrying the
expectations of family and friends, as was the case for me. Therefore, using ChatGPT to support English
academic writing to gain a strong GPA could preserve positive family relationships and gain peer recog-
nition, fulfilling my need for a sense of belonging. Furthermore, academic struggle is frequently associ-
ated with low self-esteem among ESL students. For example, | often felt unintelligent because |
struggled to express myself academically and write effectively, especially compared to my native
English-speaking peers. | felt particularly inadequate when writing in English, a challenge | had never
encountered when writing in my mother tongue. This sense of self-deficiency became even more appar-
ent when writing for academic purposes (Nichols-Besel et al., 2022), especially during my PhD studies, as
| struggled to express my understanding of literature and distinguish between academic and everyday
language. With ChatGPT, | could have prompted it to support my academic expression of understanding
of literature, convert my colloquial writing into academic language, and learn from its responses after
verifying them with reliable sources. Thus, using ChatGPT to assist academic writing could offer confi-
dence and preserve self-esteem. In other words, | could have felt empowered and no longer viewed
myself as inferior to my native-speaking peers in academic writing due to linguistic insecurity.

Pursuing a HE degree abroad is often considered a significant step towards self-actualisation for ESL
HE students. | resigned from a permanent teaching position at a highly regarded post-primary school to
pursue a PhD, aiming to achieve my goal of becoming a professor for career progression and self-
actualisation. In this sense, producing high-quality academic writing is crucial to achieving these goals.
ChatGPT could serve as an assistive tool in this regard, thereby enabling self-fulfilment. Overall, access
to ChatGPT during my doctoral studies could have helped meet each category of Maslow’s needs—
ensuring basic physiological and safety requirements through scholarship retention, fostering a sense of
belonging and self-esteem via enhanced academic performance and family and peer recognition, and
ultimately paving the way for self-actualisation.

Escape from psychological discomfort: thrived or trapped

The second research question is whether ChatGPT could have helped me escape from the psychological
challenges and how this might, in turn, have influenced my development of academic writing skills. As
articulated in the previous section, | often felt overwhelmed by academic writing in English, especially in
grammar, vocabulary, syntax and adhering to APA style. Moreover, the interference of my mother tongue
further complicates the process, as differences in writing conventions between my mother tongue and
English added an extra layer of challenges. At times, | even felt frustrated with my mother tongue, won-
dering why it was not English and questioning its value. This self-doubt about my cultural origins not only
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lowered my confidence and self-esteem but also led to a strong desire to escape psychological discomfort.
In this context, ChatGPT could have served not only as a linguistic assistant but also as a means of escape
from language constraints and self-doubt. It would have helped me avoid writing-related anxiety while
enhancing my overall motivation. Furthermore, it would have allowed me to express my authentic
thoughts more freely without fear of judgment or comparison to native-speaking peers.

| would likely have relied heavily on ChatGPT to escape the stress of academic writing, potentially
substituting it for the rigours of essential academic training. The data highlighted concerns that such
overreliance could have weakened foundational writing skills, compromised the development of aca-
demic writing competence, and diminished my sense of authorial agency. In addition, frequent use of
ChatGPT-generated content might have limited opportunities for meaningful engagement with academic
materials. For example, when asked to comment on a research article, | might have used ChatGPT to
summarise the article and draft a response on my behalf. Furthermore, | could have been tempted to
write in my mother tongue and then use ChatGPT to translate it into English. This process may have
introduced subtle errors and inconsistencies, thereby hindering the development of effective cognitive
strategies. Such strategies include reflecting on my own drafts, identifying and correcting errors, and
developing the skills necessary to master academic writing conventions in English.

In summary, while ChatGPT can help ESL HE students overcome the psychological challenges associ-
ated with academic writing, it is essential to use it effectively, critically, responsibly, and ethically.
Overreliance on the tool may lead students to bypass writing tasks, missing valuable self-regulated learn-
ing opportunities to develop independent thinking, critical thinking, and academic writing skills.

Discussion

This discussion interprets the findings through the dual lenses of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and Tuan'’s
concept of escapism. It first examines how ChatGPT may satisfy ESL students’ physiological and safety
needs, then moves to belonging, esteem, and self-actualisation. The analysis subsequently weighs the
short-term psychological relief afforded by ChatGPT against the long-term costs of over-reliance, and con-
cludes by outlining a balanced, ethical framework for using ChatGPT and other similar GenAl tools in aca-
demic writing.

From stability to self-actualisation: ChatGPT and the psychological needs of ESL HE students

The findings highlight ChatGPT's potential to support ESL HE students’ psychological well-being by help-
ing meet basic physiological and safety needs. For many international students, maintaining academic
performance is not only a matter of academic success but also a condition for retaining scholarships
that enable them to cover essential living costs, such as accommodation, food, and utilities (Mullins
et al, 1995). In this light, a timely, personalised writing assistance may offer a sense of academic and
financial stability, particularly for those navigating the dual pressures of linguistic adaptation and eco-
nomic survival. My own experiences further illustrate and extend this perspective, demonstrating how
immediate, personalised feedback from ChatGPT could substantially reduce scholarship-related anxieties,
contributing to a more stable and secure academic experience. This interpretation advances existing
research on ChatGPT's role in academic success (Mahapatra, 2024; Ozfidan et al, 2024; Tseng & Lin,
2024; Yuan et al., 2024) by revealing its potential contribution to material and financial stability.

Furthermore, the reflections highlight that family expectations and the desire for peer recognition are
key sources of psychological stress for international students (Kuo, 2011; Moensted, 2022; Nsiah, 2017).
The present findings echo these studies by suggesting that improved academic performance, supported
by tools like ChatGPT, may help reduce these pressures by enhancing students’ feelings of belonging
and acceptance. Previous studies have argued that effective language support not only contributes to
academic success but also strengthens family and peer relationships among ESL HE students (Kristiana
et al, 2022; Oyeniyi et al., 2016). Building on previous scholarly work, this study suggests that ChatGPT
may play a role in reinforcing family ties and fostering peer relationships between ESL HE students and
their native-speaking peers.
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In relation to self-esteem, the findings reinforce previous studies concerning the relationship between
linguistic insecurity and feelings of inadequacy among ESL students (Gupta et al., 2022; Kuo, 2011; Telbis
et al, 2014). The analysis enriches the existing literature by demonstrating specifically how ChatGPT
might mitigate these feelings through tailored academic language support (Jacob et al., 2025). By pro-
viding direct assistance in articulating complex academic ideas, ChatGPT could empower ESL students
and reduce perceived intellectual disparities compared to native-speaking peers. This study further sup-
ports Candilas et al. (2024), who found that ChatGPT increased students’ confidence and reduced anxiety
in academic tasks. Their findings imply that ChatGPT may play a role in supporting the esteem needs of
ESL students by helping them feel more capable and academically competent. Finally, my reflections on
self-actualisation align closely with prior research, which has suggested that achieving academic excel-
lence is a vital component of self-fulfilment for ESL HE students (Chirkov et al, 2007; Du & Jackson,
2021). This study uniquely contributes to this discourse by detailing the potential supportive role of
ChatGPT in fulfilling self-actualisation needs through facilitating high-quality academic writing.

Taken together, these findings suggest that ChatGPT plays a meaningful role beyond academic writ-
ing support. For ESL HE students, it offers timely assistance that helps stabilise academic performance,
often essential for maintaining financial security through scholarships. It also alleviates emotional strain
stemming from family expectations and peer comparisons by enhancing students’ confidence and sense
of belonging. Furthermore, by reducing linguistic insecurity and supporting the articulation of complex
academic ideas, ChatGPT contributes to the development of self-esteem. Ultimately, this form of support
may help ESL HE students progress toward both academic and personal fulfilment, offering a pathway
to self-actualisation.

Escapism through ChatGPT: balancing short-term relief and long-term costs

The findings illustrate my tendency to rely on ChatGPT as a strategy to cope with psychological discom-
fort and stress associated with English academic writing. Such findings resonate with Tuan’s (1998) con-
ceptualisation of escapism, in which individuals engage in activities to avoid social pressures and
cultural expectations, seeking temporary refuge and stress relief (Calleja, 2010). Writing itself is a cultural
practice, reflecting how individuals interact within communities and express their identities and experi-
ences (Hsu et al,, 2012; Landis, 2003). ESL students, constrained by limited proficiency, frequently strug-
gle to articulate their ideas clearly and confidently (Wirantaka, 2016). Often labelled culturally deficient
(Nichols-Besel et al., 2022; Ryan, 2011), they are vulnerable to deficit thinking (Lee et al., 2019; Smit,
2012), which may lead to social isolation and tensions with teachers, peers, and the wider academic
community (Heng, 2017; Leask, 2015). ESL students also frequently perceive themselves as being judged
unfairly compared to native-speaking peers (Nichols-Besel et al., 2022). In this context, my reflections
suggest that using ChatGPT as a supportive tool could temporarily ease social and cultural pressures by
providing timely feedback and explicit guidance (Al-Khresheh, 2024; Barrot, 2023; Kostka & Toncelli,
2023). It can also help them maintain their unique authorial voice and agency (Jacob et al., 2025) while
freeing them from the fear of judgment or unfavourable comparisons with native-speaking peers (Ryan,
2011; Smit, 2012; Yuan et al., 2024).

Tuan (1998) noted that while escapism is a natural and often positive response, it becomes problem-
atic when it replaces meaningful engagement with real-life tasks (Calleja, 2010; Yee, 2006). In academic
writing, overreliance on ChatGPT may hinder the development of foundational writing skills, independ-
ent thinking and authorial agency (Wang, 2024b), as students might depend on it to produce their work
instead of engaging authentically with learning materials (Harunasari, 2023). Rather than formulating
and refining their original ideas, some students may use ChatGPT to generate entire essays, passing off
the Al-produced content as their own (van Niekerk et al., 2025). This issue is compounded by a tendency
to accept Al-generated content uncritically, which can weaken independent writing skills, reduce oppor-
tunities of self-regulated learning, diminish critical thinking, and limit creativity (Long & Kim, 2024; Yuan
et al., 2024), as well as raise concerns about academic integrity and self-regulated learning (Al-Khresheh,
2024; Long and Kim 2024; Mahapatra, 2024). In addition, some ESL students may choose to draft their
work in their native language and then translate it into English (Cennetkusu, 2017; Li, 2024). However,
ChatGPT's translation accuracy and quality can be inconsistent, particularly for non-English-centric tasks,
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potentially introducing errors that students with limited English proficiency might overlook (Baek et al.,
2024; Peng et al.,, 2023). This approach may also impede the development of effective thinking strategies
essential to mastering English academic writing conventions (Dillon et al., 2024).

In summary, this study builds on prior research highlighting ChatGPT’s practical value in writing sup-
port, such as improving writing confidence (Yuan et al, 2024), writing efficiency (Tseng & Lin, 2024),
grammar, spelling (Ozfidan et al., 2024) and providing feedback (Mahapatra, 2024). It further contributes
by introducing a less-explored perspective, using Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and the concept of
Escapism to show how ChatGPT may help ESL HE students manage psychological stress, meet motiv-
ational needs, and cope with emotional challenges in academic writing. However, from the perspective
of Escapism, overreliance on GenAl tools may lead students to bypass writing tasks and miss valuable
self-requlated learning opportunities to develop independent thinking, critical thinking, and academic
writing skills. To support a balanced approach, the following section presents a framework to help ESL
HE students, as well as other users seeking writing support, use ChatGPT effectively and responsibly. The
proposed strategies aim to enhance psychological well-being, strengthen English academic writing skills,
and uphold academic integrity.

The SUPER framework: a path for effective and ethical use of ChatGPT for academic writing

The SUPER framework (Table 2) is designed to promote ChatGPT's effective and ethical use in academic
writing. It comprises five interrelated principles: Support not a Substitute, Unique Perspective, Prompt
Engineering, Ethical Use, and Reflection. An infographic is created to illustrate the principles visually for
better promotion of the proposed framework (Figure 1). These principles work together to provide a
structured approach that helps ESL and general writers retain their original thoughts and insights while
preventing overreliance on ChatGPT, particularly when seeking to overcome psychological challenges
associated with writing. Additionally, the framework fosters the development of critical thinking and
independent writing skills while ensuring compliance with institutional guidelines and adherence to aca-
demic ethics and integrity.

Support not a substitute

Support not a Substitute, as the first principle, emphasises ChatGPT's role as a supportive tool in aca-
demic writing rather than a replacement for the writer’s authentic efforts (Chan & Hu, 2023; Wang,
2024b). This principle underpins effective and ethical Al-assisted writing by ensuring that writers retain
their agency and identity through their intellectual contributions (Baek et al., 2024; Harunasari, 2023).
Internalising this principle helps prevent overreliance on ChatGPT and other LLM-based GenAl tools
(Chan & Hu, 2023), which could otherwise diminish writers’ unique perspectives and insights (Baek et al.,
2024). This concern is particularly relevant for non-native English writers, who have been found to use
ChatGPT more frequently (Baek et al, 2024). While ChatGPT can be a valuable aid for brainstorming
(Naznin et al., 2025), developing essay outlines (Zhao et al., 2024), and assisting with proofreading and
editing (Barrot, 2023), its outputs should be regarded as preliminary drafts rather than finalised content.
For instance, a student might use ChatGPT to generate a rough outline; however, they must critically

Table 2. Overview of the SUPER framework.

Principle Description

Support not a substitute Treats ChatGPT as a supportive resource that enhances academic writing by generating initial ideas,
facilitating brainstorming, and assisting with proofreading and editing, while ensuring that the writer's
intellectual effort and authentic voice are not substituted

Unique perspective Ensures that every written piece reflects the writer's experiences, insights, and engagement with academic
materials. This principle prevents overreliance on ChatGPT and other LLM-based GenAl tools while
retaining originality and creativity of the work

Prompt engineering Involves crafting clear, concise, and specific prompts for ChatGPT and other LLM-based GenAl tools, followed
by iterative refinement to optimise the quality of Al-generated outputs

Ethical use Requires strict adherence to institutional policies to maintain academic ethics and integrity, with proper
citation and transparent disclosure of Al contributions being essential

Reflection Involves a continuous process of self-assessment throughout the Al-supported writing process. This principle

ensures that Al assistance complements rather than replaces the writer's unique perspective, maintaining
academic ethics through the iterative evaluation of Al outputs and the refinement of prompts
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Figure 1. The infographic of the SUPER framework.

evaluate the content against reliable sources and refine it through research and reflection to ensure the
final text maintains a credible and distinctive scholarly voice (Yilmaz & Karaoglan Yilmaz, 2023; Zou &
Huang, 2023).

Unique perspective

The second principle of Unique Perspective emphasises that a written piece, such as an assignment
essay, reflection paper, lesson plan or journal article—must authentically reflect the writer's personal
voice, insights, engagement with academic materials, and creative thought (Tseng & Lin, 2024; Wang,
2024a). When using ChatGPT, it is less suggested to rely on it to produce the entire written piece
(Harunasari, 2023) as an escapist strategy to deal with psychological discomfort. Instead, writers should
first establish their perspectives and then use ChatGPT as a supportive tool to refine their arguments or
provide feedback on their ideas (Ozfidan et al., 2024; Tseng & Lin, 2024). Additionally, writers must have
a clear and well-defined standpoint to avoid being distracted by Al-generated content that might not
align with their intended message (Jacob et al,, 2025). For instance, when a pre-service teacher is tasked
with creating a lesson plan, they should first outline their objectives and teaching and learning activities
for the introduction, development, and conclusion sections. After establishing a clear standpoint, they
can prompt ChatGPT to provide feedback or suggest ideas for technology integration. By ensuring that
the teacher's original ideas remain at the core of the process, they maintain their unique insights,
agency, and creativity while effectively using Al-generated insights to enhance the lesson plan (Hsu,
2025; Hsu et al., 2024; Kehoe, 2023). This principle is closely linked to the first principle discussed above,
as using ChatGPT and other LLM-based GenAl tools solely as supportive aids helps preserve the writer’s
unique perspective (Tseng & Lin, 2024) rather than substituting their original insights.

Prompt engineering

The third principle of Prompt Engineering involves crafting clear, concise and targeted queries for LLM-
based GenAl, such as ChatGPT, and iteratively refining these inputs to optimise response accuracy and
relevance (Ekin, 2023). Studies have suggested the importance of structuring prompts clearly, logically,
and explicitly with iterative refinement for desirable Al responses (Cain, 2024; Lo, 2023; Oppenlaender
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et al,, 2024). Two widely cited frameworks exemplify this approach: Cain’s model, which focuses on con-
tent knowledge, critical thinking, and iterative design, and Lo’s CLEAR model, which prioritises prompts
that are concise, logical, explicit, adaptive, and reflective. For example, consider a student seeking feed-
back on their end-of-semester reflection essay about enabling children to become digitally literate learn-
ers. Drawing on Cain’s framework, the student first uses content knowledge by researching key
components of digital literacy and effective teaching strategies to formulate a detailed initial prompt.
Rather than issuing a vague request such as “Please provide feedback on my essay,” the student instead
asks, “Please review my essay on strategies to enable children to become digitally literate learners, focus-
ing on clarity, grammar, syntax, and coherence. Then, please provide step-by-step instructions to help
me improve the essay. Finally, please suggest any references from Scopus-indexed academic journals
that may inform my points on teaching strategies” This example prompt also exemplifies Lo’s CLEAR
model: the student’s prompt is concise and logical, explicitly specifies the desired Al output, remains
adaptive and reflective through asking for feedback and keeping flexibility for subsequent adjustment.
Employing critical thinking, the student evaluates the generated feedback for Al hallucinations and accur-
acy, then iteratively redesigns the prompt to address any mistakes and gaps. In summary, the Prompt
Engineering principle plays a crucial role in determining the quality of Al-generated responses. Moreover,
it is conceptually interconnected with the first and second principles. By applying the Prompt
Engineering principle, writers can obtain more precise Al-generated support while ensuring that Al com-
plements rather than substitutes their intellectual efforts and engagement with academic materials. This
approach also enhances writers’ capacity to articulate their unique perspectives effectively.

Ethical use

The fourth principle refers to the Ethical Use of ChatGPT in writing support, requiring strict adherence to
Al usage policies and guidelines to maintain academic ethics and integrity (Baek et al, 2024; Jacob
et al, 2025;). Academic institutions and journals worldwide have been establishing clear policies and
guidelines on the ethical use of Al technologies for writing assistance (European Commission: European
Education & Culture Executive Agency, 2023; Jobin et al, 2019; Maslej et al., 2024). There is a strong
emphasis on positioning Al as a supportive tool rather than a substitute for personal intellectual effort
(van Niekerk et al., 2025). When Al-generated content is incorporated into a writing task, proper citation
and clear disclosure (Steele, 2023) are essential to maintaining transparency in scholarly communication
and ensuring accountability (Naznin et al., 2025; Steele, 2023). This principle also reinforces the Unique
Perspective principle by preventing excessive reliance on Al outputs (Jacob et al., 2025), thereby preserv-
ing writers’ original intentions and insights (Wang, 2024b). Furthermore, in conjunction with the Prompt
Engineering principle, it helps ensure that the final written piece remains original and free from mislead-
ing information or bias (Baek et al., 2024; Imran & Almusharraf, 2023).

Reflection

The fifth principle, Reflection, refers to the continuous process of reflective practices at the beginning,
middle, and end of engagement with ChatGPT for writing assistance (Dillon et al., 2024; Wang, 2024b).
Specifically, at the start, writers must reflect on whether their use of Al aligns with relevant policies and
guidelines set by those who will review their work (Candilas et al., 2024; Wang, 2024a), in line with the
Ethical Use principle. For example, an ESL HE student should check the syllabus or consult their profes-
sors if unsure whether ChatGPT and other LLM-based GenAl tools are permitted for an assignment. If
permitted, they should also clarify any specific requirements or restrictions regarding its use. During the
Al-supported writing process, writers should continually assess whether ChatGPT is being used as a sup-
portive tool rather than a substitute for their intellectual efforts (Wang, 2024a), as emphasised in the
Support not a Substitute principle. Additionally, they must keep the Unique Perspective principle in mind
by ensuring that Al-generated content does not replace their creative insights and that their written
piece authentically reflects their engagement with relevant academic materials (Jacob et al., 2025), such
as required readings and academic literature. Writers should also reflect on their application of the
Prompt Engineering principle by critically evaluating Al outputs and iteratively refining their prompts to
enhance the relevance and accuracy of responses (Harunasari, 2023; Tseng & Lin, 2024). At the final
stage, writers should carefully review the completed piece to confirm that their unique perspective has
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been effectively conveyed and that all Al usage has adequately been disclosed (Steele, 2023). In sum-
mary, the Reflection principle underpins the other four principles by promoting ethical Al use and rein-
forcing the writer's active, independent role. It ensures that unique thoughts and original insights are
expressed through well-structured prompts and critical engagement with Al-generated content.

Example: integrating the SUPER framework in academic writing

To illustrate the integrated application of the five principles, consider a primary student teacher tasked
with writing an end-of-semester reflection essay on teaching strategies to help children develop compu-
tational thinking. At the start, in line with the Reflection and Ethical Use principles, the student carefully
reviews the syllabus and, if unclear, consults their professor to clarify the extent to which Al assistance is
permitted (van Niekerk et al., 2025). Following the Support not a Substitute principle, the student identi-
fies key teaching strategies they wish to discuss during the essay and then uses ChatGPT to generate a
rough essay outline and brainstorm potential approaches (Candilas et al., 2024),such as game-based
learning (Zhao & Shute, 2019), engagement with virtual reality (Hsu, 2024; Sukirman et al., 2021), and
constructionist prompting (Hsu, 2025). Throughout this process, the student recognises Al-generated
outputs as preliminary drafts that require further evaluation and refinement rather than as final content.
As an example of using the Prompt Engineering principle, they critically assess the Al-generated outline
by verifying its quality against multiple reliable sources and adapting it to form the backbone of their
draft (Jacob et al.,, 2025). Using the Unique Perspective principle, the student integrates personal experi-
ences, including interactions with younger siblings, student-teaching experiences, and relevant assigned
readings, to develop a complete draft. By applying the Prompt Engineering principle again, the student
refines their feedback-seeking prompt from a vague request to a more specific prompt. Instead of a gen-
eral prompt, such as “Please provide feedback to my draft essay,” they ask: “Please review my reflection
essay on strategies to enable children to become computational thinkers, focusing on clarity, grammar,
syntax, and coherence, and provide step-by-step instructions for improvement along with relevant aca-
demic references.” Furthermore, by the Ethical Use principle, the student acknowledges their engage-
ment with Al explicitly and cites any Al-generated content transparently. Finally, through continuous
Reflection, the student consistently evaluates whether they are using Al as a supportive tool rather than
allowing it to replace or overshadow their unique perspective and insights.

Conclusion

This autoethnographic study examined the psychological factors influencing ESL HE students’ engage-
ment with ChatGPT for academic writing, drawing on my lived experiences through analytical and narra-
tive accounts. Using Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and the concept of Escapism as a combined
framework, the findings show that ChatGPT can support students’ psychological security and safety, fos-
ter belonging and self-esteem, and contribute to self-actualisation. While the tool offers relief from
writing-related stress and enhances expression, the study also cautions against overreliance, which may
undermine critical thinking, hinder independent writing development, and compromise academic
integrity.

This study contributes to the growing body of research on GenAl in education by foregrounding the
psychological experiences of ESL HE students, an area that remains underexplored in the current litera-
ture. It highlights how ESL writers may use ChatGPT to manage anxiety, self-doubt, and linguistic inse-
curity. Using an autoethnographic lens, the study reflects critically on these challenges and introduces
the SUPER framework as a set of practical principles for the ethical and effective integration of GenAl
into academic writing. Researchers and practitioners are encouraged to implement and validate the
SUPER framework to support ESL and general writers in using ChatGPT and other LLM-based GenAl tools
responsibly. They are also urged to share and discuss the framework with colleagues and students to
gather feedback for its ongoing refinement and long-term impact on academic writing support.
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