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Abstract 

The prominent role of teaching philosophy statements is on the rise because they mirror broad skillsets and the 
expertise of doctoral or master’s program graduates (Merkel, 2020). This paper presents our philosophy of 
education, of Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL), and of teaching academic writing for 
English as an Additional Language (EAL) students. First, it is maintained that in education, knowledge is 
individually and socially constructed (Piaget, 1970; Vygotsky, 1981). In light of the constructivists’ educational 
philosophy, it is argued that the EAL teachers need to possess knowledge in cognate disciplines to mediate the 
EAL students’ construction of their individualized linguistic and intercultural knowledge in dynamic, specific 
learning contexts. Finally, innovative pedagogical suggestions for what to cover and how to deliver the second 
language (L2) academic writing class with EAL students are offered. 
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1. Introduction 

The teaching philosophy statements usually underscore doctoral or master’s program graduates’ teaching 
commitment and their reflections upon their prior teaching experience, conceptualization of theoretical models for 
teaching and learning, effective pedagogy as well as closing the theory and practice gap through nursing praxis 
(Eierman, 2008, cited in Merkel, 2020). The EAL writing class is considered an indispensable component of 
Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) practice and research (Xiao, Ma, & Chen, 2020). In 
this paper, which is an expanded version of a teaching philosophy statement, we will present our teaching 
philosophy of EAL academic writing class, in relation to education in general and to the field of TESOL. We will 
begin the exposition with our view on education through a constructivist’s lens. Then with the principles of 
education from such a perspective, we will scrutinize our philosophy of TESOL. Finally, based on these 
discussions, we will propose our philosophy of the EAL academic writing course. The underpinning of our 
teaching approach is that instructors need to foster individualized learning in specific educational contexts with the 
EAL students in an academic writing course. 

2. Our Philosophy of Education 

Informed by the literature and based on our reflections upon English language teaching (ELT), the authors of this 
paper are gradually shaping our philosophy of education, developing our philosophy of the field of TESOL, and 
forming our teaching philosophy of the course “Academic Writing for EAL Students.” We perceive education as 
an ongoing process of constructing the learners’ knowledge; we believe that the field of TESOL should underscore 
inter-cultural communication (Xiao, Zhao, & Chen, 2020); and we think the EAL course of academic writing 
should aim to prepare the EAL students to join the academic discourse community. 

To begin with, an individual’s new knowledge is constructed based on his/her social environment and prior 
knowledge in a specific context (Piaget, 1970; Vygotsky, 1981). First, an individual’s knowledge is socially 
constructed (Vygotsky, 1981). It refers to the fact that a piece of knowledge has to be accepted by the society 
before it becomes an individual’s knowledge and that the individual has to learn this knowledge in the context of 
his/her society. For example, the Earth’s shape was perceived as a flat plane before it was viewed as spherical in 
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the 20th century. Therefore, individual learners would most likely see the Earth’s shape as flat if that was the 
knowledge of the society at the time. Furthermore, some knowledge may vary with contexts. For example, the 
color white is regarded as pure and holy in some cultures, while it is associated with sorrow and used in funerals in 
other countries. On the other hand, knowledge is also individually constructed by the addition of new knowledge to 
the prior knowledge of the individual; thus it is an accumulative individual process (Wong & Lim, 2014). In the 
previous example, the learner’s prior knowledge may include how people dress in weddings and funerals before 
the learner can understand the different implications of colors.  

The process of education is a process of knowledge construction (Olofson, Swallow, & Neumann, 2016). As such, 
education needs to be viewed from a constructivist’s perspective, and the following shall be included in it. 1) 
Education involves a combination of the student’s motivation, conscious efforts, and self-education and the 
society’s impacts, such as peer interaction, parental involvement, and community attention. 2) New knowledge is 
built based on the individual’s previous knowledge and the consensus of the society. 3) Knowledge evolves. 
Therefore, individual learning is life-long and the goal of different scholars’ research is to advance human 
knowledge. Both are ongoing processes in response to an ever-changing world. 4) Learning cannot be effective 
unless it is individualized and contextualized. “Individualized” means each learner has his/her own learning style, 
pace, and preference. Their previous knowledge and experience are unique. “Contextualized” refers to the fact that 
learning occurs in specific context, in which the specific time, place, people, institution, culture, and other factors 
are all intertwined. For instance, Fu, Lin, Hwang and Zhang (2019) advocate the use of a “mind mapping-based 
contextual gaming approach” to improving learners’ English writing, and their study receives positive feedback 
from the learners (p. 59).  

Education aims to achieve multiple goals, which include: the learners’ familiarity of the subject, social adaptation, 
preparing an individual to join the work force, achieving personal potential, character development, spiritual 
growth, and maintaining consistency of value, morality, order, and harmony of the society (Ovortrup & Wiberg, 
2017). To these ends, a good educator should try to establish rapport and empathy with the students, encourage 
them regularly, promote the idea of life-long self-education, prepare the students for future employment, 
customizes education based on their needs, foster creativity and innovation, and teach the students important 
values of a culture. The role of a teacher varies with cultural and learning contexts. We believe that he/she can be 
an authority, a judge, a guide, a facilitator, a coach, and an advanced learner.  

Furthermore, we believe preparation and passion make good teaching. That is to say, the art of teaching lies in 
meticulous preparation. 1) The teacher should familiarize himself/herself with the learning context, society, and 
culture. For example, the teacher may examine the expectations from the parents, the community, and the 
university regarding the learning outcome. 2) The instructor should know the students well. For instance, the 
teacher may need to learn about the students’ academic and cultural background and level of the subject. The 
teacher may also conduct a needs analysis before class, and incorporate the feedback into his/her syllabus design 
and instruction (Douglas, 2017). 3) The instructor needs to prepare carefully for his/her lessons by going through 
the course materials such as textbook, handouts, PPT and audiovisual files to design teaching procedures and 
engaging activities before class. 

The instructor’s passion for teaching and his/her creativity may contribute to the success of the class. The authors 
are passionate about educating students and find the job of an educator rewarding. We are always happy to witness 
the students’ academic, social, and emotional growth. For example, the first author walked into the classroom one 
day and some students were there already. Yet no one turned on the lights. So he waited until most of them arrived, 
then asked the students, would you like the lights to be turned on? Many of them said “NO. We want to do our 
presentations in the dark.” He went along with it and did not turn on the light. The class started and the students 
began to deliver their presentations in the dark. About 5 minutes later, a few of them raised their hands and one of 
them said, “Can I turn on the lights?” He said. “of course. Thank you for turning on the lights”, the first author 
replied. That was a simple, yet inspiring anecdote. The students learned to make independent decisions by 
themselves. They also learned to take actions on their decisions. What we learned was that it is important to 
sometimes let students make independent decisions and to allow them to bear the consequences of their decisions. 
This is crucial to their growth. 

Learning is more important than teaching (Matukhin & Bolgova, 2015). Because the ultimate purpose of teaching 
is to see the outcome of learning. The goal of teaching is to help the students construct knowledge instead of 
imparting knowledge to the students, which is essentially spoon-feeding. It is important for teachers to learn to 
build new knowledge based on students’ prior knowledge. The goal of teaching ultimately comes back to students’ 
learning outcome (Caskurlu, Maeda, Richardson, & Lv, 2020).  
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3. Our Philosophy of TESOL 

In the same manner, most of the above underpinning principles of education, which derive from constructivism, 
may also be applicable to the field of TESOL. Educators in TESOL, however, may need to expose themselves to 
additional interdisciplinary knowledge so that they can assist the EAL students construct individual knowledge in 
specific learning contexts. For instance, the instructors need to possess:1) knowledge of English language, 
including high English proficiency and the history, present situation, and future development of English language 
teaching; 2) knowledge of teaching methods (e.g., grammar-translation, audio-lingual, communicative approaches, 
see Celce-Murcia, 2013 and Task-based language teaching, see Ellis, Skehan, Li, Shintani, & Lambert, 2019), so 
that the instructors are qualified to teach English; 3) knowledge and experience of second language learning 
(which means that it may be helpful for ELT teachers to have experience learning a second language), so that they 
have effective strategies to offer their students and are able to relate to the EAL students’ problems; 4) knowledge 
of educational psychology and cultural difference applicable to their specific contexts, so that they can handle the 
challenges in teaching students from a wide variety of academic and cultural backgrounds and customize their 
classes to address students’ needs; 5) knowledge of immigrant history, so that empathy towards the EAL learners’ 
struggles can be established and understanding of the immigrants’ ambitions can be achieved; and 6) being aware 
of and respect diverse cultural values and beliefs. For example, some researchers, such as Ersin and Atay (2020), 
recommend pre-service teachers to take courses relating to intercultural sensitivity in their teacher training.  

The communicative language teaching (CLT) method has two main guiding principles: language functions and 
opportunities to use language (Svignon, 2006). First, the supporters of communicative language teaching claim 
that successful language learning involves functions and purposes that a language serves in different 
communicative settings as well as knowledge of structure and forms of language. Thus, this approach emphasizes 
meaningful communication and interaction rather than drills and memorization of forms and rules. In addition, 
they argue that when students are exposed to English and have enough opportunities to use it, they will learn the 
language (Harmer, 2007). According to Hoyatt (2004), there are weak and strong versions of CLT. The first one is 
using English for communication purposes. In contrast, the latter is speaking English in order to learn it. As 
fluency is an important aspect of communication, students have time to participate in various activities such as 
interviews, role-plays and games with their peers. 

When conducting various communicative activities such as role-plays and games, the instructor should provide a 
comfortable atmosphere because students might feel shy. He/she should not criticize the students’ unsuccessful 
attempts and should treat them in a respectful and friendly manner. In addition, he/she ought to encourage them to 
speak by praising them when they do a good job. 

For example, an instructor may motivate the students to learn English with praise and foster academic growth and 
emotional maturity. He/she may stimulate their interests in learning through well-designed activities, and train 
them with study skills, learning strategies and test taking strategies, so that they can become autonomous learners 
(Ceylan, 2015). By creating a positive and supportive environment that is conductive to learning, he/she will be 
able to challenge them intellectually and push their limits.  

The instructor may also carry out some class activities such as a grammar game for his/her EAL students. It goes 
like this: Every student writes down a grammar topic and puts it in the topic bag. Then, a student draws a topic 
from the bag. Whichever grammar topic he/she draws, he/she will need to stand up and tell the class about it. If 
he/she does it well, the class will applause and then the instructor will say, “good work!”, if he/she tries but does 
not do well, the class will still applause and the instructor will say “Nice try!” 

4. Our Philosophy of Teaching EAL Students Academic Writing 

From the above discussion, we can understand education and TESOL better from the constructivists’ perspective, 
and place the academic writing course for the EAL students under the umbrellas of TESOL and education. Next, 
we will present our teaching philosophy of the EAL academic writing course, that is, to promote individualized 
learning in specific contexts, reflecting the assertion that individual knowledge is socially (Vygotsky, 1981) and 
individually (Piaget, 1970) constructed. “Individualized learning” corresponds to the claim that knowledge is 
“individually” constructed. And “specific contexts” are aligned with the argument that knowledge is “socially” 
constructed in contexts. “Individualized learning” refers to the attention to individual student’s learning styles and 
needs, whereas “specific context” refers to the university’s expectations of the learning outcome, the local culture 
and the students’ academic community. Below we will offer some suggestions on what to cover and how to deliver 
the EAL academic writing class based on that teaching philosophy. 

Academic writing is the way that scholars communicate with one another and also a crucial means for the 
professors to evaluate university students’ academic performance (Hyland, 2016). In the case of university EAL 
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students, it is essentially writing across cultures and curricula. The goal of an EAL academic writing course is to 
prepare university EAL students for the academic writing tasks in English as medium of instruction universities. 
Therefore, the EAL students need to construct their knowledge of academic writing individually and pick up the 
writing conventions in their own field, be it engineering, business, medicine, math, chemistry, or education… etc.  

Instructors of an academic writing class with EAL students need to cover the concepts (e.g., audience and purpose), 
processes (e.g., prewriting, drafting, and revising, see Palermore & Wilson, 2020), rhetorical patterns (e.g., 
five-paragraph essay, research paper, cause and effect, compare and contrast, exemplification and exposition), and 
conventions (e.g., citations and references) of academic writing. Specifically, the EAL students need to learn how 
to complete various academic writing tasks encompassing quoting, paraphrasing, summarizing, critique, literature 
review, annotated bibliography, book review, research proposal, and research report. The students may also need 
to learn rhetorical and content expectations of the English as medium of instruction (EMI) universities and of their 
own disciplines (Dimova, 2020). Other issues pertaining to academic writing comprise critical thinking skills; 
voice and identity; first language and second language relationships; reading and writing connections; the 
recursive writing process; peer review and assessment; and writing with technology (Polio, 2017 ).  

How shall we teach academic writing to EAL students? We believe that we need to create a collaborative 
workshop-like class. The EAL students need to construct their knowledge of academic writing individually with 
hands-on experience in an unthreatening environment and in the specific learning contexts. In a collaborative 
writing workshop, the EAL students would be able to: 1) contribute to syllabus design (e.g., suggesting the texts 
and topics for the class); 2) write for a real audience such as the instructor and their peers; and 3) benefit from peer 
response and instructor’s feedback. The writing course should focus on: 1) analyzing the context and purpose of 
each writing task; 2) reading-to-write (for the learners to learn the structure and vocabulary words for the writing 
tasks); 3) practicing the recursive process of writing; and 4) evaluating students’ progress over time. 

Moreover, classroom activities in an EAL academic writing course might include: analyzing sample articles from 
published sources and students’ works, identifying the key components and their functions in the sample articles, 
and examining the language features of the articles. Other activities might include in-class and on-line discussions 
and reflections, group projects (e.g., survey report of a controversial or interesting topic), and demonstration of 
effective reading and writing strategies. Additionally, the instructor may introduce to the class such technologies 
as Blackboard class management, blogging, social media, overhead projector, PowerPoint presentation, E-mail 
and telephone interviews, and other Internet resources (e.g., web pages on academic writing). The class activities 
can be lectures, group work, pair work, and individual work. 

In an academic writing class, the students may be asked to read authentic articles in real life and complete real 
communicative tasks. They analyze the sample articles in terms of the contexts of situation and develop effective 
strategies for specific writing tasks and contexts. The course may cover various topics in academic writing, such as: 
context of writing, reading and writing connections, process and product, computer technology and composition, 
close reading (to analyze context and rhetorical form) and speed reading (to retrieve information to be used in their 
writing), as well as collaborative and individual writing activities. 

Though not necessarily having such a teaching philosophy in her mind, Raimes (1988) presented a method of 
teaching composition that illuminated the constructivists’ teaching philosophy. Usually, composition teachers use 
a published book as textbook for a writing class and may use students’ own work as a supplementary source. 
Raimes (1988) did the opposite. The primary texts (e.g., course book), as Raimes (1988) argued, should consist of 
the students’ writing, teacher’s feedback, and other authentic readings from real life (p. 46). In contrast, the 
published textbook should be taken as secondary text (source book) to offer some advice of writing, explanations 
of grammar, principles of editing, and readings for analysis (p. 45). 

Furthermore, Raimes (1988) illustrated how she built a composition class around the three types of authentic 
primary texts with a teaching sequence that addressed common concerns in a writing class, e.g., purpose, audience, 
content, structure, and grammar (p. 46). The procedures went like this:  

1) Students did free writing for 10 minutes to respond to a quote from an article about whether doctors should tell 
their patients the truth. 2) Students shared their written responses in groups of four with attention paid to the 
meaning not the grammar. 3) Each group reported their opinions to the whole class and the teacher wrote down the 
issues on the board. 4) Student read the whole article after school and responded to the main ideas in it with their 
double-entry notebook (with a summary of the reading on the right and responses, e.g., comments and questions, 
on the left). 5) Students wrote a first draft on the topic “Should doctors ever lie to benefit their patients?” 6) The 
next class was used for peer response. With a guided peer review sheet, students worked in pairs to review each 
other’s essay. 7) The teacher provided feedback (comments and questions about content and organization) to each 
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student’s work for its strengths and weaknesses. 8) The teacher pointed out three areas of grammatical errors (e.g., 
verbs, agreement) for each student and had the students identify the sources of their errors, such as first language 
(L1) interference, overgeneralization of second language (L2) rules, and careless mistakes. 

Perhaps some modifications can help enhance the effectiveness of this teaching sequence. First, topics of 
discussion can come from current online sources. Second, the teacher may demonstrate the process of composing 
(e.g., generating ideas, free writing, outlining) on the board or the big screen in front of the whole class. Third, the 
students can volunteer their own essay to be used by the teacher to demonstrate revising and editing in front of the 
class. Fourth, the writing prompt can be based on real life communicative tasks that involve problem-solving skills. 
For instance, your friend Tom needs to buy a gift for his advisor, a 40-year-old Asian male professor, please email 
Tom to offer three options as your suggestions and explain why. 

5. Conclusion 

From the point of view of constructivism, knowledge is constructed individually and collectively. This principle 
may be applicable to education in general, to the field of TESOL and to the EAL academic writing course, hence 
the EAL students need to construct their own knowledge in the academic writing class and pick up the collective 
knowledge in their academic community. Instructors need to mediate this learning process by responding to 
students’ individual learning styles and needs, and responding to the specific learning contexts. 

The instructors’ teaching philosophy, methods, and styles are evolving. And the students’ needs and teaching 
contexts are constantly changing. As such, teachers should adapt their teaching to students’ learning needs and 
contexts. Therefore, contextualizing and individualizing the learning process with authentic texts through a diverse 
array of class activities may help EAL learners address their own needs and foster lifelong learning. 
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