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In recent years, due to the concern of the high rate of burnout and attrition of

teachers in their early career years, teacher resilience has become a vital theme in

the study of their professional development. However, little has been done in China.

This study contextualized teacher resilience development in Chinese universities and

interviewed seven resilient novice foreign language (FL) teachers to explore risk factors

confronting them in Chinese contexts and resilience strategies they have employed to

cope with these challenges. In-depth interview data and informants’ reflective journals

were analyzed inductively by using thematic analysis. The results of the study unfolded

risk factors peculiar to Chinese context, and novices’ adoption of resilience strategies

was found to involve teachers’ highly selective and dynamic interaction with risk and

protective factors, and individual agency manifested itself as an important factor in novice

FL teacher resilience development.

Keywords: risk factors, resilience strategies, protective factors, Chinese context, novice college FL teachers

INTRODUCTION

Teachers’ job burnout and attrition have become a serious problem confronting almost every
school in many countries. Studies conducted by Chinese scholars also manifest that college teachers
generally experience themild ormedium level of burnout (Xu, 2010; Tang, 2011; Jiang, 2019), which
would definitely assert negative influence on “teaching well” and accordingly disrupt students’
learning and achievement (Gu, 2021, p. vii). This alarming regularity would weaken teachers’
passion, commitment, and morale on a large scale. As a consequence, students are at risk as to
whether they can be entitled to the best teaching, which should be persistent, professionally adept,
and passionate. In order to cope with the intractable issue, the study of teacher resilience was
initiated at the turn of the twenty-first century (Bobek, 2002), and it was motivated by the concern
of the high rate of burnout and attrition of teachers in the first 3 years of their teaching career (Tait,
2005; Intrator, 2006). Rather than focus on those who dropped out or lost commitment to teaching,
more attention was shifted to the study of those who were not only surviving but also thriving
(Beltman et al., 2011) in their teaching career in face of great challenges and complex circumstances.

As a psychological term, resilience is commonly defined as the ability to “bounce back” or recover
after exposure to stress or traumatic experiences (Sammons et al., 2007). The study of psychological
resilience originated as an intervention for children who developed negative behaviors like drug
abuse, alcohol abuse, or mental disorders after exposure to serious risk hazards (Rutter, 1999, p.
159). As a newly emerging field of investigation, teacher resilience is still a loosely and broadly
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defined term. Some scholars regard it as an individual attribute
and define it as teachers’ quality (Brunetti, 2006, p. 813) or
capacity (Oswald et al., 2003, p. 50) to “bounce back” in the face
of potential risks; others view it as an outcome of “using energy
productively. . . in the face of adverse conditions” (Patterson et al.,
2004, p. 3). However, the recent years have witnessed more
recognition that resilience is not an “innate” quality (Cohler,
1987, p. 395) of individuals that stays static through one’s life.
Social, environmental, and cultural contexts are found to play
important roles in developing or shaping psychological resilience
(Richardson et al., 1990; Beltman et al., 2011). Resilience,
accordingly, is gradually recognized as a dynamic process that
involves individuals’ active interaction and negotiation with the
environment (Tait, 2008). Day and Gu (2014) have further
broadened the concept of resilience and believe resilience is
“more than bouncing back,” and teacher resilience is the positive
adaptation to the uncertainties in workplace; it is dynamic,
relational, and developmental. This study would adopt Day and
Gu’s (2014) concept of teacher resilience and highlight how
resilience is developed and how individual agency counts in
novice college foreign language (FL) teachers’ positive response
to challenges in their induction. The study of teacher resilience
relies heavily on the resilience theories in the field of psychology.
Along with the abundant research on teacher resilience from
different perspectives, researchers have developed a number
of resilience models to account for the findings in this field.
Richardson et al. (1990) resiliency model depicts the process
as a psychological reintegration. It is the ability to learn new
strategies or tactics from disruptive or traumatic experiences
and resume the balance in a way that will strengthen the power
to negotiate life events. The premise of the model is that in
order to become more resilient, an individual’s former organized
state must be broken by challenges, stressors, and risks. Then
the individual struggles his or her way to reorganize life and
recover from the disruptive experiences. After this process, he
or she would become more adept with suitable coping strategies
and protective factors (Richardson et al., 1990). It is a process
that leads to the homeostatic reintegration after the interaction
between the stressors or challenges with biopsychospiritual
protective factors (Richardson et al., 1990). In a similar vein,
Jordan’s relational resilience model emphasizes that “resilience
should be seen as a relational dynamic” (Jordan, 1992, p. 11).
In her later studies, Jordan (2012) argues that although risks
in dysfunctional environment would impede the natural flow
of disconnection-connection, human brains’ strong ability to
adjust can help people rebuild the links with healthy connections,
establish more reliable attachment, and, through this, “begin
to shift underlying patterns of isolation and immobilization”
(Jordan, 2012, p. 74). The twomodels both indicate that resilience
is not an inborn capacity that remains static during one’s life time.
Social, environmental, and cultural contexts are found to play
important roles in developing or shaping psychological resilience
(Richardson et al., 1990; Beltman et al., 2011). Therefore, the two
models resonate with each other in terms of regarding resilience
as a dynamic and interactive process that can resume and
promote the well-organized situation with the help of protective
factors. Individuals’ active interaction and negotiation with the

environment (Tait, 2008) are recognized. Johnson (2002, p. 226)
has stressed, “resilience changes with time, circumstances and
context.” Both the immediate contexts that teachers are in and
the historical, political, social, and cultural contexts will exert
influence on teachers’ beliefs, values, and behaviors.

Resilience presumes the existence of risk factors. Previous
studies have examined the personal and contextual risk factors
confronting novice teachers in a western context. On the
individual level, the lack of experience and confidence (e.g., Day,
2008), disillusion from mismatch between teaching vision and
the realities of the job (e.g., McCormack and Gore, 2008), and
a sense of isolation or alienation (e.g., McIntyre, 2003) were
consistently reported. On the contextual level, the following
risk factors are commonly recognized in western context:
difficult courses or classes assigned, heavy workload, classroom
management or discipline, inadequate support from mentors
or administrative leaders, unfamiliarity with the colleagues and
non-rapport relationship with students, insufficient resources or
equipment, and institutional supervision and evaluation of their
teaching (e.g., Gordon and Maxey, 2000; McIntyre, 2003; Tait,
2008).

Factors that mitigate the effect of risks were called protective
factors (Kaplan, 2002, p. 46), which were revealed to be
centered on personal and conditional levels (Castro et al.,
2010, p. 623). Individual protective factors such as altruistic
motives, intrinsic motivation, sense of self-efficacy, individual
personalities, teaching and coping skills, and professional
reflection (e.g., Gu and Day, 2007; Sinclair, 2008; Le Cornu,
2009) and contextual protective factors such as interpersonal
relationships, school or administrative support, and pre-service
program support were shown to be beneficial to the promotion
of resilience (e.g., Howard and Johnson, 2004; Gu and Day, 2007;
Olsen and Anderson, 2007).

Undoubtedly, investigating the protective factors is important,
as they are helpful for resilience development. Having protective
factors does not entail that they will function automatically
in facilitating the building of psychological resilience. Issues
about how and under what circumstances they will function
would largely depend on how individuals actively utilize and
integrate these factors in making them functional. However,
few studies have mentioned the important role of teachers as
active agents (Beltman et al., 2011) to integrate the risk and
protective factors in promoting resilience. In the past decades,
researchers have conducted studies on teacher resilience (Gu
and Day, 2007, 2013; Beltman et al., 2011; Day and Gu, 2014;
Mansfield et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2016; Wosnitza et al., 2018)
and the strategies they employed to cope with the challenges
(Patterson et al., 2004; Castro et al., 2010). Patterson et al.
(2004) made a static description of four strategies that would
be favorable to resilience development, namely making decisions
under the guidance of personal values, emphasizing professional
development, taking initiatives to contribute to their community,
and solving problems.

Although the dynamic view of resilience has been long
adopted in the study of children and adolescents, the study on
teacher resilience is still in its infancy and the majority of the
research remains their focus on the description of static risk
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and protective factors, and even some almost equate resilience
studies with exploration of protective factors (Kumpfer, 2002,
p. 182), and very few have gone beyond and searched for the
process underlying the resilience development. Although the
dynamic and developmental nature of teacher resilience has been
commonly accepted, studies adopting this view and analyzing
how teachers negotiate with the environment are comparatively
sparse. Castro et al. (2010) revealed four strategies that beginning
teachers of primary and elementary schools employed to cope
with the hardships they encountered in high-need areas and
in special education in United States. Beutel et al. (2019)
explored a cohort of pre-service teachers’ personal and contextual
resources and how they utilized strategies to activate resilience in
eastern Australia.

The overview of previous studies on teacher resilience reveals
that almost all of the studies were carried out inWestern contexts,
and scattered studies have adopted strategy-oriented perspective;
thus, there is an urgent need to carry out more empirical studies
to offer insights into how individuals develop their resilience.
To our knowledge, no study to date has investigated the risk
factors and how social and cultural contexts affect Chinese
novice FL teachers’ development of resilience in colleges and
universities. By revealing how novice FL teachers actively and
selectively employ strategies to overcome adversities, this study
aims to highlight the agency that novice teachers demonstrate
in resilience development. With the huge population of novice
teachers as well as the educational backgrounds and policies
peculiar to China, it would be more meaningful to gain insights
into the trajectories of teacher resilience in this country. A
deep exploration on risk factors Chinese novice teachers are
confronted with and how they develop resilience to cope with
them may yield different findings and offer new insights into the
nature of teacher resilience.

In view of the research gaps mentioned above, this study
selected seven resilient novice FL teachers in China as
participants to reveal the process of resilience development of
Chinese novice FL teachers. It aims to explore the risk factors
novice college FL teachers encountered in Chinese contexts and
how they developed strategies to cope with the challenges. It is
hoped that the findings of this research will enhance novices’
adaptability in their induction, help sustain their commitment
to the teaching profession in China, and at the same time
offer implications for teacher education and national policy
development concerning FL teaching and learning. Specifically,
two research questions will be addressed in this study.

(1) What risk factors will novice college FL teachers be
confronted with in the Chinese contexts?

(2) What resilience strategies will Chinese novice college FL
teachers adopt to meet the challenges?

METHODS

Participants
This study adopted purposeful sampling. Two criteria guided
the selection of the participants: (1) the teachers worked in the

university within their first 3 years; (2) in spite of adversities,
the teachers made above average achievements in both teaching
and researching. Novices’ teaching quality was measured by both
the student evaluation and supervisor evaluation, and novices’
achievement in research was judged by their published papers
and their enthusiasm in doing research, such as their engagement
in academic activities. Hence, seven resilient novice teachers with
work experience ranging from 6 months to 2 years were selected
as qualified participants, and they all agreed to participate in
this study. Among them two were males and five were females,
and two of them had received their doctoral degrees and five
master’s degrees. Written informed consent was obtained from
all of them, and the study was approved by the ethics board
of Artificial Intelligence and Human Languages Lab in Beijing
Foreign Studies University.

To triangulate, Connor-Davidson resilience scale (CD—RISC)
(2003) was adopted and translated into Chinese. The Resilience
Scale consists of 25 items, and each item was rated on a 5-
point scale (0–4), with the total score 100 and higher scores
reflecting greater resilience. The Cronbach alpha coefficient of
the scale was 0.89 and the test-retest reliability coefficient was
found to be 0.87 (Connor and Davidson, 2003). The seven
novice teachers were required to complete the questionnaire
and the result demonstrated that all of them were above 85
points, indicating they were all resilient teachers. The informants’
profiles are shown in Table 1.

Data Collection
In-depth interview was adopted as the main method. The
interview was semi-structured, conducted by two of the
researchers adhering to the following procedures. First,
the interviewers explained their interest in novice teachers’
development in general. Next, the following guiding questions
were asked for interviewees to elaborate on: (1) What difficulties
have you encountered since you became a college FL teacher?
Such as difficulties from yourself, your family, teaching, research,
relationship, etc. (2) What have you done to cope with the
challenges, and what turned to be effective ways that you kept
adopting in similar circumstances? (3) Since your induction, have
you felt any changes, for example, in your teaching techniques,
research ability, relationship with your students, colleagues and
leaders of your department, your expectation, self-confidence and
self-positioning, etc.?

Informants were interviewed one by one and each interview
lasted from one to one and a half hours. Follow-up interviews
were conducted by the same interviewers to clarify interviewees’
understanding and complement materials necessary for
research questions.

In addition to the data from the interview, reflective journals
kept by five of the informants since their induction (Chun, Kai,
Qiao, Shan, and Jun) also contributed to addressing the above
research questions. In the journals, they recorded the “reality
shock” (Veenman, 1984, p. 143) they experienced, the struggle
they have made, and the ways they have found to help them
tide over, so their journals are enlightening for researchers to
trace how they negotiated with the new environment and how
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TABLE 1 | Participating teachers’ profiles.

Name Gender Age Educational background Length of work experience Teaching subjects Academic interest

Shan Female 31 Ph.D. 0.5 year English Australian literature

Ling Female 31 Ph.D. 0.5 year English Education pedagogy

Chun Female 28 M.A. 2.0 years English Applied linguistics

Qiao Female 30 M.A. 1.5 years French French linguistics

Juan Female 28 M.A. 0.5 year Spanish Applied linguistics

Kai Male 28 M.A. 0.5 year Japanese Japanese linguistics

Jun Male 27 M.A. 1 year English Second Language Acquisition

they developed their resilience. These five informants all showed
willingness to share their journals for this research.

Data Analysis
The interviews were recorded with the permission of the
informants. The recordings were first transcribed by the
interviewers, and then checked for accuracy by the interviewees
and finally coded by two researchers.

Two researchers first read through the interview and reflective
journal data to obtain a general sense of the data. The data in
this study was approached in an inductive way. We first began
with open coding and found the recurring categories and themes
in the data. Participants were asked to confirm whether these
categories and themes were meaningful to them in the follow-
up interview. Those confirmedmeaningful were maintained, and
those questionable were further discussed and negotiated by the
researchers and the participants until finally all were determined.
Representative extracts were carefully selected to offer evidence
for each category and theme.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

An analysis of the data from the interview and informants’
reflective journals yields the following results. For the first
research question, four categories of risk factors were recognized,
and they were challenges from individual, classroom, institution,
and national reform policy concerning FL teaching and learning;
all were found to be deeply rooted in Chinese context. For
the second research question, four themes emerged as effective
resilience strategies to ease novices’ challenges in their induction,
and they were listed as perceiving risks as opportunities, taking
initiatives to motivate students, seeking help from social network,
and keeping professional learning. Resilience was found not as a
static trait of individuals but in the constant negotiation of the
individuals with their inner world and the outside world. Detailed
analysis of the results is as follows.

Peculiar Risk Factors Confronting Novice
FL Teachers in Chinese Context
Data analysis sorted the risk factors confronting Chinese novice
FL teachers into four sources: individual, classroom, institution,
and national reform policy concerning FL teaching and learning,
and found these challenges did pose threats to their status quo

and temporarily disrupted their world views (see Richardson
et al., 1990).

Individual Risk Factors
Emotional states such as being “unsure,” “uncertain,” “nervous,”
“worried” were frequently reported by the informants. Totally
new experience, unfamiliarity with the students, and suddenly
changed the role as a teacher as mentioned by Jia, Li, and Chang
all contributed to their “reality shock” (see Veenman, 1984, p.
143) and caused anxiety and insecurity (Giovanelli, 2015).

Feelings of isolation as reported by McIntyre (2003) also
surfaced from the interview data; this negative feeling was
especially emphasized by teachers with little institutional support
(Kai, Chun, Qiao, and Jun).

There are very few collective activities in our department. After

6 months, I have not been familiar with my colleagues. There is

nobody to turn for help and nobody to talk with, and I seem to have

been alienated. (Kai, interview)

In contrast, novices working in a supporting environment
seemed to be free from this negative emotion (Shan, Juan, and
Ling), which seems to indicate caring organizational setting helps
in novices’ adaptation to their new life events.

We have a teaching and research community in our department for

lesson preparation, and a veteran teacher was specially assigned to

assist me in my teaching practice, so very soon I integrated into the

big family. (Juan, interview)

Another source of challenge for novice FL teachers was found to
be linked to their foreign language teaching contexts and their
non-native speaker identity (Medgyes, 1992; Liu, 1999). As non-
native language teachers, they worried about their qualifications
in language proficiency (Juan and Chun), authenticity of
linguistic expressions (Kai and Qiao), lack of experience in the
target culture (Kai, Chun, Juan, and Qiao Li, Chang, Jia, and
Qian) and even their pronunciation (Chun and Jun). Compared
with native speakers of FL teachers, non-native FL teachers seem
to have much more to do to be qualified as a language teacher.

Classroom Challenges
Working in a foreign language context, all novice FL teachers
reported the challenges to motivate students to learn a foreign
language and to organize and present teaching materials in
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accordance with the diverse interests and abilities of learners.
Shan mentioned students’ lack of interest in learning a foreign
language, Jun revealed students’ unwillingness to participate in
class activities, and Kai felt helpless when confronting students’
silence in his language class.

FL learners’ lack of intrinsic motivation may be directly linked
to the FL learning context. Different from the second language
learning context, foreign languages are not vital for Chinese
students’ survival, and communication activities are not natural
but contrived. Therefore, most Chinese FL learners learn a FL
with an instrumental motivation (Zhou and Gao, 2009) and are
mostly examination-oriented (Gu and Li, 2013).

Chinese students’ strong sense of “face” is another factor
worsening the classroom atmosphere. As a strategy to avoid
losing face (Ha and Li, 2012), Chinese students prefer to “play
safe” and appear to be silent and inactive in class activities.

Furthermore, huge population coupled with shortage of
language faculties make FL class a large size in China. Too
many students in one class (about 100 students in Kai’s and
Chun’s and about 150 students in Jun’s class) would incur great
trouble for teachers to get the students effectively involved in
classroom activities.

The large class size actually made me strained at first, I could hardly

guarantee everyone could stay focused. . . It is not realistic for me

to check their homework one by one and the limited time in class

can only possibly allow two or three groups to demonstrate their

presentations. (Chun, interview)

Along with the challenges from large-class teaching come
students’ diversified demands and uneven proficiency levels.

In my class, there is uneven distribution of proficiency levels.

Some have reached the advanced levels and complained what I

taught was too simple, while some others could not even catch up

with my teaching. It is really hard to satisfy every student’s need.

(Juan, interview)

Institutional Challenges
This study shows that heavy workload, lack of institutional
support in teaching and academic research, and research
evaluation constitute the major institutional challenges
confronting novice college FL teachers.

Heavy workload originated from the lack of teacher resources
in China. As a country with the hugest population, China has
the largest number of students to teach. However, teachers seem
to be always in short supply. Heavy teaching and non-teaching
workload, consequently, was assigned to novice foreign language
teachers. Too heavy workload was reported to have endangered
their academic and professional development. For example, Shan
had 3 different subjects to teach per week and most of her time
was spent on preparing and presenting the lessons, thus leaving
her very little time to do research. As the English department was
short of hands, Jun, besides shouldering the responsibility as a
teacher, was also burdened with trivial and time-consuming office
affairs, which even ate into his time preparing for the lessons and
he had to burn the midnight oil.

Insufficient teacher resources yielded another result, i.e.,
novice teachers would be assigned courses that do not match well
with their majors. For example, a linguistic major (Juan) may be
assigned to teachAmerican Literature, which would cause stresses
and anxieties because of her inadequate “content knowledge”
(CK) (see Shulman, 1986, p. 9) in the subject field.

Institutional support in teaching and academic research is
deemed to be crucial for novice teachers’ development (Gu and
Day, 2007; Olsen and Anderson, 2007; Fantilli and McDougall,
2009). Collective preparation of lessons was reported to have
helped Shan, Ling, and Juan to be better prepared for the lessons.
Project teams or research groups have also offered Shan, Ling,
and Juan more chances to apply for or join in research projects.
By participating in these collective activities, novices get more
socialized and the sense of belonging has been gradually fostered.

On the contrary, the lack of support from institutions would
leave the teachers, especially novices, in a helpless, alienated,
and perplexing condition as was revealed by Chun, Kai, Qiao,
and Jun.

As regards to preparing for the new courses, our university does

not provide guidance for new teachers in teaching. I have to do it

all by myself, which is really confusing, especially at the beginning.

(Chun, interview)

Institutional academic supports can also be embodied in
opportunities for further development accessible to teachers,
such as in-service training programs, academic lectures, research
groups, research funds, and supportive policies. The absence of
these would worsen the situation of novices and leave them a
bleak prospect for their future development.

There is neither research team nor training program available to

novice teachers in our department and we need to struggle all by

ourselves in academic development. (Kai, reflective journal)

The third challenge from institution is the evaluation and
promotion system. Academic research, as a yardstick to evaluate
and promote college FL teachers in China, puts all the informants
under pressure. While Shan and Ling, who both hold doctorate
degrees, mentioned the pressure from publishing papers, and the
other five teachers withmaster’s degrees were found to havemuch
more concern about accomplishing the research requirement.
For example, both Chun and Qiao mentioned they were totally at
a loss about how to do research and publish papers, although they
realized the importance of doing research in college. This finding
revealed the effect of educational background on the perceived
research pressure of the novice FL teachers. Being marginalized
when applying for research programs and seeking promotion is
another challenge facing novice college FL teachers, especially for
those working in universities where foreign language department
was marginalized. Qiao, who works as a French teacher in a
financial university, complained,

It is unfair to assess us FL teachers in the same way as the teachers

whose majors are economy or finance, as the school has laid down

policies more favorable to them. (Qiao, reflective journal)
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Risk Factors From National Reform Policy
One challenge typically found among Chinese foreign language
teachers came from the national reform policy concerning
foreign language teaching. With the developments and advances
propelled by the reform and opening up policy, multilateral
trading between China and the world has experienced
unprecedented growth during the past decades. Accordingly,
students are expected to have compound abilities both in their
English language proficiency and specialized fields. To meet the
demand of the market economy, pragmatic orientation in foreign
language talents cultivation manifests itself in various aspects.
One reform was to reduce English for General Purpose (EGP)
courses and make college English optional courses. This has
aroused a sense of insecurity among novice FL teachers. As
Jun worried:

I have just graduated and settled down with a steady job that I

assumed, but it seems no longer as steady as before. I’m likely to be

out of work anytime if foreign language teaching reform continues

this way. (Jun, reflective journal)

When EGP courses were cut down, more English for Special
Purpose (ESP), English for Academic Purpose (EAP), and
optional courses catering to students’ interest are encouraged to
be opened by FL teachers. For example, courses like Financial
English, Medical English, and Tourism English have been
proposed to be incorporated into the curriculum of college
English teaching. While content-based language teaching is
highly advocated in colleges, foreign language teachers’ CK has
not been updated, which leads to their incompetence in teaching
the course.

Mymajor is English Education, but one of the courses I had to teach

was Business English. To be honest, I really felt confused and upset

as I opened the textbook and saw so many business terms, because I

didn’t know clearly about the actual procedures involved in business

transactions. (Chun, interview)

The risks from national reform policy concerning foreign
language teaching showed the challenge of globalization in
China has set new requirements for universities to cultivate
compound and innovative talents. Accordingly, it is necessary
for FL teachers to update their knowledge structure, re-position
themselves as language teachers, and re-plan their professional
development path.

The above analysis reveals “context specific” (Gu, 2017, p. 125)
risk factors confronting Chinese novice college FL teachers. The
foreign language teaching and learning contexts not only deprive
teachers and students of direct exposures to the target language
but also reduce students’ motivation to learn the language, thus
making language teaching more challenging. Chinese students’
fear of “losing face” discouraged them from active participation in
class activities and worsened the teaching situation for teachers as
well. Huge population coupled with lack of FL teacher resources
brings about large class size, uneven proficiency levels of students,
heavy teaching and non-teaching workload. Chinese reform
concerning FL teaching and learning, together with shortage

of corresponding support, caused the mismatch between what
novices have been trained and what they will have to teach.
Apart from challenges from teaching, the requirement in novices’
evaluation and promotion constituted an even more disruptive
risk factor. All these risk factors brought about unpleasant and
stressful experience and temporarily broke the balance of novice
FL teachers’ life.

Novices as Active Agents to Adopt
Resilience Strategies
Informants did not stay in the disorganized situation for long.
To address these challenges and reconstruct a new balance, they
came up with a variety of strategies. By adopting a strategy
orientation, the focus of this study is not only on the exploration
of possible protective factors like previous studies (e.g., Bobek,
2002; Le Cornu, 2009). As an extension of prior studies, the study
emphasized how the novice FL teachers activated their agency to
make use of the existing protective factors and to create favorable
conditions when things got tough. Four strategies surfaced from
the data to cope with the above risk factors: perceiving risks
as opportunities, taking initiatives to motivate students, seeking
help from social network, and keeping professional learning.

Perceiving Risks as Opportunities
Confronted with adverse circumstances, novice teachers did not
take a pessimistic attitude toward life (Castro et al., 2010).
Instead, they viewed these challenges as opportunities for their
further growth (Richardson et al., 1990) and actively seek
measures to tackle them.

When confronted with the heavy teaching and non-teaching
workload, interviewees all demonstrated their optimistic attitude
toward and passion for their work. For instance, most of them
agreed that they were young and should take on more tasks
and conceived the workload as beneficial. For them, more work
means more engagement with their surroundings and more
chances to get adapted to their new working environment, and
hence a quicker transformation of their identity from a student to
a teacher. For example, Shan regarded workload as an incentive
to inspire her inspiration of academic research:

Every week, I spend much time marking and correcting students’

compositions. Time-consuming as it is, I feel really content as I

realize my students make progress day by day. What’s more, their

writings gave me a lot of valuable insights into my research. Their

excellent compositions can serve as good samples for the writing

course book I plan to compile. (Shan, interview)

Shan’s remarks show that she regarded the extra time spent on
students’ homework as rewarding. Her positive attitude toward
the heavy workload helped her find her interest in research—
to compile a writing course book suitable for Chinese students.
This research interest, in turn, stimulated her enthusiasm for
teaching. The same attitude can be found in the interviews
with Qiao and Ling, who transformed the heavy workload
and the exhausting work state into a conducive process to
“make themselves felt” (Qiao, reflective journal) in their new
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environment and enable them to “be more competent with their
teaching” (Ling, interview).

Actively undertaking responsibilities is another example to
show novices’ positive attitude. Assigned difficult courses, they
would not retreat but viewed them as challenges to motivate
them to perfect themselves. When it comes to the new course,
Chun said:

Although it (Business English) was totally new for me, I didn’t

hesitate to accept it. I am young and new here, and I’d like to take

more challenges. I believe, if I can teach this course well, I can prove

my competence and become more confident. (Chun, interview)

For Jun and Kai, they were required to live on campus during
the 1st year, which would be tough as they can hardly stay with
their family on weekdays. Although they complained a little
about the inconvenience, both of them said that the experience
brought them unexpected opportunities to get close to students,
which helped ease their anxiety in the classroom and adjust their
teaching to meet the requirements of the students.

Novices’ optimistic attitude and intrinsic passion for teaching
career act as a buffer, helping them transform the negative
emotions to motivation and generate positive outcomes. After
this transformation, they all got increasingly accustomed to
their career, which constitutes a more favorable environment in
promoting their further development.

Taking Initiatives to Motivate Students
Taking initiatives tomotivate students is a direct way to show how
novice teachers’ agency is at work. Teaching in the FL context,
teachers need to make more efforts to arouse students’ interest
and encourage their engagement in classroom activities. For
example, Kai intentionally created opportunities to communicate
with students to better understand them so as to achieve better
cooperation and communication in the classroom:

When I lived on campus, I often purposefully had meals with my

students. During the talk, we gradually got familiar with each other.

I knew a lot about their interests, their worries and even the reasons

for their reluctance to answer questions in class. (Kai, interview)

With a better understanding of his students, Kai redesigned his
lessons and adjusted the teaching tempo, and finally it turned out
that his students became more active in class.

Confronting the uneven language proficiency levels of the
students, Juan did not let it be, but took active measures to help
those who lagged behind:

After the mid-term exam, I found two of them did worse than

the average apparently. Instead of scolding them, I recalled their

performance in class and went through their test papers again, and

found out the reasons. Then I had a long talk with them and finally

worked out a feasible means to help them make progress in this

course. (Juan, interview)

Unpredictable incidences may arise anytime in class, which
constitute great challenges for novices and call for their quick-
minded reactions. Ling oncementioned her experience of solving

an embarrassing situation during the process of organizing an
oral English activity:

As I told them to prepare for the lecture through discussion in

class, they seemed to be a little bit passive. I guessed that may

result from the choices of partners. Then I encouraged them, “It is

a good chance to have a talk with someone if you happen to have

affection. Don’t hesitate to stand up and get close to him or her.”

Upon my suggestion, the class smiled and they stood up to find their

partners and soon got themselves actively involved in the discussion.

(Ling, interview)

With her humor, Ling created a relaxing atmosphere, broke the
ice, and successfully engaged students in the teaching activities.

Classroom practice may challenge novices in different ways,
such as students’ disbelief in teachers (Kai), their disinterest in
the assigned tasks (Ling), and the uneven proficiency levels of
students (Juan). In tackling these problems, novice FL teachers
exhibited their flexibility and selectivity by resorting to internal
resources like their caring for students (Juan and Kai) and
humor (Ling) or external resources like the support from the
institution (Juan) and individual social network (Kai). The
initiatives they take not only complemented their inadequacy in
CK and pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) but also helped
them find effective measures to handle difficulties in teaching.

Seeking Help From Social Network
Seeking help from social network has been found to be a very
important way to help novices (Castro et al., 2010). However,
novices were revealed to differ in their priority when it comes
to which social network to turn to. The network resources that
novices resorted to in this study were found to include the
existing institutional support and the network constructed by
the individuals. The existing institutional teaching and research
supports were the primary choice for the novice FL teachers to
seek help. During the interview, Juan and Ling both mentioned:

We have a specialized teaching and academic research group and

we meet and discuss regularly. For us novice teachers, our group

would help us clarify and specify the teaching content, objectives

and procedures. (Juan and Ling, interview)

This supportive help from the institution not only provided
guidance for the teaching staff and guaranteed their teaching
quality, but also encouraged the novice teachers to get socialized
into the group more quickly. These two teachers both admitted
this helpful routine actually provide them with a sense of
safety and belonging, as well as warmth, which quickened their
adaptation to the new environment in a more natural and
reassured way.

When the institutional support assisted Juan and Ling a lot,
it did no good to Shen, who worked in the same university as
Juan. Although an academic research team has been established
to encourage cooperation in academic research, Shan insisted on
doing research by herself rather than relying on the existing team.
And she explained as follows:
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I don’t like involving myself in complex interpersonal relationships

in cooperation with others and I prefer to do research by myself. It

is my personal habit for years. (Shan, interview)

Shan’s case demonstrated clearly the availability of institutional
support does not mean it will function in individuals’ negotiation
with the environment. Novice teachers are highly selective in
availing of the existing support.

When support for teaching and academic research was bleak,
the novice teachers strove for ways out and constructed their
own supportive network. For example, Chun chose to turn to her
husband working in a foreign trade corporation for some help
in her teaching of Business English, and Ling would fall back
on foreign teachers in her department to clarify some language
confusions. To gain research help, Qiao and Kai would consult
their former classmates and former tutors.

Seeking help from social network reveals the importance
of relations in resilience development (Le Cornu, 2013;
Papatraianou and Le Cornu, 2014). What is more striking,
this study demonstrated that contextual and personal factors
influenced individuals’ selection of external relations in adapting
to the environments. For example, Juan and Ling relied heavily
on the existing supportive network in their preparation for
lessons and in solving difficult problems. However, for those
without much support from the institution like Kai, Chun, Qiao,
and Jun, individuals’ initiatives were most employed to construct
their own network favorable to tackle challenges. In this sense,
resilient teachers are not only users of protective factors but also
active builders of protective factors (Castro et al., 2010).

Shan’s preference for relying on herself in doing research
despite the existence of external academic groups also reflects
that individuals are highly selective in using protective factors
and the existence of protective factors should not be equated with
resilience development (see Kumpfer, 2002, p. 182).

Keeping Professional Learning
Aware of the discrepancy between their knowledge storage
and the requirement in their career, novice teachers positively
chose to keep professional learning. Continuous professional
learning in CK, PCK, and academic research was the key for
them to improve their performance in teaching as well as
in research. To be a qualified teacher, Qiao and Chun were
eager to equip themselves with relevant knowledge necessary for
teaching practice.

I spent much time preparing for my course (a specialized course for

seniors), consulting reference books and surfing the internet to get

deeper understanding. (Qiao, interview)

Novice FL teachers not only take up professional learning in their
preparation for lessons, but also other opportunities for their
further development. Applying to be a visiting scholar abroad
(Shan), studying abroad (Juan), and attending international
academic conferences (Kai), to some extent, made up for their
inadequacy in first-hand target culture experience. Attending
academic seminars and lectures (Chun and Jun) helped them
keep academically active in mind.

To gain personal experience of the target culture, I went on a

study tour to America at my own expense. The month abroad

deepened my understanding about American culture, broadened

my vision and promoted my confidence as a teacher of English.

(Juan, interview)

Attending lectures offers me good chances to get to know

some renowned scholars and have a talk with them about my

confusions in teaching and research. I can get some enlightenment

and encouragement. (Jun, reflective journal)

In their continuous learning they gainedmore control and ease in
classroommanagement. Through professional learning, they also
expanded their vision and laid solid foundation for their research.
This active adaptation empowered novice teachers to be more
competent (Ruohotie-Lyhty, 2013) and showed the significant
role of individual’s autonomy (Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2014) in
helping teachers better adapt to risky environments.

To summarize, in face of the risk factors, novice FL
teachers showed strong agency to actively adapt to the
adverse circumstances. Perceiving pressures as opportunities
is an attribute that motivated novice FL teachers to solve
problems; motivating students’ classroom engagement bettered
their teaching effectiveness; seeking help showed their active
reliance on possible resources; and keeping professional learning
alleviated their pressure from the feeling of inadequacy.

The employment of all these four strategies manifested the
process-oriented view of resilience (Richardson et al., 1990)
and showed how individuals, as active agents, integrated the
internal and external protective factors to respond to challenges.
Challenges from personal and contextual factors disrupted the
homeostasis (Richardson et al., 1990) of the novice teachers, but
at the same time offered opportunities for their development
of better adaptive abilities. Facing the disorganization, novice
teachers’ optimistic attitude (perceiving risks as opportunities)
and their effective measures (taking initiatives, seeking help,
and keeping learning) contributed to their formation of new
balance for their life. During this process, their coping skills
were enhanced, and adaptability to the environment was fostered,
which alleviated their pressure in future encounters with similar
risks. It is in this sense that stress or adversity is not an inhibitor
in the traditional sense, but has become something positive and
beneficial for personal development if perceived and managed
well by individuals.

CONCLUSION

The findings of this study can be summarized as follows. First,
risk factors were revealed to be context dependent and challenges
confronting Chinese novices could only be interpreted when
Chinese contexts were borne in mind. Second, resilience was
found not to be a static trait of individuals, but was dynamically
developed in the individuals’ negotiation with their internal and
external world. Third, the adoption of resilience strategies was
highly selective and novice teachers’ attitude toward stressors,
their autonomy, agency, and perseverance in tackling the
challenges were found to play significant roles in fostering their
resilience. Fourth, when well-managed, risk factors would be
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the prelude for more resilient and capable individuals, and thus
should be viewed positively.

Findings from this study could offer implications for teacher
education and national policy development. For individuals,
novice college FL teachers should hold an optimistic attitude
and view stressors as facilitators rather than as inhibitors
for their development, and actively integrate the internal and
external resources to respond to life challenges, which would
not only promote their resilience but also speed up their
transition from a novice to a competent teacher. For institutions,
administrators can draw insights from this study and offer
substantial support for novice teachers, such as incorporating
resilience training into pre-service teacher education, providing
novices adequate teaching resources, offering them guidance
and positive feedback, and building teaching and research
project community. All these measures would assist novices’
socialization and their becoming full-fledged members of the
community. For national policy makers, when more ESP, EAP,
and other content-based courses are incorporated into the
curriculum, teacher training programs should also be ready
to update and reconstruct the knowledge structure of foreign
language teachers, so they will get better prepared to adapt to the
reforms and guarantee their teaching effectiveness. It is hoped
that resilience strategies would not only help teachers survive
their teaching profession but also sustain their passion and love
for the career, and in this way, teachers would be well-retained
in China.

Revealing as this study is, there is no lack of limitations,
which, in turn, would open new avenues for future research.
First, the trajectories of novice college FL teacher resilience
development were mainly a retrospective inquiry in this study,
and it is suggested that longitudinal studies should be carried
out in the future to unfold a more dynamic picture. Second,
most studies, including this one, mainly focused on resilience
development of novice teachers. Actually, how resilience works

for experienced teachers would turn out to be equally important
in helping teachers avoid burnout andmaintain their passion and
commitment to teaching.
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