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Research incompetence has become a bottleneck hindering the professional development of many CETs (College English teachers) in China, and research on language teachers’ research engagement needs to be enriched. The study explores the CETs’ research engagement in the context of institutional performance evaluation reform at a Chinese non-key university. In-depth interviews of six practitioners show that the prospects of their research engagement are promising but restricted by many personal and contextual constraints. Their motivation to engage with/in research tends to be mainly external despite some gratifying internal drives. The symbiotic teaching-research nexus is not well maintained in practice, the research atmosphere needs improving, and competent research teams are expected to be established and well managed. The professional appraisal reform has initially enhanced the staff’s research enthusiasm, but the boost may wear off due to its weak implementation. The university administration should offer essential resources and relevant support to teachers struggling in their academic careers. Moreover, teachers’ agency to conduct research should be stimulated.
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1 Introduction

The appeal for language practitioners’ research is acknowledged internationally to promote their teaching practices (Consoli and Dikilitaş, 2021) and professional development (Sakarkaya, 2022; Woore et al., 2020). Against the university regulatory evaluation scheme (Huang and Guo, 2019), the new higher education institution research policy has swept over more and more universities, including regional application-oriented universities (Gong and Cheng, 2021). Research engagement includes both “engagement in research (i.e., by doing it) and engagement with research (i.e., by reading and using it)” (Borg, 2010, p. 391). In general education, interest in teacher research originated from action research in the middle of the last century in the USA. It receded years later and emerged again in the UK, characterized by the teacher research movement (Barkhuizen, 2009; Borg, 2013). The study on language teachers’ conception of research and their research practice arose at the beginning of this century (Barkhuizen, 2009; Borg, 2013; Borg and Liu, 2013). Research engagement is not widespread in language teaching (Borg, 2009).

Tertiary-level EFL teachers in China account for a relatively high proportion of the world EFL population. Chinese College English teachers are those who teach non-English majors in tertiary education. Due to the increasing number of enrollments in Chinese universities, CETs make up most of the university EFL teachers in China and usually shoulder a heavy workload. College English is a compulsory subject that determines the academic and career prospects of millions of university students in China (Borg and Liu, 2013). Due to a series of documents released by the Ministry of Education in China, esp. College English Curriculum Requirements (Ministry of Education, 2020), scientific research literacy has been listed as one of five essential literacies of CETs. They have to meet high expectations from the Ministry and their institutional management; they are not only required to participate actively in the curriculum reform but also have to conduct scientific research. However, Chinese foreign language teachers’ academic literacy was relatively low (Wen, 2020), the status quo of CETs’ research engagement in China is not very promising, and teacher research is still a barren field in the territory of language teaching (Borg, 2013). Among the limited studies on research engagement in tertiary language teachers in China (E.g., Borg and Liu, 2013; Li, 2023; Wang et al., 2020;), there is a paucity of case studies within the scope of a particular higher education institution, especially the regional universities.

Under the backdrop of higher education expansion at the end of the last century in China, 240 local undergraduate universities have been successively built, each holding 10–20,000 students (Liu, 2012). The educational qualifications of the faculty in these institutions are relatively lower than those in the elite universities. Although some local ordinary universities have been appealed to transform into application-oriented institutions (Li, 2021), the staff must fulfil the academic requirements due to the long-established single evaluation standard for higher institutions from the government and move up of their institution’s ranking. The CETs in these young universities, which have been uncompetitive in academic accumulation and far from the academic frontier, need to be concerned. Their research capacity will, to some extent, affect the quality of overall education in these universities (Ni and Wu, 2023). Thus, this study is intended to explore the CETs’ research practice in these institutions to better promote teacher research and render some suggestions for research management in a similar international context.



2 Literature review

Previous literature about the research of English language teachers (ESL & EFL) mainly focuses on the fields of research perception (Alhassan and Ali, 2020; Bai and Millwater, 2011; Borg, 2009; Liu and Borg, 2014), research engagement (Barkhuizen, 2009; Borg, 2010; Borg and Alshumaimeri, 2012; Borg and Liu, 2013; Gao and Chow, 2011; Rahimi et al., 2018; Xu, 2014), research identity construction (Taylor, 2017; Xu, 2014) and research competence development (Barkhuizen, 2009; Burns and Westmacott, 2018; Taylor, 2017).

Regarding the studies on ESL and EFL teachers’ research engagement, S. Borg is a leading figure. Borg (2009) is a large-scale study based in the international context. Considering his study in 2009 failed to provide the kind of situated understanding of teacher research engagement that can inform local decision-making in a particular context, Simon Borg and Yi Liu conducted a large-scale study on the research engagement of Chinese CETs in 2013, which revealed the participants’ moderate levels of engagement in research. Teachers’ engagement with research has been investigated through the frequency and motivation of reading research, the impacts of engagement with research on teaching, and the corresponding reasons for neglecting existent publications. So is the case of engagement in research.


2.1 Engagement with research among CET in China and other contexts

Teachers’ engagement with research has been proved to be mainly occasionally or periodically (such as applying for promotion) (Borg and Liu, 2013) and confined to a limited time (Wang et al., 2020) except in the context of formal study, while the inner initiative is lacking (Borg, 2013). A “moderately to fairly strong” impact of reading research on teaching was found among the teacher educators in Borg and Alshumaimeri (2012); while such influence was perceived to be “moderate” among the teachers in Borg and Liu (2013) since some of them expect direct and practical impacts on teaching. Situated in a rather broader international context, EFL practitioners’ engagement with research has been perceived or proved to facilitate quality teaching (Tavakoli, 2015; Wyatt and Dikilitas, 2016) or aided their pedagogical decisions (Faribi et al., 2019; Kyaw, 2021; Sato and Loewen, 2019).

Except for the essential reading for promotion or research projects, teachers seldom read literature due to lack of interest and time, inaccessibility of the literature, the irrelevancy between research and teaching, and the unavailability of publications (Borg and Alshumaimeri, 2012; Borg and Liu, 2013; Heng et al., 2023; Sato and Loewen, 2019).



2.2 Engagement in research in China and other contexts

Borg’s (2013) large-scale investigation of Chinese CETs’ engagement in research was not promising (with 52.7% selections of “occasionally”), while Xu’s (2014) study on 4 universities reported a more frequent engagement. The scale and type of universities can be used to explain the divergence. A recent study on Chinese EFL teachers found that they research periodically to address the confusion in teaching or meet the institutional research requirement (Li, 2023). Research also finds that high-ranked practitioners are more research-engaged than the lower ones (Heng et al., 2020), doctoral degree holders are more research-productive and young teachers are potential research leaders (Henry et al., 2020).

Promotion is the most powerful external factor driven EFL prospective and in-service teachers to do research (Bai, 2018; Borg and Liu, 2013; Rahimi et al., 2021; Xu, 2014), together with the internal pursuit of professional development and pedagogical improvement (Alhassan and Ali, 2020; Borg and Liu, 2013; Rahimi et al., 2018; Sato and Loewen, 2019; Xu, 2014) and personal passion and interest (Li and Zhang, 2022; Vu, 2021). For the CETs in teaching-focused non-key universities, the pedagogical values of research seem to be restricted to the rhetorical level (Bai, 2018). Doing research just for the instrumental purpose, such as to get published for promotion rather than for the sake of tackling teaching confusion or professional development, will result in quickly finished products that are not problem-oriented and will not generate any research implications for teaching practices at all (Rahimi et al., 2021).

Research has found that quite a lot of teachers adopt a rather narrow view of the teaching-research nexus. Scientific research falls into two categories, the theoretical ones, and the applied ones (Wen, 2004). Some teachers prefer practical and applied research which are rather constructive in solving realistic problems in the classroom rather than theoretical ones. However, efficient teaching should be based on scientific rationales, both theoretical and applied research can assist teaching (Chen and Wang, 2013). Some teacher educators also find it rather challenging for them to translate their studies on higher education into direct implications benefiting teachers’ professional practice although they believe in the symbiotic relationship between teaching and research (Yuan and Lee, 2014). Nevertheless, previous studies on teachers’ perceptions and engagement in research have proved that research findings can be transformed into teachers’ pedagogical knowledge, contribute to their professional development, and in turn benefit the students (Alhassan and Ali, 2020; Borg and Alshumaimeri, 2012; Jamoom and Al-Omrani, 2021; Rahimi et al., 2018). Participants in Rahimij and Weisi (2018) report a quite favorable research engagement and admit that research engagement has positively impacted their professional teaching practice (such as enhancing their confidence and autonomy in teaching, developing their reflection competence and critical thinking, understanding their students better and improving their language learning), and promoted team cooperation. The reason may be those who have active research engagement were purposefully selected for the study. Even so, the findings also indicate that institutional support needs to be increased and assistance in instrument design and data analysis needs to be offered to teachers. Only when CETs realize the closely bonded tie between teaching and research by themselves can they positively engage in the two missions and better tackle the requirement of teaching-research integration from the institution (Ni and Wu, 2023).

Concerning constraints hindering teachers from doing research, the most typical ones are: lack of time, resources, and mentors, illiteracy in doing research (Allison and Carey, 2007; Barkhuizen, 2009; Borg and Liu, 2013; Heng et al., 2023; Sato and Loewen, 2019; Xu, 2014); heavy workload (Alhassan and Ali, 2020; Borg and Liu, 2013; Vu, 2021; Yuan and Lee, 2014); difficulty of getting published, lack of interest and motivation (Borg and Liu, 2013; Gao and Chow, 2011; Xu, 2014); the demanding features of research to teachers (Tarrayo et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2020).



2.3 Research culture in China and other contexts

Academic collaboration can enhance research motivation and productivity (Heng et al., 2020; Paul and Mukhopadhyay, 2022). The inspiring work environment is conductive to the academics’ research (E.g., Way et al., 2019). A moderately positive research culture was found in previous large-scale investigations by Borg and Liu (2013). Lack of institutional research culture has been blamed for hindering teachers’ research engagement (e.g., Alhassan and Ali, 2020). There is a gap between management research expectations and the support offered to teachers (Alhassan and Ali, 2020; Borg and Alshumaimeri, 2012; Borg and Liu, 2013; Kyaw, 2021). Collaborative research and collegial discussion about research are not desirable due to the competition among colleagues (Borg and Liu, 2013). CETs’ research competence cannot meet the institutional research requirements (Liu, 2011).



2.4 The impacts of the appraisal policy reform

Under the backdrop of the contemporary university managerial revolution (Amaral et al., 2003), research productivity is increasingly vital to the university’s ranking and reputation (Morze et al., 2022). The new higher education institution research policy has swept over more and more universities and brought diverse emotional experiences to the EFL practitioners. Those teachers tend to react rather positively when their professional values and pursuits are consistent with the reform objectives, but the larger number are the pressured supporters (Tran et al., 2017; Zhang, 2021).

As for the development of research competence, institutional support, advice from competent mentors, and the teachers’ agency all play an important role (Xu, 2014). Language practitioners can be encouraged to conduct some classroom-based research in flexible forms due to the limit of their methodology reserve (Borg and Sanchez, 2015), such as action research, narrative inquiry (Johnson and Golombek, 2002), reflective practice (Mann and Walsh, 2017), etc. Teachers could start their research based on the problems confronted in their classrooms, or they may take part in an action research program guided by capable mentors, as suggested in Barkhuizen (2009), Burns and Westmacott (2018), and Taylor (2017). In-service professional training can serve as a good mediator facilitating teachers’ research engagement (Borg, 2010).

Scanning over the previous studies, besides the large-scale study on the research engagement of Chinese CETs in Borg and Liu (2013) and Chinese EFL teachers in Li (2023), Bai and Millwater (2011) is an institutional study focusing on Chinese EFL academics who teach English majors. Barkhuizen (2009) focuses on the research lives of CETs from all kinds of Chinese universities. Xu (2014) studied the EFL teachers working at four universities in China. The institutional study of CETs’ research engagement is scarce, especially situated in non-elite ordinary universities. Among the very few studies on local undergraduate universities, Ni (2022), which focuses on CETs’ conceptions of research, has found that the CETs have broadened their perceptions of research. The younger lecturers, who tend to have higher educational qualifications than the associate professors, seem to have more rigorous and comprehensive conceptions of research. However, the role of a CET has hindered their conceptions of research and negatively affected the construction of their researchers’ identities. Ni and Wu (2023) is a longitudinal study tracing a CET’s cognitive development in the teaching-research nexus. Having finally stepped out of the teaching-research contradiction, the participating teacher achieved professional development in both teaching and research and also gradually identified herself as a researcher besides a teacher. However, research on CETs’ research engagement in local undergraduate institutions is still regrettably scarce.

Both Borg and Liu (2013) and Wang et al. (2020) called for continual empirical research in the future, “both large-scale and in the form of specific case studies of individual language teaching organizations” (Borg and Liu, 2013, p. 293), since teacher research engagement is context situated. When the new higher education institution research policy (Tran et al., 2017) has finally been expanded to the non-key local universities in China, what are their CETs’ status quo of research engagement and responses to such reform, further research is needed.




3 Methodology


3.1 Research site and research focus

University F (pseudonym) was chosen to be the research site since a new appraisal policy was issued a year ago before the study which has changed the tenure status of professional titles. Staff in each professional title are required to publish and get corresponding research projects in a three-year appraisal term.

Those who fail to meet the requirements will be demoted to the previous professional title. The CETs’ research engagement in this university and their response to such a big policy change appeal to the author to take such a study. The current research aims to answer the following questions:



(1) How do CETs in Chinese regional universities engage with research compared to their counterparts in other contexts?



(2) How do CETs in Chinese regional universities engage in research compared to those in other international contexts?



(3) How does the research culture in Chinese regional universities compare to the that in universities in other parts of the world?



(4) What are the impacts of the appraisal policy reform on the research activities and motivation of College English Teachers (CET) in China?

 



3.2 Participants

The College English Unit in University F is affiliated with the College of Foreign Languages. Its staff is dominated by two professional types, i.e., the lecturers and associate professors. Most of the staff are comprised of female teachers. There were no teaching assistants, professors, or PhD holders when the research was conducted. Therefore, based on the status quo of the staff, the participants were purposely selected for maximum variation (Miles and Huberman, 1994) of the professional title structure, gender distribution, and years of teaching. Interview invitations were sent to 8 teachers, 6 of them consented to take part in the interviews. They signed written informed consent and were guaranteed confidentiality and anonymity before the interview started. The demographic information about the participants (all reported under pseudonyms) can be seen in the following table (Table 1).



TABLE 1 The demographic information of the participants.
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3.3 Instruments

Specific research approaches are employed based on the issue being addressed (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). The study attempts to explore CETs’ research engagement and the institutional academic culture in the context of performance evaluation reform, so using open-ended questions is more suitable for understanding the status quo and reaching general themes inductively. Thus, a semi-structured, in-depth interview was used to collect the data. The interview questions (See Appendix) were based on the items related to research engagement in Borg and Liu (2013) and Xu (2014). Minor revisions were made to adjust to the context of the discussion. Several questions were added based on the promotion reform in University F and the institutional policy in the College of Foreign Languages. Besides engagement, the participants’ conceptions of research were also collected. Due to space limitations, only their research engagement will be reported here.



3.4 Data collection and analysis

Forms of the interview were negotiated according to the convenience of the participants and were finally conducted either face-to-face, by social media, or over the telephone. The interview time ranged from 33 to 82 min. The interviews were conducted in Chinese, tape-recorded with the permission of the participants, and transcribed verbatim into Chinese. After the member check from the participants, all the transcripts were translated into English and then sent back to the participants once more to check for any inaccuracies during translation or alternations. Permission to make public was obtained from them after the special treatment of some parts that may disclose their identities. The interpretations in the article were also sent to them to verify authenticity and ask for their permission for use.

Qualitative content analysis (Miles and Huberman, 1994) was used to analyze the interview scripts. NVivo 12 plus was employed to help generate the codes. One hundred fifty initial codes were generated, then similar codes were classified into superior themes, and finally, themes were grouped into several categories according to the literature. The coding goes like this. For example, Juan said, “I am highly motivated and agentic, and I have been working hard these years, but I am a little frustrated since I have not achieved much until now.” This part was coded primarily as “High agency but few achievements” and then classified into the theme “The status quo of research” and then classified into the category “Engagement in research.”




4 Findings

The findings are reported in four categories according to the research questions and previous literature. Regarding engagement with research, the reading frequencies, motivation, the impact of reading on teaching or professional development, and the constraints will be reported sequentially. So is engagement in research. Teachers’ perceptions of the research atmosphere and research communities in the department are classified in the category of research culture. Lastly, the influence of the new appraisal policy is mentioned.


4.1 Engagement with research

The frequency of reading research is negatively correlated with the teaching experience and professional titles. The young lecturers are more engaged in the publications than the senior associate professors. Lian reported that reading research was done many years ago when she was applying for the associate professorship. However, as for Juan, reading research is one of her activities in every busy day besides teaching and child-care. Moreover, engagement with research is mainly “periodical” when they decide to prepare for the professional appraisal or apply for research projects. For example, Yong told me about his situation before promotion, “I had to read some books and should not idle away anymore since I have to apply for promotion, but I gave it up after I got promoted.”

As for the motivation for reading research, besides the major external one, i.e., for promotion, the sake of self-interest, individual professional development, and the concern of practical classroom problems are also mentioned. Juan reads literature to find the answers to her doubts about teaching. She is also a typical example who has found her research interests by seeking solutions to the obstacles in her professional development.


My reading originated from my interest issue. Suppose I would like to make a list of the priorities. Professional development is the priority, followed by promotion, and the third is to solve doubts in the classroom. (Juan).
 

Most of them claimed that extensive reading has benefited their teaching. For example, Juan stated that the strategies mentioned in the literature of discussion classrooms were later used in her class. However, Yong, whose research interest is Translation, claimed that literature reading had little influence on his teaching since the profound documents he read were beyond the basic level of college English teaching.

As for the factors blocking their reading process, “lack of time, the overwhelming teaching task, limited resources in the library, and low literature searching literacy” were mentioned.

Juan, Dan, and Hong complained about limited resources since they could not access international publications from the library database. Juan was reading international journal articles offered by her former classmate who was pursuing a Ph.D. when the interview was conducted. Dan also confided that she was lacking in the literacy of searching for documents, especially, international ones. Hong booked two domestic key journals out of her pocket for convenience’s sake.



4.2 Engagement in research

The participants’ engagement in research differs significantly between the two professional titles. The two associate professors last engaged in research a few years ago. As for the four lecturers, Dan thinks about her research questions even during childcare. Juan devotes a lot to research: She reads literature every day and already produced two research articles recently, although they still fall short of her expectations in research. Yong gave up his ambition to study corpus due to his weak academic literacy in this field. Hong stated she belonged to those who were “strong in will, but weak in action.”

The motivation for doing research is like that of literature reading, i.e., primarily for promotion. However, interior motivation also exists, such as internal interest in a certain field, to improve academic literacy and professional development. For example, Juan felt that the college English teaching at University F was out of date and demanded a change, but first the change should start with herself, a college English teacher. Such reflection has helped her lock her research focus on language teacher professional development.

Most of them believe in the symbiotic relationship between teaching and doing research and can interpret their relations in detail. Nevertheless, when it comes to actual practice, the case is not that optimistic. That is a remarkable finding in this study. For example, Juan stated that her research practice was not used in her class yet since her writing was not high-level production. Dan also felt regretful when she discussed the common situation of her colleagues’ research engagement.


In actual practice, teaching is isolated from research. Most teachers do not try to use the research findings to guide their teaching. They leave their papers alone. What are your research findings? You may not be severe enough to think about them in your mind. It should go like this: teaching promotes research, and then research feeds teaching. However, now it seems a little separated. (Dan).
 

Challenges in doing research are the most densely coded part (see Table 2). As for the difficulties hindering their research engagement, the typical four factors are “lack of time,” “distraction from home,” “lack of access to academic conferences,” “illiteracy in research methods,” and “lack of willpower.” Since CETs are usually fully occupied with teaching and female practitioners also suffer from the distraction from their families, they often have no choice but to struggle for the fragmented time to do research. However, Hong mentioned that all these obstacles could be overcome if they tried to manage their time properly and had strong willpower in research. “Lack of willpower and agency” is also a frequently mentioned internal weakness by several teachers. However, there is such a teacher, i.e., Juan, who started with her doubts in professional development, explored again and again through literature reading, found her research focus and kept moving forward in such an adverse context. Her high agency may set a good example for those staff in the non-key universities.



TABLE 2 Teachers’ perception of constraints in doing research.
[image: Table2]

“Low literacy in research methods” (which has been referred to five times by four teachers) is a typical barrier restricting teachers from moving forward. Juan claimed that she had not reached any significant achievement, even though she worked hard and read literature daily. The major obstacle she ever perceived was the weakness in research methods. Dan, a teacher who has mastered the quantitative research methodology, also stated that she knew little about the most advanced research methods. Even the senior teacher, Lian, complained that she did not have time to learn the research methods.

“Lack of a mentor” is also mentioned by several participants. They wish there were such a person who could guide them forward but could not find one in their workplace. When asked about someone who has impacted their research journey, most still referred to their supervisors or former teachers while pursuing their master’s degrees rather than an experienced colleague nearby who could assist them.

Both Dan and Juan complained about their limited literature-searching literacy, especially the international ones. Juan felt rather frustrated since sometimes she was at a loss about the literature to read but started from the most preliminary ones. Another prominent doubt mentioned by Dan and Juan was that the Research Office in their university had a bias against language teaching research. Their research project proposals failed several times to move beyond the university campus because their research territories were restricted to teaching, even some of their studies could not even be classified as teaching research at all.


My project was rejected because they (the management in the Research Office) said my research was so close to teaching and did not have the sense of authentic research. They will not care about your project at all even if you have lots of relevant previous studies. I have been puzzled for a long time since research cannot be separated from teaching. Our research focus originates from the practical problems in teaching, is not it? However, they think those studies having no relation to teaching are research. I want to change my research focus, but it is challenging since it has been my research interest for many years. (Dan).

I wonder why they perceive teacher professional development as teaching research. (Juan).
 



4.3 Research culture

There is a lack of research atmosphere in the College English Unit. Teachers seldom discuss research with each other. Those who want to pursue research cannot get access to the assistance and relevant resources they need. Both Juan and Dan confided that only a few of their colleagues were pursuing their research and most others were doing “research” for the sake of gaining research projects or publishing papers. Juan even stated that most of the staff’s research engagement was not authentic research at all. She also suggested that they should try to do something down to earth and reap the professional titles as the natural result. However, some have sensed something different recently, i.e., a positive tendency was growing among the Unit due to the encouragement of the faculty administration and university academic requirements. E.g.,


Recently, I have seen quite a few teachers searching for literature and preparing for their publications. (Yong).
 

There are no real research communities; most teachers do research individually, and they only cooperate with others when applying for research projects in which an academic team is required as customary. As for the reasons, Dan stated that she had already adapted to work individually and had not found such an efficient research mate who was also willing to cooperate. Juan said she had not fixed her research focus yet and was not ready to cooperate with a partner. Yong stated that due to the limited academic competence of the faculty, large-scale research that demanded team cooperation was still on the way.

Although the college’s vice president appealed to all the staff to set up several scientific research teams to enhance research literacy, they did not work well and achieve the due function at all. The required seminars in each team were held only once just after their establishment. The president meant well, and the staff’s research awareness has been awakened. However, several factors resulted in its inefficiency, such as each member’s weak willpower and limited research foundation, poor organization, and lack of time and communication. The team leaders’ academic competence also needs to be improved. What is more, the team members’ inadequate research experience may also be blamed, although they joined a certain team according to their supposed research interests, just as the comments of Juan and Hong:


As the leader of my team, I’m not capable at all. Even if I am interested in some topics, I have no idea how to lead the team forward. I am unclear about what kinds of literature I should assign them to read and what kind of work to do for each member. (Juan).

Many teachers do not research at all and have not found their research interests yet. Therefore, they just wait there for the arrangements since they are not clear on what to do at all. (Hong).
 



4.4 The impacts of the appraisal policy reform

The interviews were conducted 1 year later after the promotion reform. The effects on the staff can be seen at this moment. The interview scripts show that both positive and negative influences coexist. The positive factors can be summarized as motivational effects and positive guidance. For example, Yong, Juan, and Hong all viewed it as a motivation in another way. Some of them initially felt slightly anxious but gradually accepted it and decided to strive to meet it. Such as Juan’s statement,


Although it did bring me some pressure, the reform is beneficial to some degree and is a kind of motivation in another way, since I have been doing something myself. (Juan).
 

The appraisal reform did put some pressure on the staff, especially on senior teachers who are less energetic than their young peers and associate professors who have left their academics uncultivated for many years. E.g.,


I am stressed out since it is hard to catch up with the field after years of neglect. Moreover, the publication requirement is so heavy, esp., for our discipline. Getting our paper published in a few key journals is challenging and takes much work. Could we be treated especially just as that of the staff in the faculties of music, arts, and physical education? (Lian).

It (the policy) does not consider teachers’ research ability. I’m afraid some teachers may muddle through it if they are under too much pressure. (Yong).
 

However, Dan blamed the unfairness in the preliminary appraisal of provincial research projects within the campus and the new promotion policy for young teachers to apply for associate professorships.


The new requirement for promotion to the associate professorship is very high and there is not much vacancy left. One year has passed since the promotion reform, and some associate professors who were promoted three years ago received their periodical appraisal. However, they passed it by joining others’ provincial projects. The reform seems more relaxed with them, but the young teachers still have a long way to go. (Dan).
 




5 Discussion


5.1 Engagement with research

Teachers’ periodical engagement with research resonates with previous findings in Borg and Liu (2013) and differs from that in Xu (2014). Promotion has been proven as the most typical factor motivating their literature reading. Nevertheless, some teachers, despite being few, who read publications driven by their internal interests and professional development, just as has been proven by Faribi et al. (2019), Kyaw (2021), and Sato and Loewen (2019).

Different from Borg and Liu (2013), most participants reported a positive influence of reading literature on teaching and can put it into detail or offer an exact example, which resonates with findings in Rahimi et al. (2018). The reason may arise from the appeal for university teachers to do research in China in the past decade. Teachers’ awareness of the teaching-research nexus has been enhanced. Similar to some teachers’ perceptions in Borg and Liu (2013) and Bai (2018), some teachers expect a direct influence of research on teaching, especially, those whose research interests are not around applied linguistics. Teachers’ narrow perceptions of teaching-research nexus should be warned and expanded (Chen and Wang, 2013). More work should be done to bridge the gap between academics’ research and practitioners’ teaching and professional development (Yuan and Lee, 2014).

Despite having been mentioned in some of the previous literature (e.g., Alhassan and Ali, 2020; Kyaw, 2021; Sato and Loewen, 2019), limited access to frontier publications and illiteracy in searching international literature are indeed typical barriers to teachers in local universities. This can be proved by the variety of their reading, which is mainly restricted to domestic publications. University F’s limited research funds and emergent research infrastructure may be part of the reason for this. The university administrators should increase the investment in international databases and the CETs can get access to the shared resources and improve their digital literacy by actively joining some research communities offline or online.

Contrary to the positive correlation in Borg and Alshumaimeri (2012) and Borg and Liu (2013), teachers’ frequency of reading research is negatively correlated with teaching experience and professional titles. This may be because many associate professors in non-key universities give up their efforts to climb to the uppermost level of professional titles since it is so challenging. Another reason originates from University F’s tenure policy for years.



5.2 Engagement in research

Teachers’ frequency and motivation for doing research is in line with that of reading research, mainly periodically and for promotion, which is consistent with the interpretation of the interview data in Borg and Liu (2013) and the findings in Gao and Chow (2011), and Li (2023), the institutional requirement was the most prominent reason for doing research. The limited research engagement and the corresponding restrictions resonate with the case in other underdeveloped Asia countries, e.g., the case of Cambodia in Heng et al. (2023). Although most teachers perceive a close relationship between reading research and teaching, their engagement in research is driven by external factors. That is why they publish for the sake of publication. However, some young lecturers have already developed reform awareness and want to make a change in CETs’ professional development. Their higher academic literacy and more frequent research engagement than the associate professors are contrastive to those of Heng et al. (2020). The reason may be that young teachers have received full-time postgraduate education and are more competent in research in regional universities. It also proves the effects of individual practitioner’s agency in managing personal, workplace, and sociocultural influences (Xu, 2014).

Different from engagement with research, teachers’ perception of the influence of their research production on teaching is not that promising. Maybe due to all kinds of contextual and individual constraints, the CETs in non-key universities still have a long way to go to improve the quality of their research, especially, in terms of scientificity and practicality.

Besides the objective obstacles, such as “lack of time” and “distraction from home,” which have been proved by Borg and Liu (2013), Heng et al. (2023), Sato and Loewen (2019), and Xu (2014), internal factor, such as “lack of will power” is also reported as a major point hindering their academic career, which is an essential discovery in this study. The reason may originate from University F’s tenure appraisal policy for decades. Moreover, another difficulty, “illiteracy in research methods,” which has been discussed by Barkhuizen (2009) and Wang et al. (2020), may be due to the educational background of the staff among whom there are no PhD holders, and they are not able to access systematic academic training and the academic conferences. That is why they are still struggling on the periphery of academics, although some are working rather hard. Non-key universities’ limited research funds may be further blamed. Language practitioners’ action research and narrative inquiry, which are not so methodologically challenging (Borg and Sanchez, 2015), can be better ways to initiate preliminary studies.

“Lack of mentor” may be a severe difficulty in the context of local undergraduate universities since most participants still recall the help of their former supervisors, teachers, and even PhD students far away, rather than the nearby assistants or institutional support. Another discovery is that language teaching research is discriminated against by the administration in the office of academic research at the university. It is different from the previous findings in Borg and Liu (2013), i.e., the divergent perception of research between teachers and the institution: Whether research needed to be published or not. It furthermore proves that beyond personal factors, sociocultural contexts also have a profound impact on language teachers’ research engagement (Borg and Liu, 2013).



5.3 Research culture

Despite being on the track of gradually improving, the research atmosphere at University F has yet to be positive. The institutional academic requirement for teachers does not match the corresponding support (Alhassan and Ali, 2020; Kyaw, 2021). Research is not frequently discussed, and research teams exist only superficially. The finding echoes that of Borg and Alshumaimeri (2012), and Borg and Liu (2013), but the reason is slightly different. Most teachers fail to devote themselves to research and have not fixed their research territories yet. They read and write just for the sake of publications or research projects. Such a research culture fails the scientific teams organized by the vice president, who are full of expectations. It will lead to a vicious publication cycle that will not benefit teaching (e.g., Rahimi et al., 2021). However, a few young teachers try to bury themselves in research and may grow to play a leading role in the faculty. Thus, a promising future is just around the corner.



5.4 The impacts of the appraisal policy reform

The appraisal policy reform may come later to University F than its key counterparts. It pressured the staff, especially senior associate professors, just as some participants complained, i.e., the reform did not consider the staff’s academic literacy (Liu, 2011) and the institutional types. Just as the emotional classification in Tran et al. (2017), the teachers who initiated their research intrinsically supported the policy more positively without suffering too much anxiety. However, a rather loose manner was adopted in the actual implementation, esp. the criterion of performance evaluation for the associator professors. It is challenging to be promoted to a higher rank, but keeping the rank is not as challenging as stated. It echoes Xu (2014) that punishing was less than rewarding. Compared with the “publish or perish” policy in leading universities, it is relatively humane for teachers, while the motivation force may be watered down simultaneously. Moreover, the institutional appraising policies still need some adjustment to be fair and rational towards those struggling young teachers for the position of associate professorship. Moreover, language practitioners’ academic research can start from the study of teaching, but the regional universities’ prejudice against teaching research may serve as another block to the staff’s professional development and the institution’s research productivity.




6 Conclusion

CETs’ research engagement in non-key universities is gradually turning around. However, there are considerable constraints, such as lack of time, resources, guidance, research interests, willpower, illiteracy in methodology, and the dim prospects of language teaching research. They tend to engage themselves with or in research driven by utilitarianism and fail to integrate teaching with research due to their narrow perception of the teaching-research nexus and limited research literacy. Restrained by weak academic accumulation on the whole and rank evaluation competition, a promising research culture is still on the way.

The administrators in charge of scientific research in the College English Unit should regularly invite teacher educators or competent academics from other research-oriented universities to give relevant academic training in research skills to the in-service teachers. Teachers’ continuous professional development should be a standard and sustainable state. Prospective and competent teacher researchers can be encouraged to set up effective research teams and navigate the other teachers to engage with research and gradually fix their research interests. Some individual difficulties, such as illiteracy in searching literature, can be solved through discussion and literature sharing among a rather constructive research community. Action research can be encouraged to focus on the current problems confronted in teaching. Non-key universities’ research reform should be promoted step by step based on a thorough investigation of the current status quo of the staff’s research engagement. Teachers’ viewpoints should be collected beforehand.

The article is without limitations. Firstly, a theoretical perspective is lacking. Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory can be used in the upcoming studies to explore the interaction of personal and contextual factors affecting the tertiary language practitioners’ research engagement and productivity. Secondly, the interviews with associate professors yielded less robust data than those with lecturers. Their long-deserted research engagement may be a possible reason, but the author’s inexperience in eliciting further explanation may be blamed. Moreover, another limitation of the present study lies in the relatively small sample size, with only six participants being included in the analysis. Future research may invite a more extensive and diverse sample to promote the validity and generalizability of the findings.

Future research can also be focused on how to motivate language practitioners’ agency and initiatives to engage with and in research, such as to enhance their cognition in the teaching-research nexus and establish their identity as researchers besides teaching technicians. Only in this way can CETs be actively involved in problem-driven research and generate constructive pedagogical implications. Moreover, the research perceptions of the management in the Research Office at local universities are expected to be explored and promoted.
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Appendix

Interview questions:

1. Could you please tell me what your research interest is?

2. Could you please describe a typical work day of yours?

3. When and how did you start doing research? Can you tell me a story about it or how you struggle in this process?

4. How often do you read research and why? What kind of publications do you read? What is your main motivation for reading research? What challenges have you confronted in reading research?

5. How often do you do research and why? What is your main motivation for doing research? What challenges have you confronted in this process?

6. Are there any critical incidents or significant others that have influenced your research practice? If so, what and who are they?

7. What do you think of the relationship between teaching and research?

8. What kinds of effects have the new appraisal reform brought to you? What do you think of the research requirements set for each professional group?

9. What do you think of those research teams initiated in your faculty last year? Have they exerted the expected functions?

10. What do you think of the research atmosphere in your College English Unit? Would you like to do research individually or cooperate with others?
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