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While teacher resilience has gained significant attention in recent years, empirical exploration of this issue is still insufficient, particularly with regard to English as a foreign language (EFL) teacher resilience in China. In this context, this study employed a mixed-methods design to investigate Chinese EFL teacher resilience. Specifically, the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC)-EFL Teacher Survey was distributed to 330 Chinese senior high school EFL teachers. Five volunteers in the survey sample participated in semi-structured interviews. The results revealed that resilience in Chinese senior high school EFL teachers was at a moderate to high level, and there was no significant difference in teacher resilience in relation to gender and years of teaching experience, but a small significant difference with teachers’ educational background. Possible reasons for interpreting EFL teacher resilience were provided from personal and contextual perspectives. Finally, the implications of these findings were discussed for developing teacher resilience.
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INTRODUCTION

Teacher resilience, as a newly emerged topic, has gained much attention in recent years (Gu and Day, 2013; Gu, 2018; Hiver, 2018; Mansfield et al., 2018; Fan et al., 2021; Zhang, 2021), especially within the booming perspective of positive psychology. This topic offers productive insight into what enables teachers to exercise their proactive agency to respond to challenges and survive and thrive in the educational context (Tait, 2008; Beltman et al., 2011; Li et al., 2019; Huang, 2021). Teaching is regarded as a highly demanding and labor-intensive job (Gu and Li, 2013; Zhang, 2021), particularly in the domain of language education. The waves of reform in language education have brought about new teaching challenges (Murray et al., 2020; Wen and Zhang, 2020). Language teachers experience pressures emanating from cultural differences, student misbehavior, and disharmonious interpersonal relationships, which contribute to their negative emotions and unstable working status (Talbot and Mercer, 2018; MacIntyre et al., 2019; Gkonou et al., 2020). Thus, an urgent need exists for cultivating resilient teachers who are able to effectively overcome teaching stress and maintain equilibrium in educational settings (Brunetti, 2006; Tait, 2008; Gu and Day, 2013; Gu, 2018). Furthermore, unpacking teachers’ capacity for resilience is conducive to interpreting their beliefs and agency, professional identity, and motivation to teach (Fenton-O’Creevy et al., 2015; Flores, 2018; Lohbeck, 2018; Huang, 2021), and to enhancing their teaching quality and efficiency (Gu and Day, 2013; Li et al., 2019). Further exploration of language teacher resilience also helps enrich studies on language teacher psychology (Mercer and Kostoulas, 2018). However, to date, research on teacher resilience is at its initial stage (Gu and Li, 2013; Gu, 2018; Wosnitza and Peixoto, 2018), with less attention paid to language teacher resilience (Kostoulas and Lämmerer, 2018; Fan et al., 2021).

Empirical research on language teacher resilience has primarily adopted a qualitative research design to explore the features of resilient teachers, factors influencing teacher resilience, and resilience strategies. Only a few studies endeavored to use quantitative (e.g., Ergün and Dewaele, 2021; Liu and Chu, 2022) or mixed research methods (Kostoulas and Lämmerer, 2020) to uncover language teacher resilience, such as its levels, and differences based on demographic variables, such as gender, years of teaching experience, and educational background. Meanwhile, these demographic factors are considered in teacher psychology research, such as in studies concerning motivation (Dewaele, 2020), emotional labor (Acheson and Nelson, 2020), and wellbeing (Kidger et al., 2016). For example, years of teaching experience become a necessary criterion for selecting excellent EFL teachers (Chu et al., 2021). However, a specific analysis of the role of sociobiographical variables in affecting teacher resilience is still lacking, and there is a need to deeply examine and interpret their relationships. To the best of our knowledge, very few studies to date have empirically investigated teacher resilience in the Chinese EFL teaching context (Fan et al., 2021; Liu and Chu, 2022). To expand this body of literature, the present study aims to utilize a mixed-methods design to explore EFL teacher resilience in China.



STUDIES ON TEACHER RESILIENCE: A BRIEF REVIEW


Defining Teacher Resilience

Although resilience has long been researched, especially in the field of child psychology, there is a lack of consensus on the definition of resilience. Precisely, resilience has been viewed as the personal quality or capacity that promotes individuals to survive, adjust, and flourish in spite of adversities (Rutter, 1987; Connor and Davidson, 2003; Yu and Zhang, 2007), while some scholars have argued that resilience is a dynamic and complex process or individuals’ behavioral outcomes of recovering and thriving in the face of stressful events (Masten et al., 1990; Luthar and Cicchetti, 2000). Resilience has also been defined as “a mode of interacting with events in the environment that is activated and nurtured in times of stress” (Tait, 2008, p. 58). However, overall, two core components encapsulate the concept of resilience: the presence of risks and positive adaptation or adjustment to these risks (Luthar and Cicchetti, 2000; Leroux, 2018).

Inspired by previous research on child resilience, teacher resilience is also viewed as a personal attribute that enables teachers to sustain their professional commitment and complete stressful tasks (Brunetti, 2006). However, it is “not primarily associated with the capacity to bounce back or recover from highly traumatic experiences and events, but rather, the capacity to maintain equilibrium and a sense of commitment and agency in the everyday worlds in which teachers teach” (Gu and Day, 2013, p. 26). Furthermore, some scholars have situated teacher resilience as a capacity or process from a social-ecological perspective (Gu, 2018; Mansfield et al., 2018; Theron, 2018) and have emphasized its function in successfully addressing daily teaching demands and maintaining their identity (Beutel et al., 2019). It can be cultivated and developed (Tait, 2008; Gu and Day, 2013; Gu, 2018) through building and activating personal and contextual resources (Day and Hong, 2016; Beutel et al., 2019). To date, research on teacher resilience has enjoyed currency, yet empirical exploration of the topic remains in its infancy (Gu and Li, 2013; Gu, 2018; Wosnitza and Peixoto, 2018), with less emphasis on language teacher resilience. From the limited research on teacher resilience conducted in the foreign language (FL) context, teacher resilience refers to teachers’ abilities to continue to function effectively in the face of teaching adversities (Kostoulas and Lämmerer, 2020). It is shaped and developed in the dynamic interaction and negotiation between teachers and the social and professional contexts in which they live (Kostoulas and Lämmerer, 2018; Fan et al., 2021). For the purpose of this study, EFL teacher resilience is conceptualized as a quality or capacity that enables teachers to recover from adversities, adapt, and thrive in their professional lives (Pretsch et al., 2012; Hiver, 2018; Kostoulas and Lämmerer, 2018, 2020; Leroux, 2018).



Unpacking the Profiles of Teacher Resilience

Aside from the conceptualization of teacher resilience mentioned above, the empirical exploration of the topic has received some attention in educational psychology over the past two decades. Some researchers show a great willingness to examine the structure, levels, and influencing factors of teacher resilience, resilience strategies, and their relationships with other psychological variables (Howard and Johnson, 2004; Brunetti, 2006; Tait, 2008; Castro et al., 2010; Mansfield et al., 2012; Richards et al., 2016; Ellison and Woods, 2018). Connor and Davidson (2003) developed the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC), which consists of five factors: personal competence, high standards, and tenacity; trust in one’s instincts, tolerance of negative affect and strengthening effects of stress; positive acceptance of change and secure relationships; control; and spiritual influences. Yu and Zhang (2007) examined the Chinese version of the CD-RISC using a sample of 560 Chinese people (i.e., workers, teachers, and businessmen) and obtained a tri-factorial structure of resilience concerning tenacity, strength, and optimism. Later, Liu and Chu (2022) adapted the above scale and formed the CD-RISC-EFL teacher survey, which comprised three factors: tenacity, optimism, and coping style. Specifically, tenacity emphasized teachers’ perseverance and their sense of purpose and control in language teaching; optimism highlighted teachers’ confidence, positive attitudes, and acceptance in the face of pressures; and coping style focused on teachers’ dispositions toward resisting pressures and showing initiative in solving various problems. Additionally, previous empirical research examined levels of teacher resilience and its differences based on demographic variables using the resilience scale and revealed that teachers had a strong capacity for resilience to cope with challenges (Lin, 2015; Richards et al., 2016). For example, Lin (2015) identified that Chinese university teachers showed a moderately high level of resilience using the Connor-Davidson resilience scale, and male teachers were more resilient than female teachers. Bowles and Arnup (2016) found that the length of teaching experience and gender were not significantly associated with teacher resilience. Moreover, clear evidence has manifested an array of protective and risk factors affecting teacher resilience. Specifically, protective factors primarily include self-efficacy, commitment, motivation, a sense of achievement, and competence (Howard and Johnson, 2004; Beltman et al., 2011; Li et al., 2019), good student behavior, and support from leaders and families (Gu and Day, 2007; Leroux, 2018). Likewise, a large repertoire of risk factors influencing teacher resilience have also been identified, such as teacher burnout (Leroux, 2018), intention to leave (Arnup and Bowles, 2016), scarcity of resources, work–life imbalance, students’ low motivation (Gu and Day, 2013; Gu and Li, 2013), and higher requirements brought by national educational policy (Fan et al., 2021). The risk and protective factors are in a complex and dynamic relationship (Beltman et al., 2011), and multiple challenges can be perceived as opportunities for further development (Fan et al., 2021).

Resilience strategies have also been researched in the field of teacher education (Castro et al., 2010; Burns et al., 2013; Helker et al., 2018). These approaches to developing teacher resilience usually involve the use of favorable inner and external resources. For example, Castro et al. (2010) found four types of novice teacher resilience strategies: help-seeking, problem-solving, management of difficult relationships, and rejuvenation and renewal. Burns et al. (2013) identified a range of resilience strategies among university teachers with dyslexia, namely, employing task-related strategies, personalizing work contexts, utilizing social support networks, and nurturing self-esteem and self-efficacy. Overall, these studies provide feasible resilience strategies for unprivileged teachers to effectively navigate challenges in personal and professional contexts. Additionally, much attention has been given to the relationships between resilience and other variables, such as wellbeing (Pretsch et al., 2012), role stressors and burnout (Richards et al., 2016), job satisfaction and attribution (Arnup and Bowles, 2016), adaptive functioning (Bowles and Arnup, 2016), motivation (Lohbeck, 2018), and professionalism and identity (Flores, 2018). To conclude, studies on teacher resilience have gained wide currency in general education and have demonstrated diverse themes. It greatly contributes to unpacking potential factors that affect teachers’ psychological and professional growth and to discovering feasible strategies to cultivate their capacity for resilience and thrive in the school context.

Resilience, as a key factor in language teacher psychology (Mercer and Kostoulas, 2018), has drawn some attention in recent years, especially with the boom of positive psychology (Budzińska and Majchrzak, 2021; Gregersen and Mercer, 2022). In the field of foreign language teaching, to date, the emphasis has been placed on the factors affecting language teacher resilience and resilience strategies (Fan et al., 2021), resilience outcomes (i.e., adaptive or maladaptive adjustment; Kostoulas and Lämmerer, 2018, 2020), and its relationship with other variables, such as wellbeing and enjoyment (Ergün and Dewaele, 2021). For example, Kostoulas and Lämmerer (2018) created a resilience system model involving inner strengths, learned strategies, and external support, and then used semi-structured interviews to elucidate the development of resilience of a language teacher during a period of career transition. Ergün and Dewaele (2021) found that Italian as a Foreign Language teachers exhibited high levels of resilience independent of gender, age, and length of experience of resilience. The authors also highlighted that resilience and wellbeing served as significant predictors of teaching enjoyment. In summary, empirical research on language teacher resilience is still lacking and can be expanded further in different educational settings. Moreover, little has been done in China in this regard (Fan et al., 2021; Liu and Chu, 2022; Wang et al., 2022), especially using quantitative or mixed research methods. However, Chinese EFL teachers are also confronted with a series of risks, such as a dearth of confidence in language proficiency, large-class teaching, inadequate teaching resources, and educational reform (Liu and Li, 2020; Wen and Zhang, 2020). This is accentuated in the case of EFL teachers working in Chinese senior high schools, as they experience intense teaching pressure driven by the national college entrance examination, which is regarded as a turning point in student academic development (Chu et al., 2021). Additionally, there are different voices about the links between demographic variables (i.e., gender, educational background, and length of experience) and teacher resilience (Lin, 2015; Kostoulas and Lämmerer, 2020; Ergün and Dewaele, 2021), which have not been thoroughly examined in the FL-specific domain. The exploration of EFL teacher resilience helps us understand how they overcome multiple challenges and further offers targeted strategies to sustain their psychological and professional development in stressful contexts (Fan et al., 2021; Zhang, 2021). In this context, the current study, as part of the pilot study1 of a larger project (see the acknowledgements), aims to adopt a mixed-methods design to examine EFL teacher resilience in China by addressing the following research questions:

1. What are the levels of Chinese EFL teacher resilience?

2. What are the differences in Chinese EFL teacher resilience with regard to demographic variables (i.e., gender, years of teaching experience, and educational background)?




METHODOLOGY

An explanatory sequential mixed-method design was utilized in this study, which involved collecting quantitative data first and then explaining the quantitative results with in-depth qualitative data (Creswell and Clark, 2017). Specifically, we employed quantitative data to examine the levels of EFL teacher resilience in the Chinese context and its differences in light of demographic factors. We subsequently used qualitative data to unravel the quantitative results.


Research Participants

Liu and Chu (2022) confirmed a tri-factorial structure of EFL teacher resilience based on a sample of 330 teachers. The current study was conducted among these 330 teachers (300 were female and 30 were male). These participants showed different years of teaching experience from no more than 5 years (n = 86), 5–10 years (n = 62), 10–20 years (n = 106), and more than 20 years (n = 76). Among these participated teachers, 258 of them had bachelor’s degrees, and 72 had master’s degrees.

We also invited five participants to join the interview part of the current study from 34 respondents who filled in their positive answers to the last item (Whether you voluntarily participate in the follow-up interview) of the questionnaire. In selecting the interviewees, we set up the following criteria: both male and female EFL teachers were involved; teachers possessed bachelor’s or master’s degrees; they were situated in different career stages; they showed great willingness to share their learning and teaching experience (see Table 1).



TABLE 1. Basic information of the five interviewes.
[image: Table1]



Research Instruments

Two instruments were used in this study: the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC)-EFL Teacher Survey and semi-structured interviews. The CD-RICS-EFL Teacher Survey (Liu and Chu, 2022) was adapted from the original version of the CD-RISC (Connor and Davidson, 2003) and the Chinese version of the CD-RISC (Yu and Zhang, 2007). The validated version by Liu and Chu (2022) included three dimensions: tenacity, optimism, and coping style. Tenacity refers to teachers’ perseverance and their sense of purpose and control in language teaching. Optimism refers to teachers’ confidence, positive attitudes, and acceptance in the face of pressures and challenges. Coping style, as a newly emerged dimension, refers to EFL teachers’ dispositions toward resisting pressures and showing initiative in navigating multiple risks. Responses were scored on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not true at all) to 5 (true all the time). This validated 10-item scale showed acceptable reliability (Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of global resilience to sub-dimensions ranged from 0.783 to 0.662, see Table 2) and good structural validity (see Liu and Chu, 2022).



TABLE 2. Basic information from the CD-RISC-EFL Teacher Survey.
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An interview protocol was employed to conduct the semi-structured interviews, which was adopted to gather more information about the challenges that EFL teachers have encountered and their attitudes and strategies in the face of those adversities. The following questions were focused on in the interviews:

1. What do you think of the English language teaching profession?

2. Are there any stressful events in your teaching or personal life?

3. How do you feel about and deal with those challenges?

4. Are there any resources available that help you address these challenges?



Data Collection

Electronic questionnaires were given to participants from September to October 2019 through an online questionnaire system. Before completing the survey, the participants were informed about the research purposes and assured that their personal information would be kept confidential. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with those voluntary EFL teachers for further analysis. The interviews were conducted in Putonghua for 45 min on average and audio-recorded with the participants’ permission.



Data Analysis

All quantitative data were recorded and analyzed using SPSS 26.0. We adopted descriptive statistics, independent-samples t-tests, and one-way ANOVA to explore the levels and demographic variation of EFL teacher resilience. In addition, qualitative content analysis was employed to analyze the interview data (Dörnyei, 2007; Miles et al., 2014). The qualitative interview data were first transcribed in textual form by the researchers and checked by the interviewees, and then it was coded after iterative reading and reflection. It allowed researchers to develop the ideas, interpret data, and draw conclusions, and thus triangulate and enrich the quantitative results in this study.




RESULTS


General Description of EFL Teacher Resilience

Table 3 presents the details of the levels of Chinese EFL teacher resilience at both the global and dimensional levels. Using the five-point Likert scale employed in the current study, it was found that EFL teachers displayed a moderate to high level of resilience (M = 3.80, SD = 0.44) in general. As for the three factors of resilience, EFL teachers had a higher level of tenacity (M = 4.01, SD = 0.47), followed by optimism (M = 3.84, SD = 0.46) and coping style (M = 3.57, SD = 0.62).2



TABLE 3. The results of the descriptive analysis of English as a foreign language (EFL) teacher resilience.
[image: Table3]

As revealed in Table 3, senior high school English teacher resilience was at a moderate to high level (M = 3.80, SD = 0.44), which indicated that teachers had the capacity to cope with teaching challenges and were adaptable in their personal and professional lives. Qualitative interview data were also obtained to explicate this quantitative result, which are shown in the following extracts:


Extract 1

To date, there has been no very serious challenge for me. The only difficult thing was poor classroom discipline, but I could try to maintain a harmonious class atmosphere. Overall, students usually performed well under my supervision. (Teacher A, 2019/09/30)

Extract 2

I once encountered a period of professional burnout and felt confused, so I talked with the experienced teachers and sought suggestions. They shared their learning and teaching experiences and told me how to get along with students and improve teaching skills. Later, I positively engaged in some teaching competitions and went out for further studies. As a teacher, I could not stamp on the same ground all the time and needed continuous learning. (Teacher B, 2019/09/28)

Extract 3

What most troubled me was that students were not interested in English, especially in the low-level class, but I tried to find topics close to their daily life, and asked experienced teachers for help.… I got a sense of accomplishment and happiness, as my students started to listen to class carefully. (Teacher C, 2019/09/27)
 

As these excerpts revealed, an increasing number of teaching challenges appeared in the professional world of these EFL teachers, as Teachers A and C mentioned students’ low learning motivation, misbehavior, and poor classroom discipline, and Teacher B highlighted the risk of professional burnout in the school context. Some teachers felt depressed and confused in the presence of teaching risks, but were not easily demoralized, and still attempted to engage students in English language classrooms or seek their professional development. For example, Teacher B positively sought support and advice from veteran teachers and showed a great willingness to develop her teaching skills through participating in teaching competitions and further studies. These findings were also reflected in Liu and Chu’s (2022) study, which highlighted that teachers, as active agents situated in the educational context, could positively negotiate with their surroundings and exert their agency (Huang, 2021; Liu et al., 2022) to cope with professional and personal pressures, thus progressively shaping and developing their capacity for resilience. Additionally, the data analysis also implied that teachers gained a sense of wellbeing and strengthened their professional identity while responding to adversities.



Gender Differences in EFL Teacher Resilience

In order to mitigate the effects caused by gender imbalance in the sample (Male = 30, Female = 300), the authors randomly selected about 10% of female teachers using SPSS software and constructed a new sample (Male = 30, Female = 37). According to the data in Table 4, there was no significant difference in resilience between male and female EFL teachers (t = 0.550; df = 65; p = 0.584). On the whole, both male and female EFL teacher resilience were at a moderate to high level.



TABLE 4. The independent-samples t-test of EFL teacher resilience on gender.
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The results in Table 4 imply that there was no significant difference in EFL teacher resilience attributable to gender. In other words, both male and female teachers were able to face challenges and endeavor to tackle stressful events. However, some differences between female and male teachers in navigating risks also exist. As illustrated in the following interview extracts:


Extract 4

I was busy with my work, but my children were young. I needed to spend much time taking care of them and balancing my work and family life…. Actually, female teachers experienced more pressure in the daily life and male teachers were more relaxed. (Teacher B, Female, 2019/09/28)

Extract 5

I once had a conflict with students’ parents due to students’ misbehavior, and the school criticized me first…. I talked about it with my family. They told me that I should communicate with them sincerely. Teaching was a matter of dedication, and I needed to solve practical problems for them. Later, I started to reflect on myself and tackled those challenges smoothly. (Teacher C, Female, 2019/09/27)

Extract 6

My daughter went to school at 6:00 AM and arrived home at 6:00 PM. I had no time to give her any guidance in her studies. Recently, my little son was sick, and my wife took him to the hospital. I felt sad and guilty because I could not take time off from work to look after them…. A man experienced some challenges and then grew up. Despite various setbacks, I could not always complain to my family and students. (Teacher D, Male, 2019/10/17)
 

From the above interviews, it was found that male and female teachers both faced pressures arising from the school and family, such as work–life imbalance, teacher–school conflicts, and misunderstandings from students’ parents. However, they were never overwhelmed by the array of teaching and personal challenges; instead, they were resilient and displayed an earnest attitude toward teaching tasks. It is worth noting that male and female teachers utilized different approaches while dealing with those challenges. For example, Teacher D (Male) was inclined to bear hardships without complaining and to control his negative emotions when getting along with students and families. In contrast, female teachers were more willing to communicate with and seek support from important people in their lives (i.e., family members, colleagues, and school leaders).



Differences in Years of Teaching Experience in EFL Teacher Resilience

The data analysis in this section attempts to answer the research question, “What are the differences in EFL teacher resilience with regard to years of teaching experience?” YTE represents years of teaching experience, which is divided into four categories: Y1 ≤ 5, 5 < Y2 ≤ 10, 10 < Y3 ≤ 20, 20 < Y4. As indicated in Table 5, there was no significant difference in resilience of EFL teachers attributable to years of teaching experience [F(3,326) = 0.437, p > 0.05]. Additionally, no significant difference in three factors (tenacity, optimism, and coping style) was found among those teachers with different teaching years (p > 0.05).



TABLE 5. One-way ANOVA of EFL teacher resilience on years of teaching experience.
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Overall, senior high school EFL teachers with different teaching years believed that they had the capacity to handle challenges. In particular, they displayed a relatively high level of tenacity and emphasized their sense of purpose and control in language teaching. Furthermore, early-career EFL teachers seemed to be more optimistic than experienced teachers, but the latter performed better in coping style. The interview data, to a certain degree, resonated with this quantitative result:


Extract 7

I thought something like lesson preparation and school meetings might decrease my sense of well-being, but it was really enjoyable to teach students and get along with them. (Teacher A, 3 YTE, 2019/09/30)

Extract 8

Some students might have diverged thinking abilities or feel close to me, and they liked to ask me some funny questions and attract my attention. Under these circumstances, I tended to guide them to perform well in class rather than damage their confidence, but sometimes I also got emotional or angry due to their misbehavior. (Teacher C, 8 YTE, 2019/09/27)

Extract 9

The competitions between teachers were also very stressful, and students were getting smarter…. I thought I should perform like a hardworking student, try to learn more new things and update my knowledge and skills. (Teacher D, 13 YTE, 2019/10/17)

Extract 10

While suffering from many challenges caused by students, I learned to control my negative emotions, and I told myself that I was a teacher and should become more sensible and calmer. (Teacher E, 26 YTE, 2019/10/21)
 

English as a foreign language teachers were situated in school environments and encountered similar professional pressures in spite of the difference in years of teaching experience. As stated earlier, challenges from competition among teachers, students’ misbehavior, time-consuming lesson preparation, and school meetings seemed to propose higher demands for teaching staff, thus pushing them to respond to these adversities. Specifically, younger teachers (i.e., Teacher A) showed a more optimistic attitude toward EFL teaching and students and emphasized that stressful events that could be tackled were not viewed as setbacks. However, sometimes they might get emotional in the presence of students’ poor performance. Unlike young teachers, teachers with more teaching experience (i.e., Teachers D and E) were inclined to regulate their own emotions and reflect on their teaching performance. Moreover, it might become an important agenda for veteran teachers to update their teaching knowledge and skills in a timely manner. Overall, EFL teachers in different career stages showed their distinctive abilities (i.e., active reflection, emotion regulation, a sense of competence, and wellbeing), endeavored to solve teaching problems, and served students better in the school context.



Differences in Educational Background in EFL Teacher Resilience

The independent samples t-test was used to investigate whether there was a significant difference in resilience between teachers with different educational backgrounds. According to the data available, the participants’ educational backgrounds can be divided into two degrees: bachelor and master. To reduce the effects caused by the imbalance of educational background in the sample (Bachelor = 258, Master = 72), the authors randomly selected about 30% of teachers with only bachelor’s degrees using SPSS software and created a new sample (Bachelor = 71, Master = 72). As shown in Table 6, the results revealed that there was a slight difference in resilience among EFL teachers with different educational backgrounds (t = −1.993; df = 141; p < 0.05). More precisely, EFL teachers with master’s degrees (M = 3.98, SD = 0.42) possessed a higher level of resilience than those with only bachelor’s degrees (M = 3.78, SD = 0.44). Additionally, among the three dimensions of resilience, a significant difference in tenacity and optimism was found between teachers with different degrees (p < 0.05), but there was no significant difference with regard to coping style (p > 0.05).



TABLE 6. The independent-samples t-test of EFL teacher resilience on educational background.
[image: Table6]

Although teachers with different educational degrees displayed a moderately high level of resilience in general, teachers with master’s degrees were more resilient. They showed more positive attitudes toward teaching challenges and had a stronger sense of control and competence in English language teaching. This might be observed in the following extracts:


Extract 11

When school leaders listened to my class, I felt stressed and solemn. There was no big change in the whole teaching process, but perhaps my students might perform better than before…. I also thought about how to make my lectures more interesting and effective. (Teacher B, Bachelor, 2019/09/28)

Extract 12

School leaders sometimes checked teachers’ lesson plans or listened to your classes suddenly, which might have been an inspection of our working attitudes… I was stressed, especially when I was not prepared well. However, I would adjust my mood and try to design more attractive teaching activities. (Teacher D, Bachelor, 2019/10/17)

Extract 13

I really liked attracting people’s attention in my class. It pushed me to continuously improve myself and motivated my students to engage positively in teaching activities, especially when leaders required me to do some demonstration classes. I obtained some useful feedback from experts. (Teacher A, Master, 2019/09/30)

Extract 14

I usually communicated with my colleagues after class and sought their feedback on my teaching performance. Then, I might modify my teaching contents or methods for effectively teaching English. I also liked to listen to the lessons of my colleagues, especially those experienced teachers. (Teacher C, Master, 2019/09/27)
 

The above interviews suggested that EFL teachers with master’s degrees seemed to show more positive acceptance of changes or pressures and attempted to seek external resources (e.g., open class, feedback from experts or leaders, and class observation) to promote their professional development. However, EFL teachers with bachelor’s degrees aimed to complete the teaching tasks smoothly and perform well in front of school leaders. Simultaneously, they (i.e., Teachers B and D) also engaged in continuous reflection and exploration and hoped to make teaching more effective and energetic. Taken together, they were able to adapt to a challenging teaching environment and develop themselves well.




DISCUSSION

In general, EFL teachers showed moderate to high levels of resilience, indicating that teachers had some capacities that enabled them to recover from adversities, adapt, and thrive in their personal and professional lives. This result was partly supported by the findings of Richards et al. (2016), highlighting teachers’ moderately high levels of resilience and the positive role of resilience in avoiding negative consequences and reducing teachers’ perceived stress and burnout. There are several possible explanations for the moderate to high levels of resilience exhibited by EFL teachers. First, priority should be given to teachers’ personal strengths that contribute to developing teacher resilience, such as self-efficacy, professional identity, commitment to, and love for the teaching profession (Gu and Day, 2007; Gu and Li, 2013; Kostoulas and Lämmerer, 2018, 2020; Li et al., 2019; Fan et al., 2021; Gong et al., 2021). EFL teachers with stronger self-efficacy showed more positive perceptions of teachers’ capacities to complete English teaching tasks, successfully impart knowledge, and strategically engage students in classroom activities (Liu et al., 2021) and were willing to exert their agency to manage various teaching adversities (Huang, 2021; Huang and Yip, 2021). Interview data also revealed that some EFL teachers (i.e., Teachers A and C) showed love for their job and higher professional identity, and they viewed teaching as a challenging but happy profession. They were driven by their teaching beliefs, showed a great willingness to invest substantial energy and time in promoting students’ academic achievement, and simultaneously gained emotional rewards from teaching practice (Chu et al., 2021). Unsurprisingly, EFL teachers became more resilient and taught students to the best of their abilities in complicated school settings. Second, support from important figures has also contributed to building and sustaining teacher resilience (Day and Hong, 2016; Li et al., 2019; Liu and Chu, 2022). Interview extracts (i.e., Teachers A, B, and C) also revealed that harmonious interpersonal relationships with colleagues and students gave teachers a sense of wellbeing and motivated them to smoothly cope with teaching activities. Third, the English language was an essential subject in the Chinese educational system, and students’ academic performance in senior high schools manifested through the national college entrance examination (Wen and Zhang, 2020; Chu et al., 2021; Liu and Chu, 2022). School administrators paid adequate attention to EFL teachers in Chinese senior high schools and encouraged them to teach students to the best of their abilities. These favorable resources provided by the educational institution could foster teachers to enact their agency in navigating a variety of teaching challenges (Huang, 2021), thus strengthening their capacity for resilience.

Three salient and oft-discussed demographic variables (gender, years of teaching experience, and educational background) were selected to examine their relationships with resilience. According to the data analysis, there was no significant difference in resilience between male and female EFL teachers. This result was similar to previous findings (Lin, 2015; Kostoulas and Lämmerer, 2020) that indicated no statistically significant links related resilience to variables concerning age and gender. The study also suggested that some differences between female and male teachers in navigating risks also exist, while both male and female EFL teachers displayed their capacity for resilience. The interview excerpts revealed that male teachers usually bore responsibility and navigated challenges by themselves, and they seemed to be more perseverant in the presence of pressure. It might be related to the fact that men were endowed with more responsibility, tenacity, and strength in the Chinese cultural context (Lin, 2015). Furthermore, EFL teachers with different teaching years yielded a similar level of resilience, and years of teaching experience had no significant effect on resilience (Ergün and Dewaele, 2021). Indeed, regardless of the duration of their experience, teachers might be more affected by their other distinctive qualities (i.e., professional identity, commitment, and self-efficacy) and sociocultural factors (Gu, 2018; Chu et al., 2021; Liu and Chu, 2022), especially when they shared common teaching goals (i.e., educating students and good academic performance in the national college entrance examination). In addition, the data analysis indicated a significant difference in resilience between EFL teachers with bachelor’s and master’s degrees. EFL teachers with master’s degrees presented a slightly higher level of resilience. This might be closely pertinent to their EFL learning and teaching experiences. The interviews with Teachers A and C highlighted that they were trained in how to teach and manage students effectively and received much feedback from teachers in the demonstration classes when they pursued their master’s degrees. Previous research showed that continuous reform for language education in China was implemented and called for the cultivation of more qualified teachers (Gao and Xu, 2014; Wen and Zhang, 2020; Chu et al., 2021). For example, Liu and Li (2020) pointed out that the Foreign Teacher Education-Master’s Degree of Education (FTE-MAEd) program launched by the Ministry of Education of China became a feasible approach to retain teachers and motivate novice teachers to engage in continuing professional development as part-time MAEd students. Therefore, to a certain extent, EFL teachers with master’s degrees had more opportunities afforded by a supportive school context to learn from experts and gain advanced teaching ideas and methods, thus building their stronger capacity for resilience.

There were cohorts of risk factors, such as bad classroom discipline, students’ misbehavior, heavy workloads, long working hours, and competition among teachers, which affected the psychological and physical development of EFL teachers. Nevertheless, teachers with unique histories, personalities, identities, and motives (Ushioda, 2020), could exercise their agency, take potential approaches to avoid or respond to these challenges (Chu et al., 2021; Huang, 2021; Liu et al., 2021), and grow into more resilient persons. Furthermore, teaching was a relatively stable profession in Chinese educational contexts (Gu and Li, 2013; Li et al., 2019), and some national policies related to EFL teachers’ professional development were implemented and attempted to nurture qualified teachers and improve their working conditions (Gao and Xu, 2014; Liu and Li, 2020). Multiple internal and external protective resources have greatly contributed to the promotion of EFL teacher resilience and quality retention.



CONCLUSION

The current study investigated EFL teacher resilience in the Chinese context using a mixed-methods design. It was found that Chinese EFL teachers in senior high schools showed moderately high levels of resilience. Meanwhile, no significant difference was found between EFL teachers and the demographic factors of gender and years of teaching experience, but there was a slight statistically significant difference between the resilience of teachers with different educational backgrounds. Compared with senior high school teachers with only bachelor’s degrees, teachers with master’s degrees exhibited a higher level of resilience. Notably, these EFL teachers, as developing persons situated in ecological environments, were able to respond actively to multiple challenges and promote their capacity for resilience.

The findings of this study have several pedagogical implications for developing EFL teacher resilience. First, EFL teachers should have clear self-awareness and fully employ their personal resources in the face of adversities. There are many distinctive qualities exhibited by EFL teachers, such as a spirit of dedication, love for teaching, stronger self-efficacy, and identity (Chu et al., 2021; Fan et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2021). These teacher-related protective factors are conducive to avoiding or addressing some risks and thus developing teacher resilience (Mansfield et al., 2016; Richards et al., 2016). Second, teachers shape and sustain their resilience through a web of trusting interpersonal relationships (Gu, 2018; Li et al., 2019). EFL teachers of different genders, teaching experiences, and educational backgrounds can strengthen cooperation with each other, simultaneously encourage more communication with leaders and experts and seek support from their social networks when faced with complex teaching challenges (Fan et al., 2021). This study also has some limitations that suggest directions for future research. Specifically, the interview and questionnaire sample sizes were slightly small, and there were imbalances in the sample in terms of gender and educational background. It is recommended that future studies enlarge the scope and sample, and fully consider the balance of samples in terms of demographic information. Hopefully, the adapted 10-item CD-RISC-EFL Teacher Survey can serve as a useful instrument to examine EFL teacher resilience in other contexts and its relationships with other variables, such as teacher engagement, motivation, professional identity, and commitment, through a large-scale sample.
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1This pilot study entitled An Empirical Study of Senior High School English Teacher Resilience was conducted by the first author and supervised by the second author of the paper. Please contact the first author for details of the pilot study.

2Findings reported in Table 3 were discussed in Liu and Chu (2022), but the interview data only appeared in the current paper.
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