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Research has approved that teaching is a complex profession involving many cognitive, social, cultural, and psycho-emotional factors. To perform efficiently, teachers must be psycho-emotionally powerful and ready to cope with the existing challenges and complications of teaching a second/foreign language. This demands attempts to be made to psychologically empower the teachers to form positive outlooks about their profession and practices. Despite the criticality of psychological empowerment (PE), few studies in L2 contexts have dealt with it. Against this gap, the present article aimed to theoretically analyze the interaction among teachers’ PE, optimism, and commitment. In so doing, the definitions, models, components, typologies, and empirical studies related to these constructs were presented. Finally, practical implications of this line of research for EFL/ESL teachers, teacher trainers, and researchers are provided to raise their awareness of psycho-emotional factors involved L2 education.
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INTRODUCTION

Teaching has long been dismissed as a demanding profession because of involving numerous inner and outer factors (Benevene et al., 2020). Now, the cognitive perspective that had dominated education has been complemented by trends considering various psycho-emotional and social variables (Agudo, 2018; Mercer, 2020). Owing to their considerable impacts, inner states and psychological factors can influence every single aspect of one’s job including performance, satisfaction, behavior, and classroom practices (Sikma, 2021). Yet, in the context of second/foreign language education, the story gets more complicated in the sense that working in a language other than one’s native language places many emotional tensions and pressures on the teacher to generate positive academic outcomes (King and Ng, 2018; Wang and Derakhshan, 2021). Such invisible emotional challenges are contended to prevent the teachers to play their crucial role in academia and, ultimately, the quality of education collapses (Asrar-ul-Haq et al., 2017). To compensate for the inadequacies in supporting teachers and their services, in the past decades effective attempts have been made to understand and consider EFL/ESL teachers’ psychological and emotional health (Khany and Tazik, 2015). An insightful way is psychologically empowering the teachers by giving them an opportunity to autonomously make decisions, practice, behave, and fulfill duties in the classroom (Ford and Fottler, 1995; Kõiv et al., 2019). The concept of psychological empowerment (PE) is rooted in business, yet explained and used in education with the seminal work of Bandura (1997) on self-efficacy theory. It refers to a teacher’s self-belief in the work role and the perception of his/her autonomy, self-competence, agency, and meaning in the work he/she does (Simonet et al., 2015; Ahmed and Malik, 2019). PE has gained a considerable amount of scholarly attention in the past years revealing that the variable plays a critical role in teaching and teacher quality, creativity, performance, adaptability, satisfaction, motivation, wellbeing, and so forth. Concerning students, teachers’ PE has been identified to contribute to students’ success and innovative behaviors in the class (Çelik and Servet, 2020).

Another factor that is in a close relationship with PE is optimism (Valeh et al., 2021). By definition, optimism is one’s positive expectation about the future in spite of the existing difficulties and setbacks (Carver and Scheier, 2002). It is a personal tendency to consider that one will experience good occasions in life and survive bad outcomes (Dong and Xu, 2022). In teaching, optimism means teachers’ positive view about his/her ability to generate academic success among students despite challenges (Pathak and Lata, 2018). Optimistic teachers have been approved to enjoy high levels of resilience, efficacy, enthusiasm, and work engagement (Lu, 2021; Dong and Xu, 2022). When a teacher is psychologically empowered, by schools and administrators, his/her optimism level increases, too, and many academic outcomes emerge due to teacher’s mental strengths and positive views of the future.

A further area that teachers’ PE and optimism can affect is their job commitment or the degree to which teachers are happy about their work and strive to demonstrate improved job execution (Altun, 2017). It is a sense of belongingness and loyalty to one’s profession that determines his/her performance, attendance, motivation, satisfaction, persistence, and disposition toward success (Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2011). Commitment is a mental connection between one’s job and his/her faiths, beliefs, goals, and practices (Lu, 2021). Despite the significance of these three variables (i.e., PE, optimism, and commitment) in L2 education, limited studies have been done on their interaction. Against this backdrop, the present article aimed to provide a theoretical review of the definitions, dimensions, features, and studies related to EFL/ESL teachers’ PE, optimism, and job commitment.



BACKGROUND


The Concept of Psychological Empowerment

The concept of PE found its way from business to education in 1990s (Çelik and Servet, 2020). It has become the foci of educational practitioners and institutions to improve their human resources at work (Degago, 2014). While the term may have different conceptualizations across contexts (Zimmerman, 1990), it has been widely regarded as a sense of self-belief, competence, and autonomy that a person has in the workplace (Ahmed and Malik, 2019). It is both a process and an outcome that can occur at individual, organizational, and community levels (Li, 2016). PE is an essential factor in determining many work-related outcomes that increases the level of motivation, agency, and self-determination in doing tasks and duties at work (Chan et al., 2015; Kõiv et al., 2019). PE is related to the motivational aspects of work or employee’s intrinsic motivation to work or behave with agency, confidence, and authority (Singh and Kaur, 2019). To put it simply, PE is an inner state of a person in which he/she is fully aware of his/her duties, strengths, and skills to grow personally and professionally. It determines the functionality, commitment, performance, and satisfaction of the individual at workplace if it is considered and supported by academic staff and administrators (Khany and Tazik, 2015).



The Dimensions of Psychological Empowerment

Psychological empowerment has been considered as a multi-dimensional construct in education due to its multi-layered nature (Singh and Kaur, 2019). In this regard, Short and Rinehart (1992) argued that the construct of PE has six dimensions including; professional development, status, impact, autonomy, decision-making, and self-efficacy. Likewise, Spreitzer (1995) proposed three other dimensions to PE, namely competence, meaning, and self-determination. Impact concerns teachers’ perceived power to influence the decision-making and practices of the school, while meaning pertains to the joy that teachers experience when their beliefs and values fit together. Moreover, competence refers to a teacher’s belief in his/her abilities to accomplish a task or duty properly. Lastly, self-determination concerns teachers’ control over school’s instructional plans, decisions, and activities (Çelik and Servet, 2020).



Models of Psychological Empowerment

Despite the growing interest in researching the concept of PE in education, limited models have been proposed for it. Yet, the most widely used and cited model of PE is that of Zimmerman (1995) which posits that PE is made up of three components; intrapersonal, interactional, and behavioral empowerment. The first component of this model concerns how people think about themselves and their ability to affect others along with the socio-political systems (Petrovčič and Petrič, 2014). It comprises three sub-dimensions of control, self-efficacy and perceived competence (Leung, 2009). Control is associated to one’s beliefs about his/her ability to affect the environment, while self-efficacy concerns an individual’s self-assessment of his/her abilities to accomplish specific tasks. Finally, perceived competence refers to one’s perceptions of his/her capacity to carry out a job/task efficiently (Zimmerman, 2000; Hur, 2006).

The second component, interactional, refers to an individual’s intellectual understanding of the immediate social context and the knowledge and resources needed to make changes there (Zimmerman, 1995). It also capitalizes on the awareness of the existing choices to reach goals and understand the norms and values of a specific setting. This component is believed to develop one’s decision-making and problem-solving skills that lead to engagement in the context/work (Zimmerman, 2000). Finally, the behavioral component of PE pertains to the actions that may affect outcomes after being empowered (Zimmerman, 1995). This is accomplished by partaking in activities and community organizations including different political, self-help, and religious groups or organizations that help deal with problems (Zimmerman et al., 1992).

Drawing on Zimmerman’s (1995) model, Lee and Nie (2014) made a seminal attempt to integrate the social-structural and psychological views of empowerment into a solid theoretical framework for teacher PE in Singapore. The model depicted the predictive relationship between the social-structural and psychological perspectives of PE and work-related outcomes (Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1. A Theoretical model of teacher empowerment (Lee and Nie, 2014, p. 72).


Although these two models have provided valuable insights into the construct of teacher PE, their application in EFL/ESL contexts has not been scientifically tested. Moreover, how each of the components or dimensions of these models can be practiced by teachers to expand their PE needs more research in the future.



Optimism: Definitions and Dimensions

The concept of optimism is a psycho-emotional construct that took its roots in Bandura’s social intellectual hypothesis, but boomed in positive psychology as a novel trend in educational psychology (Dong and Xu, 2022). It is regarded as a propensity to expect positive outcomes (Srivastava and Angelo, 2009). It has also been seen as an intrinsic attribute that highlights one’s prediction and expectation of positive events and outcomes in the future despite difficulties and challenges (Carver and Scheier, 2002). It is generally conceptualized as the mirror image of pessimism in education and psychology (Srivastava and Angelo, 2009). According to Pathak and Lata (2018), optimist people are characterized by high degrees of resilience, self-esteem, extraversion, motivation and low levels of stress, anxiety, and hopelessness.

To paint a more vivid picture of optimism, three dimensions or layers have been offered for the construct of teacher optimism. They comprise academic emphasis, faculty trust, and collective efficacy as depicted in Figure 2. The first dimension has to do with teachers’ enacted behavior stimulated by their beliefs in producing learning and success in learners through an optimistic classroom environment. Faculty trust, as the second dimension, pertains to teachers’ assurance in engaging students and parents in the learning process. This immersion contributes to setting high standards for learning which are certified and preferred by students as well as parents. As the final dimension, collective efficacy concerns teachers’ belief in their capability to implement teaching efficiently and professionally to produce academic achievement among students (Hoy et al., 2006; Hoy and Miskel, 2013). It is noteworthy that these three dimensions are not mutually exclusive but in interaction with one another to get shaped (Dong and Xu, 2022).
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FIGURE 2. The dimensions of optimism (Hoy et al., 2006).




Types of Optimism

In the available literature on optimism in educational psychology, different typologies have been offered to the construct of optimism. On the basis of endurance, optimism has been divided into state optimism and trait optimism. State or situational optimism refers to the expectation of desirable outcomes in specific situations. In contrast, trait optimism is a more steady expectation of good outcomes across different contexts and times (Tusaie and Patterson, 2006; Carver and Scheier, 2014; Wang et al., 2018). Other types of optimism include dispositional or global, attributional, realistic, unrealistic, comparative, and strategic. Dispositional or global optimism (also known as big optimism) is a stable and global expectation that more good things than bad will occur in the future (Scheier and Carver, 1985; Peterson, 2000; Carver and Scheier, 2014). Attributional optimism has to do with the style of reasoning about the cause of events (Buchanan and Seligman, 1995; Gordeeva et al., 2020). Accordingly, optimistic people usually consider good events to be permanent, pervasive, and internal to self. On the contrary, bad happenings are temporary, non-pervasive, and attributable to external causes.

Realistic optimism is the propensity to uphold a positive outlook in the boundaries of the physical and social world in measuring an event (Schneider, 2001). Unrealistic optimism, in contrast, refers to an illusion that happens when a person improperly predicts more positive outcomes to occur to him/her than others (Shepperd et al., 2013). Additionally, comparative optimism pertains to predicting and expecting more good outcomes occurring to the self than for others (Radcliffe and Klein, 2002). Last but not least, strategic optimism refers to the expectation of desirable outcomes and events without fearing or caring too much about the likelihood of adverse events (Ruthig et al., 2007; Bunjak and Èerne, 2018).



The Concept of Teacher Commitment in Education

The concept of commitment is described as one’s sense of belonging and loyalty to the organization and profession in which he/she is working (Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2011). It is composed of three factors of identification, involvement, and loyalty to a job (Pourtousi and Ghanizadeh, 2020). As pinpointed by Meyer and Allen (1991), commitment to an organization can also be conceptualized as affective commitment, continuance commitment, and normative commitment. The first type of commitment to a job intends to create a sense of comfort or having affection for the job. The second one refers to the degree to which an individual feels the need to stay at an organization. It is also characterized as the fear of losing a job. Finally, normative commitment mirrors a sense of obligation to stay loyal to a job (Meyer and Allen, 1991). In other words, commitment to education concerns teachers’ desire to work and go about creating great and successful instruction (Day, 2004). As the wellspring of inspiration and the core of quality schooling, commitment is a fundamental element for optimum instruction that includes commitment to the school, students, occupation maintenance, proficient knowledge base, and teaching career (Crosswell and Elliott, 2004). A growing bulk of research has indicated that teacher commitment is affected by many internal and external factors in order to reduce teacher turnover, make curricular developments, approve change in a discipline, correspond to program advancement, sustain achievement, and increase the profundity of students’ development (Ingersoll and May, 2012; Robinson and Edwards, 2012; Mee and Haverback, 2014; Sorensen and McKim, 2014; McKim and Velez, 2016). This construct has been identified and approved to be one of the most essential variables for the future success of education at all levels (Pourtousi and Ghanizadeh, 2020). To make commitment possible in educational contexts, administrators and principals need to establish a positive and caring climate in which teachers feel safe and appreciated so that they can stay loyal to the school and the job.



The Characteristics of a Committed Teacher

There are several features characterizing a teacher who has a commitment to his/her profession. A committed teacher is passionate and zealous about teaching and students’ learning (Mustafa et al., 2020). Such teachers try to inspire their pupils to be more willing to achieve. Moreover, teachers with commitment provide their students with imaginative instructional techniques that can generate higher degree of success and eagerness to learn among students (Fink, 2003). Additionally, committed teachers are powerful in producing energy and engagement in the classroom by motivating students to be involved in school exercises (Lu, 2021). Another feature of a committed teacher is being receptive to others’ ideas and beliefs that help him/her execute the task of teaching more efficiently (Huang et al., 2016; Altun, 2017). The ability to establish an operational learning environment for students to learn and academically improve is another feature of a committed teacher (Peterson and Skiba, 2000). Likewise, a teacher with commitment has the enthusiasm to take extra tasks and duties in his/her obligations to meet long-term and short-term objectives of the school (Sarikaya and Erdogan, 2016). Moreover, committed teachers have strong mental connections with their job, work with affection, are dedicated to the faculty, constantly endeavor to improve, seek greatness in executing their duty, and are adroit in interpersonal communication skills (Dannetta, 2002; Smith, 2010; Lu, 2021; Xie and Derakhshan, 2021).



The Measurement of Psychological Empowerment, Optimism, and Commitment

In order to measure the psycho-emotional constructs of PE, optimism, and commitment, the extant literature has mainly used questionnaires and qualitative research instruments are scant, if any. With regard to PE, the most popular scale was designed and validated by Spreitzer (1995) including 12 items under four sub-categories of meaning, competence, self-determination, and impact that assess the perceptions of PE. It follows a 5-point Likert scale enjoying high degrees of reliability (0.80) and validity as approved by more than 50 studies (Amundsen and Martinsen, 2015; Gong et al., 2020). More recently, Van Dop et al. (2016) developed a new questionnaire for measuring PE using Zimmerman’s (1995) theory of PE. It is comprised of 28 items presented in a 5-point Likert scale and divided into three dimensions of intrapersonal, interactional, and behavioral dimensions.

In a similar vein, the measurement of optimism has been largely done by scales including the Expanded Attributional Style Questionnaire developed by Peterson and Villanova (1988), the Life Orientation Test (Scheier and Carver, 1985), and the Vision about the Future scale (Ginevra et al., 2016). Likewise, Hoy et al. (2008) developed a comprehensive scale including 40 items measuring academic optimism on the basis of a 5-point Likert scale. Nevertheless, some scholars in the past decade began measuring optimism qualitatively using interviews (e.g., Nota et al., 2015) yet this area is still limited to self-reported scales.

Similarly, available studies on teacher commitment have benefited from questionnaires to assess the level of commitment among their participants. The most common scales include that of Thien et al. (2014) who validated a scale for teacher commitment in Malaysia. Their scale had 13 items spread along four dimensions (i.e., Commitment to School, Commitment to Students, Commitment to Teaching, and Commitment to Profession) following a 6-point Likert scale. Another scale to assess teacher commitment is the Vocational Exploration and Commitment Scale designed by Blustein et al. (1989) that includes 19 items presented in a 7-point Likert scale. Likewise, teacher commitment has been measured via the Work Commitment Index proposed by Blau et al. (1993). This questionnaire encompasses 17 items on a 6-point Likert scale assessing the personal, emotional, and motivational commitment of teachers. In addition to these quantitative tools, prompts, open-ended questions, and scenarios have also been used to measure teacher commitment (Chesnut, 2017). Still, the use of qualitative research instruments to measure these three constructs is its infancy calling for more empirical studies across the world.



Empirical Studies

After the crystallization of the constructs of PE, optimism, and commitment together with the development of research instruments to gauge them, many empirical studies have been carried out to unpack their relationship with other psych-emotional variables. As for teacher PE, research indicates that it is correlated with psychological capital, job involvement, satisfaction, retention, work performance, motivation, creativity, leadership, autonomy, self-determination, wellbeing, self-efficacy, and work attachment (Degago, 2014; Khany and Tazik, 2015; Ahmed and Malik, 2019; Kõiv et al., 2019; Singh and Kaur, 2019; Çelik and Servet, 2020; Ma et al., 2021). Moreover, in Iran, Rezaei et al. (2015) ran a correlational study with 200 primary school teachers and identified that PE has a significant and positive relationship with psychological capital and its dimensions. Likewise, in their recent study, Tsang et al. (2022) distributed a questionnaire among 322 primary and secondary school teachers in China and found that PE is negatively correlated with teacher burnout. Moreover, they identified that two dimensions of PE (i.e., meaning, competence) mediated the association between structural empowerment and teacher burnout. A problem with the current studies is that they have mostly utilized one-shot, correlational research designs without exploring the depth of the relationship between PE and teacher-related variables.

Another area that teacher PE can influence or be associated with is teacher optimism or having a positive outlook of the future. Although it is axiomatic that when a person is psychologically empowered he/she is more likely to have a positive view of the future than someone who is psychologically weak at workplace, few studies (if any) have strived to test their relationship. Yet, the construct of optimism has been approved to increase teachers’ resilience, efficacy, enthusiasm, and work engagement (Lu, 2021; Dong and Xu, 2022). Both teacher PE and optimism have also been found to affect several teachers’ work-related outcomes like job satisfaction, and commitment (Lee and Nie, 2014). However, most of the existing body of research has gleaned the pertinent data via qualitative instruments in a short period of time. This necessitates the conduction of qualitative and mixed-methods studies.

Additionally, research shows that teacher commitment has a close relationship with self-regulation, academic success, motivation, and self-efficacy (Royaei and Ghanizadeh, 2016; Chesnut, 2017; Pourtousi and Ghanizadeh, 2020). Likewise, teacher commitment to teaching has been claimed to counterbalance the desire to quit the job (Klassen and Chiu, 2011). Despite these correlational studies signifying the association among teacher PE, optimism, commitment many psycho-emotional variables, the way these three factors operationalize and work in EFL/ESL contexts have been ignored, to date. In other words, how and in what ways a psychologically empowered teacher can elevate his/her optimism and commitment to teaching is not still scientifically clear. To cast some light on this gap, the present article was a bid to theoretically analyze these constructs and their interaction in an effort to add fresh insights to the intersection of teacher psychology and teacher education in EFL/ESL milieus.



Concluding Remarks

In this theoretical review, it was argued that EFL/ESL teachers’ PE and optimism have a close relationship with commitment to work. The belief is that psychologically empowered L2 teachers are more resourceful in dealing with many challenges of the profession. Hence, they are resilient and optimistic about the coming events of their job. As they are mentally powerful, they see the positive sides of their job and feel a sense of belonging and loyalty to teaching. Based on these, it is argued that this theoretical review is of help to L2 teachers who realize the impact and role of psych-emotional factors in their occupation and instruction. They can work on activities that boost their mental strengths that generate many other positive outcomes. Teacher trainers can also use the ideas pinpointed in this review to design and offer professional development programs to EFL/ESL teachers in order to psychologically and emotionally empower them before or during their teaching career. In such courses, trainers can present EFL/ESL teachers various techniques and activities through which the teachers can maintain and develop their level of PE, optimism, and commitment. Moreover, L2 scholars can use this study as a starting point to further explore the interaction of the three variables covered in this study using qualitative instruments such as interviews, diaries, audio journals, portfolios, and observations. Moreover, cross-cultural studies can be conducted to see the role of cultural factors (e.g., individualism, collectivism, adaptability, socialization, cultural identity, ethnicity, etc.) in determining these constructs. Future research can also compensate for the current limitations in this area, namely self-reported data, self-flattery of participants, small sample size, and limited generalizability of associational studies. Finally, further studies are recommended to develop models for the implementation of teacher PE, optimism, and commitment specialized for L2 education which involves many complications.
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