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College of Education, Zhongyuan Institute of Science and Technology, Zhengzhou, China

Introduction: This study delves into the influence of perceived teacher caring
on the wellbeing of Chinese English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students, with a
specific focus on the potential mediating effect of grit. With a sample size of 748
EFL students hailing from diverse Chinese universities, we aimed to shed light on
the connections between perceived teacher caring, student wellbeing, and the
mediating factor of grit.

Methods: To address our research questions, we collected data through self-
report questionnaires that gauged perceived teacher caring, student wellbeing,
and levels of grit. By utilizing structural equation modeling, we were able to
rigorously assess both the direct and indirect impacts of teacher caring on student
wellbeing.

Results: Our analysis uncovered a noteworthy and positive correlation between
perceived teacher caring and student wellbeing. Furthermore, our findings
indicated that grit plays a significant mediating role in this relationship. This
suggests that students who exhibit higher levels of grit are more inclined to
experience heightened levels of wellbeing.

Discussion: The outcomes of this study underscore the significance of nurturing
positive teacher-student relationships within the EFL context. The identification
of grit as a mediator emphasizes its role in fostering enhanced student wellbeing.
These findings collectively emphasize the intertwined nature of teacher caring,
grit, and student wellbeing. Educators should consider these insights for their
teaching practices, while researchers can use this study as a foundation for further
investigations in this domain.

perceived teacher caring, student wellbeing, Chinese EFL students, grit, mediating role,
teacher-student relationships

Introduction

The incorporation of positive psychology into second language acquisition (SLA) research
has shed light on the significant benefits that positive emotions and individual differences can
bring to both language learners and instructors (Dewaele et al., 2019; Li, 2020; Fathi et al.,
2023a). Within language classrooms, the quality and quantity of teacher-student interactions
play a crucial role, and the emotional and relational dynamics between second language (L2)
instructors and students underscore the importance of employing positive interpersonal
indicators to influence L2 students positively and foster the development of favorable academic
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attitudes, such as engagement (Maclntyre et al., 2016; Mercer and
Gkonou, 2020; Xie and Derakhshan, 2021; Fathi et al., 2023b).

Furthermore, the concept of well-being, as another key aspect
of positive psychology, has been linked to personal growth and
enhanced health outcomes (Anderson and Graham, 2016; Wang
etal., 2021). Well-being encompasses feelings of joy, fulfillment, and
good health, reflecting a strong sense of purpose or meaning, sound
mental well-being, effective stress management, and high levels of
life satisfaction (Biicker et al., 2018; Braun et al., 2020; Collie, 2022;
Nalipay et al., 2022). Despite the growing recognition of the positive
influence of teacher-student interactions and well-being in language
learning environments (Longobardi et al., 2021; Fabris et al., 2022),
there remains a gap in understanding the specific relationship
between perceived teacher caring and student well-being in the
context of Chinese English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students.

Teacher care, a crucial variable in this study, plays a pivotal role in
the context of L2 education, where instructors profoundly influence
students’ perceptions of equality and engagement (Glkonou and Miller,
2019; Pishghadam et al., 2019; Lavy and Naama-Ghanayim, 2020; Yan,
2021). The concept of care, originally introduced by Noddings (1984),
revolves around the relationship between the caregiver and the one
receiving care. In the context of education, teacher care refers to
teachers’ actions that foster positive relationships with their students
and demonstrate awareness and sensitivity to their emotional needs
(Lewis et al., 2012; Gabry$-Barker, 2016; Derakhshan et al., 2022). In
other words, teacher care encompasses instructor-initiated activities
that nurture close interpersonal connections with students, reflecting
perceptions of closeness, responsiveness to students’ needs, and
compassion between teachers and pupils (Noddings, 2012; Miller and
Gkonou, 2023). The significance of teacher care is underscored by
Laletas and Reupert (2016) who assert that “neither pedagogy nor
discipline strategy would be effective without care” (p. 496).
Considering its undeniable importance, exploring the impact of
teacher care on student wellbeing in the context of Chinese EFL
students becomes a critical avenue for research, and this study aims to
fill this gap.

The third variable examined in this study is grit, which
encompasses qualities of perseverance, tenacity, and enthusiasm
essential for accomplishing long-term goals. Grit can be viewed as a
multifaceted construct, comprising both persistence in effort and
constancy in interest (Duckworth et al., 2007; Teimouri et al., 2022).
Persistence of effort involves a willingness to make continuous efforts
and work diligently when faced with challenges and setbacks, while
consistency of interest relates to maintaining enthusiasm and interest
in pursuing goals, even in the face of difficulties (Duckworth and
Quinn, 2009; Li, 2020; Sudina et al., 2021). Notably, grit is malleable,
meaning that it can be strengthened through guidance and
interventions in educational settings. This adaptability of grit holds
particular promise in language classrooms, where L2 instructors can
support students in developing their grit to navigate challenges during
the language learning process (Clark and Malecki, 2019; Sudina and
Plonsky, 2021).

Although previous studies have separately investigated the
variables mentioned above, this study aims to explore the impact of
perceived teacher caring on student wellbeing in EFL students while
considering the role of grit. In other words, there’s still a lack of
understanding regarding the specific relationship between perceived
teacher caring and student wellbeing in the context of EFL students,
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especially in China. This study aims to bridge this gap by focusing on
the unique challenges and dynamics present in the EFL learning
environment in China. Another aspect that has received limited
attention in the education context is the role of grit as a mediator
between perceived teacher caring and student wellbeing. This research
seeks to shed light on how grit might influence the link between
teacher-student relationships and students’ psychological and
emotional wellbeing in EFL settings. Via addressing these gaps, the
study offers valuable insights for educators and policymakers, helping
them create more supportive and enriching learning experiences for
EFL students, ultimately fostering their overall wellbeing and
academic success.

Literature review
Positive psychology

According to the flourishing of positive psychology in SLA,
researchers have adopted a constructive approach to enhance the
physical, personal, and interpersonal aspects of life for L2 instructors
and learners (Maclntyre et al., 2016; Fathi et al., 2023b). This positive
orientation is believed to positively influence students’ interest in
achieving academic goals in the L2 setting (Dewaele et al., 2019;
Zhang et al., 2023). Li (2020) highlights a “positive renaissance” in
SLA studies over the past decade, prompting a shift from focusing on
negative emotions (e.g., boredom and anxiety) to positive emotions
(e.g., engagement and grit) (Resnik and Dewaele, 2020; Cheng and
Liu, 2022; Mystkowska-Wiertelak, 2022; Teimouri et al., 2022; Zhang
etal, 2022; Fathi et al., 2023a). In alignment with this trend, Mercer
etal. (2018) introduced the concept of “Positive Language Education,”
which combines language learning with positive pedagogy, advocating
for kindness and compassion to foster wellbeing in the L2 environment
(Mohammad Hosseini et al., 2022). This psychological support
enhances feelings of closeness and involvement for both L2 instructors
and learners (Mercer and Dornyei, 2020).

Xie and Derakhshan (2021) propose that instructors can enhance
students’ positive educational outcomes by cultivating positive
teacher-student interpersonal factors. They highlight the significance
of establishing a pleasurable educational setting by demonstrating
regard and concern for students, promoting positive teacher-student
connections, and cultivating enthusiasm for the language being
taught. Given the emotionally charged nature of language instruction,
positive emotions serve as favorable indicators of students’ language
acquisition. Language teachers play a pivotal role in boosting students’
sense of fulfillment, broadening their perspectives, and fostering
language learning (Dewacele et al., 2019; Derakhshan et al., 2022;
Mystkowska-Wiertelak, 2022).

Well-being

Student well-being in educational contexts is of paramount
importance as it directly influences students’ overall development,
academic success, and lifelong learning outcomes (Upsher et al.,
2022). A positive and supportive learning environment plays a crucial
role in fostering students’ emotional, psychological, and social well-
being (Biicker et al., 2018). When students feel cared for, respected,
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and valued by their teachers and peers, they are more likely to
be engaged, motivated, and eager to participate in classroom activities
(Anderson and Graham, 2016; Morinaj and Hascher, 2019). This, in
turn, enhances their academic performance and helps create a
conducive atmosphere for effective learning. Moreover, student well-
being is closely linked to their mental health and resilience, enabling
them to cope with stress, challenges, and setbacks, and promoting a
sense of belonging and connectedness within the educational
community (Harding et al., 2019; Braun et al., 2020).

Collie (2022) identifies happiness, propensity, and health as key
elements contributing to well-being. Ryff (1989) outlines six crucial
components, including accepting oneself, having a purpose in life,
personal development, positive relationships with others,
independence, and environmental mastery, that collectively define
well-being. Seligman’s (2011) well-being model, PERMA (Positive
Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and
Accomplishment), emphasizes the most significant aspects of well-
being (Mercer and Gregersen, 2020). Talbot and Mercer (2018)
emphasize that teachers with high levels of well-being are more likely
to be successful in their teaching practice, exhibit greater engagement,
and effectively navigate challenges in their profession.

In the context of language acquisition and instruction,
understanding and fostering the health of both students and
instructors in L2 education is vital, as highlighted by Wang et al.
(2021). Well-being has been linked to various positive outcomes, such
as increased enjoyment of foreign languages among students,
improved emotion regulation, and enhanced fulfillment in the
classroom for instructors (Greenier et al., 2021). Dewaele et al. (2018)
conducted research on EFL/ESL instructors, exploring the connections
between emotional intelligence, teaching experience, knowledge, and
instructional methods, while considering well-being as a reliable
psychological construct. Their findings suggest that enhancing the
emotional intelligence of EFL instructors can positively impact their
passion for the language, pedagogical expertise, and overall
professional well-being. Additionally, the study revealed a positive
correlation between instructors’ engagement with learners and their
well-being. Maclntyre et al. (2019) further investigated language
instructors’ well-being using a mixed-methods approach, aligning
with Seligman’s PERMA model and Goldberg’s Big Five Personality
model. The study concluded that perceived positive emotions,
engagement, positive relationships, meaning, and accomplishment
significantly influenced language instructors’ well-being. Furthermore,
language instructors’ well-being was found to be positively associated
with agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability, intellect,
and extraversion. However, qualitative analysis highlighted a severe
workload and limited financial support as primary factors endangering

language instructors’ well-being.

Teacher care

Teacher care plays a pivotal role in the educational journey,
shaping students’ academic and personal growth by fostering a
positive and nurturing atmosphere in the classroom (Lewis et al.,
2012; Ramberg et al., 2019). This aspect encompasses emotional
support, attention, and empathy extended by teachers to their students
(Teven, 2007; Longobardi et al, 2021). Creating a learning
environment grounded in teacher care involves acknowledging
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individual students’ unique needs, building trust, and cultivating
rapport within the learning community (Teven and McCroskey, 1997).
The significance of teacher care is underscored by a growing body of
research highlighting its positive effects on various student outcomes,
including heightened engagement, motivation, and academic
achievement (Muller, 2001; Sun, 2021). When students sense genuine
care and value from their teachers, a sense of security and support
emerges, contributing to an enriched learning experience (Lavy and
Naama-Ghanayim, 2020). Furthermore, teacher care is intricately
connected to students’ emotional and social development, fostering a
sense of belonging and connection within the educational setting
(Miller and Gkonou, 2023).

Recent investigations have accentuated the instrumental role of
teacher-student relationships and a positive classroom atmosphere in
enhancing students’ outcomes. For instance, Sulla and Rollo (2023)
conducted a study exploring the effect of a short course on Italian
primary school teachers’ praise rates and its impact on pupils’ on-task
behavior. Their findings demonstrated the direct correlation between
teachers’ nurturing approach and students’ improved behavior,
reaffirming the role of teacher care in cultivating a conducive
learning environment.

In the context of language education, teacher care holds
particular importance. Mercer and Gkonou (2020) emphasize the
significance of teacher care in fostering effective teacher-learner
connections within English language classrooms. Moskowitz’s
(1978) study illustrates how caring actions by language instructors
can catalyze L2 improvement, emotional growth, and well-being
among students within the framework of positive psychology. The
concept of “teacher clarity” further aligns with teacher care,
promoting enhanced communication between instructors and
students, which leads to improved comprehension and engagement,
thereby fostering a strong teacher-student connection (Yan, 2021).
Additionally, researchers like Cakir (2015) and Xie and Derakhshan
(2021) have defined teacher immediacy as a collection of verbal and
nonverbal strategies employed by instructors to establish a sense of
connection with their students. Also, the recent investigation by
Sulla and Rollo (2023) further attests to the direct influence of a
nurturing teacher-student relationship on students’ behavior and
engagement. As we delve into the intricacies of teacher-student
relationships and classroom dynamics, it becomes evident that
teacher care serves as a cornerstone for fostering a positive and
productive learning environment.

According to Pishghadam etal. (2015), L2 teacher care comprises
three key elements: unbiased relationships with students, appropriate
feedback, and teacher stroke. Biased relationships occur when
language instructors favor some students over others, leading to
unequal treatment (Derakhshan et al., 2022). Language instructors
demonstrate care through active listening and providing feedback to
students, offering information on their performance in language
acquisition tasks (Noddings, 2012). The final aspect of teacher care is
teacher stroke, which involves language instructors taking actions to
demonstrate their awareness of students’ presence and concern for
them in the L2 setting (Pishghadam et al., 2015). In a study by
Pishghadam et al. (2019), the impact of teacher stroke on
undergraduate TEFL college students” willingness to participate in L2
classes showed a statistically significant positive association between
the two elements. Additionally, Banse and Palacios (2018) found that
when students perceived high levels of care and control from
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instructors, grit was significantly connected to their success in English
and language arts.

Grit

Grit is a non-cognitive personality trait associated with academic
and personal achievements, encompassing two components:
perseverance of efforts (PE) and consistency of interest (CI)
(Duckworth et al., 2007; McCain, 2017; Credé, 2018). PE involves the
ability to persist and achieve competence despite facing setbacks,
while CI is essential for sustained practice and mastery, both of which
significantly impact achievement (Credé et al., 2017; Duckworth et al,
2021). Within the context of L2 education, grit has been linked to
accomplishment, enjoyment, and willingness to communicate (Akos
and Kretchmar, 2017; Khajavy et al., 2021; Alamer, 2022; Teimouri
et al., 2022; Mikami, 2023).

However, it is important to note that there has been a measure of
controversy surrounding the measurement of grit. Notably, while the
two-factor structure (PE and CI) has been validated in numerous
studies (Duckworth et al., 2007; McCain, 2017; Credé, 2018), some
recent research has proposed a one-dimensional structure of grit
(Sulla et al., 2018; Postigo et al., 2021). For instance, Postigo et al.
(2021) and Sulla et al. (2018) have reported findings consistent with a
single-dimensional interpretation of grit. This controversy has also
been recognized by the authors themselves (Duckworth et al., 2021)
in a commentary on the factor structure of grit. This variability in
conceptualization and measurement could potentially introduce a
degree of ambiguity in certain aspects of grit’s nature and its impact
on various outcomes. Therefore, it is prudent to acknowledge that
while the two-factor structure of grit is widely accepted, ongoing
debates about its dimensionality underscore the complexity and
evolving nature of this construct.

Recent investigations have illuminated the role of grit in academic
contexts, reinforcing its significance as a predictor of achievement. For
instance, Sulla et al. (2022) conducted a study exploring university
students” online learning. Their findings underscored the positive
influence of grit on academic performance, suggesting that students
with higher levels of grit exhibited greater resilience and adaptability
in the face of challenging circumstances. Furthermore, Yang et al.
(2022) delved into the contribution of buoyancy and self-efficacy to
L2 grit among EFL learners. Their results indicated that these factors,
alongside grit, collectively contribute to learners’ persistence and
dedication, offering valuable insights into the multifaceted nature of
grit’s impact on academic endeavors.

In an innovative investigation, Lake (2013) explored the attributes
of perseverance using the general domain scale in the L2 context. The
outcomes revealed that learners with higher levels of determination
reveal a greater willingness to dedicate time and effort to mastering
L2. Similarly, Changlek and Palanukulwong (2015) delved into the
impact of grit and motivation on the English language proficiency of
180 Thai students. They discovered a robust and positive association
between grit and motivation, particularly among the most
accomplished individuals. Kramer et al. (2018) found a moderate
correlation between participants’ language proficiency and grit in
Japanese learners. Moreover, Robins (2019) revealed a significant
connection between grit and the EFL students’ GPA.
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Wei et al. (2019) investigated the relationship between grit and
English language achievement among Chinese secondary school
students, revealing a weak but positive correlation between the two.
Similarly, Wei et al. (2020) explored socio-biographical factors, such
as multilingualism, age, and gender, and their connection to L2 grit in
the Chinese context. Elahi Shirvan et al. (2021) conducted a
longitudinal study on L2 grit and foreign language enjoyment, finding
a growing pattern of association between these two components. Li
and Dewacele (2021) emphasized the significance of the learning
environment and observed that overall grit in the context of online
English language training affects classroom anxiety in foreign
language learning. Additionally, Resnik et al. (2021) discovered that
L2 grit served as a correlate of pleasure in learning a foreign language.

Regarding domain-specific PE and CI, Sudina and Plonsky (2021)
found that PE demonstrated better criterion validity for students’
accomplishment in the language domain, compared to CI, in their
examination of the relationship between language learning grit and L2
and L3 achievement. Khajavy and Aghaee (2022) tested the
relationship between L2 grit and L2 achievement, considering other
related factors, and found that while PE alone could predict L2
achievement, neither PE nor CI could do so when emotions and
personal bests were taken into account. Credé and Tynan (2021) assert
that persistence and passion are essential for language acquisition, but
they are not sufficient on their own, suggesting the need for
considering additional factors in the study of L2 grit (Alamer, 2021,
2022; Oxford and Khajavy, 2021).

The structural model

Figure 1 presents the hypothesized model for the study, which
explores the relationship between perceived teacher caring, student
wellbeing, and the mediating role of grit among Chinese EFL students.
The model posits that perceived teacher caring directly impacts
student wellbeing and also indirectly influences wellbeing through the
mediating variable of grit.

It is hypothesized that higher levels of perceived teacher caring
will be positively associated with greater student wellbeing, based on
previous research emphasizing the significance of teacher-student
relationships in enhancing student outcomes (Lewis et al., 2012;
Ramberg et al., 2019; Lavy and Naama-Ghanayim, 2020; Longobardi
etal, 2021; Lin et al,, 2022). Grit, the proposed mediating variable, is
expected to play a crucial role in the relationship between perceived
teacher caring and student wellbeing. Grit encompasses the traits of
perseverance and passion for long-term goals, which may enable
students to better cope with challenges and maintain a sense of
purpose and determination in their academic pursuits (Duckworth

Teacher care

Wellbeing

FIGURE 1
The structural model.
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et al., 2007; Credé and Tynan, 2021; Sudina et al., 2021). The model
posits that perceived teacher caring might positively influence
students’ grit levels, as caring teachers are likely to foster a supportive
and encouraging learning environment that nurtures students’
resilience and perseverance (Muller, 2001; Lewis et al., 2012).

Furthermore, it is hypothesized that higher levels of grit will, in
turn, positively impact student wellbeing. Gritty individuals are
believed to exhibit greater psychological resilience, higher levels of
engagement, and a more positive outlook on life, which can contribute
to overall wellbeing (Credé et al., 2017; Duckworth et al., 2021). The
hypothesized relationships between perceived teacher caring, grit, and
student wellbeing are supported by previous research emphasizing the
role of teacher caring in fostering positive student outcomes and the
positive impact of grit on academic achievement and emotional well-
being (Teven and McCroskey, 1997; Teven, 2007; Pianta et al., 2012;
Sun, 2021).

Methods
Participants and procedure

A carefully planned stratified sampling technique was employed
to ensure the representation of a diverse group of participants. The
initial survey encompassed 748 college students drawn from six
universities across distinct regions of China: northeastern, eastern,
and northwestern. The inclusion of one key national university and
one ordinary university from each region contributed to a well-
balanced selection, enhancing the robustness of our sample.

The sample consisted of freshmen and sophomores who were
pursuing majors other than English. Out of the total sample, 426
participants (approximately 57%) identified themselves as female,
while 322 individuals (approximately 43%) identified as male.
Participants’ ages ranged from 19 to 2lyears, resulting in a
homogeneous age group for analytical purposes.

In China, college-level English courses are typically included as
part of the curriculum for all students, regardless of their majors.
These English courses serve a twofold purpose: first, to cultivate and
enhance students’ English language proficiency, and second, to
facilitate effective cross-disciplinary communication skills. To
ensure the sample’s homogeneity, juniors and seniors were not
included as they were not obligated to take college English as a
mandatory course. Additionally, English majors were excluded to
mitigate potential confounding variables stemming from variations
in course selection and learning outcomes. This approach further
bolstered the representativeness of the sample, aligning with the
study’s objectives.

The participants’ involvement in the study was purely voluntary
and had no bearing on their academic performance. The recruitment
process adhered to ethical guidelines and was conducted with
transparency. The data collection period spanned for about 5weeks,
during which access to the participating universities was granted
through established academic connections. The data collection
process was integrated into participants’ regular classes, ensuring
minimal disruption to their academic schedules. Questionnaires,
organized as booklets, were distributed to participants. Before
commencing the questionnaire, researchers provided a comprehensive
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overview of the study’s aims, emphasizing confidentiality and the
voluntary nature of participation. Informed consent was obtained
from all participants prior to questionnaire administration. Clear
instructions were reiterated verbally to participants, emphasizing the
importance of basing responses on recent and/or memorable
experiences from English classes. Approximately 15min were
allocated for questionnaire completion, ensuring a manageable
timeframe for participants.

Instruments

Student well-being

Student well-being was measured using the Satisfaction with Life
Scale (SWL; Diener et al,, 1985). The SWL consists of five items
assessing individuals’ satisfaction with their life, such as “I am satisfied
with my life” Participants rated their agreement with each item on a
seven-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). The internal consistency of the scale was deemed
satisfactory, with a Cronbach’ alpha coefficient of 0.81.

Teacher care

The Teacher Care Scale (TC-S) developed by Gallagher et al.
(2019) was utilized to assess the positive aspects of teacher-student
relationships, particularly teacher caring. The TC-S consists of six
items that measure students’ perceptions of their teachers’ support and
level of care. Participants responded to these items using a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (not true at all) to 5 (very true). To
calculate a composite score for perceived teacher caring, the mean of
the six items was calculated for each student. Gallagher et al. (2019)
reported a high level of internal consistency for this scale («=0.88),
indicating its reliability.

Grit

The L2 grit scale developed by Teimouri et al. (2022) was
employed to measure foreign language grit. This scale consists of 9
items that assess two sub-scales: consistency of interest (CI) and
perseverance of effort (PE). Participants rated their agreement with
each item on a five-point Likert scale. The CI sub-scale includes 4
items that capture the fluctuation of interest in learning English over
time. The PE sub-scale comprises 5 items that reflect the individual’s
level of dedication and effort in mastering English pronunciation.
Teimouri et al. (2022) reported satisfactory construct validity and
demonstrated acceptable reliability coefficients for the different
sub-scales of this scale. The reliability of the scale in this study was
satisfactory (a=0.84).

Instrument pre-testing

To ensure a comprehensive understanding of the instrument
items, a meticulous pre-testing or initial piloting phase was conducted
prior to the primary data collection. This crucial step was undertaken
to align the research instruments with the linguistic capacities of
our participants.

During this pre-testing phase, a group of 35 participants
thoughtfully engaged with the questionnaires and provided valuable
feedback. This iterative process allowed for a thorough examination
of the clarity of each item and facilitated the identification of potential
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areas of confusion. The feedback gathered during the pre-testing phase
affirmed the instruments’ clarity and intelligibility for the participants.
The positive responses received from participants underscored their
unequivocal understanding of the questionnaire items and their ability
to provide insightful and meaningful responses.

Data collection

The data collection process for this study involved the distribution
of questionnaires to participants during their regular classes. The
questionnaires were provided in a physical format, organized as a
booklet to facilitate easy completion. Prior to distributing the
questionnaires, the researchers provided a thorough explanation of the
research objectives and reassured the participants that their participation
was voluntary and confidential. It was explicitly emphasized that their
involvement in the study would have no impact on their academic
performance. Only those who provided informed consent were given
the questionnaire to complete. To ensure clarity and understanding, the
researchers verbally reiterated the instructions written on the
questionnaire. Participants were instructed to base their responses on
their experiences in a recent and/or memorable English class. They were
allocated approximately 15min to complete the questionnaire.

Data analysis

Data analysis for this study was conducted using Maximum
Likelihood Estimation (MLE) in SPSS (Version 26) and Amos
(Version 26). Before conducting the analysis, a comprehensive
assessment of the data was performed to address missing data,
outliers, and multivariate normality. The rate of missing data was
minimal, approximately 0.08%, and the Missing Completely at
Random (MCAR) test using Little’s test confirmed the complete
randomness of the missing data (y*=562.78, p=0.387). To handle the
missing data, Expectation Maximization (EM), a robust and suitable
estimation technique for Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), was
utilized for data imputation (Little and Rhemtulla, 2013).

Univariate outliers were identified by examining scatter plots and
Z-standardized values. The assumption of normality was met, as
indicated by skewness and kurtosis values within the acceptable range
of =2 and +2 (Kline, 2023) (see Table 1). Furthermore, multivariate
outliers were assessed using Mahalanobis distances (Tabachnick et al,,
2013). Following these initial checks, a total of 11 cases were excluded

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics.

Constructs ‘ 1 ‘ P ‘ 3
1. Teacher caring 1

2. Grit 0.53%* 1

3. Wellbeing 0.41%%* 0.46%* 1

4. Mean 3.66 3.26 4.03
5.SD 0.71 0.79 0.94
6. Skewedness —0.46 —0.14 —-0.16
7. Kurtosis -0.52 —-0.56 -0.47

#p<0.05, **p<0.01.
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from the analysis, resulting in a final dataset comprising 737
participants. To ensure the construct validity of the questionnaires
across diverse contexts and specialized fields, three separate
Confirmatory Factor Analyses (CFAs) were conducted. The results
indicated satisfactory model fit, supporting the validity of the
questionnaires (Table 2). Finally, SEM was employed to analyze the
mediating role of teacher grit in the relationship between teacher
growth mindset and teacher well-being. Several fit indices were used
to assess the model’s goodness of fit. The y*-goodness of fit to the
degree of freedom (df) ratio was evaluated, with a good fit considered
when the ratio was less than 3, and the value of p greater than 0.05.
Additionally, the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) and Comparative Fit
Index (CFI) values were examined, with values of 0.90 or higher
indicating a good fit. Furthermore, the Root-Mean-Square Error of
Approximation (RMSEA) was assessed, with a value of less than 0.08
considered indicative of a good fit, as well as the Standardized Root-
Mean-Square Residual (SRMR), with a value of less than 0.10 (Hu and
Bentler, 1999; Tabachnick et al., 2013; Kline, 2023).

Results

In the present study, descriptive statistics were computed to
examine the means and standard deviations of the three variables. The
mean scores for teacher caring were 3.82+0.73 for males and
3.91+0.67 for females. Regarding L2 grit, the mean scores were
3.19+0.78 for males and 3.22+0.72 for females. For the variable of
wellbeing, the mean scores were 4.18+0.88 for males and 4.16+0.85
for females. Independent samples t-tests were conducted to compare
the means between genders. The results indicated no significant
gender differences in wellbeing [#(746) =—0.764, p=0.389], teacher
caring [#(746)=-0.315, p=0.679], and L2 grit [#(746)=—-0.622,
p=0.602].

Table 2 provides an overview of the first-order confirmatory
factor analyses (CFAs) conducted to assess the reliability and goodness
of fit of the wellbeing, care, and grit measurement scales. The results
of the CFAs demonstrate that all three measurement scales exhibit
favorable model fit. Additionally, the reliability coefficients () of the
wellbeing, care, and grit scales are reported as 0.81, 0.88, and 0.84,
respectively, indicating satisfactory internal consistency. Overall, the
results of the CFAs and the reliability indices suggest that the
measurement scales possess favorable psychometric properties,
their
corresponding constructs.

supporting suitability for measuring the

Table 1 illustrates the descriptive statistics for the key constructs
of teacher caring, grit, and wellbeing in the study. The interrelationships
among these constructs were examined, shedding light on their
associations and providing important insights into the research
variables. The construct of teacher caring exhibited significant positive
correlations with both grit [r(746)=0.53, p<0.01] and wellbeing
[1(746)=0.41, p<0.05], as hypothesized. Similarly, grit showed a
significant positive correlation with wellbeing [r(746) =0.46, p <0.01].
These correlation coefficients indicate the strength and direction of
the relationships between the constructs, supporting the underlying
theoretical framework. In terms of the descriptive statistics, the mean
score for teacher caring was 3.66 (SD=0.71), while the mean scores
for grit and wellbeing were 3.26 (SD=0.79) and 4.03 (SD=0.94),
respectively.
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TABLE 2 Results of CFA.

10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1260827

CMIN DF CMIN/DF P CFl RMSEA SRMR o
Wellbeing 85.124 48 1.774 <0.001 0.956 0.073 0.043 0.81
Care 110.352 72 1.531 <0.001 0.972 0.041 0.035 0.88
Grit 160.745 94 1.709 <0.001 0.967 0.049 0.039 0.84
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FIGURE 2
The final model.

Afterwards, SEM was used to examine the mediating role of L2
grit in the association between teacher caring and student wellbeing.
To evaluate the indirect effects, a resampling technique known as
bootstrap resampling was utilized with 500 iterations. This widely
accepted method in SEM allows for the assessment of the sampling
distribution and facilitates the examination of the indirect effects
(Hayes, 2009). The model’ fit to the data, investigating the mediating
role of grit in the relationship between perceived teacher care and
wellbeing, was assessed using several fit indices. The analysis revealed
that the proposed model demonstrated a good fit to the data based on
the following fit indices: y*/df=1.613, CFI=0.949, TLI=0.944,
IFI1=0.947, RMSEA =0.039, and SRMR =0.043. These indices indicate
that the model adequately captures the relationships among the
variables and is consistent with the observed data. The goodness-of-fit
indices suggest that the proposed model provides an accurate
representation of the theoretical framework being examined.

To better understand the relationships within the proposed
model, Figure 2 presents the standardized parameter estimates. These
estimates provide information about the strength and direction of the
paths connecting teacher caring, L2 grit, and student wellbeing.

Also, Table 3 presents the path estimates of the structural model
examining the effect of perceived teacher caring on student wellbeing
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in EFL students, with grit as a potential mediator. In terms of the
direct effects, the path from teacher caring to student wellbeing
yielded a significant positive effect (f=0.356, p <0.001). Similarly, the
path from teacher caring to grit showed a significant positive effect
(#=0.571, p<0.001). Moreover, the path from grit to student
wellbeing was also found to have a significant positive effect (f=0.439,
p<0.001).

Regarding the indirect effect, the pathway from teacher caring to
grit to student wellbeing revealed a significant positive effect,
indicating that grit partially mediates the relationship between teacher
caring and student wellbeing (f=0.250, p<0.001). The combined
influence of teacher care and L2 grit, calculated by summing the
squared path coefficients from teacher care to student wellbeing and
from grit to student wellbeing (0.356% +0.439% = 0.3197), accounted
for 31.97% of the variability observed in student wellbeing, suggesting
that there are additional factors beyond teacher care and grit that
contribute to the remaining variance. These findings suggest that
perceived teacher caring has a direct positive influence on student
wellbeing and also indirectly affects student wellbeing through the
mediating role of grit. The statistically significant coefficients and their
corresponding confidence intervals provide support for the proposed
structural model.
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TABLE 3 Path estimates of the structural model.
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95% ClI
Model pathways
Lower bound  Upper bound

Direct effects

Teacher caring— wellbeing 0.426 0.168 0.356 <0.001 0.123 0.729
Teacher caring— grit 0.721 0.163 0.571 <0.001 0.403 0.923

Grit— wellbeing 0.539 0.072 0.439 <0.001 0.402 0.667
Indirect effect

Teacher caring — grit — wellbeing ‘ 0.343 ‘ 0.091 ‘ 0.250 <0.001 0.153 0.486

TABLE 4 Structural invariance analysis and gender-specific SEM results.

Model x2/ P CFl  TLI RMSEA SRMR
df

Restricted model 1.480 <0.001 = 0936 0.935 0.042 0.072

Unrestricted 1.478 <0.001 = 0937 0.929 0.040 0.071

model

Male 1.406 <0.001 = 0.939 | 0.938 0.050 0.068

Female 1.453 <0.001 = 0934 0932 0.047 0.064

Moreover, an additional analysis was conducted to assess the
structural invariance of the mediation model and determine whether
the structural path coefficients differed significantly between male and
female participants (see Table 4). The findings revealed that the
recommended mediation model demonstrated a good fit for both
gender groups. A multi-group invariance analysis conducted across
gender indicated that both the restricted model (y*/df=1.480,
CFI=0.936, TLI=0.935, RMSEA =0.042, SRMR=0.072) and the
unrestricted model (y*/df=1.478, CFI1=0.937, TLI=0.929,
RMSEA =0.040, SRMR =0.071) exhibited good fit with the data. The
y? difference test between the two models (Ay?=4.442, Adf=3,
p=0.216) suggested that the model coeflicients in the recommended
mediation model were invariant across gender.

Furthermore, separate structural equation modeling analyses were
conducted for male and female learners, which indicated acceptable
fit for both groups. Specifically, for male learners, the model
demonstrated good fit ()y?/df=1.406, p<0.001, CFI=0.939,
TLI=0.938, RMSEA =0.050, SRMR =0.068), while for female teachers,
the model also showed good fit (¥*/df=1.453, p<0.001, CFI=0.934,
TLI=0.932, RMSEA =0.047, SRMR =0.064). These results suggest that
there were no significant gender differences observed in the direct and
indirect effects of teacher caring on wellbeing. Moreover, the
mediating role of grit was found to be strong for both genders.

Discussion

The present study aimed to investigate the impact of perceived
teacher caring on student wellbeing in Chinese EFL students, with a
particular focus on the mediating role of grit. The findings provide
valuable insights into the relationship between teacher-student
dynamics and student wellbeing, shedding light on the role of
individual characteristics such as grit in this process.
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The relationship between teacher care and students’ well-being
was investigated, revealing that students’ perception of teacher
caring directly influences their well-being. Consistent with Mercer
and Gkonou (2020) and Noddings (2012), students reported
experiencing feelings of intimacy, compassion, and a sense of mutual
trust and connection with their teachers. These positive teacher-
student relationships fostered a sense of commitment and
engagement in foreign language learning, aligning with the
principles of positive psychology in L2 education (Pianta et al., 2012;
Dewaele et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2022). Creating
a pleasant L2 classroom environment through compassionate and
kind teacher behaviors encourages student engagement and
participation (Mohammad Hosseini et al., 2022). This finding is also
justified in light of social support theory which suggests that when
students perceive their teachers as caring and supportive, they have
access to a valuable source of emotional and instrumental support.
This support buffers the negative impact of stressors, promotes
adaptive coping strategies, and ultimately contributes to increased
wellbeing (Cohen and Wills, 1985). When students perceive their
teachers as caring and supportive, they feel valued, respected, and
understood, leading to positive emotional experiences and a greater
sense of wellbeing. These positive teacher-student relationships
create an environment conducive to learning, where students feel
safe to take risks, express themselves, and engage in their
academic tasks.

Applying the principles of positive psychology to L2 instruction
and educational research, it became evident that psychological
support and caring interactions fostered feelings of closeness and
engagement for both teachers and students, leading to overall well-
being. Notably, when language instructors demonstrated care by
establishing rapport, showing humor, displaying interpersonal
affection, being accessible, and providing appropriate feedback,
students experienced heightened feelings of empowerment,
psychological resilience, and enthusiasm for their educational tasks
(Derakhshan et al., 2022; Miller and Gkonou, 2023). This aligns with
the broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions (Fredrickson,
2001), where positive teacher-student relationships expand students’
“momentary thought-action repertoires,” increasing their dedication
to academic commitments through feelings of happiness, affection,
and excitement. In addition, in the L2 setting, students’ well-being is
enhanced as they become more engaged in pursuing their educational
goals when instructors create an enjoyable learning atmosphere,
attend to students needs, and foster intimate and enjoyable
interactions with learners (Glkonou and Miller, 2019).
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The second objective of this study was to examine the mediating
role of grit in the relationship between perceived teacher caring and
student wellbeing. SEM analysis approved the role of L2 grit as a
significant mediator. The theoretical framework of grit suggests that
individuals with higher levels of grit are better equipped to overcome
obstacles, maintain focus, and sustain effort even in the face of
challenges (Duckworth et al., 2007; Sudina et al, 2021). These
individuals demonstrate resilience and a strong commitment to
achieving their goals, which can have a profound impact on their
overall wellbeing. When students feel supported by their teachers, they
are encouraged to persist in their academic endeavors, even when
faced with difficulties. The nurturing environment created by caring
teachers promotes the development of qualities associated with grit,
such as resilience, determination, and a growth mindset. As found by
Banse and Palacios (2018), learners who perceived a high degree of
care and class management from their instructors demonstrated
greater grit. This girt, in turn affects students” wellbeing, the finding
which is consistent with previous research emphasizing the
significance of grit in enhancing students’ wellbeing and classroom
enjoyment (Elahi Shirvan et al., 2021; Resnik et al., 2021). Drawing
inspiration from Fredrickson’s (2001) Broad-and-Build Theory, which
posits that positive emotions broaden an individual’s mindset and
foster enduring personal resources, it is anticipated that an instructor’s
welcoming personality can create a nurturing and secure atmosphere
for students, leading to higher levels of grit, satisfaction, and well-
being throughout their educational journey.

Conclusion

This study examined the impact of perceived teacher caring on
student wellbeing in Chinese EFL students, with a focus on the
mediating role of grit. The findings demonstrated a significant positive
association between perceived teacher caring and student wellbeing,
highlighting the crucial role of teacher-student relationships in
fostering positive emotional experiences and overall wellbeing among
EFL students in the Chinese context. Furthermore, grit was found to
mediate the relationship between teacher caring and student
wellbeing, suggesting that students with higher levels of grit are more
likely to experience greater wellbeing. These findings emphasize the
significance of nurturing positive and supportive teacher-student
relationships and fostering grit among EFL students to enhance their
overall wellbeing.

The findings of this study carry significant implications for
educators, policymakers, and researchers in the field of EFL education.
First and foremost, the results emphasize the pivotal role of teachers
in fostering student wellbeing. It is crucial for educators to prioritize
the development of positive and supportive teacher-student
relationships as a foundational aspect of effective teaching. When
teachers exhibit care and support for their students, they create a
nurturing and inclusive classroom environment that directly
contributes to student wellbeing.

Secondly, the mediating role of grit suggests that educators should
also focus on cultivating grit among EFL students. Grit, characterized
by perseverance and unwavering passion for long-term goals,
enhances student resilience and determination, enabling them to
flourish academically while experiencing greater overall wellbeing. By
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integrating strategies and interventions that promote grit, such as
goal-setting, self-reflection, and fostering a growth mindset, educators
can empower students to overcome challenges and persist in their
academic pursuits. Furthermore, the study underscores the need for
educational institutions to provide adequate support and resources for
both teachers and students. Implementing professional development
programs can equip teachers with the necessary skills and strategies
to enhance their caring behaviors and foster positive relationships
with students. Additionally, schools should offer resources and
interventions that promote students’ grit development, such as
mentoring  programs, academic support, and character
education initiatives.

Lastly, this research contributes to the existing knowledge base on
teacher-student relationships, wellbeing, and grit in the EFL context.
It enriches our understanding of the unique dynamics and factors that
influence student wellbeing among Chinese EFL students. To build
upon these findings, future research should continue to explore
additional factors that may impact student wellbeing and further
investigate the mechanisms through which teacher-student
relationships and grit contribute to overall student wellbeing. By
deepening our understanding in these areas, educators and
policymakers can better tailor interventions and initiatives to promote
students’ holistic development and academic success in the
EFL setting.

However, it is essential to acknowledge several limitations that can
provide context to the findings. Firstly, the study’s scope is specific to
Chinese EFL students, and caution should be exercised when applying
the results to students from diverse cultural backgrounds or educational
settings. It is crucial to recognize that different contexts may influence
the dynamics of teacher-student relationships and student wellbeing.
Secondly, the study’s cross-sectional design has limitations in
establishing causal relationships. For a more comprehensive
understanding of the mediating role of grit and the impact of teacher
caring on student wellbeing over time, longitudinal or experimental
designs would provide more robust evidence. Additionally, the data
collection relied on self-report questionnaires, making it vulnerable to
response biases like social desirability and recall biases. Although self-
report measures provide valuable insights, future research could
incorporate multiple data sources and objective measures to ensure a
more accurate and well-rounded evaluation. Moreover, it is important
to note that while the scales used in this study were selected based on
their relevance to the research objectives, not all of them were directly
validated in the Chinese language or specific to the EFL context.
Although efforts were made to ensure their items’ intelligibility for the
participants, it should be acknowledged that these scales may not fully
capture the nuances of the Chinese EFL educational environment.

Notably, the comprehensive validation of these adapted
instruments across diverse cultures and languages presents a complex
undertaking that exceeds the scope of this research. While the
pre-testing phase provided valuable insights into the suitability and
clarity of the instruments within the specific context of our study, the
rigorous establishment of psychometric properties—such as validity
and reliability—across various cultural and linguistic backgrounds
necessitates an intricate process. This process entails larger sample
sizes, expert reviews, and extensive psychometric analyses.

The primary focus of the present study was to investigate the
mediation model involving teacher caring, grit, and student wellbeing
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within the Chinese EFL student population. The insights gleaned from
this study significantly contribute to our understanding of these
dynamics within this specific context. However, it is essential to
approach the interpretation of results with the awareness that the full
establishment of psychometric robustness for the adapted instruments
has limitations. Future research endeavors hold promise in addressing
these limitations by embarking on comprehensive cross-cultural
validation studies. Such studies would delve deeply into the
psychometric properties of the adapted instruments, thereby
enhancing the generalizability of our findings to diverse populations.

Finally, although the study explored the mediating role of grit, it
is essential to acknowledge that mediation does not imply causation.
There may be other unmeasured variables or alternative mediation
models that contribute to the observed relationships. Further
investigation into the underlying mechanisms and alternative
explanations is warranted.
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