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Abstract 
Based on an in-depth semi-structured interview method, this study explored sources of nonnative university 
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teachers’ professional anxiety and relevant emotion regulation strategies in 
a Chinese context. Participants mostly suffered from academic promotion anxiety, followed by research anxiety, 
teaching anxiety, and anxiety about English language proficiency and knowledge. To overcome this negative 
emotion, participants adopted two families of emotion modifications: response-focused regulation strategies 
including coping, expressive suppression, and communication, as well as antecedent-focused regulation 
strategies comprising cognitive reappraisal and distraction, with the former outweighing the latter. Findings 
revealed the complexity of nonnative university EFL teachers’ professional anxiety and cultural differences in 
emotion regulation strategies. 
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1. Introduction  
As an emotional practice (Hargreaves, 1998, 2001), teaching is imbued with emotional interaction between 
learners and teachers (Dewaele et al., 2018). Nevertheless, emotional research in the educational domain has 
mostly been developed from the perspective of learners (Arnold, 1999), leaving teacher emotions largely 
neglected (Dewaele et al., 2018; Mercer & Kostoulas, 2018). It was not until the mid-1970s that teachers were 
considered to have mental lives (Freeman, 2002). Research on teacher emotions has gained attention since the 
turn of the current century (Arnold, 1999). Teacher emotions are of great importance in teachers’ instructional 
effectiveness (Sutton, 2005), burnout (Chang, 2009), professional identity (Lee et al., 2013) as well as students’ 
emotional experiences (Becker et al., 2014), and consequently students’ learning achievement (Frenzel, 2014).  

Most empirical research on teacher emotions has been conducted in general education (Lee et al., 2017), leaving 
emotional variables the least understood area for second language acquisition (SLA) researchers (Scovel, 2001). 
Compared with the emotional experience of teachers in other subjects, concern about nonnative EFL teachers’ 
emotions is particularly important due to the nature of the course itself and teachers’ tremendous anxiety caused 
by stressful teaching practices (Lee & Lew, 2001). To date, very little is known about nonnative EFL teachers’ 
emotions (Braine, 2010); particularly their anxiety (Tum, 2012) and how they use relevant emotion regulation 
strategies to regulate anxiety in professional development. 

Emotions are characterised by cultural differences. Teacher emotion is a product of cultural, social, and political 
relations (Zembylas, 2005). In a similar vein, emotion regulation is moderated by different cultural norms 
(Sutton & Harper, 2009). Therefore, research on emotions needs to consider Chinese society for its cultural 
specificities (Yik, 2010). To date, most studies on teacher emotion and teacher emotion regulation strategies have 
been conducted from western perspectives, leaving the Chinese context largely unexplored.  

The present study was thus designed to explore sources of nonnative university EFL teachers’ professional 
anxiety and how they regulate this negative affective variable in the Chinese context. To best capture the 
complexity of nonnative university EFL teachers’ anxiety, we need to move beyond the teaching or classroom 
context and consider additional potential anxiety-provoking factors in teachers’ professional development. 
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2. Literature Review 
2.1 Nonnative EFL Teachers’ Anxiety 

Anxiety is associated with subjective and negative feelings, such as uneasiness, worry, self-doubt, and frustration 
(Arnold & Brown, 1999). Teaching anxiety concerns activities as a teacher and other classroom and 
school-related activities (Buitink & Kemme, 1986). The phenomenon of globalisation has significantly 
accelerated demand for English language teaching, which is largely filled by nonnative English-speaking 
teachers, who account for at least 80% of all English teachers worldwide (Braine, 2010). Compared with native 
teachers, nonnative language teachers experience a strong sense of anxiety in attaining the same language 
proficiency (Greis, 1985) since language learning is without exception, a never-ending process (Mousavi, 2007).  

Ground-breaking research on nonnative EFL teachers’ anxiety was carried out by Horwitz (1996), who pointed 
out that the study of anxiety in SLA has predominantly been focused on learners’ foreign language learning 
anxiety, and corresponding research on teachers’ anxiety is largely missing. Although EFL teachers are 
high-level speakers of the target language, they parallel the anxiety experienced by language learners when they 
frequently feel inadequate in the target language, and when such feelings are inconsistent with a realistic 
evaluation of competence (Horwitz, 1996). To measure teachers’ anxiety in using the target language in 
classroom instruction, Horwitz (2008) developed an 18-item Teacher Foreign Language Anxiety Scale (TFLAS) 
with a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. However, due to insufficient 
concern about EFL teachers’ emotions, very few quantitative studies have explored nonnative EFL teachers’ 
anxiety by using the TFLAS (Mousavi, 2007).  

Limited studies on EFL teachers’ anxiety have been conducted in teaching or classroom instruction contexts, 
mainly by exploring the factors and influences provoking EFL teachers’ anxiety, as well as the relationship 
between teaching anxiety and certain factors. Regarding sources of EFL teachers’ anxiety, teachers’ internal 
variables including a sense of inferiority about target language proficiency (Horwitz, 1996; Klanrit & Sroinam, 
2012; Tang, 1997), spontaneous language use, continuation of anxiety experienced as foreign language learners 
(Horwitz, 1996), lack of self-confidence, class preparation (Yoon, 2012), and classroom management (Mosaddaq 
& Barahmeh, 2016) have been identified. Besides, students’ influence comprising disruptive behaviours 
(Horwitz, 1996) and low English proficiency (Kongchan & Wareesiri, 2008) have been added.  

Research has revealed that anxiety reduces EFL teachers’ frequency of using the target language in classroom 
instruction (Horwitz, 1996) and their teaching effectiveness (Williams, 1991), while it also increases job burnout 
(Aslrasouli & Vahid, 2014). It is believed that teaching and training experience is negatively correlated with the 
level of EFL teachers’ anxiety (Machida, 2016). Due to the great number of female teachers, gender has been 
examined, but was found to have no significant effects on EFL teachers’ anxiety (Aslrasouli & Vahid, 2014), in 
contrast to corresponding studies in other disciplines where female teachers have been found to display higher 
levels of anxiety than their male peers owing to physiologically based phenomena (Morton et al., 1997).  

2.2 Emotion Regulation Strategies 

Emotion regulation refers to “the processes by which individuals influence which emotions they have, when they 
have them, and how they experience and express these emotions” (Gross, 1998b, p. 275). Gross (1998a) 
identified two emotion regulatory processes that bring about different adaptive consequences: 
antecedent-focused emotion regulation occurring before emotions are generated and response-focused emotion 
regulation happening after emotions are triggered.  

According to Gross (1998a), antecedent-focused modulation includes four specific emotion regulation strategies: 
situation selection, referring to approaching a desirable or avoiding an undesirable situation to regulate emotions; 
situation modification, involving efforts to alter a situation to modify the emotional impact; attention deployment, 
concerning directing attention towards or away from a given situation to regulate emotions; and cognitive change, 
regarding one’s appraisal of a situation to alter its emotional impact. Response-focused emotion regulation 
covers a variety of types, including “strategies that intensify, diminish, prolong, or curtail ongoing emotional 
experience, expression, or physiological responding” (Gross, 1998a, p. 225). In a follow-up study, Gross and 
John (2003) developed a 10-item Emotion Regulation Questionnaire with a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging 
from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” to measure participants’ tendency to regulate their emotions in two 
ways: cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression. As an example of the antecedent-focused regulation 
strategy, cognitive reappraisal refers to reconstructing an emotion-eliciting situation to modify its emotional 
impact (Gross & John, 2003). As a form of response-focused modulation, expressive suppression involves 
inhibiting emotion-expressive behaviours (Gross, 1998a). 
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Gross’s model of emotion regulation has inspired many researchers to advance the understanding and 
operationalisation of emotion regulation and emotion regulation strategies. Based on a semi-structured interview 
process, Sutton (2004) reported that teachers used different preventative (e.g., modifying situations, attention 
deployment, and cognitive change) and responsive strategies (e.g., behavioural and cognitive strategies) to 
regulate their emotions. Yin (2016) identified three categories and seven emotion regulation strategies: surface 
acting, comprising pretending and restraining; deep acting, involving refocusing, reframing, and separating; and 
genuinely expressing, which consists of releasing and outpouring. The surface and deep acting categories were 
consistent with Gross’s (1998a) conceptualisation of response-focused and antecedent-focused emotion 
regulation strategies, respectively.  

Teachers are emotional beings (Zembylas, 2005). Research has proven that teacher emotion regulation promotes 
teaching effectiveness (Sutton, 2005), correlates with job burnout (Lavy & Eshet, 2018), and helps teachers fulfil 
their professional goals and attain satisfaction (Yin, 2016). However, exploration of teacher emotion regulation is 
still in its infancy, and much research needs to explore its basic processes, cultural context, and classroom 
implications (Sutton & Harper, 2009). 

3. Research Questions 
The current study aims to address the following research questions: 

(1) What are the sources of nonnative university EFL teachers’ professional anxiety in a Chinese context? 

(2) How do nonnative university EFL teachers regulate their professional anxiety in a Chinese context? 

4. Method 
4.1 Participants 

The maximum variation sampling proposed by Creswell (1998) was adopted to recruit participants in this study, 
achieving exploration of the complex world presented by multiple perspectives of individuals (Creswell, 2012). 
Initiated in 1995 by China’s Ministry of Education, Project 211 is a project aiming at strengthening about 100 
national key universities and colleges for the 21st century. To enhance the generalisability of research findings 
via participants’ broad diversity, the ten EFL teacher participants involved in the semi-structured interviews were 
recruited from five key and five non-key universities in China. Out of the total interview participants, two were 
male, eight were female, eight had a master’s qualification, one was a PhD candidate, one held a PhD 
qualification, one was an assistant, seven were lecturers, one was an associate professor, and one was a professor. 
The minimum years of teaching among interview participants was two, and the maximum was 26. Table 1 below 
demonstrates interview participants’ demographic information. 

 

Table 1. Participants’ demographic information 
Teacher Gender Age School Teaching Years Qualification Title 

T1 M 33 Non-211 7 Master Lecturer 
T2 F 49 211 26 Master Associate Professor 
T3 F 33 211 8 PhD candidate Lecturer 
T4 F 28 Non-211 2 Master Assistant 
T5 M 37 211 11 Master Lecturer 
T6 F 36 211 11 Master Lecturer 
T7 F 47 211 23 PhD Professor 
T8 F 34 Non-211 6 Master Lecturer 
T9 F 35 Non-211 8 Master Lecturer 
T10 F 37 Non-211 9 Master Lecturer 

 

4.2 Instrument 

An in-depth semi-structured interview process was adopted to collect data. Interview participants were asked to 
report their anxiety of being an EFL teacher or in a professional context and to summarise emotion regulation 
strategies they had adopted to overcome their professional anxiety.  

4.3 Data Collection and Analysis 

The 40–45 minutes semi-structured interviews were conducted in the interviewees’ native language, Chinese, on 
days and times that were favourable for participants, and permission was sought to audio record the interviews. 
The thematic analysis (i.e., familiarising with data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing 
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themes, defining and naming themes, and producing a report) proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006), as well as 
the three coding stages (i.e., selective coding, axial coding, and open coding) developed by Strauss and Corbin 
(1998), were utilised to analyse the semi-structured interview data. 

5. Results 
5.1 Participants’ Professional Anxiety 

As can be seen from Table 2, regarding sources of professional anxiety, all ten interview participants, including 
the newly appointed professor participant, reported tremendous amounts of anxiety caused by academic 
promotion. Participants from key universities were more likely to suffer from this kind of anxiety since 
requirements for academic promotion at these universities were more strict and higher than those at non-key 
universities. Besides, the importance of academic promotion meant more for teacher participants’ professional 
development than their desire for increased income.  

The new requirement for academic promotion at my university is too demanding to meet. It seems that I am 
in a dilemma where on the one hand, the application for promotion to associate professor requires papers 
and research work; on the other hand, many journals have unwritten rules for authors’ professional title 
(e.g., associate professor or PhD), and many research projects only offer opportunities to candidates who 
are at least associate professors. Whenever I think about that I would retire as a lecturer rather than an 
associate professor or a professor, I cannot sleep, and I doubt my qualification for being an English teacher. 
(T6) 

 

Table 2. Sources of participants’ professional anxiety 

Category  Coding Sources  References 

Academic promotion  10 29 
Research work 10 22 
Teaching  6 13 
Language proficiency and knowledge 3 7 

 

Following anxiety about academic promotion, the great pressure of research work was complained about by all 
ten participants. It is noteworthy to see that participants had difficulties balancing teaching and research, which 
made research work more title-promotion-driven. 

As a novice EFL teacher, the heavy amount of teaching work (18 periods per week) makes me fatigued. 
Besides, I have to undertake some administrative duties and student services, which limit my time and 
energy to do research work. However, to meet the requirement of the application for promotion to lecturer, I 
must strive for it. No publication, no promotion. (T4) 

Teachers’ teaching anxiety was reported to be the third provoking factor, and was more influential for novice 
participants who reported a lack of teaching experience. However, against a background of educational 
informationisation and artificial intelligence, teaching anxiety relating to new teaching reform was mentioned 
more by older EFL teacher participants.  

I remembered due to the lack of teaching experience, I worried about my teaching effectiveness in the first 
two years of my teaching career. Later, the more I teach, the less teaching anxiety I have. However, the new 
artificial intelligence teaching reform makes me upset because compared with young teachers, the older 
teachers are not adept at learning new techniques and skills relating to the educational informationisation. 
For the first time in my teaching career, I have no idea how to teach my students. (T2) 

Anxiety about language proficiency and knowledge is not absent for EFL teachers since participants expressed 
unwillingness to be observed during their teaching process.  

Our university encourages us to go to our colleagues’ English classes even without notice in advance, 
which makes me extremely uncomfortable. I perform confidently and effortlessly when no one comes into 
my class, but I feel anxious about making mistakes in front of my peers. (T9) 

In addition, anxiety about language proficiency is more obvious for participants when trying to publish papers in 
international journals where a high standard of academic English is required.  

Although I have never doubted my ability in teaching English, I was devastated and ashamed about my 
English language proficiency and knowledge when I got the reviewers’ comments from a Social Science 
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Citation Index (SSCI) journal. I felt that for many years I had learned and had taught the ‘fake’ English 
language. It is very hard for nonnative EFL teachers to publish papers in international journals, particularly 
in journals with high impact factor. (T3) 

5.2 Participants’ Emotion Regulation Strategies 

As presented in Table 3, three types of codes were distinguished based on the interpretation of interview 
transcripts. Consistent with Gross’s (1998a) study, participants employed two families of emotion regulation 
strategies to regulate their professional anxiety. Regrading antecedent-focused emotion regulation, cognitive 
reappraisal and distraction involving adjustment of the focus of attention were mostly mentioned.  

I always try to reconsider the difficult situation that makes me upset in a more optimistic way. Anyway, 
there are more solutions than difficulties. If it does not work, practising yoga is an effective way to reduce 
my anxiety and calm me down. (T10) 

 

Table 3. Coding scheme of participants’ emotion regulation strategies 

Selective Coding Axial Coding Open Coding Sources References 

Emotion regulation strategies Antecedent-focused emotion regulation Cognitive appraisal  7 20 
Distraction 5 11 

Response-focused emotion regulation Coping 10 34 
Expressive suppression 7 17 
Communication 5 13 

 

Apart from Gross’s (1988a) expressive suppression, the researcher identified other two strategies, including 
coping, referring to taking actions to deal with emotion-eliciting situations; and communication, involving 
expressive behaviours to reduce the emotional impact, from participants’ interview transcripts as components of 
response-focused modulation.  

I share both my happiness and anxiety relating to work with my family, whose encouragement and support 
always stimulate me to find possible ways of dealing with anxiety. (T8) 

However, not every teacher participant tended to reveal their anxious inner world to others, confirming the 
strategy of expressive suppression proposed by Gross (1988a). Compared with female participants, male 
participants were more likely to hide anxious feelings, even from their families or friends. 

Rather than talking about my professional anxiety with my family members or friends, I prefer to solve it 
by myself. Complaining about this negative emotion would do nothing but make them worry about me. 
(T5) 

6. Discussion 
The first research question dealt with sources of nonnative university EFL teachers’ professional anxiety in a 
Chinese context. Participants exhibited four major categories of anxiety influencing their professional 
development: academic promotion anxiety, research anxiety, teaching anxiety, and anxiety about English 
language proficiency and knowledge. Teaching and research are at the heart of universities (Taylor, 2007), and 
are also important criteria for academic promotion. Nevertheless, there is a recent trend that many universities 
worldwide have placed greater importance on research productivity in academic promotion (Bai & Hudson, 2011; 
Parker, 2008), indicating that research is more highly valued than teaching in higher education (Chen, 2015). The 
above situation is true in the Chinese context since academic promotion is determined more by research 
outcomes than teaching effectiveness. However, due to the lack of research knowledge, research environment, 
research confidence, intrinsic research motivation, and networking (Bai & Hudson, 2016), Chinese university 
EFL teachers still have a long way to go to improve their limited research ability. This explains why all 
participants in this study, regardless of different academic ranks, viewed academic promotion anxiety and 
research anxiety as the top two anxiety-provoking factors in their professional development. 

Following anxiety about academic promotion and research work, participants expressed feeling great pressure 
from teaching, particularly from undergoing teaching reform of educational informationisation and artificial 
intelligence. The state-level documents Education Information 10-year Development Plan (2011–2020) issued 
by the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China in 2010 and Next Generation Artificial 
Intelligence Development Plan published by the State Council of China in 2017 marked that the development 
and application of educational informationisation and artificial intelligence has become an important direction of 
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teaching reform in China. This teaching reform urges Chinese EFL teachers to overcome the heavy teaching 
workload to redefine their roles and identity and to grasp all technical skills relating to educational 
informationisation; otherwise, their jobs would be eliminated.  

To boost reputation and rankings as well as to compete for government funds, many universities in China require 
their academics to publish papers in both top-tier national journals indexed in the Chinese Sciences Citation 
Index (CSCI) and the Chinese Social Sciences Citation Index (CSSCI), and international journals listed in the 
Science Citation Index (SCI), the Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI), and the Arts and Humanities Citation 
Index (A & HCI) (Zheng & Guo, 2019). Nevertheless, owing to language barriers (Flowerdew, 1999), heavy 
teaching workload (Bai & Hudson, 2011), cross-cultural, cross-linguistic and genre-related differences (Hu & 
Cao, 2011), and limited numbers of journals in relevant fields (Peng & Gao, 2019), participants faced 
tremendous difficulties in publishing papers with high impact factors. Suffering from the phenomenon of 
publishing or perishing, participants doubted their English language proficiency and knowledge, despite having 
confidence in their classroom instruction.  

The second research question addressed the emotion regulation strategies adopted by participants in dealing with 
their professional anxiety. Contrary to Gross’s (1998a) argument that antecedent-focused emotion regulation 
outweighs response-focused emotion regulation for the individual’s psychological and physical health, findings 
in this study revealed that participants were more likely to employ response-focused emotion regulation to 
overcome professional anxiety. This supports the conclusion reached by Gong et al. (2013) that Chinese teachers 
use response-focused emotion regulation most frequently, confirming that emotion regulation strategies differ 
across cultures (Leersnyder et al., 2013). 

Regarding response-focused emotion regulation, participants reported coping as the highest strategy, followed by 
strategies of expressive suppression and communication. Despite huge anxiety relating to various aspects of 
professional development, Chinese nonnative EFL teachers were optimistic and progressive towards their 
teaching careers. On the one hand, this is closely related to traditional Chinese culture in coping with difficulties. 
On the other hand, it indicates that anxiety may have facilitating effects under certain conditions (Young, 1991). 
Influenced by the traditional collectivistic culture emphasising harmony in groups and discouraging the 
expression of negative emotions (Wang, 2019) as well as the Chinese face culture (Ji, 2000), participants, 
particularly male participants, tended to adopt the strategy of expressive suppression rather than communication. 
This is consistent with findings reported by other scholars in the Chinese context (Gong et al., 2013; Yin, 2016). 
However, compared with male participants, female participants were more likely to share their unhappy 
experiences with others, indicating that female teachers were more emotionally expressive. 

Apart from response-focused emotion regulation, participants employed two other types of antecedent-focused 
emotion regulation strategies including cognitive appraisal and distraction to handle their professional anxiety. 
Participants who adopted a higher level of cognitive appraisal were more likely to take action to cope with 
difficult situations, strengthening the effectiveness of cognitive appraisal (Yin, 2016). Similar to the function of 
attention deployment (Gross, 1998a), distraction was revealed by participants to effectively reduce their anxiety 
by changing the focus to other areas of interest.  

7. Conclusion  
The present study explored sources of nonnative university EFL teachers’ professional anxiety in a Chinese 
context and identified four major anxiety-provoking factors including academic promotion anxiety, research 
anxiety, teaching anxiety, and anxiety about English language proficiency and knowledge, indicating the 
complexity of this negative emotion. To overcome their professional anxiety, participants adopted varied 
emotion regulation strategies in both response-focused and antecedent-focused forms, with the former 
outweighing the latter. Therefore, this study not only advances the understanding of nonnative EFL teachers’ 
emotions, but particularly depicts their professional anxiety and emotion strategies in regulating professional 
anxiety in a Chinese context.  

However, this research is not without limitations. Although participants were recruited from ten universities in 
different provinces or cities in China, interview transcripts from this small sample may not fully represent the 
diversity and complexity of the whole Chinese university EFL teachers’ professional anxiety and their emotion 
regulation strategies. In accordance with current studies on teacher emotion based on qualitative data (Frenzel, 
2014), this research employed semi-structured interviews for data collection, which may fail to reflect the real 
situation since participants may hide their authentic emotions or cater to the researcher. Therefore, future 
research might need to explore nonnative EFL teachers’ professional anxiety and their emotion regulation 
strategies using a combination of quantitative and qualitative data.  
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Despite the limitations, the research findings have important implications. Given that participants reported that 
academic promotion anxiety caused the highest level of anxiety, and they suffered from imbalances between 
teaching and research, university policymakers are responsible for creating a favourable research environment, 
providing more research training opportunities, alleviating teachers’ academic promotion and research anxiety 
via more scientific evaluation systems, and assisting teachers’ emotions through psychological guidance. For 
nonnative university EFL teachers, it is important to stimulate their intrinsic motivation to undertake research 
work, rather than promotion-driven motivation, comprehensively understand their professional anxiety, and 
adopt relevant emotion regulation strategies.  
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