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ABSTRACT 

Background and Purpose: Teacher emotion regulation (ER) shapes instructional quality, teacher well-

being, and classroom relationships. However, few studies examine instrumental ER motives—why 

teachers regulate emotions to achieve pedagogical, social, or identity goals. This gap is notable for 

novice teachers in Chinese secondary schools. This study therefore explores how novice Chinese EFL 

teachers interpret emotional experiences and why they adopt particular ER strategies. Its broader 

purpose is to show how instrumental motives guide emotional decision-making in real classroom 

contexts. 

 

Methodology: We conducted online semi-structured Mandarin interviews with six novice Chinese EFL 

teachers recruited through convenience sampling. Each interview lasted 30–40 minutes. We recorded, 

transcribed, and coded all data. Thematic analysis informed by Gross's process model and Tamir's 

motive taxonomy helped identify motives, strategy patterns, and influencing factors. Member checking 

and peer review enhanced credibility. 

 

Findings: Three instrumental motives emerged: performance motives to maintain lesson flow and 

classroom order; social motives to build trust and repair conflicts; and epistemic motives to project a 

stable professional identity. Teachers used situation modification, cognitive change, attentional 

deployment, and response modulation. The interplay between these factors suggests a situated 

regulatory ecology, where the intensity of student behavior dictates the strategy, but the availability of 

social support determines the sustainability of the teacher's emotional labor. Personal well-being and 

identity concerns shaped why they pursued specific ER goals. 

 

Contributions: These findings illuminate how instrumental motives shape ER strategies in the Chinese 

novice EFL context. The findings can inform teacher education programmes seeking to develop 

proactive ER skills. 

 

Keywords: Instrumental emotion regulation motive, teacher's emotion regulation strategies, teacher 

emotion, novice EFL teacher, Chinese secondary schools. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

Teacher emotion regulation (ER) is vital for language teaching. It influences teachers' 

well‑being, instructional effectiveness, and teacher–student interactions (Bielak & 

Mystkowska‑Wiertelak, 2022; Derakhshan et al., 2023; Wu et al., 2023; Zhi & Derakhshan, 

2024). Existing research has explored how teachers regulate emotions during teaching and 

identified various ER strategies across contexts (e.g., Morris & King, 2018, 2020; Bielak & 

Mystkowska‑Wiertelak, 2022; Heydarnejad et al., 2021; Talbot & Mercer, 2018). Research 

indicates that ER is shaped by three interrelated domains: individual characteristics such as 

teaching experience and personality traits (Tajabadi & Meihami, 2024; Qu & Wang, 2024), 

contextual factors including cultural norms and institutional support (Yin, 2016; Greenier et al., 

2021), and situational demands such as student behaviour management and online teaching 

environments (Littleton, 2021; Phan & Pham, 2023). These studies identify situation selection, 

cognitive change, and response modulation and stress flexible strategy use in teaching 

challenges. 

A recent trend investigates teachers' cognitive motives and personal understanding of 

ER (King, 2016; Nazari & Karimpour, 2023). Beyond supporting well‑being, ER serves 

pedagogical, social, and interpersonal goals. This instrumental emotion regulation directs 

teachers toward specific objectives (Tamir, 2016; Morris & King, 2023). However, little is 

known about novice teachers' instrumental ER motives and strategy use. 

This qualitative study aims to identify (1) the range of instrumental motives guiding 

novice teachers, (2) their ER strategies, and (3) the factors shaping strategy selection.  

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Emotion Regulation in General Psychology 

Emotions are behavioural, motivational, and physiological changes driven by cognitive 

appraisals of external stimuli (Scherer, 2001). Emotion regulation (ER) refers to actions 

individuals take to modify these changes (Gross, 2014). This dynamic process involves 

managing affective states toward adaptive outcomes (Suri & Gross, 2014). For example, 

individuals may amplify positive emotions to increase intensity or duration (Quoidbach et al., 

2010) or reduce negative emotions to limit their impact (Gross et al., 2006). 

In general psychology, ER models include three components: goals, strategies, and 

outcomes (Gross, 2014). Goals define desired emotional outputs, such as changing intensity, 

valence, or duration. Strategies are psychological, cognitive, and behavioural actions targeting 

the environment, attention, cognition, or emotion symptoms. Outcomes are the changes 

observed after applying an ER strategy. 

Recent studies propose a fourth component: emotion regulation motives (e.g., Tamir, 

2016; Tamir et al., 2020). These motives are higher‑order cognitive reasons that drive 
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regulation decisions. Individuals use ER to manage well‑being, perform identities, build social 

bonds, or influence others instrumentally (Tamir, 2016; Tamir et al., 2020). 

2.2 Emotion Regulation Motives in Language Teaching 

Tamir proposed two primary ER motives: hedonic, for managing well-being, and instrumental, 

for achieving non–well-being outcomes. Instrumental motives "target potential benefits of 

emotions" (Tamir, 2016, p. 6). They include performance motives, shaping cognition and 

behavior to optimize performance; epistemic motives, verifying self-image; social motives, 

creating and maintaining relationships; and eudaimonic motives, fostering autonomy and 

meaningfulness. 

Morris and King (2023) identified epistemic, behavior-management, pedagogical, and 

social motives in Japanese university EFL teachers through qualitative research. These motives 

manifested as demonstrating professionalism, presenting authentic selves, managing student 

misbehavior, improving teaching effectiveness, and building positive relationships. Han et al. 

(2024) explored ER motives and professional identity construction among Chinese L2 teachers 

via qualitative study. They found motives to enhance teaching effectiveness, manage teacher–

student relationships, and mediate cultural differences, linking each to professional 

sub-identities (e.g., guide/discipline enforcer, caregiver, mediator). 

These findings reveal the multifaceted nature of teachers' ER motives and extend initial 

taxonomies into classroom contexts. Current literature shows that language teachers regulate 

emotions for hedonic and instrumental reasons. Instrumental motives include performance 

enhancement, relationship management, and identity presentation. Further research on 

secondary language teachers is needed. 

2.3 Emotion Regulation Strategies in Language Teaching 

Emotion regulation uses antecedent-focused or response-focused strategies. Antecedent-

focused strategies modify triggers before emotional expression, while response-focused 

strategies alter emotions after onset (Gross, 1998, 2015). 

Key antecedent-focused strategies include situation selection (approaching or avoiding 

emotion‑eliciting situations) and situation modification (changing a situation's emotional 

impact). It also includes attentional deployment (redirecting focus) and cognitive change 

(reappraising a situation's meaning). Response-focused strategies primarily involve response 

modulation, such as behavioral inhibition or physiological methods to alter emotional reactions. 

These strategies target the environment, attention, cognition, and emotional symptoms (Gross, 

2014). They are essential for managing the profession's emotional demands.  

2.4 Studies on Emotion Regulation's in Language Teaching 

Studies have examined teachers' ER strategy use across contexts. Heydarnejad et al. (2021) 

developed and validated the Language Teacher Emotion Regulation Inventory (LTERI). Zhao 

(2021) reviewed online EFL contexts and showed that proactive strategies boost teaching 

resilience, self‑efficacy, and engagement. Shen (2022) integrated ER, burnout, and mindfulness 

theories and found that cognitive reappraisal reduces anxiety' s link to burnout. Wang (2022) 
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found that combining mindfulness training with ER lowers anxiety and enhances classroom 

coping. Thumvichit (2023) used Q methodology to reveal interactions between stressors (e.g., 

poor student performance) and regulatory strategies (e.g., social support vs. situational 

adjustment) by integrating Lazarus' s and Gross' s models. 

Research also probed ER strategies in specific settings. Littleton (2021) interviewed 

Japanese kindergarten ESL teachers, revealing individual use of deep breathing, linguistic 

adjustments, and cognitive reframing. The study noted that disciplinary issues triggered 

negative emotions, while positive interactions fostered positive affect. Su and Lee (2024) 

catalogued ten ER strategies among Southwest China university EFL teachers, classifying them 

as antecedent‑focused (e.g., reappraisal, attentional shifting) and response‑focused (e.g., 

empathy, emotional distancing). Similarly, Wangdi and Rigdel (2025) documented Bhutanese 

teachers' use of mindfulness and response modulation strategies—such as suppression and peer 

consultation—to manage disruptive behavior. 

Research shows that teachers' ER depends on individual factors, such as autonomy 

(Greenier et al., 2021), experience (Tajabadi & Meihami, 2024), education quality (Meihami 

& Esmaili, 2024), and personality (Qu & Wang, 2024). It also reflects contextual influences, 

including cultural norms (Yin, 2016), ethics and policies (Benesch, 2020), responsibility to 

ease student anxiety (Gkonou & Miller, 2019), curriculum‑test tensions (Loh & Liew, 2016), 

and assessment culture (Derakhshan et al., 2023).  

2.5 Existing on About ER Motives and ER Strategies 

Emotion regulation (ER) supports more than well-being and stress management; it also helps 

language teachers achieve specific pedagogical, social, or interpersonal goals. This 

instrumental emotion regulation directs teachers toward objectives beyond well-being (Morris 

& King, 2023). However, research on language teachers' instrumental ER motives and strategy 

use remains limited. 

Pioneering studies offer initial insights. Bielak and Mystkowska-Wiertelak (2022) 

found that affective considerations motivate teachers to use situational and response 

modulation strategies to create optimal learning atmospheres or relax students. Gkonou 

and Miller (2019) identified an ethic of care and identity performance as motives that prompt 

teachers to express emotions (e.g., maternalistic care) to support learning and identity needs. 

Morris and King (2023) showed that situational factors (e.g., cultural role expectations) shape 

teachers' strategy choices and that matching motives to strategies affects well-being. 

While these studies provide empirical support, research lacks a cohesive body on 

instrumental ER. In particular, links between specific instrumental motives (e.g., epistemic, 

performance, social) and corresponding strategy use remain underexplored. 

Few studies have examined teachers' instrumental ER motives and strategy use, and 

most focus on elementary to university teachers without novice experience (Gkonou & Miller, 

2019; Bielak & Mystkowska-Wiertelak, 2022; Morris & King, 2023; Han et al., 2024). Even 

fewer studies examine ER motives and strategies among Chinese novice EFL teachers. 

Addressing this gap is crucial because novice teachers face distinct challenges during 

professional transition (Shen, 2022). Therefore, this qualitative study explores Chinese novice 
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EFL teachers' instrumental ER motives, the strategies they use in teacher–student interactions, 

and the contextual factors influencing these motives and strategies. 

 

This study addresses the following research questions: 

 

RQ1: What types of instrumental ER motives do teachers present during language teaching? 

RQ2: How do teachers use ER strategies to achieve these motives? 

RQ3: What factors influence teachers' instrumental ER motives and their use of ER strategies 

in teacher–student interaction? 

3.0 RESEARCH DESIGN 

3.1 Participants 

We recruited six novice EFL teachers (four female, two male) via convenience sampling from 

the researcher' s alumni network. The use of convenience sampling was a pragmatic choice 

given the well-documented difficulties of accessing dispersed novice teacher populations and 

the resource constraints faced by external investigators (Etikan et al., 2016). Such pragmatic 

sampling is common in qualitative inquiry, particularly in exploratory studies whose primary 

aim is to generate rich, in-depth insights into under-researched phenomena rather than to 

support statistical generalization (Patton, 2015). We acknowledge the limitations of 

convenience sampling (notably potential selection bias) and therefore frame our claims 

accordingly (Etikan et al., 2016). Although the sample size is small, participants were 

purposefully selected to represent a key demographic within the profession—highly qualified 

graduates from top-tier universities entering the secondary school system—which increases the 

study's information value for the targeted research questions (Malterud et al., 2016). Empirical 

work on interview saturation also indicates that many core themes can emerge within a 

relatively small number of in-depth interviews, supporting the appropriateness of a smaller, 

information-rich sample for exploratory aims (Guest et al., 2006). Finally, by collecting "thick 

descriptions" across diverse teaching contexts (public and private schools; junior and senior 

high; multiple provinces), and by attending to qualitative trustworthiness criteria such as 

credibility and transferability, we aim to maximise the interpretive value and potential 

transferability of our findings rather than to claim statistical representativeness (Geertz, 1973; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

All held a Teaching Certificate and an M.A. in English Education from Double First 

Class universities in mainland China. Four participants had about six months of preservice 

teaching experience. Amy and Peter also taught in private institutions with no more than ten 

students or one-on-one. Except Peter, all held a B.A. in English; he held a B.Sc. in Chemistry. 
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Table 1: Demographic information of participants 

Name   Gender  Age  Educational 

background 

Teaching student Teaching area Teaching 

experience 

Helen  Female  25 B.A in English 

MA in English 

education 

Junior high 

student 

Jiangxi  Pre-service 

experience 

(6 months) 

Jane  Female  25 B.A in English 

MA in English 

education 

Senior high 

student 

Guangdong Pre-service 

experience 

(6 months) 

May  Female  25 B.A in English 

MA in English 

education 

Senior high 

student 

Guangdong  Pre-service 

experience 

(6 months) 

Amy  Female  30 B.A in English 

MA in English 

education 

Senior high 

student 

Hunan  Private 

institution (3 

years) 

Peter Male  29 B.S in Chemistry 

MA in English 

education 

Senior high 

student 

Shandong  Private 

institution (3 

years) 

Sam  Male  25 B.A in English 

MA in English 

education 

Junior high 

student 

Tianjin  Pre-service 

experience 

(6 months) 

 

Helen teaches EFL and serves as headteacher at a private junior high school that emphasizes 

entry into top senior high schools. Jane and May teach senior high English in Shenzhen' s public 

schools, which offer higher salaries than other provinces. 

Amy works at a private school in her hometown. She was homeroom teacher for one 

semester (September 2024) and now teaches two English classes of about 40 students each. 

Before his M.A., Peter taught at a publicly listed educational institution in mainland 

China. He now teaches two English classes (≈40 students each) at a key high school in his 

home province. 

Sam teaches at a public secondary school that combines compulsory education with 

foreign language instruction. He leads two small language classes (≈20 students each) and 

serves as headmaster teacher for one cohort. 

3.2 Instruments 

This study utilized online semi-structured interviews as data collection methods.  

Geographical distance made this necessary, preventing the use of in-person methods.    

3.2.1 Semi-Structured Interview 

The semi-structured interview protocol was adapted from Morris and King (2023) and tailored 

for novice Chinese EFL teachers. The interview began with critical incidents to explore motives 

via sections on Epistemic, Performance, and Social themes, and asked about strategies. A key 
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adaptation was the emphasis on 'why' and 'how' questions throughout the interview to elicit 

information about influencing factors. The final diary template and the interview protocol were 

verified by an expert in foreign language education. Interviews were conducted entirely in 

Mandarin Chinese. 

3.3 Data Collection 

This study was approved by the Academic Ethics Committee of the department from the 

authors' institution (No. THU-04-2025-1094). We collected data from April, 2025. After 

recruitment and consent, six teachers participated in 30–40 minute interviews. We 

audio‑recorded each session with consent and transcribed the recordings via Feishu's 

voice‑to‑text feature. The resulting corpus contained 59,742 characters for thematic analysis. 

3.4 Data Analysis 

We analysed the data using inductive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Transcripts 

were coded line-by-line to capture descriptions of emotional experiences, motives, strategies, 

and influencing factors. Codes were then grouped into categories and refined through axial 

coding to examine links between motives and strategies. Gross's process model and Tamir's 

motive taxonomy informed the interpretation of themes. To enhance credibility, participants 

reviewed preliminary interpretations, and a second researcher cross-checked a sample of coded 

data to ensure coding consistency. 

3.5 Researcher Positionality 

We disclose our positionality to enhance transparency. We are applied linguists specializing in 

language teaching research. Our shared background helps us understand novice teachers' 

emotional challenges. It also builds trust with participants. We avoided imposing variable-led 

logic on interview data. We prioritized participants' emic perspectives. We focused on 

contextual complexity. We adopted a phenomenological and hermeneutic stance. We sought 

the essence of individual experiences and meaning-making. This guided us beyond behavioral 

descriptions to underlying motives and strategies. 

4.0 RESULTS 

4.1 Types of Instrumental Emotion Regulation Motives 

Findings show that emotion regulation (ER) in the novice EFL context is not merely reactive 

or hedonic. Instead, it is a deliberate and goal-directed instrumental process. Table 2 shows that 

these motives follow a clear hierarchy. Performance-oriented goals take priority to ensure 

instructional survival (n = 19). Epistemic goals follow (n = 10). Social goals rank last (n = 8). 
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Table 2: Codes for emotion regulation motives 

Motive Theme   Codes   Frequency  

Performance 

Motives 

a. Managing the students' emotions/atmosphere for the 

sake of teaching effectiveness  

9 

b. Maintaining classroom order 8  

c. Enhancing student learning performance 2  

Social Motives a. Building positive relationships with students 4  

b. Resolving conflicts by one-on-one communication  4  

Epistemic 

Motives 

a. Establishing a trustworthy teacher image 4  

b. Projecting an authoritative educational presence 4  

c. Cultivating an empathetic teacher image 2  

4.1.1 Performance Motives: Enhancing Teaching Effectiveness 

Teachers strategically regulate emotions as instrumental assets to optimize the pedagogical 

environment, reflecting a clear performance-oriented regulatory intent. Jane' s proactive 

maintenance of a 'relaxed' atmosphere illustrates an instrumental performance motive, where 

positive emotional display is used as a pedagogical catalyst to stimulate student engagement. 

Maintaining discipline is also crucial. May notes, "If students talk during class, I 

become more serious and ask if they want to speak. For those who don't pay attention or doze 

off, I walk over and have them stand."  

4.1.2 Social Motives: Building Positive Teacher–Student Relationships 

Teachers regulate emotions to build trust. Peter says, "When I talk to students, I remain calm 

and point out issues or praise their strengths simply, then suggest what to maintain. I also give 

encouragement." After conflicts, one‑on‑one conversations repair misunderstandings. Amy 

recounts, "After the midterm exams, I had a conversation with him and explained that when I 

raised discipline issues, it wasn't to complain but because I was concerned about him. He 

understood, and now our relationship has improved significantly. He is much more attentive in 

class, actively asks questions, and willingly participates."  

4.1.3 Epistemic Motives: Constructing a Professional Self-Image 

Epistemic motives functioned as a cognitive anchor for participants to construct a "trustworthy" 

and "authoritative" professional self. For instance, Sam's emphasis on "emotional stability" 

suggests that for novice teachers, ER is a tool for identity verification; by modulating visible 

affect, they bridge the gap between their internal anxiety and the cultural expectation of the 

"dignified teacher". Sam states, "I hope my emotional stability shows, because students prefer 

consistent teachers." Jane adds, "I don't let my emotions affect students, and I control myself, 

since it just doesn't feel right." Helen draws on early struggles to foster empathy: "When I first 

started junior high, I pressured myself too much.… A few encouraging words from teachers can 
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ease students' burdens."  

To sum up, the research findings indicate that novice Chinese EFL teachers are 

primarily driven by three instrumental emotion regulation motives. The emergence of these 

motives validates Tamir's (2016) taxonomy while highlighting the context-specific 

prioritization of instructional stability over emotional authenticity in the Chinese secondary 

context. However, beyond mere identification, a more interpretive reading reveals important 

overlaps and tensions among these motives. For instance, epistemic motives often coexist with 

performance motives. When a teacher suppresses frustration to appear consistent (epistemic), 

they simultaneously preserve classroom order (performance). Yet tensions also emerge: social 

motives may temporarily disrupt performance motives (lesson pacing), requiring teachers to 

prioritise one goal over another. These interplays suggest that instrumental ER motives are not 

isolated but dynamically negotiated in real-time teaching contexts. Together, these motives help 

novice teachers manage classroom challenges. They also support a positive learning 

environment. Furthermore, they help maintain professional identity. 

4.2 Use of Emotion Regulation strategies 

Using Gross' s (2015) process model, situation modification was most common (n = 29), 

followed by response modulation (n = 14), cognitive change (n = 13), and attentional 

deployment (n = 6). 
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Table 3: Codes for emotion regulation strategies 

Strategy theme   Codes  Frequency 

Situation 

modification 

a. Seeking interpersonal emotional support 8  

b. Enlivening classroom atmosphere through 

interaction 

6  

c. Adjusting classroom task 3  

d. Communicating after class to resolve teacher-

student conflicts 

3  

e. Regulating through physical activity 3  

f. Delegating tasks to avoid situation 2  

g. Learning from others' experience 1 

h. Regulating through listening to music 1 

i. Managing interaction boundaries with students 1  

j. Problem-Solving and Planning 1  

Response 

modulation 

 

a. Hiding emotions 7  

b. Displaying specific emotions strategically 4  

c. Resolving conflicts after class 2  

d. Adjusting physiological state to meet emotion 

management needs 

1  

Cognitive 

change 

a. Adjusting expectations and evaluation of students 5  

b. Reappraising student behavior through 

understanding 

4  

c. Adjusting self-perception and self-expectations 3  

d. Interpreting student mistakes positively 1  

Attentional 

deployment 

 

a. Diverting attention through teaching engagement 2  

b. Consciously shifting attentional focus 2  

c. Focusing on positive feedback and specific students 2  

4.2.1 Situation Modification: Shaping the Context 

Teachers adjust the social or physical setting to protect authority and reduce stress. Helen 

delegates customs tasks to class representatives: "I entrust items to the representative first, then 

calm myself—it's essential." Sam shares supervisory duties with the assistant head teacher to 

lower daily burden and boost efficiency: "I rely on the assistant head teacher to help supervise 
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the class. This reduces my management load and eases my day." 

Peter adjusts lesson pacing and difficulty. He "paid special attention to interacting with 

students, making eye contact, and adjusting my pace accordingly," which reduced his anxiety. 

Jane invites feedback: "I ask everyone if they understand…otherwise I might assume you all 

get it," so she can adapt instantly. 

4.2.2 Response Modulation : Managing Expressions  

Teachers commonly utilized response modulation as a compensatory mechanism. Jane' s 

strategy of "holding her breath" and "slowing speech" exemplifies how novice teachers use 

physiological suppression to meet the epistemic motive of projecting a calm persona, even 

when antecedent-focused strategies (like reappraisal) fail to mitigate high-intensity triggers. 

Jane' s reliance on response modulation (e.g., breath control) underscores the high emotional 

labor involved in maintaining an authoritative epistemic image when situational demands 

exceed her current regulatory repertoire. Peter uses one-on-one discussions after midterm 

grading issues: "Calm communication…enables deeper understanding and practical support." 

4.2.3 Cognitive Change: Reinterpreting Meanings 

Teachers reframe stressful situations. Sam reminds himself, "Our responsibility is to do our 

best while avoiding self-imposed pressure." May tells herself, "If students don't want to learn, 

there's nothing we can do." Amy reframes a pupil's phone attachment as a need for security: "I 

saw the phone was important to him. I let go of resentment, and our interactions became less 

awkward." 

4.2.4 Attentional Deployment: Directing Focus 

Teachers shift attention to manage nerves. Sam immerses himself in teaching: "Once you start, 

it all disappears." Jane focuses on eager learners: "My focus is finite…so I prefer students 

willing to learn," which helps her move past frustration. 

Together, these antecedent-focused and response-focused strategies form a versatile 

toolkit that enables novice EFL teachers to navigate the emotional complexities of teaching 

while pursuing goals in performance, social engagement, and professional self-image. 
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4.3 Factors Influencing Emotion Regulation Motives and Strategies 

Table 4: Codes for factors that influence teacher's emotion regulation motives 

4.3.1 Factors That Influence Teacher's Emotion Regulation Motives 

We identified four key factors shaping teachers' ER motives: personal well‑being (n = 11), role 

conception and student‑centeredness (n = 8), pedagogical objectives and classroom 

management (n = 8), and professional identity (n = 3).  

Personal well-being drove teachers to protect themselves and avoid burnout. Amy 

coped after a student ignored her phone rule: "I told myself not to bother with them, they are 

just a group of... people who haven't grown up, if you bother with them, you are the one who 

gets angry" Jane learned to let go of hurtful comments to prevent lingering stress.  

Role conception and student care motivated growth. Amy said, "The students are 

actually quite cute—I feel that." Helen noted, "If a child knows you helped, it brings you 

happiness." Peter viewed class as a partnership: "The teacher plays a guiding role." 

Pedagogical aims and discipline needs guided ER. Amy invited a sleepy student to sing. 

Jane suppressed anger when students misbehaved: "I was very angry…and then I banged on 

the table." May set clear rules: "If you don't manage it, students become presumptuous." 

Professional identity pushed teachers to model stability. Helen and Sam both believed, 

"An emotionally stable teacher enhances authority." Peter added, "Positive emotions affect 

students too." 

In summary, participants' ER motives are multifaceted—rooted in personal well-being, 

student-centered care, effective teaching and management, and a desire to project a positive 

professional identity. 

4.3.2 Factors That Influence Teacher's Emotion Regulation Strategies 

Using participant reports, we identified five primary factors shaping ER strategy choices: 

teacher experience (n = 11), student behavior (n = 9), environmental/social support (n = 9), 

Factors theme   Codes   Frequency 

Personal Well-being and 

Growth 

Protecting Self and Avoiding Burnout 3  

Coping with Work-Related Stress 4  

Seeking Job Satisfaction and Professional 

Development 

4  

Teacher's Role 

Conception and Student-

Centeredness:  

Fulfilling Professional Responsibilities 4  

Concerning for students' emotional and psychological 

well-being  

2  

Cultivating Positive Teacher-Student Relationships 2  

Pedagogical Objectives 

and Classroom 

Management 

Enhancing Teaching Effectiveness 4  

Maintaining Classroom Order and Authority 4  

Professional Identity and 

Image 

Presenting professional image 1  

Being a Positive Role Model 2  
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immediate emotional state (n = 4), and underlying beliefs and self‑regulatory habits.  

 

Table 5: Codes for factors that influence teacher's emotion regulation strategies 

 

Teachers' experience drives strategy evolution. May uses mild anger to signal boundaries:"It 

reminds other students that poor conduct is unacceptable," though she "is not actually that 

angry." Peter reflects on each lesson and "suppresses or reframes anger" because "anger 

doesn't solve problems." 

Teachers adapt to student conduct. Helen "hides true thoughts for minor errors…unless 

they repeatedly hurt others, then I directly criticize severely." Peter handles reluctance "after 

class," saying, "If he shows great reluctance…then I handle it after class." Amy notes that 

"they answer in a very cute voice…and your mood will be good again." 

Colleagues and resources matter. Jane vents: "I complain to colleagues…they comfort 

each other." Sam values "headteacher salons" and "professional books" that "show you 

methods used by successful headteachers." 

Momentary intensity guides tactics. Amy says, "When I'm furious, I bang on the 

desk…but for milder upset, I talk to myself." 

In essence, novice Chinese EFL teachers' choices of emotion regulation strategies are 

heavily contingent upon student-related factors, such as the nature of student behavior and their 

responsiveness. Their own evolving teaching experience, including past successes, failures, 

and reflective practices, significantly shapes their strategic repertoire. Furthermore, the 

teachers' cognitive appraisals of situations, their beliefs about strategy effectiveness, and their 

immediate emotional state are crucial determinants. The availability of environmental and 

social support, like collegial advice and school resources, alongside personal attributes and 

self-awareness, also plays a vital role in how these teachers navigate and manage their emotions 

in classroom interactions. 

Factors theme   Codes Frequency 

Teacher Experience and 

Development Factors 

 

 

Leveraging Teaching Experience and Seniority 6  

Drawing from Past Experiences (Successes and 

Failures) 

5  

Reflection and Re-evaluation  1  

Student-Related 

Factors 

Responding to Nature and Severity of Student 

Behavior 

4  

Considering Student Feedback and Responsiveness 3  

Understanding of Student Characteristics 2  

Environmental and 

Social Support Factors 

 

Seeking Social Support 6  

Utilizing School Environment and Resources 3  

Teacher's Emotional 

State Factors 

Managing Based on Type and Intensity of Emotion 4   
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5.0 DISCUSSION 

This study drew on Gross's (2015) process model of emotion regulation (PMER) and Tamir's 

(2016) motive taxonomy to explore the instrumental emotion regulation (ER) of novice 

Chinese EFL teachers. Findings show that participants intentionally regulate emotions to 

achieve performance, social, and epistemic goals, using strategies consistent with the PMER 

framework. 

5.1 Understanding Characteristics of Instrumental Emotion Regulation Goals 

Regarding RQ1, participants regulated emotions to enhance teaching effectiveness 

(performance), build trust (social), and construct a professional image (epistemic). These 

motives align with prior research (Morris & King, 2023; Han et al., 2024). However, it also 

reveals how these motives interact and sometimes conflict, shedding light on broader 

professional dynamics. For example, performance and epistemic motives often converged: 

maintaining lesson flow (performance) simultaneously projected a stable, authoritative image 

(epistemic). This synergy helped novices establish legitimacy in hierarchical school 

environments (Sutton & Harper, 2009). Conversely, social motives (e.g., building trust through 

empathetic one-on-one talks) occasionally conflicted with performance motives (e.g., adhering 

to lesson pacing). Teachers resolved such tensions by prioritising relational repair after class—

a strategic trade-off reflecting cultural norms of "shi dao zun yán" (teacher dignity) where 

authority must be balanced with care (Yin, 2016). Unlike university instructors in Morris and 

King (2023), who valued emotional authenticity, these novice teachers prioritised emotional 

stability. This difference likely stems not only from career-stage insecurity but also from the 

hierarchical secondary school context, where perceived teacher authority directly influences 

classroom order (Graham, 2018). Thus, the three motives are not independent categories but a 

dynamic system shaped by institutional power, cultural expectations, and novices' urgent need 

to professionalise. 

5.2 Emotion Regulation Strategy Repertoires 

For RQ2, participants used four main strategies: situation modification, attentional deployment, 

cognitive change, and response modulation. Situation modification included task adjustments 

and external support seeking, aligning with prior findings on classroom problem-solving 

(Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997; Talbot & Mercer, 2018). Our frequency data show situation 

modification was most common (n=29). This high frequency suggests limited power to avoid 

emotional triggers. Novice teachers cannot select their classes or curricula. Thus they modify, 

not select, situations. 

Attentional deployment involved focusing on engaged students or instructional tasks, 

consistent with Littleton (2021) and Su and Lee (2024). It was less frequent (n=6). Teachers 

used cognitive change to reframe difficulties and adjust expectations. This is critical for early-

career uncertainty (Yang et al., 2021; Pappa & Hökkä, 2021). Cognitive change appeared 13 

times. Response modulation was frequently employed as a compensatory mechanism (n=14). 

Teachers hid or displayed emotions strategically. This reflects emotional labor for classroom 

control (Hochschild, 1983). It also shows institutional pressure to maintain authority in Chinese 
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schools (Yin, 2016). 

Situation selection was absent. This strategy requires proactive identification of 

emotional triggers (Taxer & Gross, 2018). Teachers must anticipate and avoid challenging 

situations before they arise. Novice teachers lack this anticipatory skill. The main obstacle is 

cognitive: novices are not yet able to foresee which situations will trigger intense emotions. 

Therefore, situation selection remains out of their reach. 

5.3 The Dynamic Regulation System to Teachers 

In addressing RQ3, four factors shaped ER motives: teacher role conception, pedagogical goals, 

professional image, and personal well-being. Five factors influenced ER strategies: student 

behavior, teacher experience, environmental/social support, emotional state, and personal 

regulatory habits. These findings reveal that ER is a socio-professionally mediated process, 

where the teacher' s internal goals are constantly renegotiated against institutional expectations 

and cultural norms (Morris & King, 2023). Teachers actively regulate emotions in response to 

shifting classroom dynamics, not as passive reactions but as strategic actions. 

Three context-specific patterns emerged. First, personal well-being emerged as a 

dominant ER motive. Eleven participants cited stress relief, emotional preservation, and 

professional growth as core goals. While veteran teachers also value well-being, Morris and 

King (2023) found it less central. ER functions as a liminal shield; for novices, managing 

emotions is the primary site where the struggle between their 'student-self' and 'professional-

self' is enacted, revealing the precarious nature of early career identity construction (Liu et al., 

2025). 

Second, three factors—student behavior, teaching experience, and social support—

were equally central to strategy selection. Teachers frequently adapted responses to student 

misbehavior severity and feedback (Meşe & Mede, 2024). Simultaneously, they sought advice 

from colleagues and mentors to manage emotional challenges (Wangdi & Rigdel, 2025). 

Third, cultural norms shaped ER motives and strategies. In a context where teachers 

are expected to embody dignity and authority ("shi dao zun yán"), teachers often regulated 

emotions to maintain a respected image (Yin, 2016). First, compare our novice teachers with 

experienced ones. Hilger et al. (2025) found that less experienced teachers use more avoidance 

strategies (e.g., suppression). Such strategies link to lower well-being. Our participants also 

relied on suppression. However, they used it for cultural authority, not from maladjustment. 

This suggests culture moderates a strategy's adaptiveness (Li et al., 2023). Second, compare 

Chinese with Western contexts. Xu et al. (2023) showed that "authority" is a unique dimension 

of teacher-student relationships in China. Zhou et al. (2012) demonstrated the "Chinese 

classroom paradox": controlling teacher behaviours signal care, not control, to Chinese 

students. Our participants' "strict-exterior, caring-interior" pattern fits this paradox. They 

displayed sternness publicly but showed care privately. Together, these comparisons reveal 

three unique features of novice Chinese EFL teachers' instrumental ER: (a) suppression serves 

cultural authority, not just coping; (b) authority is a core relational dimension; (c) the strict-care 

pattern is culturally intelligible and likely effective in Confucian-heritage classrooms. We now 

synthesize these findings into a dynamic model. Figure 1 illustrates the framework. The model 
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has three layers. Cultural norms form the top boundary. Motives sit in the middle. Strategies 

and influencing factors are at the bottom. 

 

 

Figure 1: A conceptual model of novice Chinese EFL teachers' instrumental emotion 

regulation 

 

In sum, novice Chinese EFL teachers regulate emotions to meet instructional, relational, and 

identity-based goals. Their strategy use is shaped by cultural values, institutional hierarchies, 

and the demands of early career teaching. These findings expand theoretical models of teacher 

ER and offer practical insights for culturally and career-stage responsive teacher development. 

It is important to emphasize that the strength of this qualitative study lies in its depth 

rather than its breadth. While the small sample does not permit statistical generalization, the 

semi-structured interview approach facilitated a rich, nuanced exploration of the participants' 

lived emotional experiences and the complex reasoning behind their regulatory choices. This 

methodological focus on depth allowed for the uncovering of the intricate interplay between 

teachers' instrumental motives, their strategy deployment, and the contextual factors 

influencing them—insights that large-scale quantitative surveys often cannot capture. Thus, 

this study contributes a detailed and deeply contextualized understanding of the why and how 

of novice teacher emotion regulation. 

6.0 CONCLUSION 

This study examines instrumental emotion regulation (ER) motives and strategies that novice 

Chinese EFL teachers use during student–teacher interactions. We identify three main 

instrumental motives: performance motives enhance teaching effectiveness and classroom 

dynamics; social motives foster positive teacher–student relationships and emotional support; 

and epistemic motives project a professional, trustworthy teaching persona. 

To achieve these motives, participants employed ER strategies: situation modification, 
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attentional deployment, cognitive change, and response modulation. We found that teachers 

selected these strategies based on teacher-related factors (e.g., beliefs, prior experience, 

well-being), student-related factors (e.g., behavior, needs, relationship quality), and 

institutional or contextual factors (e.g., workload, school culture, peer support). 

These findings offer practical implications for teacher development. However, 

participants seldom used antecedent-focused strategies such as situation selection. Therefore, 

teacher training programs should introduce and cultivate proactive ER skills. Specifically, they 

should train teachers to select or modify instructional contexts to prevent or reduce negative 

emotional triggers rather than rely mainly on reactive techniques. 

This study has methodological limitations. First, we used a small sample (n=6) and 

convenience sampling. This limits generalizability. Our findings reflect deep insights, not 

broad truths. Future research should test our patterns with larger samples. Second, we collected 

only interview data. We did not use classroom observations or diaries. Self-reports may suffer 

from social desirability bias. Teachers may describe ideal practices, not actual ones. We 

mitigated this by asking for specific incidents. Still, triangulation would strengthen validity. 

Third, we recruited participants from one researcher's network. This may introduce selection 

bias. However, our goal was information-rich cases, not statistical representation. Fourth, this 

study is cross-sectional. We captured one moment in novice teachers' careers. Longitudinal 

designs could trace how ER motives and strategies evolve over time. Future research should 

address these limitations. Mixed methods would be valuable. So would intervention studies on 

proactive ER training. 
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