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Understanding L2 generalist
teachers’ motivation for teaching
EFL in China’s rural elementary
schools

Wei Sun* and Hong Shi*

School of Foreign Languages, China University of Petroleum, Beijing, China

In the context of global mandates for English as a Foreign Language (EFL)

education, rural regions face significant hurdles in delivering high-quality

language instruction. Generalist teachers in these areas often lack specialized

training in EFL, yet are tasked with its instruction. Referred to as L2 generalists,

these educators hold a pivotal role in EFL education. However, a notable

gap exists in understanding the motivation propelling generalist teachers to

undertake EFL instruction, particularly within Chinese rural primary schools,

where various challenges persist. Grounded in self-discrepancy theory and

possible selves theory, this study examined the way L2 generalist teachers’

teaching motivation linked to their various self-concepts as well as their

responses to various challenges when delivering EFL teaching in rural elementary

schools in China. The study uncovered that the alignment between L2 generalist

teachers’ ought selves (i.e., the selves that they believe they should be) and ideal

selves (i.e., the selves they aspire to become) acted as motivating factors, guiding

their active involvement in EFL teaching. However, challenges such as a lack

of professionalization and high contextual expectations led to a discrepancy

between their actual selves (i.e., the selves they perceive themselves to

currently be) and their ought/ideal selves, diminishing their teaching motivation.

Furthermore, the presence of ambiguous and conflicting school policies further

complicated matters, confusing generalist teachers and eroding their motivation

for teaching. Despite experiencing a decline in motivation for EFL teaching,

their commitment to their students fostered consistency between their ideal

and ought selves, inspiring them to innovate pedagogical strategies within their

capabilities. The study’s findings hold significance for policymakers and teacher

educators, highlighting the necessity of implementing strategies to enhance the

professional growth of rural L2 generalist teachers.

KEYWORDS

EFL teaching, teaching motivation, pedagogical strategies, rural L2 generalist teachers,

self-concepts

1 Introduction

The worldwide introduction of mandatory English as a Foreign Language (EFL)

learning in public education has led to promising reforms but also challenges for rural

education (Izquierdo et al., 2021). Teachers in impoverished rural areas face numerous

obstacles, such as limited resources, poor working conditions, and low student engagement

(Gao and Xu, 2014; Liu et al., 2021). These stressors often result in negative perceptions

toward their profession (Corbett et al., 2021), leading to a growing attrition rate among

specialized teachers, especially those teaching foreign languages (Acheson et al., 2016; Li

et al., 2020).
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In rural areas, generalist teachers (i.e., educators who have a

broad range of knowledge and skills across various subject areas)

are often compelled to teach English despite lacking expertise or

training in the subject (Coelho and Henze, 2014). These teachers,

referred to as L2 generalists, face challenges due to their limited

language competence and pedagogical knowledge (Izquierdo et al.,

2021). Consequently, they struggle to deliver effective language

instruction, leading to motivational inadequacy and ineffective

teaching engagement (Wang and Chen, 2022). Despite the

importance of their role, research on L2 generalist teachers is

limited (Hossain, 2016; Izquierdo et al., 2021). Investigating their

motivation is crucial as it impacts student motivation, teacher

retention, and long-term professional commitment (Dörnyei and

Kubanyiova, 2014; Gao and Xu, 2014).

Teacher motivation “determines what attracts individuals to

teaching, how long they remain in their initial teacher education

courses and subsequently the teaching profession, and the extent to

which they engage with their courses and the profession” (Sinclair,

2008, p. 80). It is closely tied to individuals’ actual, ideal, and ought

selves, as per the self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987). The ideal

self represents the characteristics an individual aspires to possess,

the actual self reflects how a person perceives themselves, and the

ought self pertains to the traits an individual believes they should

have due to obligations. These three selves act as “self-guides”

that influence individuals’ behavior, with consistency enhancing

motivation and conflicts potentially impeding it (Higgins, 1987).

Teachers can utilize self-regulatory strategies and agency to address

discrepancies, turning conflicts into catalysts for professional

development (Gao and Xu, 2014).

Motivation is intricately connected to individuals’ future-

oriented self-concepts (Dörnyei, 2009). Self-concept, defined as

“the summary of the individual’s self-knowledge related to how

the person views him/herself ” (Dörnyei, 2009, p. 11), serves

as a crucial analytical framework for behavior assessment and

regulation (Markus and Nurius, 1986; Higgins, 1987). The

interplay between individuals’ beliefs and contextual influences

can lead to alignment or contradiction among their different

selves (Oyserman, 2001), influencing motivation and self-concept

during teaching (Tao et al., 2019). The possible selves theory

underscores the significance of desired selves that individuals

aspire to become and feared selves they strive to avoid, shaping

motivation and behavior (Markus and Nurius, 1986). Individuals

may employ self-regulatory measures to bridge the gap between

actual and desired selves, especially when desired selves align

with feared selves. In the context of teaching, motivation can

be compromised when teachers feel that their desired selves are

constrained by unfavorable conditions, particularly when external

expectations become internalized as part of their ought selves.

This internalization can widen the discrepancy between their

ideal and ought selves (Kubanyiova, 2009; Kumazawa, 2013).

For instance, challenges like a rigid curriculum can conflict with

teachers’ aspirations, leading to demotivation (Yuan et al., 2016).

Lee (2013) elaborates on this, noting how teachers may feel

constrained by regulations, conforming to the role of “curriculum

followers” despite aspiring to be “change agents.” Additionally,

students’ attitudes impact teacher motivation (Kubanyiova, 2009),

with skepticism toward innovation reducing teachers’ engagement

(Yuan et al., 2016).

Despite a growing body of research on L2 teacher psychology

(e.g., Dörnyei and Ushioda, 2013; Kubanyiova and Feryok, 2015;

Mercer and Kostoulas, 2018), there has been a notable lack of

focus on teacher motivation in the context of EFL generalist

teachers (Lamb and Wyatt, 2019; Tao et al., 2019; Sato et al.,

2022). Specifically, there is a gap in understanding the motivation

of generalist teachers to teach EFL, particularly in Chinese rural

primary schools where numerous challenges are prevalent. Delving

into the motivation of L2 generalist teachers can elucidate the

factors influencing their effectiveness in language instruction and

how they overcome professional challenges. This study aims to

address this gap by examining the motivation of L2 generalist

teachers and how they navigate challenges in their roles. Drawing

on theories like possible selves and self-discrepancy, the study seeks

to understand how motivation is generated as well as how L2

generalist teachers respond to challenges encountered in teaching.

The findings aim to inform policymakers and stakeholders about

the professional development needs of these teachers, ultimately

enhancing EFL education policies and teaching environments in

rural areas. Two research questions guide the study:

1. What motivates/demotivates generalist teachers to deliver L2

instruction in elementary schools in rural China?

2. What teaching strategies do generalist teachers adopt to

deliver L2 instruction?

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Context and participants

The study was inspired by the first researcher’s firsthand

teaching experiences in an impoverished area of Southwestern

China. Conducted in a local rural elementary school, the

research employed a convenience sampling method to recruit

five L2 generalist teachers. All participants were natives of the

area and taught in a rural elementary school characterized by

limited educational resources. In this school, two teachers are

responsible for delivering all subjects to a class of over 50

pupils, including classroom management, due to the absence

of qualified teachers. The first researcher had prior professional

cooperation with the participants for a year, establishing familiarity

before data collection. While this connection may have influenced

participant responses (Ravitch and Carl, 2016), it also facilitated

deeper exploration into their motivation to teach language.

All participants were female with over 10 years of teaching

experience and reported receiving no pedagogical skills training

on EFL instruction during college. See Table 1 for a summary of

participant demographics.

2.2 Data collection

Considering our priorly established connections with the

participants, a qualitative interview research technique was applied

for our investigation, which depends “on developing rapport with

participants and discussing, in detail, aspects of the particular
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TABLE 1 Demographics of participating teachers.

Name Gender Age (in years) Education level Years of teaching Years of teaching EFL

Zhang Female 42 Bachelor 21 14

Wang Female 44 Bachelor 22 11

Lv Female 48 Bachelor 28 12

Li Female 38 Bachelor 17 12

Qian Female 45 Bachelor 23 11

phenomenon being studied” (deMarrais, 2004, p. 53). Five

50-min in-depth semi-structured interviews were carried out,

during which data was gathered using an interview protocol

comprising of six questions (see Appendix A). As recommended

by Ravitch and Carl (2016), the semi-structured interview

protocol involved asking targeted questions and adapting follow-

up questions based on responses across interviews to create

a personalized conversational experience for each participant.

This approach allows for a nuanced and tailored understanding

from the participants’ perspective. Interviews were conducted

in Chinese to allow the teachers to reflect on and voice their

experiences, which were audio recorded for transcription after the

participants’ consent.

2.3 Data analysis

The data collected from interviews were transcribed verbatim,

and qualitative content analysis (Miles and Huberman, 1994),

was employed to analyze the data. Both a top-down (theory-

driven) and a bottom-up (data-driven) approach were used to

develop themes for investigation. The data underwent three

rounds of review, spaced ∼2 days apart. In the first review,

the study identified participants’ motivations toward their EFL

teaching, noting that motivations initially stemmed from a desire

to improve L2 knowledge and teaching skills but decreased

during actual classroom teaching due to perceived limitations

and contextual factors. In the second review, themes emerged

regarding the causes of motivation fluctuations, including: (a)

participants’ declined motivations because of their perceived

limitations in L2 competence and pedagogical skills, as well as

factors such as student expectations, school policies, and language

assessments; (b) increased motivations due to career aspirations

and a sense of responsibility toward their students. Referring to

self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987) and possible selves theory

(Markus and Nurius, 1986), the third review further examined

how motivation relates to different selves perceived by teachers

during the teaching process (e.g., “a well-qualified and competent

teacher,” “an omnipotent teacher,” “an exhausted and distracted

teacher”). Meanwhile, the second researcher independently coded

the same transcriptions, and subsequent discussions compared

similarities and differences to ensure coding reliability. To

validate findings, participants were invited for clarification and

confirmation when uncertainties arose in data interpretation

(e.g., ambiguous responses, conflicting information, missing or

incomplete data).

3 Results

In this section, the study presents insights from participants

Wang, Li, Lv, Qian, and Zhang, highlighting their diverse

experiences as generalist teachers facing challenges such as

limited language knowledge, self-efficacy issues, and balancing

interest-oriented teaching with exam-driven demands. The

section introduces four themes including “Professionalization,”

“Contextual expectations and requirements,” “Language

assessment,” and “Generalist teachers’ initiatives,” setting the

stage for a deeper exploration of these complex dynamics in

English language teaching. The overall results are presented in

Figure 1.

3.1 Professionalization

In an examination-oriented environment, generalist teachers

are expected to possess strong language knowledge and be

competent in L2 instruction to achieve excellent outcomes.

They also hold the aspiration of becoming “well-qualified and

competent” (Li) in language teaching through their efforts. This

convergence between their ought selves and ideal selves serves as

a motivation for them to actively engage in training programs

initiated by the school. Initially, their interest and passion for

English drive their active participation in these training programs,

as mentioned by Zhang: “I learned very carefully. I took a

lot of notes and indeed learned some valuable knowledge and

teaching methods.”

However, despite their efforts, generalist teachers still report

lower L2 competence. Consequently, they face significant

challenges in delivering “basic language knowledge and skills,

including grammar, pronunciation, and listening” (Zhang). When

asked about their educational experiences with English in college,

most participants reveal that they received no training in L2

pedagogy, leading to limited knowledge about L2 instruction and

less specialization in EFL teaching in L2 classrooms. Their low

L2 competence makes it difficult for them to “effectively deliver

L2 instructions” (Li). Additionally, they express deficiencies in

technology use and struggle to search for pedagogical resources.

For instance, Wang mentions difficulties in finding suitable

and high-quality teaching resources, resulting in difficulties in

managing a “well-organized class”.

This discrepancy between their actual selves as “unprofessional

teachers” and their desired ought/ideal selves as “well-qualified and

competent teachers” endorsed by school leaders creates a conflict.
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FIGURE 1

The overall results. Abated motivation refers to a decline or reduction in L2 generalist teachers’ motivation to teach EFL resulting from

inconsistencies among their di�erent selves; elevated motivation refers to an increase or enhancement in L2 generalist teachers’ motivation to teach

EFL due to alignment among their di�erent selves.

As a result, their teaching motivation is undermined, and they

exhibit inadequate self-efficacy in EFL instruction, as mentioned

by Wang: “I’m always worried about misleading students. I dare

not say that I am qualified for English teaching and my confidence

is not very sufficient. We could just try to complete the required

teaching tasks.”

In summary, the professionalization of generalist teachers

in language teaching faces several challenges, including limited

language knowledge, deficiencies in L2 pedagogy training,

technology use, and resource management. These challenges

contribute to a discrepancy between their actual and ideal

selves, leading to decreased motivation and self-efficacy in

EFL instruction.

3.2 Contextual expectations and
requirements

Within the teaching process, contextual factors significantly

influence themotivation and self-concepts of L2 generalist teachers.

One emerging sub-theme is the high expectations that students

hold for their English teachers. Pupils in rural schools often

assume that their teachers possess comprehensive knowledge and

expertise, leading to heightened expectations (“Now these students

simply assume that teachers know everything,” Lv). This places

considerable pressure on generalist teachers, who worry about their

language proficiency and fear not being able to meet students’

future needs (“When they are in sixth grade, I’m afraid that

my language proficiency is not enough to meet their needs at

that time... Maybe it’s embarrassing,” Lv). The fear of failing

to satisfy students’ expectations creates a feared teacher self as

“teachers failing to meet students’ needs,” contrasting with their

ideal selves as “well-qualified and competent teachers,” thereby

undermining their teaching motivation. As expressed by one

participant, “I don’t think I can teach them English for a very

long time in the future. I’m teaching for now. That’s all I can

do” (Zhang).

Another sub-theme relates to the expectations imposed by

school requirements and teaching situations. In rural schools with

a shortage of English teachers, generalist teachers are assigned

multiple teaching tasks and are assumed to be “omnipotent

teachers” (Wang) to excel in all subjects (“I have to teach Chinese,

English, Science and other subjects... I’m a little over my head,”

Wang). Such expectations were elaborated into generalist teachers’

ought/ideal selves. They initially made positive responses and

promised a well-preparation for any subject which needed teaching:

“A generalist teacher must be versatile and able to teach anything.
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I will follow the school’s instructions, like a brick, where needed to

move” (Li).

This heavy workload, however, can be overwhelming and

distracting for teachers, leading to feelings of being overburdened

and exhausted (“I have to cope with many affairs every day, and

my energy is limited. I get distracted,” Wang; “Sometimes I am

too busy to think and plan how to teach English. . . . Everything

is being taught and nothing is being taught well,” Qian). The

conflicting demands of various subjects can create a dissonance

between teachers’ actual selves “exhausted and distracted teachers

with heavy teaching burdens” and their ideal selves as “omnipotent

teachers”. Such dissonance affected their teaching motivation.

Furthermore, the restricted time allocated for English teaching

in rural schools poses an additional challenge for generalist

teachers. With only 80min per week dedicated to English

instruction, teachers struggle to deliver comprehensive and high-

quality lessons within such a limited timeframe. Despite efforts to

ensure efficient class delivery, generalist teachers find it frustrating

and doubt the effectiveness of delivering L2 instruction within

such constraints. Consequently, they label themselves as “language

teachers with demanding work but limited time” (i.e., their actual

selves), rather than their desired selves as “efficient teachers”

(Li), which diminishes their motivation toward EFL teaching. As

expressed by one participant, “I can feel only a little bit of sense

of achievement in teaching in the class, which is reduced to almost

zero in the next class” (Li).

In sum, the high expectations of students, the heavy workload

imposed by school requirements, and the limited time for

instruction all contribute to a mismatch between teachers’ actual

selves (or feared selves) and their ideal selves, leading to diminished

motivation and hindering professional development in the field.

3.3 Language assessment

In rural school settings, generalist language teachers encounter

challenges in maintaining their teaching motivation due to

conflicting expectations and assessment methods. On one

hand, they are tasked with being “interest guides,” fostering

students’ enthusiasm for English and creating a positive learning

environment. However, the school’s assessment system heavily

emphasizes exams, prioritizing grades as the primary measure

of language proficiency. This conflicting approach to language

assessment creates a dilemma for generalist teachers, impacting

their motivation and self-concept as educators. They grapple with

the tension between their internalized ideal selves as “interest

guides” and the reality of being perceived as “exam-driven

teachers.” This conflict affects their teaching motivation and self-

concept as educators. Wang, for instance, criticizes the negative

impact of exam-oriented education on students’ interest in learning

English, expressing concerns about the detrimental effects of exams

on students’ enthusiasm for the subject. As Wang states, “The

‘baton’ of the exam is too high... If there is no exam, it should not

be difficult for us to deliver English lessons in primary schools in

which students are more interested than now. The compulsory

evaluation based on the written test may destroy students’ interest

in learning English.”

While they aspire to create engaging lessons that foster students’

interests, they are compelled to follow the school’s examination-

driven pedagogy and “surrender to reality” (Li). Qian acknowledges

the pressure to conform to the school’s requirements, stating, “We

have no choice but to follow the school’s requirements. After all,

the teaching quality would be assessed according to the students’

grades... Maybe it is a little bit utilitarian. We teach what the

test tests.” This conflict between their desired role as “interest

guides” and the reality of being “exam-driven teachers” creates a

discrepancy between teachers’ actual selves and their ideal selves.

Generalist teachers grapple with conflicting ought selves, oscillating

between their aspirations to be “interest guides” and the demands

of being “exam-driven teachers.” The misalignment between their

actual selves as “exam-driven teachers” and their ought/ideal selves

as “interest guides” undermines their teaching motivation. They

fear their inability to organize engaging classes may result in a dull,

exam-focused learning environment that fails to cultivate students’

interest in language learning.

Overall, the conflicting expectations and assessments imposed

on generalist teachers in rural schools create a challenging

environment that hinders their teaching motivation. The tension

between being an “interest guide” and an “exam-driven teacher”

affects their self-concept and contributes to their ambiguous and

low motivation levels.

3.4 Generalist teachers’ initiatives

One significant initiative embraced by generalist teachers is the

adoption of multimodal co-learning strategies in L2 classrooms. By

incorporating multimedia tools such as PowerPoint presentations

containing words, pictures, sounds, and videos, they actively engage

students and cultivate an interactive learning environment. This

approach not only “saved much time” (Li) and “reduced lots

of pressure” (Wang) for teachers but also “created a relaxing

environment” (Zhang) and heightened students’ interest, leading

to enhanced learning efficiency. For instance, Zhang shared how

using PPTs with videos and songs made English lessons more

interesting and memorable for students. The inclusion of visuals

and multimedia elements helped students retain information better

and fostered a relaxed classroom atmosphere where learning

became engaging and enjoyable. Zhang also acknowledged the

role of being a co-learner alongside the students, emphasizing the

collaborative nature of the learning process.

Another significant initiative was the establishment of

interdisciplinary links between English and other subjects to

facilitate L2 teaching. Generalist teachers, such as Qian, excelled in

connecting English with different subjects by exploring grammar,

pronunciation, culture, and thinking patterns. By highlighting

similarities and differences between English and Chinese, as

illustrated by Li’s teaching approach, teachers aimed to enhance

students’ understanding of English and promote memory retention

through cross-subject reinforcement. Li, for example, frequently

incorporated cultural comparisons between China and the West

in her teaching to illustrate linguistic nuances and differences in

thinking logic. By drawing parallels between emotional expressions

in Western and Chinese cultures, she not only enriched students’
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cultural awareness but also provided valuable insights into

language usage and communication styles.

In conclusion, generalist teachers’ initiatives in EFL teaching

encompassed the adoption of multimodal co-learning strategies

and the establishment of interdisciplinary links between English

and other subjects. Through these approaches, teachers aimed to

create engaging learning experiences, enhance students’ language

proficiency, and foster a deeper understanding of English language

and culture.

4 Discussion

This study delves into the experiences and motivations of L2

generalist teachers in teaching EFL in rural elementary schools.

It reveals that the alignment and misalignment between various

self-perceptions significantly impact their teaching motivation and

approaches (Markus and Nurius, 1986; Higgins, 1987). Initially,

these teachers aspire to become “well-qualified and competent”

in EFL instruction, reflecting the expectations instilled by their

schools, which serve as their “ought selves”. This alignment

between their “ought selves” and their ideal selves as proficient

educators serves as a driving force, prompting them to actively

pursue training (Higgins, 1987). However, once in the classroom,

they face the stark reality of being perceived as “unprofessional

teachers” in contrast to their desired identity. This dissonance

between their actual and ideal selves undermines their motivation.

This may stem from the prevalent issue of underqualification

among L2 generalist teachers in rural settings, where limitations in

English proficiency and pedagogical skills hinder effective language

instruction (Izquierdo et al., 2021).

During the teaching process, the motivation of L2 generalist

teachers is often diminished by various contextual factors that

impact their self-concepts and constrain their ideal selves (Markus

and Nurius, 1986). Students’ attitudes and expectations play

a significant role in influencing teachers’ motivation and self-

perception (Kubanyiova, 2009). Despite students demonstrating

positive attitudes toward English learning, their high expectations

of generalist teachers expose them to considerable pressure

due to the teachers’ lack of L2 competence. The fear of

failing to meet students’ expectations creates a feared self-image

of “teachers failing to meet students’ needs” in contrast to

their ideal selves as “well-qualified and competent teachers”,

thereby undermining their teaching motivation and hindering

innovation in EFL teaching within classrooms (Kubanyiova, 2009).

Furthermore, teachers may experience demotivation when their

ideal selves conflict with school requirements or the actual

teaching environment (Kumazawa, 2013). Due to the shortage of

L2 specialists, generalist teachers are often tasked with teaching

multiple subjects, including EFL instruction, simultaneously, being

expected by school leaders to be “omnipotent teachers”. As

noted by Karimi and Norouzi (2019), teachers’ commitment to

teaching is influenced by the expectations set by school leaders.

However, despite these expectations being integrated into L2

generalist teachers’ “ought selves”, they often find themselves easily

distracted and burnt out during the teaching process due to the

heavy workload, shaping their actual selves as “exhausted and

distracted teachers burdened with heavy teaching responsibilities”.

Consequently, the dissonance between their “ought selves” and

actual selves leads to a decline in teaching motivation. Moreover,

the reality of generalist teachers’ actual selves as “language teachers

with demanding work and limited time” contradicts their “ought

selves” as “efficient teachers”, further diminishing their motivation

toward L2 instruction. Thus, the inconsistencies triggered by

adverse contextual factors can weaken teachers’ motivation and

impede their professional development (Kubanyiova, 2009).

In rural schools, language teachers’ aspirations toward idealized

teaching practices are often hindered by contextual challenges,

leading to fluctuations in their teaching motivation (Gao and Xu,

2014). One significant issue lies in the ambivalence and ambiguity

surrounding the language ideology and policy within these schools,

particularly concerning L2 assessment. L2 generalist teachers find

themselves caught in a dilemma; while they may not personally

identify with exam-driven policies, they are compelled to adhere

to them due to contextual pressures. Consequently, these teachers

are confronted with paradoxical and conflicting school policies,

which force them into a struggle between their externally imposed

“ought selves” and their internally held “ought/ideal selves”. For

instance, they may feel torn between being guided by their

interests in effective language instruction and being compelled to

prioritize exam-oriented teaching practices (Yuan et al., 2016). This

tension significantly demotivates their efforts in EFL teaching, as

they grapple with the conflicting demands placed upon them by

school policies.

According to Higgins (1987), the alignment between ideal

and ought selves is crucial in bolstering teachers’ motivation

toward L2 instruction. Despite facing numerous challenges during

EFL teaching that contribute to low motivation, generalist

teachers demonstrate a strong sense of responsibility toward

their students and aspire to be “responsible and conscientious

teachers” (ought selves), consistent with their ideal selves as

“well-qualified and competent teachers”. Consequently, they strive

to minimize the disparity between their ought/ideal selves and

their actual selves, seeking out teaching approaches to facilitate

students’ EFL learning. Despite limited information and technology

capabilities due to a lack of training (Hossain, 2016), these

teachers are still able to utilize basic office applications such

as PowerPoints with existing resources, contradicting previous

findings suggesting their reluctance to adopt technology-enhanced

materials (Izquierdo et al., 2021). Such technology-based aids are

believed to enhance learning experiences by providing real-life

experiences that stimulate self-activity and imagination (Hossain,

2016), thus exposing L2 learners to meaningful language input and

output (Izquierdo et al., 2021). Furthermore, generalist teachers

establish interdisciplinary links and particularly emphasize cross-

linguistic connections to facilitate L2 learning, as emphasizing

common features may enhance performance in both languages

(Cummins, 2005). By employing effective techniques to aid

students’ EFL learning and realizing their ideal selves, these

teachers experience a sense of fulfillment and contentment,

which in turn enhances their motivation (Dörnyei and Ushioda,

2013).
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4.1 Implications for practices

The study’s findings have important implications, particularly

in rural areas where generalist teachers lack expertise in teaching

an L2. Educational administrators should take the lead in providing

high-quality training to improve teachers’ L2 competence and

teaching skills. Encouraging generalist teachers to engage with L2

specialists and participate in professional activities (Johnson, 2009)

can help them develop their L2 knowledge and teaching abilities,

as well as reflect on challenges, identify coping mechanisms, and

build a positive self-concept with strong motivation for L2 teaching

(Yuan et al., 2016). In pre-service training, teacher educators

should offer specialized courses to enhance L2 competence and

pedagogical skills, which can be directly applied in rural schools

to better prepare teachers for L2 instruction. It is also essential to

invest additional resources and efforts, alongside incentives and

competitive salaries, in developing sustainable teachers’ networks

or communities for ongoing professional development (Gao and

Xu, 2014). The study also highlights the disparity experienced by

L2 generalist teachers due to conflicting and ambiguous school

policies, leading to reduced teaching motivation (Yuan et al.,

2016). School administrators should strive to provide clear and

consistent mandates, while policymakers and school leaders must

actively engage with these teachers to understand and address the

contextual constraints and challenges they face. Building mutual

understanding and respect through open communication and

negotiation is crucial (Burns, 2009), rather than imposing over-

idealized demands and becoming disconnected from the realities

faced by teachers.

4.2 Limitations

It is indeed crucial to acknowledge the limitations of the

study. One notable limitation of this study is the small sample

size, comprising only five L2 generalist teachers from rural

elementary schools. Future research should aim to include a

larger and more diverse sample, spanning various geographical

locations and educational contexts. Another limitation lies in

the exclusive reliance on interview data. Future research could

strengthen validity and reliability by integrating interviews with

additional methods like classroom observations or surveys to

triangulate data. Finally, the absence of computed inter-rater

reliability statistics serves as a limitation. It is recommended

that future research prioritize the assessment of inter-rater

reliability to ensure the consistency and validity of qualitative

data analysis.

5 Conclusion

In summary, this qualitative study delves into the relationship

between L2 generalist teachers’ teaching motivation, self-

concepts, and responses to challenges in rural Chinese

elementary schools. While the convergence between teachers’

ought selves and ideal selves motivates active engagement

in L2 teaching, non-professionalization and high contextual

expectations lead to a decline in motivation. Ambiguous school

policies further complicate matters. Despite these challenges,

teachers’ commitment to students drives them to innovate

within their abilities. Addressing these findings underscores the

importance of supporting rural L2 generalist teachers’ professional

development to enhance teaching quality and student outcomes in

EFL education.
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Appendix A

Interview protocol

1. Have you learned English or some L2 pedagogies in the

college? Are you interested in English or English teaching?

Why?

2. What are your perceptions of generalist teachers and the

teaching profession?

3. What are your perceptions of specialized English language

teachers and L2 generalist teachers?

4. How did you come to have such perceptions?

5. Can you describe your teaching experiences before and after

being a L2 generalist teacher? What challenges have you

encountered? How did you cope with them?

6. How did you implement your L2 teaching plan? What

teaching strategies did you adopt?

Frontiers in Education 09 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1334031
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

	Understanding L2 generalist teachers' motivation for teaching EFL in China's rural elementary schools
	1 Introduction
	2 Materials and methods
	2.1 Context and participants
	2.2 Data collection
	2.3 Data analysis

	3 Results
	3.1 Professionalization
	3.2 Contextual expectations and requirements
	3.3 Language assessment
	3.4 Generalist teachers' initiatives

	4 Discussion
	4.1 Implications for practices
	4.2 Limitations

	5 Conclusion
	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher's note
	References
	Appendix A
	Interview protocol



