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Editorial on the Research Topic

Student-teacher relationship quality research: past, present and future,

volume II

The present Research Topic is in continuity with the previous one (Vol. I, Fabris

et al., 2022) and aims to further stimulate scientific research on the quality of the teacher-

student relationship and its impact on students’ development and learning processes.

On this Research Topic, we have collected 12 empirical research papers from different

nations, both from the East and the West. The selected papers not only have the merit

of expanding current knowledge on the contribution of the teacher relationship to

students’ psychological adjustment and learning, but also offer important insights for the

development of further research in the near future.

Three cross-sectional studies conducted in China were devoted to analyzing the

contribution of the teacher-student relationship to students’ learning outcomes and

psychological wellbeing in the context of foreign language (English) learning. In the

first study, Wang and Kang focused on the positive influences of teachers’ and students’

interpersonal communication skills on second language (L2) learners. In the second

study, Li and Chu, inspired by rhetorical/relational goal theory, found that teacher

confirmation and teacher caring play a significant role in improving Chinese EFL learners’

empowerment. In the third study, conducted with a sample of 748 college students, Zhou

extended the knowledge of the relationship between perceived teacher caring and Chinese

EFL students’ wellbeing and identified grit as a significant mediator of this relationship.

Overall, these studies are pedagogically important as they draw foreign language teachers’

attention to the importance of their interpersonal communication skills in promoting

better learning.

The cross-sectional study presented by He et al. reported that growth mindset and

grit in teachers have a direct positive influence on teacher wellbeing, with grit playing

a mediating role in the link between teacher mindfulness and occupational wellbeing.

Similarly, Wang X’s found a significant relationship between the level of mindfulness and a

more positive quality of teacher-student relationship, identifying the possible mediating

role of emotional intelligence. This finding supports the importance of introducing

mindfulness training for teachers and suggests that emotional intelligence is an important

element in the teacher-student relationship dynamic.
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Other studies have instead focused on the quality of the teacher-

student relationship and its association with various indicators of

psychological adjustment, such as risk of victimization, satisfaction

with school life, aggressive or externalizing behavior, and subjective

psychological wellbeing. Yang et al. identify a close relationship

with the teacher as a protective factor for the exacerbation of

externalizing behaviors in rural adolescents. The authors extend

current knowledge by identifying a possible chain mediation

effect of peer relationship and mental health between the

teacher-student relationship and externalizing problem behaviors.

This relationships in adolescents appears to be moderated by

parental knowledge. Two Italian studies, on the other hand,

were interested in investigating elements of the teacher-student

relationship and the risk of victimization or aggression in the

peer group. In this direction, Longobardi et al. presented an

innovative cross-sectional study investigating teachers’ attitudes

toward physical appearance as a possible risk factor for bullying

victimization. The authors emphasized how teachers’ perceptions

of their students’ physical appearance can affect the quality of the

teacher-student relationship, which in turn can have an impact

on students’ psychological adjustment and risk of victimization.

However, Gini et al. have proposed an interesting and innovative

longitudinal study on the relationship between teacher unfairness

and aggressiveness (both proactive and reactive) in adolescence.

The data show that students who feel unfairly treated by their

teachers tend to have higher levels of aggression and lower levels

of school satisfaction.

A number of studies have added to current knowledge

about the role of the teacher-student relationship in promoting

greater emotional and psychological wellbeing. In this direction,

Wang T showed that Chinese students’ perceptions of their

teachers’ caring and supportive behaviors can largely influence

their psychological and subjective wellbeing. This not only

points to the crucial role of the quality of the teacher-student

relationship in students’ emotional wellbeing, but confirm the

need to develop awareness among teachers of how they can

promote their students’ psychological adjustment through a caring

and supportive relationship. Li and Zhang found that a negative

teacher-student relationship and lower levels of enjoyment of

learning were associated with an increased risk of burnout in

students. In addition, the analyzes provide the first evidence of the

possible mediating role of emotional intelligence in explaining the

relationship between teacher-student relationship quality, learning

enjoyment, and student burnout.

Finally, Wang et al. examine the relationship between the

quality of the teacher-student relationship and students’ academic

motivation for the ideological and political subject. The data

showed that the teacher-student relationship had a direct, positive,

and significant influence on students’ academic motivation for the

ideological and political subject.

We have received several contributions to this Research Topic

from China, and this is an important element considering that

research on the quality of the teacher-student relationship has

been conducted predominantly in Western cultures. However,

despite the increased scholarly production on this topic from

Eastern countries, we believe that in the near future it will

become increasingly important to conduct cross-cultural research

to understand the contribution of the teacher-learner to the

students’ developmental processes on a cultural basis (Fabris et al.,

2023). Last but not least, each published paper offers interesting

practical implications. However, we believe that it is increasingly

important to develop research that aims to measure the impact

of initiatives (e.g., training) designed to improve the quality of

the relationship between teachers and students, and thus provide

evidence for the usefulness of such interventions.
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Teacher sentiments about physical 
appearance and risk of bullying 
victimization: the mediating role 
of quality of student–teacher 
relationships and psychological 
adjustment
Claudio Longobardi , Sofia Mastrokoukou * and Matteo A. Fabris 

Department of Psychology, University of Turin, Turin, Italy

Introduction: This study investigated the relationship between teachers’ 
sentiments about physical appearance, student–teacher relationships, 
psychological adjustment, and the risk of becoming a victim of bullying.

Method: Participants consisted of 995 students (471 females, 47.3%; Mage  =  11.3, 
SDage  =  1.49) and 64 teachers (56 females, 87.5%; Mage  =  47.59). Students reported 
their levels of psychological adjustment and their involvement with bullying 
victimization, while teachers rated relationship quality with their students and 
reported their sentiments about students’ physical appearance. Teachers’ 
sentiments about physical appearance were analyzed using the NRC Emotion 
Lexicon. Correlation and mediation analyses were conducted with Mplus, using a 
multicategorical antecedent.

Results: Results indicate that teachers’ positive ratings of students’ physical 
appearance were correlated with close teacher–student relationships, less 
conflictual relationships, whereas negative ratings were correlated with more 
conflictual student–teacher relationships and increased bullying victimization 
risk. Psychological adjustment mediated the relationship, with positive adjustment 
associated with closer relationships and negative adjustment associated with 
more conflict.

Discussion: This study suggests the importance of teachers’ sentiments 
about students’ physical appearance. Positive sentiments promote supportive 
relationships and reduce the risk of bullying victimization, while negative 
sentiments erano correlate ad una relazione studente-insegnante netagativa 
and increased risk of bullying victimization. Promoting positive interactions 
between teachers and students and addressing appearance biases are critical to 
creating inclusive educational environments. Further research should focus on 
understanding and examining the impact of teacher attitudes on student well-
being and bullying dynamics.

KEYWORDS

teacher sentiment, bullying victimization, psychological adjustment, student–teacher 
relationships, physical appearance
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Introduction

In the educational setting, schools are an essential developmental 
context for children, significantly influencing their psychological 
adjustment (Baker et al., 2008). In this context, teachers are an essential 
part of the classroom community and play a crucial role in promoting 
optimal psychological adjustment among students at different grade 
levels. This is particularly relevant in Italy, where formal schooling 
typically begins at age 6, when children enter elementary school, which 
spans 5 years (Matteucci and Farrell, 2019). Prior to elementary school, 
Italian children can attend kindergarten starting at age 3 (Ferraris and 
Persico, 2019; Matteucci and Farrell, 2019). Then, at age 11, students 
move to the second school cycle, which includes 3 years of middle 
school, followed by high school, which lasts either 3 or 5 years, 
depending on the curriculum chosen. While elementary school classes 
are usually led by one or two teachers, secondary school introduces a 
broader range of subjects and a higher number of teachers per class 
(Ferrer-Esteban, 2011). Compulsory education in Italy continues until 
the age of 16 (Ferraris and Persico, 2019).

Some authors (Pianta, 2001; Verschueren and Koomen, 2012; 
Longobardi et  al., 2019b, 2021b, 2022; Pallini et al., 2019) have 
hypothesized that the quality of teacher–student relationships is 
crucial for children to adjust to school in terms of behavioral, 
emotional, and cognitive processes. Further, these relationships are 
key to reducing the risk of victimization and promoting better 
psychological well-being. However, although some evidence from the 
Italian context suggests that relationships with teachers can play a role 
in reducing the risk of victimization (Marengo et al., 2021), little is 
known about the possible factors involved. In addition to the risk of 
victimization, several international studies indicate that a conflictual 
relationship with the teacher is associated with an increased likelihood 
of physical and verbal aggression toward peers (Wang et al., 2015; 
Elledge et al., 2016). Such student–teacher conflict can undermine 
teachers’ adherence to anti-bullying norms and internalization of 
group norms related to bullying (Wang et al., 2015). This study aims 
to examine the potential mediating roles of teacher–child relationship 
quality and psychological adjustment in the association between 
teacher sentiment and bullying victimization. The basic hypothesis is 
that teacher’s sentiment about physical appearance may influence the 
quality of relationships with children and the child’s psychological 
adjustment, increasing the risk of victimization.

Student physical appearance and teacher 
sentiments and expectations

In society, individuals often form stereotypes and social judgments 
based on the outward appearance of others (Koenig, 2018). It is 
evident that physical appearance plays an important role in forming 
people’s attributions, attitudes, and behaviors toward others (Rodgers 
et al., 2019). These attitudes can also affect teachers. They can form 
judgments and expectations about a student’s behavior, abilities, and 
performance based on specific student characteristics, such as 
socioeconomic status, gender, ethnicity, special needs, and appearance 
(Denessen et  al., 2020). Research on the influence of teachers’ 
perceptions (or expectations) on students’ psychological adjustment 
and academic success began with Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968) 
pioneering work on the “Pygmalion effect,” subsequently renamed the 

self-fulfilling prophecy effect (Lorenz, 2021). According to this 
perspective, teachers form perceptions of students and interact with 
them in such a way that students are encouraged to align themselves 
with these expectations, leading to so-called teacher expectation 
effects (Rubie-Davies et  al., 2014). Therefore, the teacher may set 
expectations for the student and engage in various verbal (and 
nonverbal) behaviors that cause the student to conform to those 
expectations (Lorenz, 2021). For example, teachers may provide more 
instructional support and oral feedback to students with high 
expectations (compared to those with low expectations), which can 
impart better adaptation and academic performance (Wang 
et al., 2018).

Teachers tend to form expectations based on different 
characteristics of the student, although physical appearance is 
probably the main source of information (Dusek and Joseph, 1983; 
Fitzpatrick et al., 2016). Teachers can infer student’s characteristics 
through physical appearance and clothing (such as gender, ethnicity, 
and social status), which are characteristics that are potentially related 
to teacher expectations (Wang et al., 2018). According to sociological 
perspectives, Western teachers tend to consider ideal students as those 
who exhibit the characteristics of the middle classes (Rist, 1970, 2000). 
Accordingly, it is possible that students who are perceived as coming 
from high or low social classes tend to solicit different attitudes in the 
teacher (Fitzpatrick et al., 2016). In addition, gender and ethnicity are 
two important factors in the perception of a student’s physical 
appearance. With regard to gender, several studies have indicated that 
teachers tend to report a higher expectancy of achievement for females 
compared to males, although there is no substantial agreement in the 
literature (Wang et al., 2018). Regarding ethnicity, several studies have 
suggested there is a relationship between belonging to ethnic minority 
groups and lower teacher expectancies in Europe (Tobisch and Dresel, 
2017) and United States (Shepherd, 2011). Some work addresses other 
physical characteristics, such as weight and height. There is evidence 
that overweight students are judged by teachers to be less clean, less 
emotionally competent, and have more family problems than thin 
ones (Neumark-Sztainer et al., 1999). Similarly, smaller and heavier 
students were recently found to be rated lower by teachers (Black and 
de New, 2020). More generally, a recent meta-analysis (Pit-ten Cate 
and Glock, 2019) of teachers’ attitudes toward students from diverse 
social groups with a variety of characteristics (such as ethnicity, 
gender, obesity, special education needs, and socioeconomic status) 
found that, on average, teachers’ attitudes favored non-marginalized 
groups. Moreover, according to the authors, these attitudes are implicit 
and automatic, that is, they are activated without control or volition.

Some research has focused more specifically on the student’s 
perceived physical attractiveness to the teacher (Clifford and Walster, 
1973; Stroebe, 2020). In a landmark experiment, Clifford and Walster 
(1973) showed that the student’s attractiveness was significantly 
associated with the teacher’s expectations of the student’s intelligence, 
future progress in school, and popularity among peers, as well as 
parental involvement in the child’s education. Finally, the meta-
analysis by Dusek and Joseph (1983) highlighted greater teacher 
expectations (in terms of academic achievement, personality, and 
social skills) for students judged to have increased face attractiveness. 
Similarly, Ritts et al. (1992) reported that teachers rated physically 
attractive students as more intelligent and with more advanced social 
skills compared to their unattractive counterparts. Overall, the 
literature thus seems to suggest that, teachers may formulate 
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expectations based on a student’s s appearance and modify their 
behavior accordingly (Kenealy et al., 1988; Stroebe, 2020). In this 
direction, increased teacher expectations tend to promote better 
academic performance (Wang et al., 2018) and influence a range of 
psychosocial and behavioral outcomes such as learning self-concept 
(Upadyaya and Eccles, 2015; Wang et  al., 2018), achievement 
motivation (Woolley et  al., 2010), and self-efficacy (Vekiri, 2010). 
Therefore, it is possible that higher teacher expectations can promote 
improved school adjustment, positively influencing children’s 
psychological adjustment. However, to the best of our knowledge, no 
studies have directly investigated the possible impact of teacher’s 
sentiment on psychological adjustment in primary and middle school 
environments. Nevertheless, teachers play an important role in the 
social dynamics of the classroom (Farmer et  al., 2011) and could 
promote psychological adaptation to the school context through their 
relationships (Longobardi et al., 2019a; Lin et al., 2022), potentially 
resulting in a lower risk of victimization (Longobardi et al., 2021a; 
Marengo et al., 2021). Considering that the perception of a student’s 
physical appearance could influence the teacher’s expectations and 
attitudes towards that student, it is possible that this perception could 
influence the teacher–student relationship. However, the relationship 
between teachers’ feelings about their physical appearance and the 
quality of the teacher–student relationship appears to be  poorly 
studied. In this regard, Fitzpatrick et al. (2016) found that elementary 
school teachers tend to rate low-social status students who appear 
poorly dressed, tired, sleepy, or hungry as less academically competent 
and less engaged, which in turn increases the risk of a more negative 
relationship with the teacher. Thus, it is important to examine the 
potential impact of teachers’ sentiment about students’ physical 
appearance on the quality of the teacher–student relationship, as 
positive teacher relationship quality tends to promote better 
psychological adjustment to the school context, is associated with 
fewer psychological symptoms and leads to lower risk of victimization 
(Longobardi et al., 2019a; Marengo et al., 2021).

Student–teacher relationships and 
psychological adjustment

According to the developmental systems theory proposed by 
Sabol and Pianta (2012), the quality of teacher–student relationships 
could be influenced by various factors, including the characteristics of 
the students themselves. Inspired by attachment theory, several 
authors suggest that teachers constitute a relational and affective 
reference point for students, providing them with support and comfort 
in moments of stress and encouraging exploration of the learning 
environment (Silva et al., 2011; Verschueren and Koomen, 2012; Bahia 
et al., 2013; Prino et al., 2023). Accordingly, positive relationships with 
teachers (characterized by affection, closeness, and support) tend to 
be associated with improved academic results (Hamre and Pianta, 
2001), greater prosocial behavior and a reduction in psychological 
symptoms (Hamre and Pianta, 2001; Longobardi et al., 2019a). These 
factors can favor improved adaptation to the school context. 
Conversely, negative relationships (characterized by detachment and 
conflict) tend to be associated with poorer developmental outcomes 
(Hamre and Pianta, 2001) and increased psychological distress 
(Marengo et al., 2018; Longobardi et al., 2019a). Shy and anxious 
students tend to report more conflictual relationships with teachers 

(Zee and Roorda, 2018), while several studies have suggested a strong 
relationship between externalizing behaviors and conflictual 
relationships with teachers (Baker et al., 2008). Furthermore, teachers 
can foster more positive classroom climates through positive 
relationships with students (Hamre and Pianta, 2001), increasing 
inclusion in the class group and discouraging aggressive behavior 
(Hendrickx et al., 2016). This is particularly important for students at 
risk of victimization in the school context.

Teacher–student relationships and risk of 
bullying victimization

Bullying is one of the most studied forms of school violence in the 
literature (Longobardi et al., 2017, 2019a). Bullying is typically defined 
as a frequent, repeated, and intentional form of aggression in which 
there is an imbalance of power or strength between the bully and the 
victim (Olweus and Limber, 2010; Fabris et al., 2021; Marengo et al., 
2022). Bullying victimization tends to be  associated with lower 
psychological adjustment, which even has long-term effects on 
victims’ psychological well-being (Schoeler et al., 2018; Prino et al., 
2019; Fabris et al., 2020). As mentioned earlier, evidence suggests that 
the quality of the relationship with the teacher plays a role in students’ 
risk of victimization. Teachers can convey prosocial relational 
patterns, simultaneously encouraging correct behavior and 
discouraging bad behavior. Further, they act as a buffer for 
relationships within the class group (Farmer et al., 2011; Quaglia et al., 
2013). Moreover, teachers can mediate peer relationships, stimulate a 
positive classroom climate, and ensure adherence to rules (Quaglia 
et al., 2013). In this direction, teachers act as regulators of relationships 
and play a decisive role in counteracting forms of bullying. Some 
evidence suggests that students who report conflictual relationships 
with teachers tend to be  at greater risk of bullying victimization 
(Elledge et al., 2016; Marengo et al., 2018, 2021). Here, teachers could 
act in the classroom as a social reference. In this sense, if a relationship 
with a student is negative and conflictual, classmates may make 
inferences about that student’s attributes and likeability (Hughes et al., 
2001; Farmer et  al., 2011). Thus, a student having a negative 
relationship with a teacher could be more likely to be excluded and 
rejected by peers (Hughes et al., 2001; Hendrickx et al., 2016), placing 
them at greater risk of being victimized (Longobardi et al., 2021a). In 
particular, some evidence suggests that rejected students are at greater 
risk of victimization when they experience a conflictual relationship 
with their teacher (Marengo et al., 2021). Accordingly, it is likely that 
negative relationships can undermine a teacher’s ability to intervene 
effectively in protecting students at risk of victimization, rendering 
them more isolated and at greater risk of suffering this behavior. 
Accordingly, positive relationships with teachers tend to be  a 
protective factor for students at risk of peer victimization, probably by 
offering support and interventions to protect victimized students and 
increasing connection and acceptance by their peer group (Elledge 
et al., 2016). Negative relationships with teachers can deteriorate social 
reputations and expose students to increased risks of bullying 
victimization through psychological symptoms. Moreover, negative 
relationships with teachers can reduce a student’s ability to regulate 
dysfunctional behavior and could be  associated with increased 
psychological symptoms (Longobardi et al., 2019a, 2021a). Students 
with emotional and behavioral disorders are at greater risk of being 
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disliked by peers and can be at greater risk of becoming targets of 
victimization (Cook and Cameron, 2010). Therefore, negative and 
conflictual relationships with teachers can reduced a student’s 
psychological adjustment, resulting in increased risk of victimization, 
probably due to a greater peer disliking and low social status.

The aim of the study

Ultimately, a close relationship with the teacher seems to predict 
a lower risk of victimization, whereas a conflictual relationship tends 
to predict a higher risk of victimization. However, much research is 
needed to understand what factors and mechanisms are involved in 
explaining this relationship. This study aims to contribute to the 
existing body of knowledge by examining the indirect relationship 
between teachers’ sentiments regarding students’ physical appearance 
and the risk of victimization. Specifically, it is hypothesized that 
teachers’ positive perceptions of students’ physical appearance will 
promote the development of a closer student–teacher relationship. It 
is expected that this, in turn, will generate more positive attitudes and 
expectations toward the student and lead the teacher to invest in a 
supportive relationship characterized by affection, closeness, and 
assistance. Consequently, it is postulated that this positive sentiment 
towards the student’s physical appearance, mediated by a close 
teacher–student relationship, will enhance the student’s psychological 
well-being and subsequently decrease their vulnerability to 
victimization. It is possible that by having a more positive relationship, 
the teacher helps the student feel supported in the face of learning 
challenges, feel more effective, and develop greater social–emotional 
skills. In the context of a secure and positive relationship with the 
teacher, therefore, the student may report better psychological 
adjustment to the classroom context, which also leads to greater 
acceptance by peers, ultimately resulting in a lower risk 
of victimization.

In contrast, a negative evaluation of a student’s physical 
appearance is expected to be  associated with a more conflictual 
teacher–student relationship. Consequently, a high-conflict 
relationship is expected to increase the risk of victimization by 
decreasing the student’s psychological adjustment. The present study 
is exploratory in nature and is the first investigation of its kind 
conducted in Italy. Based on the existing literature, the primary aim is 
to investigate whether the teacher’s expectations, as measured by their 
perceptions of the student’s physical appearance, can influence the 
quality of the teacher–student relationship and subsequently 
contribute to the student’s psychological adjustment, ultimately 
leading to a lower risk of victimization.

Method

Participants

The student participants comprised 995 students (471 females, 
47.3%) from five different grades: Grade four (n = 240, 24.1%), Grade 
five (n = 198, 19.9%), Grade six (n = 152, 15.3%), Grade seven (n = 232, 
23.3%), and Grade eight (n = 173, 17.4%). These students had a mean 
age of 11.3 years (SD = 1.49), ranging from nine to 14. Most students 
identified themselves as Italian (81.2%), while others belonged to 

other groups (e.g., Moroccan 3.9% and Albanian 3.1%). All students 
were able to completely understand the Italian language. There were 
64 teacher participants (56 females, 87.5%) with a mean age of 
47.59 years, ranging from 25 to 65. On average, they had teaching 
experience of 20.0 years (SD = 10.04), ranging from 2 to 42. Weekly, 
they taught an average of 11.44 h (SD = 5.94) in the classroom. All 
participants were recruited through the authors’ personal social 
network and recruitment emails sent to schools previously unknown 
to the research team. These schools located in a large city and in some 
small cities and towns near this city in northwestern Italy.

Measurement

Teacher sentiment ratings about students’ 
physical appearance

Teacher sentiment ratings about students’ physical appearance 
were measured by an open-ended question without further 
instructions: “What physical characteristics of this child are 
particularly noteworthy, in a positive or negative sense?” In the 
current data, written answers for 472 students (47.4%) were provided 
by their head teachers. The lengths of these answers ranged from 1 to 
29 words, with an average of 3.65 (e.g., “pretty face,” “Very nice face, 
excessively overweight”). The National Research Council of Canada 
(NRC) Emotion Lexicon (Mohammad and Turney, 2013) was 
employed to obtain teacher sentiments about students’ physical 
appearance in their answers. The NRC Emotion Lexicon is a state-of-
the-art tool for analyzing sentiments through informal short texts (for 
more details, see Mohammad and Turney, 2013; and see the website: 
http://saifmohammad.com/WebPages/NRC-Emotion-Lexicon.htm). 
The scores in 8 affect categories were obtained for each word in the 
text. This comprised eight basic emotions (anger, fear, anticipation, 
trust, surprise, sadness, joy, and disgust) and two sentiment polarities 
(positive and negative). Specifically, the scores indicate the number of 
words using in the teachers’ descriptions reflecting each specific 
emotion/sentiment. The positive and negative category scores in the 
description for one specific student were calculated by summing the 
scores belonging to the same affect category in this description. The 
final score for a student was computed by subtracting the sum of the 
negative categories from the sum of the positive categories. For the 
final score, a positive value represents an overall positive sentiment 
toward a student’s physical appearance, zero means an overall neutral 
sentiment, and a negative value indicates an overall negative 
sentiment. According to this final score, students were divided into 
four groups: (1) missing group (teachers failed to evaluate the students’ 
physical appearance as noteworthy); (2) negative group; (3) neutral 
group (i.e., had a balance of positive and negative sentiments, or did 
not have any sentiment words); and (4) positive group.

Teacher–student relationships

Teacher–student relationships were measured by using the student 
teacher relationship scale (STRS). This was developed by Pianta (2001) 
with three subscales: closeness (e.g., “this child openly shares his/her 
feelings and experiences with me.”), conflict (e.g., “this child remains 
angry or is resistant after being disciplined.”), and dependence (e.g., 
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“this child is overly dependent on me.”). The closeness and conflict 
subscales from the Italian version of the STRS (Fraire et al., 2013) were 
used in this study. Since the dependence dimension was not related to 
our research aims, it was excluded. Teachers were asked to use a 
5-point scale for their ratings, where 1 = completely disagree and 
5 = completely agree. The average of all item ratings was calculated and 
taken as the final score for each participant, with a higher score 
indicating a teacher–student relationship with higher closeness or 
conflict. In the current research, these two subscales exhibited good 
reliability: closeness (Cronbach’s α = 0.87, McDonald’s ω = 0.88) and 
conflict (Cronbach’s α = 0.92, McDonald’s ω = 0.92).

Additionally, Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was conducted 
to evaluate the measurement model of the instrument (Alias et al., 
2015). The results indicated good fit indices for the Closeness 
dimension (χ2/df = 4.58, RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.96, 
SRMR = 0.03), and the Conflict dimension (χ2/df = 4.71, RMSEA = 0.06, 
CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.97, SRMR = 0.03).

Psychological adjustment

The strength and difficulties questionnaire (SDQ) developed by 
Goodman (1997) was used to measure the total difficulties of students. 
This is a multidimensional scale that includes five subscales: (1) 
emotional problems (5 items, such as “often unhappy, depressed or 
tearful”); (2) conduct problems (5 items, such as “generally well 
behaved, usually does what adults request,” reversed scored); (3) 
hyperactivity (5 items, such as “easily distracted, concentration 
wanders”); (4) peer problems (5 items, such as “has at least one good 
friend,” reversed scored); and (5) prosocial (5 items, such as “helpful if 
someone is hurt, upset, or feeling ill”). Teachers were asked to rate 
these on a 3-point scale, where 0 = not true, 1 = somewhat true, and 
2 = certainly true. The total difficulties score (ranging from 0 to 40) was 
generated by summing the scores of each item in subscales (1) to (4) 
(the prosocial subscale was not used), with higher score indicating 
worse psychological adjustment. In the current study, this scale had 
good reliability, with Cronbach’s α = 0.87, McDonald’s ω = 0.87. 
Additionally, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to 
assess the measurement model of the Total Difficulties construct. The 
results revealed acceptable fit indices for the Total Difficulties construct 
(χ2/df = 4.95, RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.90, SRMR = 0.05).

Bullying victimization

Bullying victimization of students at school in the previous year was 
measured by the victimization section of the adolescent peer relations 
instrument (APRI, Marsh et al., 2011). Three types of victimization in 
a school context were captured by the three subscales of APRI: (1) 
physical (6 items, such as “I was pushed or shoved”); (2) verbal (6 items, 
such as “I was ridiculed by students saying things to me”); and (3) social 
(6 items, such as “I wasn’t invited to a student’s place because other 
people did not like me”). Students were required to report the frequency 
of being bullied on a 6-point scale, from 1 = never to 6 = every day. The 
mean of all item ratings was calculated as the final bullying victimization 
score, with a higher score reflecting a higher frequency of being bullied. 
In the current research, the APRI had good reliability, with Cronbach’s 
α = 0.91, McDonald’s ω = 0.91. Furthermore, confirmatory factor 

analysis (CFA) was performed to evaluate the measurement model of 
the Bullying Victimization construct. The results indicated satisfactory 
fit indices for the Bullying Victimization construct (χ2/df = 3.94, 
RMSEA = 0.05, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.93, SRMR = 0.04).

Procedure and ethical approval

Trained research assistants were placed in schools to collect data 
from classrooms. Students were asked to finish the questionnaires in 
their classrooms, and teachers were required to fill in the questionnaires 
to evaluate each student in their class when they were not teaching 
(Good and Brophy, 1997). This study followed the ethical code of the 
Italian Association for Psychology (AIP), and the procedure was 
approved by the institutional review board of the authors’ affiliated 
university (protocol no. 118,643). The consent forms were signed prior 
to data collection, and participants were told they could refuse to 
participate and/or drop out whenever they wanted to. Parents also 
received an information letter and they could deny participation in this 
research. The data were used only for research purposes without any 
identifying information to ensure anonymity.

Data analysis

Data analyses were conducted in SPSS 26 (IBM, Armonk, NY, 
United States) and Mplus 8.3 (Muthén and Muthén, Los Angeles, CA, 
United States). First, Spearman’s correlation coefficients between the 10 
affects, demographic variables (i.e., gender and age), main studied 
variables (i.e., teacher–student relationships, total difficulties, and 
victimization), and descriptive statics were calculated. Simultaneously, 
mean differences of the main studied variables in four student groups 
(missing group, negative sentiments group, neutral sentiments group, 
and positive sentiments group) were explored. Second, path analysis 
with multi-categorical independent variables was employed to explore 
the relationship between teachers’ sentiments about student physical 
appearance and bullying victimization frequency and the mediating 
roles of students–teacher relationships and student total difficulties. For 
the categorical independent variables, four dummy-coded variables 
(coded as 0 or 1, where 0 means not belonging and 1 means belonging 
to this group) were created to represent the following four groups: (1) 
missing, (2) negative sentiments, (3) neutral sentiments, and (4) positive 
sentiments. The missing group was regarded as the reference group 
when estimating the model. Finally, all possible mediating effects were 
further examined and confirmed using the bootstrap procedure with a 
bootstrap sample size of 10,000. In mediation analysis, bootstrapping is 
widely used for the construction of confidence intervals for indirect 
effects, and it makes no assumption about the shape of the sampling 
distribution (Hayes, 2017). If zero is not included in the 95% bootstrap 
confidence intervals, the indirect effect is regarded as significant.

Results

Correlations and descriptive statistics

The correlation coefficients are displayed in Table  1. For the 
demographic variables, student age was positively associated with 
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negative teacher sentiment ratings and the use of words that reflected 
anticipation, while there was no significant correlation between 
student gender and teacher sentiment ratings. For the main studied 
variables, closeness in teacher–student relationships was positively 
correlated with words reflecting joy, surprise, trust, and positive 
sentiment polarity, while it was negatively associated with negative 
sentiment polarity. Conflict was positively associated with negative 
sentiment polarity with words reflecting anger and sadness, while it 
was negatively correlated with the positive sentiment polarity. Except 
for fear and anticipation, student total difficulties were significantly 
associated with all the sentiment ratings, while bullying victimization 
was only significantly correlated with the sentiment of disgust. 
According to Cohen (1988), most of the significant correlation 
coefficients in Table 1 were in the range of small (r = 0.10) to medium 
(r = 0.30).

The mean differences of the main studied variables in the four 
groups were then compared. As presented in Table 2, there were group 
differences in closeness, conflict, and total difficulties. Specifically, for 
students in the negative group, they had the lowest levels of closeness 
(Cohen’s d = 0.66 between the highest and lowest groups, the same as 
the following ds), and highest level of conflict (Cohen’s d = 0.35) and 
total difficulties (Cohen’s d = 0.86). For students in neutral group, they 

had mid-level of closeness and conflict with teacher, and total 
difficulties. For students in the positive group, they had the closest 
relationships with teachers, less conflict compared to the negative 
group, and the lowest level of total difficulties.

Testing the mediated associations

The results of path analysis are illustrated in Figure 1. Although 
the residual direct effects between teacher sentiments about students’ 
physical appearance and student bullying victimization were 
nonsignificant, the indirect paths from teacher sentiments to bullying 
victimization through teacher–student relationships and total 
difficulties were significant. Specifically, negative sentiment (β = 0.13, 
p < 0.001), positive sentiment (β = −0.08, p < 0.01), closeness (β = −0.15, 
p < 0.001), and conflict (β = 0.51, p < 0.001) was significantly associated 
with total difficulties, which in turn was positively associated with 
bullying victimization (β = 0.30, p < 0.001). In addition, negative 
sentiment was positively associated with conflict (β = 0.10, p < 0.01) 
and positive sentiment was positively associated with closeness 
(β = 0.21, p < 0.001). Neutral sentiment was positively correlated with 
closeness (β = 0.07, p < 0.05). Therefore, closeness, conflicts, and total 

TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlations of the variables (n  =  476).

Sentiment 
ratings

Correlation coefficient

Age Gender Closeness Conflict Total difficulties Bullying victimization

Positive 0.02 −0.02 0.23*** −0.09* −0.23*** 0.01

Negative 0.10* −0.03 −0.18*** 0.18*** 0.32*** 0.05

Anger −0.03 −0.02 −0.07 0.13** 0.12** 0.02

Anticipation 0.10* 0.01 0.08 0.01 −0.03 −0.02

Disgust 0.02 0.05 −0.07 0.06 0.10* 0.10*

Fear −0.01 −0.04 0.04 0.09 0.06 −0.05

Joy 0.05 0.03 0.18*** −0.07 −0.19*** 0.01

Sadness 0.06 −0.04 −0.02 0.10* 0.11*** 0.02

Surprise 0.06 0.01 0.14** −0.05 −0.13** 0.04

Trust 0.06 −0.02 0.15*** −0.08 −0.16*** −0.01

Age, students’ age (range: 9–14 years old); Gender, students’ gender; 1, male; 2, female; Closeness range, 1–5; Conflict range: 1–4.64; Total difficulties range: 0–35; Bullying victimization range: 
1–5.5. The sample size here is the students with the comments on physical characteristics from their teachers. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics for the main studied variables in each category.

Closeness Conflict Total difficulties Bullying victimization

Missing (n = 523)
Mean 3.54a 1.44a 6.67a 1.59a

SD 0.68 0.62 5.18 0.75

Negative (n = 102)
Mean 3.46a 1.66b 10.50b 1.59a

SD 0.81 0.79 7.01 0.75

Neutral (n = 147)
Mean 3.75b 1.42a 6.88a 1.50a

SD 0.71 0.68 6.76 0.57

Positive (n = 223)
Mean 3.95c 1.41a 5.05c 1.53a

SD 0.68 0.64 5.66 0.56

Overall (N = 995)
Mean 3.65 1.46 6.73 1.52

SD 0.72 0.66 5.92 0.58

The means in the same column with different superscript were different significantly.
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difficulties might be significant mediators between teacher sentiments 
and student bullying victimization.

To examine the mediating effects further, bootstrapping 95% CIs 
were generated for all the indirect effects in the mediating model. As 
shown in Table 3, zero was not included in the 95% CIs of all potential 
indirect effects in Figure  1. Therefore, total difficulties played a 
significant mediating role between teacher sentiments (both negative 
and positive) and student bullying victimization. In addition, the 
serial indirect effect of negative sentiment on bullying victimization 
(through conflict and total difficulties) and the serial indirect effect of 
positive and neutral sentiment on bullying victimization (through 
closeness and total difficulties) were significant. Therefore, both 
teacher–student relationships (closeness and conflict) and student 
total difficulties played mediating roles between teacher sentiments 
and student bullying victimization.

Discussion

Very few studies consider teacher sentiments about physical 
appearance a possible risk factor that could indirectly be associated 
with the risk of peer victimization in the school context (López et al., 
2020; Lorenz, 2021; Marengo et  al., 2021). From the analyses, it 
emerges that teacher sentiments may be  a risk factor indirectly 
associated with the risk of victimization in primary and middle school 
students. Furthermore, the relationship between teacher sentiment 
and bullying victimization appears to be mediated by a reduction in 
psychological adjustment. As it is already highlighted, teachers tend 
to create expectations about their students, and physical appearance 
appears to be a possible determinant of these expectations (Dusek and 
Joseph, 1983; Fitzpatrick et al., 2016). Some evidence has suggested 
that teachers tend to rate physically attractive students as more 

intelligent and have greater social skills compared to unattractive 
children (Dusek and Joseph, 1983; Ritts et al., 1992). Therefore, it is 
possible that teachers engage in more positive relationships 
(characterized by closeness, affection, and support) with children they 
judge more positively. The data obtained in this study support the 
hypothesized relationship and contribute to the existing understanding 
of the influence of students’ physical appearance on teachers’ mood. 
Specifically, the results suggest a positive relationship between 
teachers’ positive feelings and the development of closer relationships 
with students. Conversely, negative teacher sentiments are associated 
with more conflictual relationships with students. Therefore, it is 
possible that perceptions developed by teachers about the physical 
appearance of students may be associated with different behaviors 
towards them, ultimately influencing the quality of teacher–student 
relationships in accordance with their own expectations and 
perceptions. In turn, the quality of teacher–child relationships tend to 
be associated with students psychological adjustment in the classroom 
context. In agreement with previous literature, the data report that 
close relationships with teachers tend to be associated with improved 
psychological adjustment, whereas conflictual relationships tend to 
constitute a risk factor for decreased in psychological wellbeing. It is 
possible that students feel supported in their process of adapting to the 
school context within safe, warm, and supportive relationships. 
Through close relationships with teachers, students feel supported in 
the face of learning challenges, can internalize more positive 
behavioral patterns, develop adaptive social skills, and have more 
positive beliefs about themselves and others (Hamre and Pianta, 2001; 
Sabol and Pianta, 2012). Conversely, conflictual relationships tend to 
be associated with increased emotional and behavioral disturbances, 
resulting in greater psychological distress (Longobardi et al., 2019a). 
Hence, it is possible (based on the data) that a teacher’s sentiments 
regarding a student’s physical appearance could result in them 

Teachers’ 
sentiment about 

students’ 
physical 

appearance

Conflict

Total 
difficulties

Bullying 
victimization

Negative

Closeness

0.51***

Positive

0.30***

–0.15***

–0.01

0.05

Neutral

R2=0.22

R2=0.04

R2=0.40 R2=0.08

FIGURE 1

The mediating model (N  =  995). All the regression coefficients are standardized. Student’s gender and age were included as control variables and 
closeness and conflict were correlated with each other but they not illustrated in the figure to make the picture concise. *p  <  0.05, **p  <  0.01, and 
***p  <  0.001.
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changing their attitudes and relationships with that child. In this way, 
a negative sentiment tends to be  associated with a more negative 
relationship, while a positive sentiment tends to be associated with a 
more positive relationship, promoting better psychological adaptation 
of the student.

Finally, the data from this study suggest that teacher 
sentiments towards children’s appearance are not only related to 
their psychological well-being, but also appear to be associated 
with increased risk of victimization. The results suggest that 
teacher mood influences victimization risk by affecting children’s 
psychological adjustment. It is plausible that positive or negative 
attitudes toward a child may be perceived by other classmates, 
which in turn affects the child’s social standing and the process 
of peer acceptance and integration within the class group. 
Consequently, a negative teacher–student relationship is generally 

associated with greater peer disapproval, while a positive 
relationship is generally associated with greater levels of peer 
acceptance (Hughes et al., 2001). The results of this study provide 
partial support for this hypothesis by suggesting that positive 
teacher feeling is associated with a lower risk of victimization 
because it enhances children’s psychological adjustment. Further, 
it is possible that when a teacher perceives a student in a positive 
way, they tend to establish a closer relationship, encouraging the 
development of adequate social competence and psychological 
adaptation. Accordingly, the student is perceived more positively 
by peers and may be more included in the peer group, reducing 
the risk of victimization (Marengo et al., 2021). Conversely, it is 
possible that students having closer relationships with teachers 
are more protected from the risk of victimization when teachers 
have positive impressions of them, probably because students can 

TABLE 3 Standardized indirect effects and their 95% confidence intervals.

Model path
Estimated indirect 

effect

95% CI

Lower Upper

From Negative to Total difficulties

Negative→Closeness→Total difficulties 0.006 −0.003 0.019

Negative→Conflict→Total difficulties 0.050 0.015 0.091

From Neutral to Total difficulties

Neutral→Closeness→Total difficulties −0.010 −0.021 −0.002

Neutral→Conflict→Total difficulties 0.000 −0.030 0.036

From Positive to Total difficulties

Positive→Closeness→Total difficulties −0.030 −0.048 −0.016

Positive→Conflict→Total difficulties −0.008 −0.038 0.026

From Negative to Victimization

Negative→Closeness→Victimization −0.001 −0.009 0.002

Negative→Conflict→Victimization −0.004 −0.017 0.003

Negative→Total difficulties→Victimization 0.041 0.021 0.066

Negative→Closeness→Total difficulties→Victimization 0.002 −0.001 0.006

Negative→Conflict→Total difficulties→Victimization 0.015 0.005 0.030

From STR to Victimization

Closeness→Total difficulties→Victimization −0.044 −0.071 −0.024

Conflict→Total difficulties→Victimization 0.154 0.107 0.209

From Neutral to Victimization

Neutral→Closeness→Victimization 0.001 −0.014 0.027

Neutral→Conflict→Victimization 0.000 −0.005 0.003

Neutral→Total difficulties→Victimization 0.007 −0.007 0.024

Neutral→Closeness→Total difficulties→Victimization −0.003 −0.007 −0.001

Neutral→Conflict→Total difficulties→Victimization 0.000 −0.009 0.012

From Positive to Victimization

Positive→Closeness→Victimization 0.004 −0.012 0.019

Positive→Conflict→Victimization 0.001 −0.002 0.007

Positive→Total difficulties→Victimization −0.024 −0.043 −0.008

Positive→Closeness→Total difficulties→Victimization −0.009 −0.016 −0.005

Positive→Conflict→Total difficulties→Victimization −0.002 −0.010 0.008
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count on more support and intervention in cases of victimization. 
Moreover, potential aggressors could be  discouraged from 
attacking, fearing possible punishment by teachers.

The analysis conducted in this study included the condition 
of neutral teacher sentiments regarding students’ physical 
appearance, which represents a new contribution to the literature. 
Although no specific hypotheses were made regarding this 
condition, the results suggest an indirect relationship between 
neutral teacher sentiments and improved psychological 
adjustment through the development of a close teacher–student 
relationship. Psychological adjustment, in turn, mediates the 
relationship between closeness to the teacher and victimization 
risk. Specifically, higher levels of psychological adjustment are 
associated with lower risk of bullying victimization. This finding 
is interesting because it seems to bring into continuity teachers’ 
neutral and positive sentiments about students physical 
appearance and their relationship with the other constructs. 
Thus, it is possible that a neutral attitude is not a barrier to 
establishing a positive relationship with the teacher, and that this 
tends to be a protective factor for psychological adjustment and 
risk of victimization. In this sense, it is not necessary for the 
teacher to develop positive sentiments in order to establish a 
close relationship with the students. From the data, even neutral 
sentiment is associated with a close relationship with the teacher, 
although to a lesser extent. However, compared to a neutral 
sentiment, a negative sentiment seems to be more detrimental to 
the quality of the relationship with students, as it is more likely 
to be associated with a conflictual relationship. Future studies 
could further investigate the similarities and differences between 
the various grade of teachers’ sentiments about students’ 
physical appearance.

Finally, it is important to note that the indirect effects between 
independent and dependent variables are very weak and relatively 
small. This finding is difficult to explain, but future studies may 
identify additional potential mediators (such as peer acceptance/social 
status) that could have a larger effect.

In conclusion, the data revealed that teacher assessment of 
students’ physical appearances may influence teacher–student 
relationships and students’ psychological adjustment. It is also possible 
that teachers who develop positive perceptions of students are more 
likely to interact positively, effectively, and supportively, forming 
closer relationships and increasing students’ psychological adjustment. 
In turn, a reduction in psychological symptoms may lead to better 
acceptance by peers and a lower risk of victimization. Teachers may 
thus act as social referents. In addition, because of a teacher’s positive 
attitude toward a student, classmates will give a more positive 
evaluation, leading to a lower risk of victimization.

Limitations and future direction

The study presents some limitations. First, the cross-sectional 
approach adopted does not allow to draw conclusions from the 
perspective of causal relationships between the constructs 
investigated. However, if it is true that the quality of relationships 
can influence children’s psychological symptoms, it is also true 
that students’ behavioral difficulties can influence the quality of 

relationships with teachers. Therefore, longitudinal studies would 
be  able to clarify any causal association between constructs. 
Furthermore, we only used self-report instruments, meaning that 
factors such as social desirability and text comprehension may 
intervene. Future research could employ experimental situations 
or third-party observers, or could integrate other assessment 
instruments. For example, the quality of teacher–student 
relationships was measured from the perspective of teachers, 
while future studies could consider how these relationships are 
perceived by students. Finally, the sample was not representative 
of the national population. Hence, future studies could replicate 
the research by considering larger and more representative 
samples and other cultures.

Practical implications

Finally, this study has practical implications for the 
educational context, as it reveals that teacher sentiments 
regarding physical appearance may contribute to an environment 
in which children are more susceptible to peer victimization. 
Therefore, it is important to stimulate reflection on how 
perceptions and stereotypes can influence relationships with 
students and the classroom and to highlight the mechanisms 
through which they predict different developmental outcomes. 
Finally, a reflection on the role of teacher sentiments about 
physical appearance could be  included in training courses on 
bullying prevention in school contexts. Training can make 
teachers aware of the potential impact that their perceptions of 
students’ physical appearance might have on their psychological 
well-being and risk of victimization. In this sense, ad hoc training 
could help teachers develop a greater awareness of how 
perceptions of a student’s physical characteristics and, in 
particular, perceptions about physical appearance might affect 
the quality of their relationship with the student and, in turn, 
might affect the student’s psychological well-being and risk of 
victimization. It is possible, therefore, that teachers may become 
more aware of how their perceptions about the student may affect 
the student’s psychological adjustment and, in this direction, seek 
to foster a better relationship with their students that is less tied 
to interpretive bias.

From a theoretical perspective, this study encourages further 
research on how teachers’ sentiments regarding students’ physical 
appearance may affect the quality of the teacher–student relationship, 
students’ psychological adjustment, and the risk of bullying 
victimization. In a broader context, this study offers valuable insights 
into the role of the teacher–student relationship in predicting favorable 
student developmental outcomes and seeks to expand our 
understanding of the underlying mechanisms linking the teacher–
student relationship to the risk of student victimization.
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Testing a mediation model of 
teacher caring, grit, and student 
wellbeing in English as a foreign 
language students
Guanbing Zhou *

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

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

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

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

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

KEYWORDS

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

Introduction

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

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

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

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

Although previous studies have separately investigated the 
variables mentioned above, this study aims to explore the impact of 
perceived teacher caring on student wellbeing in EFL students while 
considering the role of grit. In other words, there’s still a lack of 
understanding regarding the specific relationship between perceived 
teacher caring and student wellbeing in the context of EFL students, 

especially in China. This study aims to bridge this gap by focusing on 
the unique challenges and dynamics present in the EFL learning 
environment in China. Another aspect that has received limited 
attention in the education context is the role of grit as a mediator 
between perceived teacher caring and student wellbeing. This research 
seeks to shed light on how grit might influence the link between 
teacher-student relationships and students’ psychological and 
emotional wellbeing in EFL settings. Via addressing these gaps, the 
study offers valuable insights for educators and policymakers, helping 
them create more supportive and enriching learning experiences for 
EFL students, ultimately fostering their overall wellbeing and 
academic success.

Literature review

Positive psychology

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

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

Well-being

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

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

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

Teacher care

Teacher care plays a pivotal role in the educational journey, 
shaping students’ academic and personal growth by fostering a 
positive and nurturing atmosphere in the classroom (Lewis et al., 
2012; Ramberg et  al., 2019). This aspect encompasses emotional 
support, attention, and empathy extended by teachers to their students 
(Teven, 2007; Longobardi et  al., 2021). Creating a learning 
environment grounded in teacher care involves acknowledging 

individual students’ unique needs, building trust, and cultivating 
rapport within the learning community (Teven and McCroskey, 1997). 
The significance of teacher care is underscored by a growing body of 
research highlighting its positive effects on various student outcomes, 
including heightened engagement, motivation, and academic 
achievement (Muller, 2001; Sun, 2021). When students sense genuine 
care and value from their teachers, a sense of security and support 
emerges, contributing to an enriched learning experience (Lavy and 
Naama-Ghanayim, 2020). Furthermore, teacher care is intricately 
connected to students’ emotional and social development, fostering a 
sense of belonging and connection within the educational setting 
(Miller and Gkonou, 2023).

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

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

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

Grit

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

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

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

In an innovative investigation, Lake (2013) explored the attributes 
of perseverance using the general domain scale in the L2 context. The 
outcomes revealed that learners with higher levels of determination 
reveal a greater willingness to dedicate time and effort to mastering 
L2. Similarly, Changlek and Palanukulwong (2015) delved into the 
impact of grit and motivation on the English language proficiency of 
180 Thai students. They discovered a robust and positive association 
between grit and motivation, particularly among the most 
accomplished individuals. Kramer et al. (2018) found a moderate 
correlation between participants’ language proficiency and grit in 
Japanese learners. Moreover, Robins (2019) revealed a significant 
connection between grit and the EFL students’ GPA.

Wei et al. (2019) investigated the relationship between grit and 
English language achievement among Chinese secondary school 
students, revealing a weak but positive correlation between the two. 
Similarly, Wei et al. (2020) explored socio-biographical factors, such 
as multilingualism, age, and gender, and their connection to L2 grit in 
the Chinese context. Elahi Shirvan et  al. (2021) conducted a 
longitudinal study on L2 grit and foreign language enjoyment, finding 
a growing pattern of association between these two components. Li 
and Dewaele (2021) emphasized the significance of the learning 
environment and observed that overall grit in the context of online 
English language training affects classroom anxiety in foreign 
language learning. Additionally, Resnik et al. (2021) discovered that 
L2 grit served as a correlate of pleasure in learning a foreign language.

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

The structural model

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

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

FIGURE 1

The structural model.

21

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1260827
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Zhou 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1260827

Frontiers in Psychology 05 frontiersin.org

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

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

Methods

Participants and procedure

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

The sample consisted of freshmen and sophomores who were 
pursuing majors other than English. Out of the total sample, 426 
participants (approximately 57%) identified themselves as female, 
while 322 individuals (approximately 43%) identified as male. 
Participants’ ages ranged from 19 to 21 years, resulting in a 
homogeneous age group for analytical purposes.

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

The participants’ involvement in the study was purely voluntary 
and had no bearing on their academic performance. The recruitment 
process adhered to ethical guidelines and was conducted with 
transparency. The data collection period spanned for about 5 weeks, 
during which access to the participating universities was granted 
through established academic connections. The data collection 
process was integrated into participants’ regular classes, ensuring 
minimal disruption to their academic schedules. Questionnaires, 
organized as booklets, were distributed to participants. Before 
commencing the questionnaire, researchers provided a comprehensive 

overview of the study’s aims, emphasizing confidentiality and the 
voluntary nature of participation. Informed consent was obtained 
from all participants prior to questionnaire administration. Clear 
instructions were reiterated verbally to participants, emphasizing the 
importance of basing responses on recent and/or memorable 
experiences from English classes. Approximately 15 min were 
allocated for questionnaire completion, ensuring a manageable 
timeframe for participants.

Instruments

Student well-being
Student well-being was measured using the Satisfaction with Life 

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

Teacher care
The Teacher Care Scale (TC-S) developed by Gallagher et  al. 

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

Grit
The L2 grit scale developed by Teimouri et  al. (2022) was 

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

Instrument pre-testing
To ensure a comprehensive understanding of the instrument 

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

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

Data collection

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

Data analysis

Data analysis for this study was conducted using Maximum 
Likelihood Estimation (MLE) in SPSS (Version 26) and Amos 
(Version 26). Before conducting the analysis, a comprehensive 
assessment of the data was performed to address missing data, 
outliers, and multivariate normality. The rate of missing data was 
minimal, approximately 0.08%, and the Missing Completely at 
Random (MCAR) test using Little’s test confirmed the complete 
randomness of the missing data (χ2 = 562.78, p = 0.387). To handle the 
missing data, Expectation Maximization (EM), a robust and suitable 
estimation technique for Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), was 
utilized for data imputation (Little and Rhemtulla, 2013).

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

from the analysis, resulting in a final dataset comprising 737 
participants. To ensure the construct validity of the questionnaires 
across diverse contexts and specialized fields, three separate 
Confirmatory Factor Analyses (CFAs) were conducted. The results 
indicated satisfactory model fit, supporting the validity of the 
questionnaires (Table 2). Finally, SEM was employed to analyze the 
mediating role of teacher grit in the relationship between teacher 
growth mindset and teacher well-being. Several fit indices were used 
to assess the model’s goodness of fit. The χ2-goodness of fit to the 
degree of freedom (df) ratio was evaluated, with a good fit considered 
when the ratio was less than 3, and the value of p greater than 0.05. 
Additionally, the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) and Comparative Fit 
Index (CFI) values were examined, with values of 0.90 or higher 
indicating a good fit. Furthermore, the Root-Mean-Square Error of 
Approximation (RMSEA) was assessed, with a value of less than 0.08 
considered indicative of a good fit, as well as the Standardized Root-
Mean-Square Residual (SRMR), with a value of less than 0.10 (Hu and 
Bentler, 1999; Tabachnick et al., 2013; Kline, 2023).

Results

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

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

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

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics.

Constructs 1 2 3

1. Teacher caring 1

2. Grit 0.53** 1

3. Wellbeing 0.41** 0.46** 1

4. Mean 3.66 3.26 4.03

5. SD 0.71 0.79 0.94

6. Skewedness −0.46 −0.14 −0.16

7. Kurtosis −0.52 −0.56 −0.47

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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Afterwards, SEM was used to examine the mediating role of L2 
grit in the association between teacher caring and student wellbeing. 
To evaluate the indirect effects, a resampling technique known as 
bootstrap resampling was utilized with 500 iterations. This widely 
accepted method in SEM allows for the assessment of the sampling 
distribution and facilitates the examination of the indirect effects 
(Hayes, 2009). The model’s fit to the data, investigating the mediating 
role of grit in the relationship between perceived teacher care and 
wellbeing, was assessed using several fit indices. The analysis revealed 
that the proposed model demonstrated a good fit to the data based on 
the following fit indices: χ2/df = 1.613, CFI = 0.949, TLI = 0.944, 
IFI = 0.947, RMSEA = 0.039, and SRMR = 0.043. These indices indicate 
that the model adequately captures the relationships among the 
variables and is consistent with the observed data. The goodness-of-fit 
indices suggest that the proposed model provides an accurate 
representation of the theoretical framework being examined.

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

Also, Table 3 presents the path estimates of the structural model 
examining the effect of perceived teacher caring on student wellbeing 

in EFL students, with grit as a potential mediator. In terms of the 
direct effects, the path from teacher caring to student wellbeing 
yielded a significant positive effect (β = 0.356, p < 0.001). Similarly, the 
path from teacher caring to grit showed a significant positive effect 
(β = 0.571, p < 0.001). Moreover, the path from grit to student 
wellbeing was also found to have a significant positive effect (β = 0.439, 
p < 0.001).

Regarding the indirect effect, the pathway from teacher caring to 
grit to student wellbeing revealed a significant positive effect, 
indicating that grit partially mediates the relationship between teacher 
caring and student wellbeing (β = 0.250, p < 0.001). The combined 
influence of teacher care and L2 grit, calculated by summing the 
squared path coefficients from teacher care to student wellbeing and 
from grit to student wellbeing (0 356 0 439 0 319

2 2
. . .+ = 7), accounted 

for 31.97% of the variability observed in student wellbeing, suggesting 
that there are additional factors beyond teacher care and grit that 
contribute to the remaining variance. These findings suggest that 
perceived teacher caring has a direct positive influence on student 
wellbeing and also indirectly affects student wellbeing through the 
mediating role of grit. The statistically significant coefficients and their 
corresponding confidence intervals provide support for the proposed 
structural model.

TABLE 2 Results of CFA.

CMIN DF CMIN/DF P CFI RMSEA SRMR α
Wellbeing 85.124 48 1.774 <0.001 0.956 0.073 0.043 0.81

Care 110.352 72 1.531 <0.001 0.972 0.041 0.035 0.88

Grit 160.745 94 1.709 <0.001 0.967 0.049 0.039 0.84

FIGURE 2

The final model.
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Moreover, an additional analysis was conducted to assess the 
structural invariance of the mediation model and determine whether 
the structural path coefficients differed significantly between male and 
female participants (see Table  4). The findings revealed that the 
recommended mediation model demonstrated a good fit for both 
gender groups. A multi-group invariance analysis conducted across 
gender indicated that both the restricted model (χ2/df = 1.480, 
CFI = 0.936, TLI = 0.935, RMSEA = 0.042, SRMR = 0.072) and the 
unrestricted model (χ2/df = 1.478, CFI = 0.937, TLI = 0.929, 
RMSEA = 0.040, SRMR = 0.071) exhibited good fit with the data. The 
χ2 difference test between the two models (Δχ2 = 4.442, Δdf = 3, 
p = 0.216) suggested that the model coefficients in the recommended 
mediation model were invariant across gender.

Furthermore, separate structural equation modeling analyses were 
conducted for male and female learners, which indicated acceptable 
fit for both groups. Specifically, for male learners, the model 
demonstrated good fit (χ2/df = 1.406, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.939, 
TLI = 0.938, RMSEA = 0.050, SRMR = 0.068), while for female teachers, 
the model also showed good fit (χ2/df = 1.453, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.934, 
TLI = 0.932, RMSEA = 0.047, SRMR = 0.064). These results suggest that 
there were no significant gender differences observed in the direct and 
indirect effects of teacher caring on wellbeing. Moreover, the 
mediating role of grit was found to be strong for both genders.

Discussion

The present study aimed to investigate the impact of perceived 
teacher caring on student wellbeing in Chinese EFL students, with a 
particular focus on the mediating role of grit. The findings provide 
valuable insights into the relationship between teacher-student 
dynamics and student wellbeing, shedding light on the role of 
individual characteristics such as grit in this process.

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

Applying the principles of positive psychology to L2 instruction 
and educational research, it became evident that psychological 
support and caring interactions fostered feelings of closeness and 
engagement for both teachers and students, leading to overall well-
being. Notably, when language instructors demonstrated care by 
establishing rapport, showing humor, displaying interpersonal 
affection, being accessible, and providing appropriate feedback, 
students experienced heightened feelings of empowerment, 
psychological resilience, and enthusiasm for their educational tasks 
(Derakhshan et al., 2022; Miller and Gkonou, 2023). This aligns with 
the broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions (Fredrickson, 
2001), where positive teacher-student relationships expand students’ 
“momentary thought-action repertoires,” increasing their dedication 
to academic commitments through feelings of happiness, affection, 
and excitement. In addition, in the L2 setting, students’ well-being is 
enhanced as they become more engaged in pursuing their educational 
goals when instructors create an enjoyable learning atmosphere, 
attend to students’ needs, and foster intimate and enjoyable 
interactions with learners (Gkonou and Miller, 2019).

TABLE 3 Path estimates of the structural model.

Model pathways B SE β P
95% CI

Lower bound Upper bound

Direct effects

Teacher caring→ wellbeing 0.426 0.168 0.356 <0.001 0.123 0.729

Teacher caring→ grit 0.721 0.163 0.571 <0.001 0.403 0.923

Grit→ wellbeing 0.539 0.072 0.439 <0.001 0.402 0.667

Indirect effect

Teacher caring → grit → wellbeing 0.343 0.091 0.250 <0.001 0.153 0.486

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

Model χ2/
df

p CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

Restricted model 1.480 < 0.001 0.936 0.935 0.042 0.072

Unrestricted 

model

1.478 < 0.001 0.937 0.929 0.040 0.071

Male 1.406 < 0.001 0.939 0.938 0.050 0.068

Female 1.453 < 0.001 0.934 0.932 0.047 0.064
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The second objective of this study was to examine the mediating 
role of grit in the relationship between perceived teacher caring and 
student wellbeing. SEM analysis approved the role of L2 grit as a 
significant mediator. The theoretical framework of grit suggests that 
individuals with higher levels of grit are better equipped to overcome 
obstacles, maintain focus, and sustain effort even in the face of 
challenges (Duckworth et  al., 2007; Sudina et  al., 2021). These 
individuals demonstrate resilience and a strong commitment to 
achieving their goals, which can have a profound impact on their 
overall wellbeing. When students feel supported by their teachers, they 
are encouraged to persist in their academic endeavors, even when 
faced with difficulties. The nurturing environment created by caring 
teachers promotes the development of qualities associated with grit, 
such as resilience, determination, and a growth mindset. As found by 
Banse and Palacios (2018), learners who perceived a high degree of 
care and class management from their instructors demonstrated 
greater grit. This girt, in turn affects students’ wellbeing, the finding 
which is consistent with previous research emphasizing the 
significance of grit in enhancing students’ wellbeing and classroom 
enjoyment (Elahi Shirvan et al., 2021; Resnik et al., 2021). Drawing 
inspiration from Fredrickson’s (2001) Broad-and-Build Theory, which 
posits that positive emotions broaden an individual’s mindset and 
foster enduring personal resources, it is anticipated that an instructor’s 
welcoming personality can create a nurturing and secure atmosphere 
for students, leading to higher levels of grit, satisfaction, and well-
being throughout their educational journey.

Conclusion

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

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

Secondly, the mediating role of grit suggests that educators should 
also focus on cultivating grit among EFL students. Grit, characterized 
by perseverance and unwavering passion for long-term goals, 
enhances student resilience and determination, enabling them to 
flourish academically while experiencing greater overall wellbeing. By 

integrating strategies and interventions that promote grit, such as 
goal-setting, self-reflection, and fostering a growth mindset, educators 
can empower students to overcome challenges and persist in their 
academic pursuits. Furthermore, the study underscores the need for 
educational institutions to provide adequate support and resources for 
both teachers and students. Implementing professional development 
programs can equip teachers with the necessary skills and strategies 
to enhance their caring behaviors and foster positive relationships 
with students. Additionally, schools should offer resources and 
interventions that promote students’ grit development, such as 
mentoring programs, academic support, and character 
education initiatives.

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

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

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

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

Finally, although the study explored the mediating role of grit, it 
is essential to acknowledge that mediation does not imply causation. 
There may be other unmeasured variables or alternative mediation 
models that contribute to the observed relationships. Further 
investigation into the underlying mechanisms and alternative 
explanations is warranted.
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between teacher growth mindset, 
grit, mindfulness, and EFL 
teachers’ well-being
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1 School of Foreign Languages, Luoyang Normal University, Luoyang, Henan, China, 2 Kyrgyz-Chinese 
Department, Kyrgyzstan State University, Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, 3 National Academy of Sciences of the 
Kyrgyz Republic, Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan

Introduction: This study examines the relationship between teacher growth 
mindset, mindfulness, grit, and teacher well-being, with a particular emphasis on 
the mediating role of grit.

Methods: The study involved 547 Chinese EFL teachers as participants. Data 
collection utilized validated measures of growth mindset, mindfulness, grit, and 
occupational well-being. Structural equation modeling was employed to analyze 
the data and investigate the proposed relationships.

Results: The findings reveal several important relationships. Firstly, both teacher 
growth mindset and teacher grit exhibit a direct positive influence on teacher well-
being. Secondly, teacher grit acts as a mediator in the connection between teacher 
mindfulness and teacher occupational well-being. This suggests that the positive 
impact of mindfulness on well-being is, in part, explained by the presence of grit.

Discussion: These findings significantly contribute to our comprehension of the factors 
influencing teacher well-being. They underscore the importance of cultivating growth 
mindset, mindfulness, and grit in educational contexts. Moreover, the implications of 
these findings for teacher training and support programs are discussed.

KEYWORDS

teacher growth mindset, mindfulness, grit, occupational well-being, mediation, EFL 
teachers, structural equation modeling

Introduction

Educators wield a profound influence over learners’ academic, societal, and emotional 
achievements (King and Chetty, 2014). The link between learners’ engagement, motivation, 
academic performance, and teaching practices is well-established (Bartholomew et al., 2018; 
Granziera et al., 2023). As a result of the growing research interest in the subject of occupational 
well-being over the past few years, teacher well-being in the context of their profession has been 
acknowledged as a crucial determinant for the well-being of learners, educational 
accomplishments, and teachers’ dedication to their profession (Chang and Cherng, 2017; 
Harding et al., 2019). Teacher well-being, encompassing professional fulfillment and satisfaction, 
is multifaceted, embracing both general and domain-specific dimensions (Acton and Glasgow, 
2015; Diener et al., 2017). Psychological perspectives, including mindset, grit, and mindfulness, 
shape individuals’ perceptions, attitudes, and overall well-being, influencing their professional 
engagement and academic success (Dweck, 2006; Nalipay et al., 2021). A growth mindset, as 
proposed by Dweck (2006), pertains to one’s belief in the malleability of their abilities. Teachers 
with growth mindsets tend to be more engaged and experience higher well-being (Zeng et al., 
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2019; Liu et al., 2023). In parallel, teacher grit, defined as unwavering 
dedication to teaching despite challenges, contributes to feelings of 
fulfillment and student success (Maiers and Sandvold, 2017; 
Derakhshan et al., 2022). Grit aligns with a growth mindset (Suzuki 
et  al., 2015), reinforcing the notion that EFL instructors’ grit can 
enhance their engagement and satisfaction in teaching (Duckworth 
et al., 2009; Hill et al., 2016; Fathi et al., 2023).

Mindfulness, another focal variable, plays a pivotal role in teacher 
well-being (Hassed and Chambers, 2014; Frank et al., 2016; Li, 2021). 
Rooted in Buddhist philosophy, mindfulness emphasizes conscious 
awareness of both internal and external experiences (Brown and Ryan, 
2003). In the demanding realm of second language education, where 
instructors grapple with contextual, technical, psychological, and 
affective pressures (Li, 2021), mindfulness becomes especially relevant. 
Numerous educational factors, including well-being, academic 
performance, engagement, and teaching effectiveness, are linked to 
mindfulness (Kee and Liu, 2011; Hue and Lau, 2015; Rosenstreich and 
Margalit, 2015; Bartlett et al., 2019). Mindfulness practices alleviate 
fatigue, anxiety, and depression among instructors (Harnett et al., 
2016; Li, 2021).

Although individual studies have examined the impact of teacher 
growth mindset, mindfulness, and grit on teacher occupational well-
being separately, there is a lack of research that integrates these 
constructs within a comprehensive model. Understanding the 
interrelationships between these factors can provide a more nuanced 
understanding of teacher occupational well-being and identify 
potential points of intervention to enhance teacher well-being. As a 
result, the present study aims to investigate the relationships between 
teacher growth mindset, mindfulness, grit, and teacher occupational 
well-being among Chinese EFL teachers. Specifically, we hypothesize 
that teacher growth mindset positively influences teacher occupational 
well-being, that teacher mindfulness positively influences teacher 
occupational well-being, and that teacher grit mediates the 
relationship between mindfulness and well-being. Additionally, 
we explore the direct effects of teacher growth mindset and grit on 
teacher well-being. By examining these relationships, this study 
contributes to the existing literature on teacher occupational well-
being and provides insights into the factors that can promote positive 
well-being among EFL teachers.

Literature review

Positive psychology

Positive psychology (PP), introduced by Seligman (2006), offers 
an alternative to student-centered education, rooted in philosophical 
psychology. It delves into how emotions and sentiments can facilitate 
personal growth, ultimately enhancing individuals’ quality of life 
(MacIntyre et al., 2019; Li, 2021). PP emerged partly as a response to 
the dominance of cognitivist attitudes in second-language acquisition 
(SLA), which often downplayed the role of emotions in L2 learning 
(Seligman, 2006; Mongrain and Anselmo-Matthews, 2012). This 
approach encourages individuals to embrace life’s positive aspects 
rather than dwelling solely on its challenges and setbacks, without 
disregarding obstacles and failures (Oxford, 2016). PP centers on 
human strengths and capabilities rather than flaws. Seligman (2011) 
identifies its core components as positive feelings, positive personality 

traits associated with well-being, and supportive environments that 
foster growth. In the context of second language acquisition, PP has 
gained prominence, with studies demonstrating its capacity to 
enhance EFL instructors’ and learners’ efficacy, resilience, engagement, 
motivation, creativity, and mitigate the impact of negative emotions 
(Mercer, 2017; Dewaele et al., 2019; MacIntyre et al., 2019; Fathi et al., 
2023; Zhang et al., 2023).

Well-being

According to Diener et al. (2017), teacher well-being is seen as 
having several facets and dimensions and includes the professional 
fulfillment and satisfaction of teachers (Acton and Glasgow, 2015; Li 
et al., 2022). Research on teachers’ well-being typically focuses on their 
work satisfaction or on their general well-being, particularly how 
personal characteristics and environmental elements at the school are 
related to teachers’ occupational well-being (Diener, 2000; Collie and 
Martin, 2017; Vorkapić and Peloza, 2017; Greenier et al., 2021; Xiyun 
et al., 2022). Nevertheless, according to the broaden-and-build theory 
(Fredrickson and Levenson, 1998) and the understanding from earlier 
teacher wellbeing models, immediate emotional experiences—both 
positive and negative—are first assessed by past behavior, which then 
either reinforces or depowers individual capacities (Spilt et al., 2011; 
Frenzel, 2014; Li et al., 2022). Momentary emotional events then affect 
a person’s general perception of life by improving or hindering their 
wellbeing in a particular category. Positive feelings do not always have 
to be  absent for stress to grow, and vice versa for increases in 
capabilities (Garland et al., 2010). People may feel both positive and 
negative emotions at once in daily life because there are two separate 
cycle systems: upward spirals induced by favorable feelings and 
downward spirals resulting from negative feelings (Trampe 
et al., 2015).

Resources may be  developed to help teachers deal with job 
obstacles or increase their favorable opinion of their teaching work 
whenever they are feeling good in the classroom. Conversely, when an 
instructor is having unpleasant feelings in a classroom environment, 
this leads to a continuous cycle of unpleasant feelings and causes lower 
levels of involvement in the classroom (Miller et al., 2008). According 
to Fredrickson (2013), the possible “undo effect,” which suggests that 
pleasant emotions may aid in stress recovery, is one of the functions 
of feelings of joy. As a result, both positive and negative aspects—such 
as psychosomatic stress, depression, and emotional exhaustion—are 
included in the concept of well-being. Examples of good aspects 
include work satisfaction, professional dedication, and engagement 
(Huppert and So, 2013; Collie and Martin, 2017). According to JD-R 
theory, feeling emotionally exhausted results in less participation and 
effort put into lesson planning as well as more unfavorable views 
toward learners (Frenzel et al., 2021). Emotional weariness can also 
negatively affect students’ academic performance as a result of 
increasing absence rates and instructor withdrawal from the classroom 
(Miller et al., 2008). On the other hand, instructors who are more 
emotionally involved tend to put more effort into the instruction and 
show more empathy and concern for their pupils. Committed 
instructors devote effort to investigating and improving their methods, 
and they may be better at handling classroom dynamics and enhancing 
their instruction quality, which benefits student results (Frenzel et al., 
2021; Granziera et al., 2023).
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Growth mindset

Dweck (2006) established the concept of mindsets, or implicit/lay 
theories. According to Mercer and Ryan (2010), mindsets are one’s 
basic assumptions about various human characteristics, such as 
personality traits. It is commonly acknowledged that teachers’ 
perspectives have a significant impact on their professional success 
(Dweck, 2014). Additionally, these perspectives have a tendency to 
shape and reshape teachers’ perceptions of both success and failure in 
terms of how they approach overcoming various problems in L2 
teaching (Cacali, 2019). The notion of mindset is highly significant in 
L2 education because the learning process itself is complicated 
(Nguyen et al., 2022). Fixed and growth mindsets are the two kinds 
into which mindsets fall (Dweck et al., 1995). A growing mindset 
primarily deals with the idea that the previously mentioned 
components are changeable and can be improved, whereas a fixed 
mindset is associated with the view that one’s talents, qualities, 
character, and IQ are fixed and cannot be modified (Haimovitz and 
Dweck, 2017; Dweck and Yeager, 2019).

Growth mindsets, which are consistently linked to actions, views, 
aspirations, and learning techniques, relate to a person’s shifting ideas 
about his or her own talents while dealing with failures (Molden and 
Dweck, 2006; Dweck, 2015; Schroder et al., 2019). Language mindset 
is concerned with individual viewpoints towards the malleability of 
language acquisition (Shirvan et  al., 2021; Zhang et  al., 2022). 
Investigators studying L2 who are interested in determining whether 
people view their characteristics as fixed or malleable have lately 
focused a lot of emphasis on studies on people’s opinions about their 
ability to acquire a second or foreign language (Lou and Noels, 2019; 
Liu et  al., 2023). The inspiring factors of autonomy, well-being, 
perseverance, willingness to communicate, and speaking anxiety are 
only a few examples of the various emotional aspects that shape 
mindsets (Hochanadel and Finamore, 2015; Henriksen et al., 2018; 
Lou and Noels, 2019; Zeng et  al., 2019; Zarrinabadi et  al., 2021; 
Ozdemir and Papi, 2022).

Furthermore, according to Yeager et al. (2022), it is contended that 
a person’s feelings can change in relation to a variety of topics that are 
divided into growth and fixed mindsets. A growth mindset is used to 
describe instructors who are flexible, while a fixed mindset is used to 
describe those who are not. Also, personal characteristics and 
individual teaching styles are seen by instructors with a growth 
mindset as dynamic phenomena (Heggart, 2015). Contrarily, as 
asserted by Zeng et  al. (2019), those with fixed mindsets view 
personality traits and talents as unchangeable, but people with growth 
mindsets consider that intelligence and ability can be  developed. 
Zhang et  al. (2017) summarized the studies on the connection 
between students’ academic accomplishment, their mindsets, and 
instructors’ mindsets that were published between 1998 and 2017 in 
order to determine the importance of this concept in educational 
settings. It was shown that instructors’ mindsets only played a 
mediating, not a deciding, role in the academic accomplishment of 
learners, notwithstanding the fact that students’ mindsets clearly 
played an essential role in this.

Moreover, Zeng et al. (2019) asserted that work engagement may 
be predicted by growth mindset, wellbeing, and effort persistence. 
According to Yeager and Dweck’s (2020) findings, it may be claimed 
that growth mindset’s benefits are reproducible, productive, and 
conceptually well-documented for both instructors and students. In 

another study, Derakhshan et al. (2022) examined the associations 
between classroom atmosphere, growth mindset, and the involvement 
of learners in a different study where boredom was used as a mediator. 
The results showed that students’ growth mindsets had an indirect 
influence on their involvement, and boredom with the classroom 
environment was the most important determinant of engagement. In 
a different study by Patrick and Joshi (2019), it was proposed that 
instructors’ preexisting beliefs about students and learning had an 
effect on their mentality. It was shown that students’ attitudes toward 
their own abilities, personalities, and characteristics are highly 
associated with teachers’ growth mindsets. The researchers also 
discovered that instructors’ perspectives might improve or worsen 
students’ perceptions of their level of ability or intellect.

Additionally, according to Frondozo et  al. (2020), a teacher’s 
perspective and emotions might influence how engaged they are at 
work. Also, the results demonstrated that instructors who had a 
growth teaching mentality had better levels of work engagement, with 
enjoyment of the profession as a mediating factor. Besides, Irie et al. 
(2018) examined instructors’ perspectives on their own line of work. 
They discovered that while interpersonal abilities were seen as being 
natural, instructors were more concerned with their own technical 
expertise. Finally, research on the attitudes of future teachers at the 
start of their practicum was carried out by Gutshall (2014). The results 
showed that they maintained a consistent mentality throughout 
their training.

Grit

According to Duckworth et  al. (2007), “grit involves exerting 
diligent effort in the face of challenges, persisting and maintaining 
interest even in the presence of setbacks, difficulties, and periods of 
stagnant progress” (pp.  1087–1,088). Two characteristics—
perseverance in work and constancy in interest—help define grit. The 
first one relates to what appears to be  a propensity for investing 
consistent energy over an extended period of time. The second one is 
the consistency of a passion for larger-scale objectives despite 
becoming fixated while overcoming setbacks and difficulties (Sudina 
et al., 2021; Teimouri et al., 2022). According to Duckworth et al. 
(2007), gritty people are dedicated to their careers and rarely change 
jobs. Sudina et al. (2021) define “teachers’ grit” as their persistent 
enthusiasm for their work despite feeling tired, while overcoming 
inherent obstacles in the profession. According to research by 
Duckworth et  al. (2009), grit and life satisfaction were important 
predictors of instructors’ ability to deliver successful lessons. Gritty 
instructors are more likely to be  good teachers because they see 
teaching as a fun pastime (Maiers and Sandvold, 2017). Additionally, 
based on the study by Zeng et  al. (2019), instructors who exhibit 
greater levels of grit have a growth mindset that aids them in 
overcoming obstacles.

In the domain of applied linguistics, limited research has been 
done on language instructors’ grit, especially in EFL contexts, despite 
the fact that L2 learners’ grit has received a lot of attention 
(Kazemkhah Hasankiadeh and Azari Noughabi, 2022; Teimouri et al., 
2022). Sudina et al. (2021) developed the idea of language instructor 
L2 grit as a personality characteristic that impacts the degree to which 
teachers keep their desire to achieve the best of their abilities in 
response to the demand for domain-specific grit research. To measure 
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the L2 grit of language instructors, the researchers developed a 
domain-specific instrument called the L2-Teacher Grit Scale. They 
contended that instructor L2 grit entails constancy of interest and 
persistence of effort.

Finally, it has been suggested that L2 grit has a beneficial 
association with foreign language fulfillment, dedication, growth 
mindset, a desire to interact, inspiration, and a negative relationship 
with stress and a fixed mindset (Teimouri et  al., 2022). The 
development of greater psychological training for language instructors 
may be  facilitated by studies on instructor L2 grit (Mercer, 2021; 
Derakhshan et al., 2022). Azari Noughabi et al. (2022) found a strong 
correlation between L2 grit, immunity, and job engagement in EFL 
instructors. In light of the fact that instructors’ enthusiasm and 
tenacity might result from how much they like their jobs, L2 grit may 
be  suggested to be  directly related to foreign language teaching 
enjoyment (FLTE) among language instructors (Lu, 2019). Besides, 
Zhao et al. (2018) concluded that the association between grit and 
growth mindset is somewhat mediated by learning incentives.

Mindfulness

Researchers have defined mindfulness as a conscious awareness 
of an immediate, composable event (Li, 2021). Kabat-Zinn (2003), an 
expert in the study of mindfulness, describes mindfulness as “a state 
or quality of mind that arises through paying attention on purpose, in 
the present moment, and non-judgmentally to the unfolding of 
experience moment by moment” (p. 145). Since it concentrates on 
continuing living events, mindfulness may be  seen as a dynamic 
procedure rather than a static outcome of action (Song and He, 2021). 
According to Brown and Ryan (2003), mindfulness is the 
understanding of current incidents and sensations that may be taken 
in with attention. As a unique and complicated construct, mindfulness 
may be thought of as a notion comprised of several components. It has 
both personal and professional components that enable instructors to 
relate to many aspects of life experiences (Song and He, 2021; Yuan 
et al., 2023). Time, evolution, methods of instruction and learning, 
professional growth, and the setting of L2 instruction are some of the 
crucial characteristics that Yuan et al. (2023) discovered to be related 
to the idea of mindfulness.

According to Sharp and Jennings (2016), instructors’ mindfulness 
promotes the creation of beneficial connections with learners, has an 
effect on their psychological variables, and advances their professional 
growth, all of which may result in pupils achieving more. It’s possible 
to learn and teach mindfulness, and instruction in mindfulness 
involves a range of activities, from regular practices to lengthy training 
programs (Song and He, 2021). It has been demonstrated that 
mindfulness training has a positive impact on emotional and 
psychological variables such as wellbeing, tension, and focus, and the 
practice of mindfulness has been demonstrated in clinical and health 
settings as well (Brown and Ryan, 2003; Lutz et al., 2008; Li, 2021). As 
mentioned by Jennings and Greenberg (2009), mindfulness training 
makes instructors more resilient and upbeat in difficult situations, 
which benefits students’ academic performance. Additionally, based 
on the study by Schussler et al. (2016), mindfulness training improves 
teachers’ effectiveness on the job. According to Altan et al. (2019), for 
both students and instructors, mindfulness training can result in 
benefits that are both immediate and permanent.

Moreover, Chiesa et al. (2011) examined the psychological well-
being and mindfulness of instructors. Based on the findings, 
mindfulness training boosted psychological capabilities and coping 
mechanisms, which in turn enhanced resilience. Instructors’ 
prolonged stress and burnout may result in student-teacher 
interactions that have a negative impact on students’ performance. It 
is also a practical construct that boosts trainees’ efficiency and work 
satisfaction (Kidger et al., 2016). Also, Hwang et al. (2017) concluded 
that mindfulness training has a positive impact on teachers’ 
instructional effectiveness and general well-being. Finally, Xue (2023) 
mentioned that being mindful may be a powerful way to improve 
focus and awareness in the classroom. It also enables teachers to 
manage their time more effectively, which helps students become 
more aware of the present moment.

The structural model

Given the theoretical and empirical background, a number of 
hypotheses were formulated for the structural model (see Figure 1):

Hypothesis 1: Teacher growth mindset is positively and directly 
related to teacher grit.

Research by Dweck (2006) has shown that individuals with a 
growth mindset believe that abilities can be developed through effort 
and learning. This mindset fosters a belief in the potential for 
improvement and a willingness to persist in the face of challenges 
(Zhao et al., 2018). Grit, on the other hand, aligns with the mindset of 
continuously striving for improvement (Dweck and Yeager, 2019). 
Studies by Duckworth et al. (2007) and Yeager and Dweck (2020) have 
demonstrated that individuals with a growth mindset tend to exhibit 
higher levels of grit. Therefore, based on this evidence, it might 
be warranted to propose that teacher growth mindset is positively 
related with teacher grit as reported by some studies in the literature 
(e.g., Keesey et al., 2018; Zeng et al., 2019).

Hypothesis 2: Teacher mindfulness is positively and directly 
associated with teacher grit.

Mindfulness involves being fully present and engaged in the 
current moment, cultivating awareness and non-judgmental 
acceptance (Bishop et al., 2004; Emerson et al., 2017). This state of 

FIGURE 1

The structural model.
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mind can enhance self-regulation, emotional resilience, and 
perseverance among teachers (Roeser et al., 2012; Crain et al., 2017; 
Hwang et al., 2017), which are key components of grit. As such, it is 
hypothesized that there might be  a positive association between 
mindfulness and grit, suggesting that individuals who are more 
mindful may also demonstrate higher levels of grit (Vela et al., 2018).

Hypothesis 3: Teacher grit is positively and directly related with 
teacher occupational well-being.

Grit involves a combination of passion and perseverance toward 
long-term goals, promoting a sense of purpose and fulfillment 
(Duckworth et al., 2009). Research has demonstrated that individuals 
with higher levels of grit experience greater well-being, including 
higher life satisfaction and lower levels of stress and burnout (e.g., Lan 
and Moscardino, 2019; Lan and Zhang, 2019; Yang, 2021). Given this 
background, it is justifiable to propose that teacher grit is positively 
associated with teacher well-being.

Hypothesis 4: Teacher grit mediates the relationship between 
teacher growth mindset and teacher occupational well-being.

Numerous studies have demonstrated the positive impact of a 
growth mindset on teacher well-being (e.g., Ortiz Alvarado et al., 
2019; Nalipay et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2023). A growth mindset refers to 
the belief that abilities and intelligence can be developed through 
dedication and effort. Teachers with a growth mindset are more likely 
to perceive challenges as opportunities for growth, embrace feedback, 
and persist in the face of setbacks. This mindset fosters resilience, 
motivation, and a sense of self-efficacy, which are all crucial 
components of teacher occupational well-being (Han and Stieha, 
2020; Shoshani, 2021). Teachers who possess a growth mindset tend 
to experience higher levels of job satisfaction, engagement, and overall 
well-being. Likewise, grit, characterized by perseverance and passion 
for long-term goals, has been consistently linked to positive outcomes, 
including well-being (Shao, 2023). Gritty individuals are more likely 
to maintain effort and overcome obstacles, even when faced with 
challenges or setbacks (Duckworth et al., 2007). In teaching context, 
grit enables teachers to persist in their profession, invest in their 
students’ learning, and navigate the demands of the job effectively. 
Teachers with high levels of grit tend to experience greater job 
satisfaction, professional fulfillment, and overall occupational well-
being (Lan and Moscardino, 2019; Liu et al., 2023).

Hypothesis 5: Teacher grit mediates the relationship between 
teacher mindfulness and teacher occupational well-being.

Research has shown that mindfulness practices have a positive 
impact on teacher occupational well-being by reducing stress, 
improving emotional regulation, and enhancing overall mental 
health (Shapiro et al., 2006; Roeser et al., 2012; Hwang et al., 2017). 
Teachers who cultivate mindfulness may experience lower levels of 
burnout, greater job satisfaction, and improved overall well-being 
(Crain et al., 2017). In addition, gritty individuals demonstrate a 
steadfast commitment to their goals and are willing to exert 
sustained effort despite challenges and setbacks (Duckworth et al., 
2007). In teaching settings, teachers with high levels of grit are 
more likely to persist in their profession, overcome obstacles, and 

maintain a positive outlook even in the face of difficulties (Lan and 
Zhang, 2019; Kazemkhah Hasankiadeh and Azari Noughabi, 2022; 
Liu et  al., 2023). These qualities are closely associated with 
enhanced occupational well-being, job satisfaction, and a sense 
of purpose.

Method

Participants

A total of 547 EFL teachers were enlisted from 12 middle 
schools and high schools in diverse provinces throughout China to 
take part in this research and complete the survey. The selected 
schools encompassed both urban and rural areas, ensuring a varied 
and inclusive sample. The age spectrum of the participants ranged 
from 21 to 54 years, with an average age of 27.32 (SD = 6.81). 
Among the participants, 407 (74.40%) were women, and 140 
(25.59%) were men. Concerning their educational background, 367 
(67.3%) EFL teachers held a postgraduate degree or higher, while 
the remaining 180 (32.7%) possessed a bachelor’s degree. The 
allocation of teachers across schools was as follows: four schools 
were situated in rural regions, while the remaining eight schools 
were located in urban settings. On average, each school had 45 
participating teachers, with the number of teachers ranging from 
30 to 60. The participants in this study represented a broad 
spectrum of teaching experience. The majority of teachers had 
accumulated over 10 years of teaching experience (n = 377, 69.1%), 
while 130 (23.6%) had 5 to 10 years of experience, and 40 (7.3%) 
had less than 5 years of experience.

Instruments

The L2-teacher grit scale (L2TGS)
The participants’ L2 grit was assessed using the L2-Teacher Grit 

Scale (L2TGS), a measurement tool developed and validated by 
Sudina et al. (2021). This scale comprises 9 items that participants 
rated on a 5-point response scale, ranging from 1 (not like me at all) 
to 5 (very much like me). The scale consists of two components: 
consistency of interest (α = 0.76; six items) and perseverance of effort 
(α = 0.78; eight items). Sudina et al. (2021) verified the reliability and 
validity of the L2TGS as a suitable measure of grit for EFL teachers. A 
sample item is “I finish whatever I begin related to my teaching plans 
and goals.”

Occupational well-being scale
The well-being of teachers was measured using Warr’s (1990) 

Occupational Well-Being Scale (OWS), consisting of 12 items. This 
scale aims to evaluate teachers’ well-being across two dimensions: 
ill-being and well-being. Participants were asked to indicate the extent 
to which they experienced job-related feelings of anxiety (feeling 
tense, uneasy, and worried), contentment (feeling calm, contented, 
and relaxed), depression (feeling depressed, gloomy, and miserable), 
and enthusiasm (feeling cheerful, enthusiastic, and optimistic) in the 
past few weeks. The response options ranged from 1 (never) to 6 (all 
of the time). A sample item of the scale is “I can deal with just about 
any problem in my job.”
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TABLE 1 Descriptive analysis.

Mean SD Croanbach’s α 1 2 3 4

1. Growth mindset 3.48 0.71 0.784 1

2. Mindfulness 3.86 0.68 0.806 0.363** 1

3. Grit 3.12 0.87 0.886 0.674** 0.426** 1

4. Wellbeing 4.07 0.79 0.824 0.476** 0.293** 0.517** 1

**p-value <0.01.

Mindfulness scale
To evaluate participants’ mindfulness, the Mindfulness Attention 

Awareness Scale (MAAS), developed by Brown and Ryan (2003), was 
utilized. This self-report measure gauges individuals’ inclination to 
be present and attentive to current experiences. The scale comprises 
15 items, rated on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from ‘almost always’ 
(1) to ‘almost never’ (6). An example item is: “It is challenging for me 
to maintain focus on the present moment.” Previous studies (Fallah, 
2017) have provided evidence supporting the reliability and validity 
of this scale.

Growth mindset scale
In this study, participants’ growth mindset was assessed using a 

Chinese adaptation of the 4-item Growth Mindset Inventory, 
initially developed by Dweck (2006). The Chinese version of the 
inventory demonstrated favorable reliability and validity (Zeng et al., 
2016). Responders rated the items on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging 
from 1 = (strongly disagree) to 5 = (strongly agree). For instance, an 
item stated, “You can always substantially change how intelligent 
you are.”

Procedures

To ensure a comprehensive and ethically sound data collection 
process, this study followed several stages. Prior to commencing the 
study, ethical approval was obtained from the appropriate institutional 
review board. This approval confirmed that the study adhered to 
ethical guidelines and safeguarded the rights and confidentiality of 
the participants.

A total of 12 secondary schools from different provinces across 
China were purposefully selected for participation in this study. The 
selection aimed to encompass a diverse range of educational 
settings, including both urban and rural schools. Invitations were 
extended to 547 teachers from the selected schools, and their 
cooperation was sought with the assistance of school administrators. 
An information session was conducted to provide an overview of 
the study’s objectives and procedures, emphasizing that participation 
was voluntary. During this session, teachers were given the 
opportunity to seek clarification and address any concerns they may 
have had.

Informed consent forms were distributed to interested teachers 
prior to data collection. These forms provided detailed information 
about the study’s purpose, procedures, and potential risks and benefits. 
Participants were given ample time to review the forms and seek 
further clarification before providing their informed consent. This 
ensured that their participation was voluntary and based on a clear 
understanding of the study.

The data collection process involved the administration of a 
structured questionnaire comprising validated scales and measures to 
assess teacher well-being, growth mindset, grit, and mindfulness. 
Participants were allocated sufficient time to complete the 
questionnaire, and it was administered during their regular working 
hours. Throughout the data collection period, the researchers were 
available to address any inquiries or provide further explanations as 
needed. Completed questionnaires were collected and securely stored, 
with each questionnaire assigned a unique identification code to 
ensure anonymity and maintain confidentiality. Subsequently, the data 
were entered into a secure electronic database for analysis.

Data analysis

The analysis of the data commenced with descriptive and 
correlational examinations. To test the research hypothesis, Structural 
Equation Modeling (SEM) was conducted using Amos version 26, 
while the SPSS (Ver. 25) was utilized for the other analyses. Following 
the recommendation of Anderson and Gerbing (1988), the 
measurement model was first fitted to the data, after which the 
underlying structural model was examined. In evaluating the overall 
fitness of the hypothesized model, multiple fit indices were considered. 
These included: (a) the ratio of χ2 to the degrees of freedom, (b) the 
Goodness of Fit Index (GFI), (c) the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), (d) 
the Root-Mean-Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), and (e) the 
Standardized Root-Mean-Square Residual (SRMR). According to 
Kline (2023), a good fit is indicated by a small χ2 to the degrees of 
freedom value with p > 0.05. Additionally, GFI and CFI values equal 
to or higher than 0.90 (Hu and Bentler, 1999) suggest a good fit, while 
RMSEA values should not exceed 0.08, and SRMR values should not 
surpass 0.10 (Bowen and Guo, 2011).

Results

The descriptive analysis of the study variables is presented in 
Table 1. The participants reported a mean growth mindset score of 
3.48 (SD = 0.71) and a Cronbach’s α coefficient of 0.784. Mindfulness 
had a mean score of 3.86 (SD = 0.68) with a Cronbach’s α of 0.806. Grit 
had a mean score of 3.12 (SD = 0.87) and a Cronbach’s α of 0.886. 
Wellbeing had the highest mean score of 4.07 (SD = 0.79) with a 
Cronbach’s α of 0.824.

The correlation matrix (Table  1) presents the pairwise 
correlations between the variables. Growth mindset and 
mindfulness exhibited a significant positive correlation (r = 0.363, 
p < 0.01), indicating that individuals with stronger growth 
mindset beliefs tended to have higher levels of mindfulness. Grit 
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and growth mindset were highly positively correlated (r = 0.674, 
p < 0.01), suggesting that those with greater grit also tended to 
hold stronger growth mindset beliefs. Additionally, grit and 
mindfulness displayed a positive correlation (r = 0.426, p < 0.01), 
indicating a connection between perseverance and mindfulness. 
Well-being showed positive correlations with growth mindset 
(r = 0.476, p < 0.01), mindfulness (r = 0.293, p < 0.01), and grit 

(r = 0.517, p < 0.01), underscoring the importance of these factors 
in contributing to overall well-being.

To assess the validity of the measurement models, 
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted. The factor 
loadings of all items in the CFA model are provided in Table 2. 
Adjustments were made as certain measurement models did not 
meet the recommended level of data adequacy. Upon examination 

TABLE 2 The results of measurement model testing.

Variable Indicators AVE MSV ASV Cronbach’s a/CR Factor loadings

Grit Gr1 0.59 0.52 0.42 0.872/0.872 0.69***

Gr2 0.72***

Gr3 0.81***

Gr4 0.56***

Gr5 0.67***

Gr7 0.80***

Gr8 0.85***

Gr9 0.66***

Gr10 0.53***

Gr11 0.72***

Gr12 0.76***

Gr13 0.71***

Gr14 0.69***

Wellbeing WB1 0.64 0.59. 0.47 0.792/0.792 0.63***

WB2 0.81***

WB3 0.92***

WB4 0.86***

WB5 0.85***

WB6 0.77***

WB7 0.58***

WB8 0.66***

WB10 0.61***

WB11 0.73***

WB12 0.76***

Mindfulness M1 0.54 0.52 0.38 0.814/0.814 0.81***

M3 0.73***

M4 0.76***

M5 0.80***

M6 0.77***

M7 0.54***

M8 0.58***

M10 0.62***

M11 0.74***

M12 0.80***

M13 0.73***

M14 0.83***

M15 0.90***

Growth mindset GM1 0.55 0.53 0.41 0.761/0.761 0.72***

GM2 0.84***

GM3 0.78***

GM4 0.62***

AVE indicates average variance extracted; MSV shows maximum shared variance; ASV shows average shared variance; CR indicates construct or composite reliability. *** significant at the 
0.001.
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TABLE 3 Discriminant validity.

1 2 3 4

1. Growth mindset 0.55

2. Mindfulness 0.13 0.54

3. Grit 0.45 0.18 0.59

4. Wellbeing 0.22 0.08 0.26 0.64

Bold-faced values are square roots of the AVE; off diagonals are correlation coefficients.

TABLE 4 Results of fit indices of structural models.

Model χ2 df Δχ2 GFI CFI RMSEA TLI SRMR

Direct Effect Model (C) 1413.762** 746 – 0.821 0.912 0.066 0.924 0.166

Full Mediation Model (B) 1294.514** 742 119.248 0.879 0.947 0.046 0.934 0.091

Partial Mediation Model (A) 1098.479** 735 196.035 0.899 0.971 0.034 0.966 0.071

Δχ2 shows differences between model and the subsequent model. **p-value < 0.001.

of the results, it became apparent that one item related to grit 
(Gr6), one item related to wellbeing (WB9), and two items related 
to mindfulness (M2 and M9) exhibited factor loadings below the 
established threshold of 0.5. Following the suggestion by Hair 
et  al. (2010), these items were excluded from the model. 
Subsequently, the final model was derived after incorporating 
these modifications to the original design. The results of the final 
CFA model indicated an acceptable fit, with χ2/df = 2.46, 
GFI = 0.92, CFI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.06 (90% CI: 0.05–0.07), 
TLI = 0.92, and SRMR = 0.07, providing support for the construct 
validity of the measurement models.

Table  2 demonstrates that all the measures’ coefficients 
exceeded 0.70, thus confirming their sufficient reliability. 
Composite or construct reliabilities ranged from 0.761 (growth 
mindset) to 0.872 (grit). The factor loadings of all scales 
demonstrated statistical significance (p < 0.001) and fell within 
acceptable ranges. These findings indicated strong construct 
reliabilities and significant factor loadings, which offer empirical 
support for the model’s convergent validity (Anderson and 
Gerbing, 1988). Additionally, the average variance extracted 
(AVE) values were consistently above 0.5, and composite 
reliabilities exceeded the AVE values. Therefore, these findings 
further confirmed the convergent validity of the model (Hair 
et al., 2010).

Discriminant validity was also examined in this study. According 
to Fornell and Larcker (1981), the AVE value of each construct should 
surpass the squared correlation coefficient with other constructs. 
Table 3 provided evidence of discriminant validity. Furthermore, by 
considering the maximum shared variance (MSV) and average shared 
variance (ASV) in conjunction with the AVE values, it was observed 
that all the ASV and MSV values were lower than their respective AVE 
values, supporting the presence of discriminant validity (Hair et al., 
2010). Additionally, in order to examine the issue of common method 
bias, the researchers conducted Harman’s one-factor test (Podsakoff 
and Organ, 1986). The results of this test indicated that the first factor 
accounted for 43.58% of the variance, which was below the 50% 
threshold. As a result, it can be concluded that common method bias 
was not a major concern in this research (see Table 4).

Top of form

After confirming the satisfactory fit of the measurement model, 
several competing structural models were examined to test the study 
hypotheses. Initially, the hypothesized partial mediation model 
(Model A) was compared with the full mediation model (Model B), 
where all path coefficients from teacher growth mindset and 
mindfulness to wellbeing were set to zero. Additionally, a competing 
direct model (Model C) was tested, constraining all path coefficients 
to and from teacher grit to zero. The goodness-of-fit statistics for all 
three alternative structural models are presented in Table 5. Overall, 
the fit indices of the hypothesized model demonstrated significantly 
better fit than both Model B (df = 7, Δχ2 = 196.035, p < 0.001) and 
Model C (df = 11, Δχ2 = 315.283, p < 0.001). The fit indices were all 
found to be significant. Consequently, Model A (partially mediated 
model) was retained as the best fitting model.

Figure 2 illustrates the path and parameter estimates for the final 
partially mediated model (Model A). All path coefficients were found 
to be statistically significant, although the impact of mindfulness on 
wellbeing was observed to be small (β = 0.112, p < 0.05). The structural 
model provided empirical support for H1, as growth mindset 
significantly influenced teacher grit (β = 0.428, p < 0.001). Similarly, 
mindfulness exhibited a significant positive association with grit 
(β = 0.335, p < 0.001), thereby confirming H3. Furthermore, teacher 
grit showed a positive relationship with wellbeing (β = 0.436, p < 0.001), 
thus supporting H3.

Finally, we  employed Baron and Kenny’s (1986) method to 
investigate whether teacher grit acted as a mediating variable among 
the study variables. In the direct model (see Table 5), significant path 
coefficients were observed between teacher growth mindset and 
mindfulness on wellbeing (growth mindset → wellbeing: 0.287, 
p < 0.01; mindfulness → wellbeing: 0.132, p < 0.05), thus confirming 
the initial step of Baron and Kenny’s test. Moving on to the full 
mediation model, significant path coefficients were found between 
growth mindset and mindfulness on grit (growth mindset → grit: 
0.428, p < 0.001; mindfulness → grit: 0.335, p < 0.01), validating the 
second step of Baron and Kenny’s method. Lastly, in the partial 
mediation model, growth mindset exhibited a positive influence on 
wellbeing (β = 0.287, p < 0.01). In conjunction with the indirect effect 
of grit, growth mindset had a positive impact of 0.186 (0.428 × 0.436) 
on wellbeing, which was lower than the direct influence 
(0.186 < 0.287) of growth mindset on wellbeing. Consequently, grit 
partially mediated the relationship between growth mindset and 
wellbeing, partially supporting H4. Additionally, mindfulness 
displayed a small yet significant path coefficient on wellbeing 
(β = 0.112, p < 0.05). Teacher grit was identified as a complete 
mediator between mindfulness and wellbeing 
(0.335 × 0.436 = 0.146 > 0.112). Thus, the influence of mindfulness on 
grit enhanced wellbeing, providing full support for H5.
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Discussion

The current study aimed at exploring the relationship between 
teacher growth mindset, mindfulness, grit, and teacher well-being, 
with a particular focus on the mediating role of grit in the Chinese 
EFL context. It has several findings that will be discussed below.

Firstly, it was concluded that teacher growth mindset is positively 
and directly related with teacher grit. This finding is in accordance 
with previous research that highlight the important role of mindset in 
boosting grit (e.g., Hochanadel and Finamore, 2015; Keesey et al., 
2018; Zhao et al., 2018). In line with Zhao et al. (2018), the present 
study explained that individuals with a growth mindset are more likely 
to develop learning motives that are more independent and self-
directed, which increases their level of grit. These results underline 
how crucial it is to instill a growth mindset among teachers. 
Instructors who believe that their cognitive skills, competence, and 
other qualities can be  enhanced through self-effort might be  less 
susceptible to being under the control of others and might develop a 
stronger sense of autonomy through self-motivation driven by 
standards, purpose, enthusiasm, and identity as individuals. They are 
more likely to have a higher propensity to continue in the face of 
difficulties, and a lower propensity to give up on something they are 
passionate about in the face of numerous distractions. Additionally, 
nurturing such an attitude might have long-term advantages that go 
beyond improved academic instruction. Moreover, it was found that 
a teacher’s growth mindset affects their well-being. This finding 
showed that adopting a growth mindset might contribute to greater 
levels of well-being, which subsequently had a favorable impact on 
instructors’ work engagement (Zeng et al., 2019).

Second, it was found that teacher grit was positively and directly 
associated with teacher occupational well-being. This finding can 
be supported by Sudina et al. (2021), who demonstrated a strong link 
between instructors’ L2 grit and their well-being, meaning that 
hardworking FL instructors might be more psychologically motivated 
to achieve their professional goals and mentally resolved to overcome 
failures. They might be less likely to feel fatigue since they have such a 
positive mindset toward goal achievement. Gritty individuals tend to 
have a strong sense of purpose and meaning in their work, which is 
associated with higher levels of life satisfaction and well-being (Lan 
and Moscardino, 2019). They are more likely to experience a sense of 
accomplishment and fulfillment, as they persevere and make progress 
towards their goals (Lan and Zhang, 2019). Furthermore, grit is closely 
related to self-regulation and self-control, which are important factors 
in maintaining well-being (Kazemkhah Hasankiadeh and Azari 
Noughabi, 2022). Gritty individuals demonstrate the ability to delay 
gratification, manage their emotions, and engage in adaptive coping 
strategies (Duckworth and Gross, 2014). These skills contribute to 
their occupational well-being by reducing stress, promoting emotional 
stability, and enhancing their overall ability to navigate challenging 
situations (Yang, 2021; Liu et al., 2023; Shao, 2023).

Third, it was revealed that teacher grit mediated the relationship 
between teacher mindfulness and teacher occupational well-being. 
According to previous research (e.g., Brown and Ryan, 2003; Hwang 
et  al., 2017), mindfulness can significantly influence well-being. 
Mindfulness practices have been associated with various positive 
outcomes, including reduced stress, enhanced emotional well-being, 
and improved psychological functioning (Emerson et  al., 2017). 
Mindfulness promotes self-awareness, self-regulation, and the ability 
to respond to challenges and stressors in a more adaptive manner 
(Shapiro et al., 2006). By cultivating mindfulness, teachers develop the 
ability to manage stress, regulate emotions, and maintain a positive 
mindset, leading to greater occupational well-being. Mindfulness 
practices can enhance teachers’ self-care, reduce burnout, and improve 
their overall satisfaction with their professional roles (Crain et al., 
2017). Furthermore, mindfulness practices often involve cultivating a 
non-judgmental attitude towards one’s experiences, which can 
promote self-compassion and self-acceptance. This self-compassion, 
in turn, may contribute to the development of grit by providing a 
supportive internal environment that nurtures perseverance and 
resilience (Raphiphatthana et al., 2018, 2019; Jarukasemthawee et al., 
2021). Thus, mindfulness may indirectly foster grit by enhancing self-
compassion and creating a positive mindset that encourages sustained 
effort and goal pursuit.

Overall, it was revealed that teachers with a growth mindset are 
more likely to perceive challenges as opportunities for growth, leading 

TABLE 5 Path estimates of structural model.

Standardized path coefficients (t-value)

Direct effects model Full mediation model Partial mediation model

Growth mindset → wellbeing 0.316 (4.56**) 0.287 (3.93**)

Mindfulness → wellbeing 0.173 (2.36*) 0.112(1.37*)

Growth mindset → grit 0.496 (7.08***) 0.428 (6.92***)

Mindfulness → grit 0.372 (4.66**) 0.335 (4.39**)

Grit → wellbeing 0.451 (7.14***) 0.436 (6.57***)

*p-value <0.05, **p-value <0.01, ***p-value <0.001.

FIGURE 2

The Structural model.
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to higher levels of job satisfaction and overall occupational well-being. 
Also, teachers with high levels of grit tend to experience greater job 
satisfaction, professional fulfillment, and overall well-being. Finally, 
when teachers are mindful, they are more likely to develop grit, which 
in turn contributes to their occupational well-being. These findings 
highlight the importance of cultivating growth mindsets, grit, and 
mindfulness among teachers to enhance their well-being and overall 
professional satisfaction.

Although our findings affirm existing knowledge, they also 
bring new dimensions to the discourse on teacher occupational 
well-being, growth mindset, mindfulness, and grit in EFL 
contexts. Notably, our study is one of the first efforts to 
comprehensively examine these constructs in a single model. 
Prior research has often explored these factors in isolation, 
overlooking the intricate inter-relations among them. In addition, 
one of the noteworthy novelties of our study is its focus on 
teacher mindfulness, a construct that has remained under-
explored in the field of education, particularly within the realm 
of EFL teaching. Mindfulness, with its potential to influence 
professional well-being, resilience, and emotional regulation, 
emerges as a promising avenue for research in the educational 
context. By incorporating mindfulness into our model, 
we contribute to filling this research gap and offer a nuanced 
perspective on its interplay with growth mindset, grit, and 
teacher occupational well-being.

Our study goes beyond traditional linear models by examining the 
inter-relationships among these constructs. For instance, 
we demonstrate how teacher grit mediates the relationship between 
mindfulness and well-being, a nuanced finding not extensively 
covered in prior literature. This holistic approach broadens our 
understanding of the complex dynamics at play within the teaching 
profession. Given the relative novelty of our approach and the unique 
insights it has unveiled, we encourage future research to further delve 
into the intricate connections between these constructs. Explorations 
in diverse educational and cultural contexts can provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of the universal and context-specific 
aspects of teacher occupational well-being, mindfulness, growth 
mindset, and grit.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study sheds light on the complex interplay 
between teacher characteristics and well-being in the context of 
education. The findings highlight the significance of teacher growth 
mindset, grit, and mindfulness in predicting and influencing teacher 
occupational well-being. The direct influence of growth mindset and 
grit on well-being emphasizes the importance of fostering beliefs in 
personal growth and cultivating perseverance and passion in the 
teaching profession. Additionally, the mediating role of grit in the 
relationship between mindfulness and well-being suggests that 
developing mindfulness practices can contribute to the cultivation of 
grit, which in turn positively impacts teacher well-being.

The findings of this study have significant implications for 
educational contexts, teacher training, and the development of 
teacher support programs. Firstly, the positive relationship 
between teacher growth mindset and teacher occupational 

well-being emphasizes the importance of fostering a growth 
mindset among teachers. Efforts should be made by educators and 
policymakers to promote the belief that abilities and intelligence 
can be  developed through effort and effective strategies. 
Professional development programs can be  designed to equip 
teachers with the necessary tools and resources to cultivate a 
growth mindset. Secondly, the role of teacher grit in predicting 
teacher well-being highlights the value of perseverance and 
resilience in the teaching profession. To help teachers overcome 
challenges and maintain well-being, school administrators and 
teacher training institutions should provide targeted training 
programs and support mechanisms that build resilience, problem-
solving skills, and stress management strategies. Additionally, the 
finding that teacher grit mediates the relationship between teacher 
mindfulness and well-being suggests that cultivating mindfulness 
can indirectly contribute to teacher well-being by fostering grit. 
Incorporating mindfulness practices and training into professional 
development programs can help teachers develop self-awareness, 
emotional regulation, and stress reduction techniques, ultimately 
promoting their well-being. In practical terms, educational 
institutions and policymakers should integrate strategies that 
promote growth mindset, grit, and mindfulness into teacher 
support programs, such as ongoing professional development, 
mentoring programs, and supportive work environments. By 
prioritizing these factors, the well-being and job satisfaction of 
teachers can be  enhanced, leading to improved educational 
outcomes for students.

In this study, while we have gained valuable insights into the 
relationship between teacher growth mindset, mindfulness, grit, 
and occupational well-being, it is important to acknowledge certain 
limitations. Firstly, the cross-sectional design restricts our ability to 
establish causal relationships between the variables. Longitudinal 
or experimental designs would offer stronger evidence of causality 
and enable the examination of how these constructs evolve over 
time. Secondly, the use of self-report measures introduces the 
possibility of common method biases and response biases. Despite 
our efforts to ensure confidentiality and anonymity, social 
desirability bias may have influenced participants’ responses. Future 
research could incorporate multiple data sources, such as observer 
ratings or objective measures, to enhance the validity of the 
findings. Additionally, the exclusive focus on Chinese EFL teachers 
may limit the generalizability of the results to other cultural and 
educational settings. To develop a more comprehensive 
understanding, it is important to consider cultural factors and 
contextual variations in teacher well-being in future studies. 
Furthermore, while the selected measures for growth mindset, 
mindfulness, grit, and well-being have been validated, alternative 
measures or additional constructs could provide a more 
comprehensive assessment of the variables under investigation. 
Another potential limitation is the presence of common method 
bias due to relying solely on self-report measures for all variables. 
Although steps were taken to address this bias, it is essential to 
acknowledge the potential influence of shared method variance on 
the observed relationships. Moreover, the limited sample size of this 
study may impact the statistical power and generalizability of the 
findings. Future studies with larger and more diverse samples would 
enhance the robustness and external validity of the results. Lastly, 
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it is important to recognize that other factors, such as organizational 
support, job demands, and personal characteristics, may also 
contribute to teacher well-being. Future research should explore the 
intricate interplay between these factors to provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of teacher well-being.

Data availability statement

The data analyzed in this study is subject to the following licenses/
restrictions: The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article 
will be made available by the authors, without undue reservation. 
Requests to access these datasets should be directed to JH: hejianyu_
ly@hotmail.com.

Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by School of 
Foreign Languages, Luoyang Normal University, Luoyang 471,000, 
Henan, China. The studies were conducted in accordance with the 
local legislation and institutional requirements. The participants 
provided their written informed consent to participate in 
this study.

Author contributions

All listed authors have made equitable and substantial intellectual 
contributions across every facet of this work, including 
conceptualization, methodology development, literature review, 
drafting, revisions, data collection, participant recruitment, data 
analysis, editing, research oversight, and other essential contributions. 
Together, they have granted unanimous approval for its publication.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the 
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could 
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors 
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, 
or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product 
that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its 
manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

References
Acton, R., and Glasgow, P. (2015). Teacher wellbeing in neoliberal contexts: a 

review of the literature. Aust. J. Teach. Educ. 40, 99–114. doi: 10.14221/
ajte.2015v40n8.6

Altan, S., Lane, J. F., and Dottin, E. (2019). Using habits of mind, intelligent 
behaviors, and educational theories to create a conceptual framework for developing 
effective teaching dispositions. J. Teach. Educ. 70, 169–183. doi: 
10.1177/0022487117736024

Anderson, J. C., and Gerbing, D. W. (1988). Structural equation modeling in practice: 
a review and recommended two-step approach. Psychol. Bull. 103, 411–423. doi: 
10.1037/0033-2909.103.3.411

Azari Noughabi, M., Fekri, N., and Kazemkhah Hasankiadeh, F. (2022). The 
contribution of psychological wellbeing and emotion-regulation to foreign 
language teaching enjoyment. Front. Psychol. 13:2292. doi: 10.3389/
fpsyg.2022.889133

Baron, R. M., and Kenny, D. A. (1986). The moderator–mediator variable distinction 
in social psychological research: conceptual, strategic, and statistical considerations. J. 
Pers. Soc. Psychol. 51, 1173–1182. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.51.6.1173

Bartholomew, K. J., Ntoumanis, N., Mouratidis, A., Katartzi, E., 
Thøgersen-Ntoumani, C., and Vlachopoulos, S. (2018). Beware of your teaching 
style: a school-year long investigation of controlling teaching and student 
motivational experiences. Learn. Instr. 53, 50–63. doi: 10.1016/j.learninstruc. 
2017.07.006

Bartlett, L., Martin, A., Neil, A. L., Memish, K., Otahal, P., Kilpatrick, M., et al. 
(2019). A systematic review and meta-analysis of workplace mindfulness training 
randomized controlled trials. J. Occup. Health Psychol. 24, 108–126. doi: 10.1037/
ocp0000146

Bishop, S. R., Lau, M., Shapiro, S., Carlson, L., Anderson, N. D., Carmody, J., et al. 
(2004). Mindfulness: a proposed operational definition. Clin. Psychol. Sci. Pract. 11, 
230–241. doi: 10.1093/clipsy.bph077

Bowen, N. K., and Guo, S. (2011). Structural equation modeling. Oxford, UK: Oxford 
University Press.

Brown, K. W., and Ryan, R. M. (2003). The benefits of being present: mindfulness and 
its role in psychological well-being. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 84, 822–848. doi: 
10.1037/0022-3514.84.4.822

Cacali, E. R. (2019). The effects of growth mindsets on university EFL motivation in 
Japan. Kwansei Gakuin Univ. Human. Rev. 23, 125–132.

Chang, Y.-F., and Cherng, B.-L. (2017). The relations of teachers' teaching emotion, 
students' achievement emotion, and students' motivational engagement for junior high 
school students. Bull. Educ. Psychol. 49, 113–136. doi: 10.6251/BEP.20161028

Chiesa, A., Calati, R., and Serretti, A. (2011). Does mindfulness training improve 
cognitive abilities? A systematic review of neuropsychological findings. Clin. Psychol. 
Rev. 31, 449–464. doi: 10.1016/j.cpr.2010.11.003

Collie, R. J., and Martin, A. J. (2017). Adaptive and maladaptive work-related 
motivation among teachers: a person-centered examination and links with well-being. 
Teach. Teach. Educ. 64, 199–210. doi: 10.1016/j.tate.2017.02.010

Crain, T. L., Schonert-Reichl, K. A., and Roeser, R. W. (2017). Cultivating teacher 
mindfulness: effects of a randomized controlled trial on work, home, and sleep 
outcomes. J. Occup. Health Psychol. 22, 138–152. doi: 10.1037/ocp0000043

Derakhshan, A., Dewaele, J. M., and Noughabi, M. A. (2022). Modeling the contribution 
of resilience, well-being, and L2 grit to foreign language teaching enjoyment among 
Iranian English language teachers. System 109:102890. doi: 10.1016/j.system.2022.102890

Dewaele, J. M., Chen, X., Padilla, A. M., and Lake, J. (2019). The flowering of positive 
psychology in foreign language teaching and acquisition research. Front. Psychol. 
10:2128. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02128

Diener, E. (2000). Subjective well-being: the science of happiness and a proposal for a 
national index. Am. Psychol. 55, 34–43. doi: 10.1037/0003-066X.55.1.34

Diener, E., Heintzelman, S. J., Kushlev, K., Tay, L., Wirtz, D., Lutes, L. D., et al. (2017). 
Findings all psychologists should know from the new science on subjective well-being. 
Can. Psychol. 58, 87–104. doi: 10.1037/cap0000063

Duckworth, A. L., Peterson, C., Matthews, M. D., and Kelly, D. R. (2007). Grit: 
perseverance and passion for long-term goals. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 92, 1087–1101. doi: 
10.1037/0022-3514.92.6.1087

Duckworth, A., and Gross, J. J. (2014). Self-control and grit: related but separable 
determinants of success. Curr. Direct. Psychol. Sci. 23, 319–325. doi: 
10.1177/0963721414541462

Duckworth, A. L., Quinn, P. D., and Seligman, M. E. (2009). Positive predictors of 
teacher effectiveness. J. Posit. Psychol. 4, 540–547. doi: 10.1080/17439760903157232

Dweck, C. S. (2006). Mindset: The new psychology of success. New York, NY: Random 
House Incorporated.

Dweck, C. (2014). Teachers’ mindsets:“every student has something to teach me” 
feeling overwhelmed? Where did your natural teaching talent go? Try pairing a 
growth mindset with reasonable goals, patience, and reflection instead. It’s time to get 
gritty and be a better teacher. Educ. Horiz. 93, 10–15. doi: 10.1177/0013175X14561420

Dweck, C. (2015). Carol Dweck revisits the growth mindset. Educ. Week 35, 
20–24.

Dweck, C. S., Chiu, C. Y., and Hong, Y. Y. (1995). Implicit theories and their role in 
judgments and reactions: a word from two perspectives. Psychol. Inq. 6, 267–285. doi: 
10.1207/s15327965pli0604_1

40

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1241335
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
mailto:hejianyu_ly@hotmail.com
mailto:hejianyu_ly@hotmail.com
https://doi.org/10.14221/ajte.2015v40n8.6
https://doi.org/10.14221/ajte.2015v40n8.6
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022487117736024
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.103.3.411
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.889133
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.889133
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.51.6.1173
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2017.07.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2017.07.006
https://doi.org/10.1037/ocp0000146
https://doi.org/10.1037/ocp0000146
https://doi.org/10.1093/clipsy.bph077
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.84.4.822
https://doi.org/10.6251/BEP.20161028
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2010.11.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2017.02.010
https://doi.org/10.1037/ocp0000043
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2022.102890
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02128
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.55.1.34
https://doi.org/10.1037/cap0000063
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.92.6.1087
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721414541462
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760903157232
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013175X14561420
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327965pli0604_1


He et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1241335

Frontiers in Psychology 12 frontiersin.org

Dweck, C. S., and Yeager, D. S. (2019). Mindsets: a view from two eras. Perspect. 
Psychol. Sci. 14, 481–496. doi: 10.1177/1745691618804166

Emerson, L. M., Leyland, A., Hudson, K., Rowse, G., Hanley, P., and Hugh-Jones, S. 
(2017). Teaching mindfulness to teachers: a systematic review and narrative synthesis. 
Mindfulness 8, 1136–1149. doi: 10.1007/s12671-017-0691-4

Fallah, N. (2017). Mindfulness, coping self-efficacy and foreign language anxiety: a 
mediation analysis. Educ. Psychol. 37, 745–756. doi: 10.1080/01443410.2016.1149549

Fathi, J., Pawlak, M., Mehraein, S., Hosseini, H. M., and Derakhshesh, A. (2023). 
Foreign language enjoyment, ideal L2 self, and intercultural communicative competence 
as predictors of willingness to communicate among EFL learners. System 115:103067. 
doi: 10.1016/j.system.2023.103067

Fathi, J., Zhang, L. J., and Arefian, M. H. (2023). Testing a model of EFL teachers’ work 
engagement: the roles of teachers’ professional identity, L2 grit, and foreign language 
teaching enjoyment. Int. Rev. Appl. Linguist.Lang. Teach.:24. doi: 10.1515/iral-2023-0024

Fornell, C., and Larcker, D. F. (1981). Evaluating structural equation models with 
unobservable variables and measurement error. J. Mark. Res. 18, 39–50. doi: 
10.1177/002224378101800104

Frank, J. L., Jennings, P. A., and Greenberg, M. T. (2016). Validation of the 
mindfulness in teaching scale. Mindfulness 7, 155–163. doi: 10.1007/s12671-015-0461-0

Fredrickson, B. L. (2013). Updated thinking on positivity ratios. Am. Psychol. 68, 
814–822. doi: 10.1037/a0033584

Fredrickson, B. L., and Levenson, R. W. (1998). Positive emotions speed recovery from 
the cardiovascular sequelae of negative emotions. Cognit. Emot. 12, 191–220. doi: 
10.1080/026999398379718

Frenzel, A. C. (2014). “Teacher emotions. In international handbook of emotions in 
education” in International handbook of emotions in education. eds. E. A. Linnenbrink-
Garcia and R. Pekrun (New York, NY: Routledge), 494e519.

Frenzel, A. C., Daniels, L., and Burić, I. (2021). Teacher emotions in the classroom and 
their implications for students. Educ. Psychol. 56, 250–264. doi: 10.1080/00461520. 
2021.1985501

Frondozo, C. E., King, R. B., Nalipay, M. J. N., and Mordeno, I. G. (2020). Mindsets 
matter for teachers, too: growth mindset about teaching ability predicts teachers’ enjoyment 
and engagement. Curr. Psychol. 41, 5030–5033. doi: 10.1007/s12144-020-01008-4

Garland, E. L., Fredrickson, B., Kring, A. M., Johnson, D. P., Meyer, P. S., and 
Penn, D. L. (2010). Upward spirals of positive emotions counter downward spirals of 
negativity: insights from the broaden-and-build theory and affective neuroscience on 
the treatment of emotion dysfunctions and deficits in psychopathology. Clin. Psychol. 
Rev. 30, 849–864. doi: 10.1016/j.cpr.2010.03.002

Granziera, H., Martin, A. J., and Collie, R. J. (2023). Teacher well-being and student 
achievement: a multilevel analysis. Soc. Psychol. Educ. 26, 279–291. doi: 10.1007/
s11218-022-09751-1

Greenier, V., Derakhshan, A., and Fathi, J. (2021). Emotion regulation and 
psychological well-being in teacher work engagement: a case of British and Iranian 
English language teachers. System 97:102446. doi: 10.1016/j.system.2020.102446

Gutshall, C. A. (2014). Pre-service teachers’ mindset beliefs about student ability. 
Electron. J. Res. Educ. Psychol. 12, 785–802. doi: 10.25115/ejrep.34.14030

Haimovitz, K., and Dweck, C. S. (2017). The origins of children's growth and fixed 
mindsets: new research and a new proposal. Child Dev. 88, 1849–1859. doi: 10.1111/
cdev.12955

Hair, J., Black, W., Babin, B., and Anderson, R. (2010). Multivariate data analysis (7th). 
Upper Saddle River, NJ, USA: Prentice-Hall.

Han, S. J., and Stieha, V. (2020). Growth mindset for human resource development: a 
scoping review of the literature with recommended interventions. Hum. Resour. Dev. 
Rev. 19, 309–331. doi: 10.1177/1534484320939739

Harding, S., Morris, R., Gunnell, D., Ford, T., Hollingworth, W., Tilling, K., et al. 
(2019). Is teachers’ mental health and wellbeing associated with students’ mental health 
and wellbeing? J. Affect. Disord. 242, 180–187. doi: 10.1016/j.jad.2018.08.080

Harnett, P. H., Reid, N., Loxton, N. J., and Lee, N. (2016). The relationship between trait 
mindfulness, personality and psychological distress: a revised reinforcement sensitivity 
theory perspective. Personal. Individ. Differ. 99, 100–105. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2016.04.085

Hassed, C., and Chambers, R. (2014). Mindful learning: Reduce stress and improve 
brain performance for effective learning (Vol. 3). Boston, MA: Shambhala.

Heggart, K. (2015). Developing a growth mindset in teachers and staff. Edutopia. 
Available at: https://www.edutopia.org/discussion/developing-growth-mindset-
teachers-and-staff

Henriksen, D., Cain, W., and Mishra, P. (2018). Everyone designs: learner autonomy 
through creative, reflective, and iterative practice mindsets. J. Form. Des. Learn. 2, 69–81. 
doi: 10.1007/s41686-018-0024-6

Hill, P. L., Burrow, A. L., and Bronk, K. C. (2016). Persevering with positivity and 
purpose: an examination of purpose commitment and positive affect as predictors of 
grit. J. Happiness Stud. 17, 257–269. doi: 10.1007/s10902-014-9593-5

Hochanadel, A., and Finamore, D. (2015). Fixed and growth mindset in education and 
how grit helps students persist in the face of adversity. J. Int. Educ. Res. 11, 47–50. doi: 
10.19030/jier.v11i1.9099

Hu, L. T., and Bentler, P. M. (1999). Cutoff criteria for fit indexes in covariance 
structure analysis: conventional criteria versus new alternatives. Struct. Equ. Model. 
Multidiscip. J. 6, 1–55. doi: 10.1080/10705519909540118

Hue, M. T., and Lau, N. S. (2015). Promoting well-being and preventing burnout 
in teacher education: a pilot study of a mindfulness-based programme for pre-
service teachers in Hong Kong. Teach. Dev. 19, 381–401. doi: 
10.1080/13664530.2015.1049748

Huppert, F. A., and So, T. T. (2013). Flourishing across Europe: application of a new 
conceptual framework for defining well-being. Soc. Indic. Res. 110, 837–861. doi: 
10.1007/s11205-011-9966-7

Hwang, Y. S., Bartlett, B., Greben, M., and Hand, K. (2017). A systematic review of 
mindfulness interventions for in-service teachers: a tool to enhance teacher wellbeing 
and performance. Teach. Teach. Educ. 64, 26–42. doi: 10.1016/j.tate.2017.01.015

Irie, K., Ryan, S., and Mercer, S. (2018). Using Q methodology to investigate pre-
service EFL teachers’ mindsets about teaching competences. Stud. Second Lang. Learn. 
Teach. 8, 575–598. doi: 10.14746/ssllt.2018.8.3.3

Jarukasemthawee, S., Pisitsungkagarn, K., O’Brien, W., Manley, H., and 
Pattanamontri, C. (2021). Relationships between mindfulness, self-compassion, and grit 
among Thai national athletes: the mediating role of self-regulation. Int. J. Sport Exer. 
Psychol. 1-21, 1–21. doi: 10.1080/1612197X.2021.2010230

Jennings, P. A., and Greenberg, M. T. (2009). The prosocial classroom: teacher social 
and emotional competence in relation to student and classroom outcomes. Rev. Educ. 
Res. 79, 491–525. doi: 10.3102/0034654308325693

Kabat-Zinn, J. (2003). Mindfulness-based interventions in context: past, present, 
and future.

Kazemkhah Hasankiadeh, F., and Azari Noughabi, M. (2022). Investigating the 
interplay among EFL teachers’ L2 grit, self-efficacy, and self-regulation: a structural 
equation modeling analysis. Asia Pac. Educ. Res. 32, 707–717. doi: 10.1007/
s40299-022-00688-9

Kee, Y. H., and Liu, Y. T. (2011). Effects of dispositional mindfulness on the self-
controlled learning of a novel motor task. Learn. Individ. Differ. 21, 468–471. doi: 
10.1016/j.lindif.2011.01.009

Keesey, S., Schaefer, A., Loy, M., and Allen, C. J. (2018). Developing growth mindset 
and grit in preservice teachers. Kentucky Teach. Educ. J. 5:3.

Kidger, J., Brockman, R., Tilling, K., Campbell, R., Ford, T., Araya, R., et al. (2016). 
Teachers' wellbeing and depressive symptoms, and associated risk factors: a large cross 
sectional study in English secondary schools. J. Affect. Disord. 192, 76–82. doi: 10.1016/j.
jad.2015.11.054

King, J. R., and Chetty, R. (2014). Codeswitching: linguistic and literacy understanding 
of teaching dilemmas in multilingual classrooms. Linguist. Educ. 25, 40–50. doi: 
10.1016/j.linged.2013.12.002

Kline, R. B. (2023). Principles and practice of structural equation modeling. New York, 
NY: Guilford publications.

Lan, X., and Moscardino, U. (2019). Direct and interactive effects of perceived teacher-
student relationship and grit on student wellbeing among stay-behind early adolescents 
in urban China. Learn. Individ. Differ. 69, 129–137. doi: 10.1016/j.lindif.2018.12.003

Lan, X., and Zhang, L. (2019). Shields for emotional well-being in Chinese adolescents 
who switch schools: the role of teacher autonomy support and grit. Front. Psychol. 
10:2384. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02384

Li, S. (2021). Psychological wellbeing, mindfulness, and immunity of teachers in 
second or foreign language education: a theoretical review. Front. Psychol. 12:720340. 
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.720340

Li, P. H., Mayer, D., and Malmberg, L. E. (2022). Teacher well-being in the classroom: 
a micro-longitudinal study. Teach. Teach. Educ. 115:103720. doi: 10.1016/j.
tate.2022.103720

Liu, L., Fathi, J., Allahveysi, S. P., and Kamran, K. (2023). A model of teachers’ growth 
mindset, teaching enjoyment, work engagement, and teacher grit among EFL teachers. 
Front. Psychol. 14:1137357. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1137357

Lou, N. M., and Noels, K. A. (2019). Promoting growth in foreign and second 
language education: a research agenda for mindsets in language learning and teaching. 
System 86:102126. doi: 10.1016/j.system.2019.102126

Lu, J. (2019). Reciprocal gain spirals: the relationship of sleep quality, work enjoyment, 
cooperative interaction, and work passion among teacher leaders. Asia Pac. Educ. Res. 
28, 353–361. doi: 10.1007/s40299-018-00430-4

Lutz, A., Slagter, H. A., Dunne, J. D., and Davidson, R. J. (2008). Attention regulation 
and monitoring in meditation. Trends Cogn. Sci. 12, 163–169. doi: 10.1016/j.
tics.2008.01.005

MacIntyre, P. D., Gregersen, T., and Mercer, S. (2019). Setting an agenda for positive 
psychology in SLA: theory, practice, and research. Mod. Lang. J. 103, 262–274. doi: 
10.1111/modl.12544

Maiers, A., and Sandvold, A. (2017). The passion-driven classroom: a framework for 
teaching and learning, 2nd. Abingdon: Routledge.

Mercer, S. (2017). Positive psychology in SLA: an agenda for learner and teacher 
wellbeing. Aust. Rev. Appl. Linguist. 40, 108–120. doi: 10.1075/aral.40.2.02mer

41

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1241335
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691618804166
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-017-0691-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2016.1149549
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2023.103067
https://doi.org/10.1515/iral-2023-0024
https://doi.org/10.1177/002224378101800104
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-015-0461-0
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0033584
https://doi.org/10.1080/026999398379718
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2021.1985501
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2021.1985501
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-020-01008-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2010.03.002
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-022-09751-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-022-09751-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2020.102446
https://doi.org/10.25115/ejrep.34.14030
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12955
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12955
https://doi.org/10.1177/1534484320939739
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2018.08.080
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.04.085
https://www.edutopia.org/discussion/developing-growth-mindset-teachers-and-staff
https://www.edutopia.org/discussion/developing-growth-mindset-teachers-and-staff
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41686-018-0024-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-014-9593-5
https://doi.org/10.19030/jier.v11i1.9099
https://doi.org/10.1080/10705519909540118
https://doi.org/10.1080/13664530.2015.1049748
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-011-9966-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2017.01.015
https://doi.org/10.14746/ssllt.2018.8.3.3
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2021.2010230
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654308325693
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40299-022-00688-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40299-022-00688-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2011.01.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2015.11.054
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2015.11.054
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.linged.2013.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2018.12.003
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02384
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.720340
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2022.103720
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2022.103720
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1137357
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2019.102126
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40299-018-00430-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2008.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2008.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1111/modl.12544
https://doi.org/10.1075/aral.40.2.02mer


He et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1241335

Frontiers in Psychology 13 frontiersin.org

Mercer, S. (2021). An agenda for well-being in ELT: an ecological perspective. ELT J. 
75, 14–21. doi: 10.1093/elt/ccaa062

Mercer, S., and Ryan, S. (2010). A mindset for EFL: learners’ beliefs about the role of 
natural talent. ELT J. 64, 436–444. doi: 10.1093/elt/ccp083

Miller, R. T., Murnane, R. J., and Willett, J. B. (2008). Do teacher absences impact 
student achievement? Longitudinal evidence from one urban school district. Educ. Eval. 
Policy Anal. 30, 181–200. doi: 10.3102/0162373708318019

Molden, D. C., and Dweck, C. S. (2006). Finding" meaning" in psychology: a lay 
theories approach to self-regulation, social perception, and social development. Am. 
Psychol. 61, 192–203. doi: 10.1037/0003-066X.61.3.192

Mongrain, M., and Anselmo-Matthews, T. (2012). Do positive psychology exercises 
work? A replication of Seligman et  al.(). J. Clin. Psychol. 68:21839. doi: 10.1002/
jclp.21839

Nalipay, M. J. N., King, R. B., Haw, J. Y., Mordeno, I. G., and Rosa, E. D. D. (2021). 
Teachers who believe that emotions are changeable are more positive and engaged: the 
role of emotion mindset among in-and preservice teachers. Learn. Individ. Differ. 
92:102050. doi: 10.1016/j.lindif.2021.102050

Nalipay, M. J. N., King, R. B., Mordeno, I. G., and Wang, H. (2022). Are good 
teachers born or made? Teachers who hold a growth mindset about their teaching 
ability have better well-being. Educ. Psychol. 42, 23–41. doi: 10.1080/01443410. 
2021.2001791

Nguyen, M. X. N. C., Dao, P., and Iwashita, N. (2022). Nurturing teachers’ research 
mindset in an inquiry-based language teacher education course. Mod. Lang. J. 106, 
599–616. doi: 10.1111/modl.12795

Ortiz Alvarado, N. B., Rodriguez Ontiveros, M., and Ayala Gaytán, E. A. (2019). Do 
mindsets shape students’ well-being and performance? J. Psychol. 153, 843–859. doi: 
10.1080/00223980.2019.1631141

Oxford, R. L. (2016). “Powerfully positive: searching for a model of language learner 
well-being” in Positive psychology perspectives on foreign language learning and teaching. 
eds. D. Gabryś-Barker and D. Gałajda (New York, NY: Springer), 21–37.

Ozdemir, E., and Papi, M. (2022). Mindsets as sources of L2 speaking anxiety and 
self-confidence: the case of international teaching assistants in the US. Innov. Lang. 
Learn. Teach. 16, 234–248. doi: 10.1080/17501229.2021.1907750

Patrick, S. K., and Joshi, E. (2019). Set in stone or “willing to grow”? Teacher 
sensemaking during a growth mindset initiative. Teach. Teach. Educ. 83, 156–167. doi: 
10.1016/j.tate.2019.04.009

Podsakoff, P. M., and Organ, D. W. (1986). Self-reports in organizational 
research: problems and prospects. J. Manag. 12, 531–544. doi: 10.1177/014 
920638601200408

Raphiphatthana, B., Jose, P. E., and Chobthamkit, P. (2019). The association between 
mindfulness and grit: an east vs. west cross-cultural comparison. Mindfulness 10, 
146–158. doi: 10.1027/1614-0001/a000252

Raphiphatthana, B., Jose, P., and Salmon, K. (2018). Does dispositional mindfulness 
predict the development of grit? J. Individ. Differ. 39, 76–87. doi: 10.1007/
s12671-018-0961-9

Roeser, R. W., Skinner, E., Beers, J., and Jennings, P. A. (2012). Mindfulness training 
and teachers' professional development: an emerging area of research and practice. Child 
Dev. Perspect. 6, 167–173. doi: 10.1111/j.1750-8606.2012.00238.x

Rosenstreich, E., and Margalit, M. (2015). Loneliness, mindfulness, and academic 
achievements: a moderation effect among first-year college students. Open Psychol. J. 8, 
138–145. doi: 10.2174/1874350101508010138

Schroder, H. S., Callahan, C. P., Gornik, A. E., and Moser, J. S. (2019). The fixed 
mindset of anxiety predicts future distress: a longitudinal study. Behav. Ther. 50, 
710–717. doi: 10.1016/j.beth.2018.11.001

Schussler, D. L., Jennings, P. A., Sharp, J. E., and Frank, J. L. (2016). Improving teacher 
awareness and well-being through CARE: a qualitative analysis of the underlying 
mechanisms. Mindfulness 7, 130–142. doi: 10.1007/s12671-015-0422-7

Seligman, M. E. P. (2006). “Afterword: breaking the 65 percent barrier” in A life worth 
living: Contributions to positive psychology. eds. M. Csikszentmihalyi and I. S. 
Csikszentmihalyi (New York, NY: Oxford University Press), 230–236.

Seligman, M. E. (2011). Flourish: A visionary new understanding of happiness and 
well-being. New York, NY: Simon and Schuster.

Shao, G. (2023). A model of teacher enthusiasm, teacher self-efficacy, grit, and teacher 
well-being among English as a foreign language teachers. Front. Psychol. 14:1169824. 
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1169824

Shapiro, S. L., Carlson, L. E., Astin, J. A., and Freedman, B. (2006). Mechanisms of 
mindfulness. J. Clin. Psychol. 62, 373–386. doi: 10.1002/jclp.20237

Sharp, J. E., and Jennings, P. A. (2016). Strengthening teacher presence through 
mindfulness: what educators say about the cultivating awareness and resilience in 

education (CARE) program. Mindfulness 7, 209–218. doi: 10.1007/s12671- 
015-0474-8

Shirvan, M. E., Lou, N. M., and Taherian, T. (2021). Where do language mindsets 
come from? An ecological perspective on EFL students’ mindsets about L2 writing. J. 
Psycholinguist. Res. 50, 1065–1086. doi: 10.1007/s10936-021-09787-y

Shoshani, A. (2021). Growth mindset in the maths classroom: a key to teachers’ well-
being and effectiveness. Teach. Teach. 27, 730–752. doi: 10.1080/13540602.2021.2007370

Song, X., and He, X. (2021). Teachers’ dispositions toward mindfulness in EFL/ESL 
classrooms in teacher-student interpersonal relationships. Front. Psychol. 12:754998. doi: 
10.3389/fpsyg.2021.754998

Spilt, J. L., Koomen, H. M., and Thijs, J. T. (2011). Teacher wellbeing: the importance 
of teacher–student relationships. Educ. Psychol. Rev. 23, 457–477. doi: 10.1007/
s10648-011-9170-y

Sudina, E., Vernon, T., Foster, H., Del Villano, H., Hernandez, S., Beck, D., et al. 
(2021). Development and initial validation of the L2-teacher grit scale. TESOL Q. 55, 
156–184. doi: 10.1002/tesq.581

Suzuki, Y., Tamesue, D., Asahi, K., and Ishikawa, Y. (2015). Grit and work engagement: 
a cross-sectional study. PLoS One 10:e0137501. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0137501

Teimouri, Y., Plonsky, L., and Tabandeh, F. (2022). L2 grit: passion and perseverance for 
second-language learning. Lang. Teach. Res. 26, 893–918. doi: 10.1177/1362168820921895

Trampe, D., Quoidbach, J., and Taquet, M. (2015). Emotions in everyday life. PLoS 
One 10:e0145450. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0145450

Vela, J. C., Smith, W. D., Whittenberg, J. F., Guardiola, R., and Savage, M. (2018). 
Positive psychology factors as predictors of Latina/o college students’ psychological grit. 
J. Multicult. Couns. Dev. 46, 2–19. doi: 10.1002/jmcd.12089

Vorkapić, S. T., and Peloza, I. (2017). Exploring personality traits and well-being 
among pre-school and primary school teachers in Croatia. Curr. Issues Pers. Psychol. 5, 
21–31. doi: 10.5114/cipp.2017.65830

Warr, P. (1990). The measurement of well-being and other aspects of mental health. J. 
Occup. Organ. Psychol. 63, 193–210. doi: 10.1111/j.2044-8325.1990.tb00521.x

Xiyun, S., Fathi, J., Shirbagi, N., and Mohammaddokht, F. (2022). A structural model 
of teacher self-efficacy, emotion regulation, and psychological wellbeing among English 
teachers. Front. Psychol. 13:904151. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.904151

Xue, C. (2023). Mitigating EFL students' academic disengagement: the role of teachers’ 
compassion and mindfulness in China. Heliyon 9:e13150. doi: 10.1016/j.heliyon.2023.e13150

Yang, P. (2021). Exploring the relationship between Chinese EFL students' grit, well-being, 
and classroom enjoyment. Front. Psychol. 12:762945. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.762945

Yeager, D. S., Carroll, J. M., Buontempo, J., Cimpian, A., Woody, S., Crosnoe, R., et al. 
(2022). Teacher mindsets help explain where a growth-mindset intervention does and 
doesn’t work. Psychol. Sci. 33, 18–32. doi: 10.1177/09567976211028984

Yeager, D. S., and Dweck, C. S. (2020). What can be learned from growth mindset 
controversies? Am. Psychol. 75, 1269–1284. doi: 10.1037/amp0000794

Yuan, R., Lee, I., Xu, H., and Zhang, H. (2023). The alchemy of teacher mindfulness: 
voices from veteran language teachers in China. Prof. Dev. Educ. 49, 323–339. doi: 
10.1080/19415257.2020.1814383

Zarrinabadi, N., Lou, N. M., and Shirzad, M. (2021). Autonomy support predicts 
language mindsets: implications for developing communicative competence and 
willingness to communicate in EFL classrooms. Learn. Individ. Differ. 86:101981. doi: 
10.1016/j.lindif.2021.101981

Zeng, G., Chen, X., Cheung, H. Y., and Peng, K. (2019). Teachers' growth mindset and 
work engagement in the Chinese educational context: well-being and perseverance of 
effort as mediators. Front. Psychol. 10:839. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00839

Zeng, G., Hou, H., and Peng, K. (2016). Effect of growth mindset on school 
engagement and psychological well-being of Chinese primary and middle school 
students: The mediating role of resilience. Front. Psychol. 7:1873. doi: 10.3389/
fpsyg.2016.01873

Zhang, L. J., Fathi, J., and Naderi, M. (2023). A cross-lagged panel analysis of self-
efficacy, teacher grit, teaching enjoyment, and work engagement among foreign language 
teachers. J. Multiling. Multicult. Dev., 1–19. doi: 10.1080/01434632.2023.2173759

Zhang, J., Kuusisto, E., and Tirri, K. (2017). How teachers’ and students’ mindsets in 
learning have been studied: research findings on mindset and academic achievement. 
Psychology 8, 1363–1377. doi: 10.4236/psych.2017.89089

Zhang, L. J., Saeedian, A., and Fathi, J. (2022). Testing a model of growth mindset, 
ideal L2 self, boredom, and WTC in an EFL context. J. Multiling. Multicult. Dev., 1–17. 
doi: 10.1080/01434632.2022.2062366

Zhao, Y., Niu, G., Hou, H., Zeng, G., Xu, L., Peng, K., et al. (2018). From growth 
mindset to grit in Chinese schools: the mediating roles of learning motivations. Front. 
Psychol. 9:2007. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02007

42

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1241335
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1093/elt/ccaa062
https://doi.org/10.1093/elt/ccp083
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373708318019
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.61.3.192
https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.21839
https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.21839
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2021.102050
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2021.2001791
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2021.2001791
https://doi.org/10.1111/modl.12795
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980.2019.1631141
https://doi.org/10.1080/17501229.2021.1907750
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2019.04.009
https://doi.org/10.1177/014920638601200408
https://doi.org/10.1177/014920638601200408
https://doi.org/10.1027/1614-0001/a000252
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-018-0961-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-018-0961-9
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1750-8606.2012.00238.x
https://doi.org/10.2174/1874350101508010138
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.beth.2018.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-015-0422-7
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1169824
https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.20237
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-015-0474-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-015-0474-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10936-021-09787-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/13540602.2021.2007370
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.754998
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-011-9170-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-011-9170-y
https://doi.org/10.1002/tesq.581
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0137501
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362168820921895
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0145450
https://doi.org/10.1002/jmcd.12089
https://doi.org/10.5114/cipp.2017.65830
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8325.1990.tb00521.x
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.904151
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2023.e13150
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.762945
https://doi.org/10.1177/09567976211028984
https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000794
https://doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2020.1814383
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2021.101981
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00839
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01873
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01873
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2023.2173759
https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2017.89089
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2022.2062366
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02007


Frontiers in Psychology 01 frontiersin.org

Chinese EFL learners’ 
empowerment: does teacher care 
and confirmation matter?
Min Li 1 and Zhesen Chu 2*
1 Department of Foreign Languages and Economics, Jiaozuo Normal College, Jiaozuo, Henan, China, 
2 School of Physical Education (Main Campus), Zhengzhou University, Zhengzhou, China

Introduction: Inspired by the rhetorical/relational goal theory, the current 
inquiry evaluated the role of two teacher relational behaviors, namely care and 
confirmation, in predicting Chinese EFL learners’ empowerment.

Methods: To do this, we administered three closed-ended scales to 391 Chinese 
students who studying English as a foreign language in various educational 
institutions in China. Students’ attitudes toward the interplay between teacher 
care, teacher confirmation, and learner empowerment were statistically analyzed 
using IBM SPSS Amos software.

Results: The results uncovered that teacher confirmation and teacher care serve 
an essential role in improving Chinese EFL learners’ empowerment. This indicates 
that EFL learners’ empowerment strictly depends on the relational behaviors that 
teachers employ in instructional-learning contexts.

Discussion: The study outcomes may have some theoretical and practical 
implications for L2 researchers, language teachers, and teacher trainers.

KEYWORDS

rhetorical/relational goal theory, learner empowerment, teacher care, teacher 
confirmation, EFL learners, China

1. Introduction

Learner empowerment is a key precursor to affective, cognitive, and behavioral learning 
(Wei et al., 2021; Derakhshan, 2022; Pan, 2022; Li et al., 2023), and therefore, is an essential 
dimension of any successful learning experience, including foreign and second language 
learning. As a motivation-based construct, learner empowerment pertains to a psychological 
state in which “learners feel competent, find the required course tasks meaningful, and feel like 
they have an impact on the learning process” (Ledbetter and Finn, 2016, p. 4). As put by Pan 
(2022), learners who feel empowered typically have favorable attitudes toward the instructor, 
the classroom environment, and the learning process. Such positive attitudes inspire learners to 
make the most of the learning opportunities (Dewaele and Proietti Ergün, 2020; Wang and 
Derakhshan, 2023) and to actively engage in the learning tasks (Ferrer et al., 2020; Pan et al., 
2023; Wang et al., 2023). In describing the value of learner empowerment, You (2016) further 
stated that empowered learners are more inclined to pursue their academic goals as they think 
what they are doing in classroom contexts is precious.

In accordance with all these, the factors that facilitate or inhibit learner empowerment need to 
be uncovered. In line with this necessity, some earlier studies (e.g., You, 2016; Davis and Bowles, 
2018; Dağgöl, 2020, among others) have evaluated the influence of learner-related factors on learner 
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empowerment. Furthermore, some inquiries (e.g., Yujing, 2015; León 
and Castro, 2017; Pan, 2022, among others) have assessed the impact of 
context-related factors on this motivation-based construct. Likewise, a 
body of research (e.g., Ledbetter and Finn, 2013, 2016; Cakır, 2015; Diaz 
et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2022; Wang and Hemchua, 2022; Wang and 
Derakhshan, 2023; Zhi and Wang, 2023) has looked into the effect of 
teacher-related factors on learner empowerment. Yet, the role of some 
teacher-related factors, including teacher care and teacher confirmation, 
in promoting or impeding learner empowerment has remained 
underexplored. Inspired by this shortcoming, the current paper aims to 
inspect the function of these teacher-related factors in predicting Chinese 
EFL learners’ empowerment.

One teacher-related factor that may play some role in increasing or 
decreasing learner empowerment is teacher care. Teacher care is a 
positive communication behavior that teachers use to address the 
psychological, emotional, and academic needs of learners (Noddings, 
2012). In the words of Laletas and Reupert (2016), teacher care pertains 
to “teachers’ behavioral attempts to meet students’ emotional and 
psychological needs through creating a nourishing, supportive, positive, 
and respectful classroom climate” (p. 486). This is similarly reflected in 
the definition of teacher care developed by Derakhshan et al. (2022) who 
described this concept as the verbal or nonverbal behaviors that 
instructors employ to demonstrate their understanding of and 
responsiveness to students’ needs and wants. As pointed out by 
Dickinson and Kreitmair (2019), this positive communication behavior 
assists teachers to establish close and amicable relationships with their 
learners. In the same vein, Song et al. (2022) noted that teachers’ caring 
behavior enables them to build strong rapport with their pupils, which 
in turn, promotes students’ academic engagement (Havik and 
Westergård, 2019; Pan et al., 2023), learning motivation (Liu and Chiang, 
2019), and psychological well-being (Lan and Moscardino, 2019; Pan 
et al., 2023).

Another teacher-related factor that may make a noticeable change 
in learner empowerment is teacher confirmation. Teacher confirmation 
is another instance of positive communication behavior by which 
teachers inspire their learners and make them feel valued (Goldman 
and Goodboy, 2014). According to Ellis (2004), teacher confirmation 
is the process “that includes actions on the part of teachers that cause 
learners to feel endorsed, recognized and acknowledged” (p. 2). As put 
by Goldman et al. (2018), the confirming actions that learners receive 
in the learning environment can drastically influence their thoughts, 
feelings, and perceptions about the educational process. Moreover, as 
Hsu and Huang (2017) mentioned, the confirming cues that teachers 
typically offer in educational environments tremendously decrease 
learners’ classroom apprehension, as a result of which learners’ 
academic motivation (Croucher et al., 2021) and willingness to attend 
classes (Wang and Derakhshan, 2023) might be increased.

In view of the key role of teacher care and teacher confirmation in 
promoting learners’ academic engagement, motivation, and well-being, 
many scholars (e.g., Peaslee, 2018; Ramberg et al., 2019; Johnson and 
LaBelle, 2020; Lavy and Naama-Ghanayim, 2020; Wang et al., 2022; 
Pan et  al., 2023; Wang and Derakhshan, 2023, to cite a few) have 
studied these communication behaviors and their implications in 
general education contexts. Likewise, some language scholars (e.g., 
Gabry’s-Barker, 2016; Derakhshan et al., 2019; Gkonou and Miller, 
2019; Wang and Derakhshan, 2023, among others) have inspected 
these interpersonal behaviors and their favorable or unfavorable 
consequences in second and foreign language classes. Yet, to the best 

of our knowledge, not sufficient inquiry to date has explored the 
possible effects of these teacher communication behaviors on language 
learners’ empowerment. In fact, whether teacher care and teacher 
confirmation can bring significant changes in language learners’ 
empowerment is not addressed by earlier studies, which justifies the 
underlying purposes of the current research.

2. Literature review

2.1. Theoretical foundation

The interplay between teacher caring, teacher confirmation, and 
learner empowerment can be  interpreted through the “rhetorical/
relational goal theory” (Mottet et  al., 2006). This theory is mainly 
centered on “the rhetorical and relational goals that teachers and 
students have and how these goals guide the instructional 
communication that is transacted in the classroom” (Mottet et al., 2006, 
p. 260). This implies that teachers work toward a set of rhetorical and 
relational goals that may enhance their teaching effectiveness (Myers 
et al., 2018). According to Myers et al. (2018), rhetorical goals modify 
the instructional messages teachers use to regulate their learners’ 
actions, thoughts, and viewpoints. Relational goals, on the other hand, 
assist teachers in creating and maintaining strong bonds with learners 
(Myers et al., 2018). To meet the rhetorical objectives, teachers need to 
employ various communicative behaviors (e.g., humor, clarity) in order 
to clearly convey the required knowledge and information to their 
learners (Houser and Hosek, 2018). To achieve the relational objectives, 
they are required to use different communicative behaviors (e.g., care, 
confirmation) in order to build amicable and mutual relationships with 
their learners (Houser and Hosek, 2018). Central to this theory is the 
idea that learners hold various relational and academic needs, which 
need to be answered by their teachers. As pointed out by the proponents 
of this theory (Houser and Hosek, 2018; Myers et al., 2018), fulfilling 
the academic and relational needs of learners through positive 
communicative behaviors helps teachers improve their learners’ 
educational behaviors like interest, engagement, and empowerment.

2.2. Teacher care

The term “teacher care” is a multifaceted and ambiguous concept 
that is open to various explanations (Isenbarger and Zembylas, 2006). 
For Rogers and Webb (1991), teacher care means showing sensitivity 
to learners’ desires and abilities, and providing them with appealing 
tasks and materials. According to Goldstein and Lake (2000), teacher 
care refers to “the establishment of meaningful relationships, the ability 
to sustain connections, and the commitment to respond to others with 
sensitivity and flexibility” (p. 862). Teven (2007) further characterized 
this construct as the extent to which teachers promptly and decisively 
respond to students’ demands. Additionally, Noddings (2012) 
described this concept as any teacher-prompted action improving 
teacher-student relationships in classroom contexts. Inspired by these 
interpretations, Gabry’s-Barker (2016) conceptualized this construct in 
the language education domain as empathizing with language learners, 
demonstrating interest in their learning, and offering genuine support 
to them. As put by Teven (2007), teacher care is a multidimensional 
construct that entail three different components: “empathy,” 
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“understanding,” and “responsiveness.” According to Teven (2007), the 
first component of teacher care, known as empathy, pertains to “an 
individual teacher’s ability to identify with his or her learners’ situation 
or feelings” (p.  382). The second component, which is called 
understanding, refers to an individual teacher’s capacity to perceive his 
or her learners’ thoughts, ideas, and demands (Teven, 2007). The third 
component of this construct, as pointed out by Teven (2007), alludes 
to “being learner-oriented and having sensitivity toward learners” 
(p. 383).

Establishing a caring environment not only influences the personal 
characteristics of learners (Xie and Derakhshan, 2021; Whitehead et al., 
2023), but also brings some noticeable changes in their academic 
achievements (Higareda, 2018; Schat, 2023). In this respect, Lavy and 
Naama-Ghanayim (2020) posited that teachers’ assertive and 
immediate reactions to learners’ desires, wants, or problems can 
tremendously improve learners’ self-esteem and well-being. Maloney 
and Matthews (2020) articulated that teacher caring behaviors can 
grow the sense of connectedness in learners. In a similar vein, Zhang 
(2021) argued that having sensitivity toward learners can lead them to 
higher levels of vigor, absorption, and dedication, which are three 
important dimensions of student academic engagement (Carmona-
Halty et al., 2019). It stands to reason that the high level of academic 
engagement paves the way for learners to achieve desired academic 
outcomes (Lei et al., 2018; Martínez et al., 2019).

The critical role of teacher care in improving educational outcomes 
has stimulated many scholars (e.g., Gasser et al., 2018; Dickinson and 
Kreitmair, 2019; Derakhshan et al., 2022; Song et al., 2022, among 
others) worldwide to study this variable and its beneficial impacts on 
learners’ classroom behaviors. Dickinson and Kreitmair (2019), for 
instance, evaluated the role of teacher caring behaviors in students’ 
classroom efforts. In doing so, a group of undergraduate students were 
invited to fill out two reliable surveys. The study results indicated that 
caring behaviors significantly promote students’ efforts and academic 
achievements. In another inquiry in language education context, 
Derakhshan et  al. (2022) assessed the function of teacher care in 
fostering English learners’ engagement. To this aim, two self-report 
questionnaires were distributed among a sample of Iranian and Polish 
EFL learners. The outcomes of this inquiry revealed that teacher care 
serves a key role in enhancing English language learners’ engagement. 
In the same vein, Song et al. (2022) examined the influence of teacher 
caring on English language learners’ willingness to communicate. For 
this purpose, a sizable sample of Chinese English learners was asked to 
cooperate in the data-gathering process. The study findings uncovered 
that English learners who feel valued and cared for are more inclined 
to communicate in learning environments.

2.3. Teacher confirmation

The term “teacher confirmation” has been broadly characterized 
by Ellis (2000) as “the transactional process by which teachers talk and 
interact with students that make them feel they are valuable and 
significant individuals” (p.  265). In the instructional milieu, this 
communication behavior mainly implemented within three 
dimensions of “responding to questions,” “demonstrating interest,” and 
“interactive teaching style” (Goldman et  al., 2018). Responding to 
questions, as the first dimension, is about the amount of time teachers 
spend answering their learners’ inquiries (Shen and Croucher, 2018). 

Demonstrating interest, as the second dimension, alludes to the level 
of enthusiasm or excitement teachers demonstrate for their learners’ 
success (Gao, 2021). The last dimension of teacher confirmation, called 
interactive teaching style, concerns the instructional method teachers 
choose in accordance with their learners’ academic demands (Johnson 
and LaBelle, 2023). By taking these affirmative steps, teachers can 
create strong emotional bonds with their learners and provide them 
with a relaxed, enjoyable learning atmosphere (Goldman et al., 2014; 
Burns et al., 2018).

Multitudes of studies to date (e.g., Houser and Waldbuesser, 2017; 
Hsu and Huang, 2017; Peaslee, 2018; Wang and Derakhshan, 2023, 
among others) have been conducted on teacher confirmation and its 
pedagogical implications. For one, Hsu and Huang (2017) inspected 
the effects of teacher confirming cues on university students’ academic 
apprehension. In doing so, two self-report instruments were 
administered to 121 university students. The result exhibited that the 
confirming cues students receive throughout the learning process help 
them mitigate their classroom apprehension. In another study, Peaslee 
(2018) looked into the role of teacher confirmation in improving 
university students’ self-efficacy. To accomplish this, two pre-designed 
surveys were given to a group of college students. The findings of this 
investigation showed that teacher confirmation can strengthen 
students’ self-efficacy beliefs. In addition, in a cross-cultural inquiry, 
Wang and Derakhshan (2023) scrutinized the predictive function of 
teacher confirmation in Iranian and Chinese students’ willingness to 
attend classes. To achieve this goal, two groups of Iranian and Chinese 
students were recruited to take part in the research process. The study 
outcomes divulged that teacher confirmation can dramatically enhance 
the willingness of Iranian and Chinese students to attend classes.

2.4. Learner empowerment

The construct of empowerment has been generally characterized 
as the humanistic process of “adopting the values and practicing the 
behaviors of enlightened self-interest so that personal and 
organizational goals may be aligned in a way that promotes growth, 
learning, and fulfillment” (Luechauer and Shulman, 1993, p.  14). 
Referring to this definition, Frymier et al. (1996) particularly described 
learner empowerment as a mental state in which “a learner finds the 
tasks meaningful, feels competent to perform them, and feels his/her 
efforts have an impact on the scheme of things” (p. 183). Central to this 
description is the idea that learner empowerment is multifaceted 
construct with three interrelated dimensions, including 
“meaningfulness,” “competence,” and “impact” (Houser and Frymier, 
2009). Meaningfulness pertains to the degree to which an individual 
learner finds the present course engaging and worthwhile (Finn and 
Schrodt, 2012). Competence also refers to individual learners’ 
assessment of their ability to fulfill the course requirements (Ledbetter 
and Finn, 2013). Finally, impact alludes to an individual learner’s 
perceptions of his or her influence on the learning process (Cakır, 
2015). Feelings of meaningfulness, competence, and impact trigger 
learners’ academic motivation (Brooks and Young, 2011) and give 
them extra energy to follow their academic goals (You, 2016).

As put by Houser and Frymier (2009), learner empowerment is the 
outcome of learners’ individual characteristics and teachers’ 
communication behaviors. Considering this, a number of investigations 
(e.g., Finn and Schrodt, 2012; Brunton and Jeffrey, 2014; Diaz et al., 2016; 
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Dağgöl, 2020; Teng and Zhang, 2020; Derakhshan, 2022) have been 
conducted in both language education and general education settings to 
locate the learner- (e.g., self-regulated strategies, academic motivation) 
and teacher-related (e.g., teacher power, teacher clarity, teacher nonverbal 
immediacy) determinants of learner empowerment. As to the learner-
related determinants, Dağgöl (2020), for instance, explored the function 
of academic motivation in promoting Turkish English learners’ 
empowerment. To do so, two validated scales were administered to 150 
Turkish high school students. The study findings displayed that academic 
motivation can strengthen the sense of empowerment in EFL learners. 
In another study, Teng and Zhang (2020) examined the role of self-
regulated strategies in empowering L2 learners. To achieve this purpose, 
two self-report questionnaires were sent to 80 undergraduate students. 
The analysis of the questionnaires represented that self-regulated 
strategies play a critical role in enhancing L2 learners’ empowerment.

As to the teacher-related determinants, Finn and Schrodt (2012) 
investigated the effects of teacher nonverbal immediacy and teacher 
clarity on undergraduate students’ empowerment. To this aim, three 
reliable measures of the variables were shared among a sample of 
undergraduate students. The outcomes of the inquiry evinced that 
these two communication behaviors positively affect students’ 
empowerment. In a similar vein, Diaz et al. (2016) studied the influence 
of teacher power on English learners’ sense of empowerment. To 
accomplish this, two reliable measures of the variables were distributed 
among 1,213 undergraduate students. The results uncovered that 
English learners’ perceptions of teacher power can raise their sense of 
empowerment. Notwithstanding this body of research, the role of some 
teacher communication behaviors such as teacher care and teacher 
confirmation in empowering language learners has remained 
unknown. To address this lacuna, this inquiry intends to evaluate the 
role of teacher care and teacher confirmation in fostering Chinese EFL 
learners’ empowerment. To achieve this aim, this research plans to 
address the following questions:

 a. To what extent, if any, is there any significant relationship between 
teacher care, teacher confirmation, and learner empowerment?

 b. To what extent, if any, do teacher care and teacher confirmation 
predict Chinese EFL learners’ empowerment?

3. Method

3.1. Participants

In the current research, the participants were 391 EFL learners 
recruited from different educational institutions in China. The 
participants in this inquiry were chosen based on the convenience 
sampling strategy. As put by Dörnyei and Csizér (2012), convenience 
sampling is “a non-probability sampling method through which 
subjects are typically selected due to their geographical proximity, 
availability, and easy accessibility” (p. 82). They were 359 females (92%) 
and 32 males (8%), holding different academic degrees (i.e., bachelor’s 
degree, master’s degree, and doctoral degree). Their age varied from 20 
to 29 years old (M = 24.5, SD = 3.6). The participants were all chosen 
based on their propensity and perceived capacity to accurately respond 
to the questionnaire items. A consent letter was administered to them 
before they engaged in the research process.

3.2. Instruments

3.2.1. Teacher Confirmation Scale
To measure this positive communication behavior, the “Teacher 

Confirmation Scale (TCS)” (Ellis, 2000) was employed. The scale entails 
27 close-ended items ranging in their answers from 0 “Never” to 4 
“Almost Always.” It is made of four different components, including 
“response to questions,” “demonstrated interest,” “teaching style,” and 
“absence of disconfirmation.” Examples of items from this inventory are: 
item (5) “Checks on students’ understanding before going on to the next 
point,” item (13) “Takes time to answer students’ questions fully,” and item 
(25) “Incorporates exercises into lectures when appropriate.” The 
Cronbach’s alpha reliability of 0.94 was found for this inventory.

3.2.2. Perceived Caring Scale
To evaluate English learners’ standpoints concerning their 

instructors’ caring behaviors, the “Perceived Caring Scale (PCS)” (Teven 
and McCroskey, 1997) was administered to them. The PCS is comprised 
of 10 bipolar items, some of which are as follows: item (4) “Unconcerned 
with me/Concerned with me,” item (9) “Understands how I feel/Does not 
understand how I feel,” and item (10) “Does not understand how I think/
Understand how I think.” The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of PCS in this 
inquiry was 0.92.

3.2.3. Learner empowerment questionnaire
The “Learner Empowerment Questionnaire (LEQ)” (Frymier et al., 

1996) was distributed among participants to evaluate their sense of 
empowerment. It includes 30 items varying in their responses from 0 
“Never” to 4 “Very often.” Some of these items are: item (1) “I feel 
confident that I can adequately perform my duties,” item (12) “I like to 
talk about what I’m doing in my class with friends or family,” and item 
(21) “My success in this class is under my control.” The LEQ’s reliability 
was estimated to be 0.97 in this research.

3.3. Data collection and analysis procedure

First, learners who signed and returned the consent forms were 
asked to respond to the electronic version of three pre-designed 
questionnaires. Then, some succinct explanations were offered to 
respondents regarding the completion of the questionnaires. Finally, the 
respondents (N = 391) completed the questionnaires and submitted 
them within 15 days. The respondents’ perceptions of the interplay 
between the constructs were statistically analyzed through the IBM 
SPSS Amos software. The IBM SPSS is an easy-to-use software that 
allows researchers and analysts “to specify, estimate, assess, and present 
models to show hypothesized relationships among variables” (Arbuckle, 
2011, p. 1).

4. Results

Initially, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was run to check the 
validity of the constructs under investigation (i.e., teacher care, teacher 
confirmation, learner empowerment). The outcomes of this statistical 
procedure are presented below (Table 1).

The CFA outcomes disclosed that almost all of the values are 
higher than 0.5, acknowledging the validity of the variables and their 
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TABLE 1 The outcomes of CFA.

Estimate S.E. C.R. P

Conscientiousness ← Teacher care 0.999 0.113 11.743 0.000

Support ← Teacher care 0.999 0.113 11.743 0.000

Inclusiveness ← Teacher care 0.998 0.092 10.845 0.000

Meaningfulness ← Learners’ empowerment 0.997 0.000

Competence ← Learners’ empowerment 0.996 0.090 11.206 0.000

Impact ← Learners’ empowerment 0.974 0.085 11.507 0.000

Responding to Questions ← Teacher confirmation 0.995 0.082 12.358 0.000

Demonstrating Interest ← Teacher confirmation 0.994 0.084 12.629 0.000

Interactive Teaching Style ← Teacher confirmation 1.000 0.000

IC1 ← Inclusiveness 1.000 0.000

IC2 ← Inclusiveness 0.996 0.102 10.769 0.000

IC3 ← Inclusiveness 0.994 0.106 10.917 0.000

SU1 ← Support 1.000 0.000

SU2 ← Support 0.891 0.067 13.296 0.000

SU3 ← Support 0.823 0.068 12.136 0.000

SU4 ← Support 0.838 0.085 9.871 0.000

CN1 ← Conscientiousness 1.000 0.000

CN2 ← Conscientiousness 0.999 0.106 10.601 0.000

CN3 ← Conscientiousness 0.966 0.093 10.343 0.000

ME1 ← Meaningfulness 1.000 0.000

ME2 ← Meaningfulness 0.946 0.085 11.094 0.000

ME3 ← Meaningfulness 0.964 0.092 11.760 0.000

ME4 ← Meaningfulness 0.974 0.090 11.439 0.000

ME5 ← Meaningfulness 0.981 0.088 11.784 0.000

ME6 ← Meaningfulness 0.983 0.089 11.721 0.000

ME7 ← Meaningfulness 0.991 0.095 11.811 0.000

ME8 ← Meaningfulness 0.991 0.087 12.180 0.000

ME9 ← Meaningfulness 0.997 0.085 11.952 0.000

ME10 ← Meaningfulness 0.994 0.095 11.689 0.000

CM1 ← Competence 1.000 0.000

CM2 ← Competence 0.976 0.091 11.859 0.000

CM3 ← Competence 0.989 0.089 12.229 0.000

CM4 ← Competence 0.970 0.086 11.332 0.000

CM5 ← Competence 0.998 0.090 11.709 0.000

CM6 ← Competence 0.997 0.090 11.611 0.000

CM7 ← Competence 0.984 0.087 12.107 0.000

CM8 ← Competence 0.997 0.085 11.684 0.000

CM9 ← Competence 0.986 0.087 11.780 0.000

CM10 ← Competence 0.983 0.090 12.334 0.000

IM1 ← Impact 1.000 0.000

IM2 ← Impact 0.998 0.089 12.561 0.000

IM3 ← Impact 0.974 0.092 12.784 0.000

IM4 ← Impact 0.998 0.086 12.315 0.000

(Continued)
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components. With respect to the above values, the initial CFA model 
was drawn (Figure 1).

Next, the goodness of the initial CFA model was assessed and the 
results are demonstrated in the following table (Table 2).

As represented in the above table, the fit indices, including 
“CMIN-DF,” “Goodness-of-Fit Index (GFI),” “Comparative Fit Index 
(CFI),” “Parsimonious Normed Fit Index (PNFI),” “Tucker–Lewis 
Index (TLI),” and “Root Mean Square Error of Approximation 
(RMSEA)” are all within specifications (Hu and Bentler, 1999). This 
confirms the quality of the initial CFA model. The discriminant 
validity of the model was then measured. Table 3 demonstrates the 
results of this measurement.

The test results revealed that the proposed CFA model has an 
acceptable level of discriminant validity (the square root of 
AVE > inter-construct correlations). Following that, to respond to the 
first research question, the associations between teacher care, teacher 
confirmation, and learner empowerment were computed through a 
set of correlation tests. The results of correlation tests are displayed in 
the table below (Table 4).

In accordance with the correlation test outcomes, a close and 
positive relationship exists between teacher care and learner 
empowerment. The test results also demonstrated that there is a 
favorable and strong association between teacher confirmation and 
learner empowerment. As the outcomes of the correlation test 

TABLE 1 (Continued)

Estimate S.E. C.R. P

IM5 ← Impact 0.974 0.090 12.625 0.000

IM6 ← Impact 0.976 0.086 12.554 0.000

IM7 ← Impact 0.989 0.092 12.230 0.000

IM8 ← Impact 0.970 0.088 12.448 0.000

IM9 ← Impact 0.998 0.086 12.803 0.000

IM10 ← Impact 0.997 0.090 12.491 0.000

RQ5 ← Responding to 1.000 0.000

RQ4 ← Questions 0.986 0.078 12.615 0.000

RQ3 ← Responding to 0.975 0.079 13.334 0.000

RQ2 ← Questions 0.965 0.079 12.142 0.000

RQ1 ← Responding to 0.976 0.081 12.890 0.000

RQ6 ← Questions 0.989 0.081 13.734 0.000

RQ7 ← Responding to 0.970 0.085 12.757 0.000

RQ8 ← Questions 0.998 0.079 12.733 0.000

RQ9 ← Responding to 0.998 0.089 11.240 0.000

DI5 ← Demonstrating 1.000 0.000

DI4 ← Interest 0.976 0.073 13.691 0.000

DI3 ← Demonstrating 0.989 0.075 14.054 0.000

DI2 ← Interest 0.970 0.071 13.748 0.000

DI1 ← Demonstrating 0.998 0.075 13.589 0.000

DI6 ← Interest 0.982 0.075 13.161 0.000

DI7 ← Demonstrating 0.988 0.073 13.476 0.000

DI8 ← Interest 0.976 0.083 12.081 0.000

DI9 ← Demonstrating 0.989 0.071 13.355 0.000

IT5 ← Interactive 0.970 0.000

IT4 ← Teaching Style 1.068 0.086 12.474 0.000

IT3 ← Interactive 0.934 0.081 11.532 0.000

IT2 ← Teaching Style 0.941 0.078 11.997 0.000

IT1 ← Interactive 0.950 0.079 12.004 0.000

IT6 ← Teaching Style 0.976 0.084 13.152 0.000

IT7 ← Interactive 0.989 0.081 12.465 0.000

IT8 ← Teaching Style 0.970 0.085 12.349 0.000

IT9 ← Interactive 0.998 0.083 12.613 0.000
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revealed, teacher confirmation is also closely related to teacher caring 
behaviors. Finally, to address the second research question, the dataset 
was subjected to linear regression analysis. The analysis findings are 
portrayed in the following figure (Figure 2).

According to the above figure, teacher care accounts for about 87 
percent of the change in Chinese EFL learners’ empowerment, and 
teacher confirmation accounts for about 73 percent of the change. This 
means that these positive communicative behaviors can play a 
significant role in empowering EFL learners.

5. Discussion

This inquiry was planned to explore the interplay between teacher 
care, teacher confirmation, and learner empowerment in Chinese EFL 

classes. The research outcomes first revealed that teacher confirmation 
and teacher care are tightly connected to learner empowerment. The 
study findings also demonstrated that teacher confirmation and 
teacher care can bring significant changes in Chinese EFL learners’ 
empowerment. This means that positive communication behaviors 
like care and confirmation make EFL learners feel empowered.

The outcome of this inquiry about the close and favorable 
associations between teacher care, teacher confirmation, and learner 
empowerment lends support to the main principles of rhetorical/
relational goal theory (Mottet et al., 2006; Wang et al., 2022; Wang and 
Derakhshan, 2023), which explained that positive communication 
behaviors help teachers promote learners’ educational behaviors like 
empowerment. This finding further accords with the idea of Myers 
et  al. (2018), who asserted that satisfying learners’ relational and 
academic needs lead them to higher levels of empowerment. They 

FIGURE 1

The initial CFA model.

TABLE 2 Evaluation of initial CFA model.

Threshold

Criteria Terrible Acceptable Excellent Evaluation

CMIN 4486.303

DF 2132

CMIN/DF 2.104 >5 >3 >1 Acceptable

RMSEA 0.072 >0.08 <0.08 <0.06 Acceptable

GFI 0.904 <0.9 >0.9 >0.95 Acceptable

CFI 0.934 <0.9 >0.9 >0.95 Acceptable

PNFI 0.900 <0.5 >0.5 Acceptable

TLI 0.928 >0.9 >0.9 >0.95 Acceptable
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maintained that teachers can meet their learners’ relational and 
academic needs only if they employ positive communicative behaviors 
such as care and confirmation. Furthermore, this also has echoed 
Houser and Hosek’s (2018) opinions, which suggested that positive 
communicative behaviors teachers use in instructional contexts 
strengthen their relationships with students. Houser and Hosek 
believed that strong teacher-student relationships can cause an 
increase in learners’ educational outcomes like empowerment. In 
addition, this result is aligned with that found by Derakhshan (2022), 
who discovered that teacher confirmation and teacher care are 
positively linked to learner empowerment. The outcome of the second 
research question on the role of teacher care and teacher confirmation 
in raising EFL learners’ empowerment is also consistent with the result 
of some earlier investigations. This outcome is in line with that 
obtained by Finn and Schrodt (2012), who reported that rhetorical 

and relational behaviors teachers employ in their classroom 
interactions can dramatically enhance their students’ empowerment. 
Moreover, this result is in tune with Diaz et al.’s (2016) findings, which 
divulged that positive communication behaviors can bring meaningful 
changes in learners’ sense of empowerment. Furthermore, this finding 
also verifies Derakhshan et al.’s (2022) results, which displayed that 
teacher caring and confirmation, as two positive interpersonal 
behaviors, play an important role in empowering EFL learners.

The findings of the current inquiry are subject to a set of 
limitations, which necessitate future empirical research on this 
issue. First and foremost, the current research study was 
conducted exclusively in China, as a result of which the findings 
might not be  applicable to other EFL countries. Thus, future 
inquiries need to be performed in other EFL countries across the 
globe (Pan and Wang, 2023). Second, the present research only 

TABLE 3 Discriminant validity of the model.

CR AVE MSV MaxR(H) Teacher 
confirmation

Learner 
empowerment

Teacher 
care

Teacher 

confirmation

0.996 0.993 0.996 0.985 0.998

Learner 

empowerment

0.994 0.989 0.0994 0.964 0.994 0.997

Teacher care 0.999 0.986 0.955 0.989 0.974 0.977 0.0998

TABLE 4 The interrelationships between teacher care, teacher confirmation, and learner empowerment.

Estimate

Learner empowerment ↔ Teacher care 0.977

Teacher confirmation ↔ Learner empowerment 0.994

Teacher care ↔ Teacher confirmation 0.974

FIGURE 2

The linear regression model.
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considered learners’ perceptions of the interrelationships between 
the variables under investigation. Therefore, it is recommended 
that the viewpoint of teachers regarding the interplay of these 
variables is examined in future inquiries. Third, in this inquiry, 
only self-report questionnaires were used to obtain the necessary 
information. To avoid the social desirability bias, future 
researchers are suggested to employ other data-gathering 
instruments as well. As has been indicated by Derakhshan et al. 
(2023), some emerging research methods should be employed to 
conduct research on emotional variables. Fourth, in the present 
inquiry, there was no control over the mediating role of 
participants’ demographic variables. Hence, future studies should 
inspect the influence of different demographic variables like 
gender, age, and academic degree on the interplay between teacher 
care, teacher confirmation, and learner empowerment.

6. Conclusion and pedagogical 
implications

This investigation was carried out with the aim of studying 
the implications of two positive communication behaviors, 
namely teacher care and teacher confirmation, for Chinese EFL 
learners’ empowerment. In fact, the present research sought to 
unravel the role of teacher care and teacher confirmation in 
empowering Chinese EFL learners. The results of linear 
regression analysis disclosed that teacher care and teacher 
confirmation play a significant role in empowering EFL learners. 
Put it another way, these teacher communication behaviors direct 
EFL learners to higher levels of empowerment. The results of this 
inquiry may have a number of theoretical and practical 
implications for L2 researchers, teacher educators, and language 
instructors. As to the theoretical implications, the present 
research extends the existing literature on the interplay between 
teacher communication behaviors and learner educational 
outcomes by highlighting the positive impacts of teacher care and 
teacher confirmation on English learners’ empowerment. As to 
the practical implications, the study outcomes may be of great 
help for language instructors in empowering their learners. In 
fact, the results of the present investigation expand language 
instructors’ understanding of the role of positive communication 
behaviors like care and confirmation in promoting learner 
empowerment. Likewise, these outcomes may also be insightful 
for teacher educators. According to the present results, positive 
communication behaviors have favorable impact on language 
learners’ empowerment. Thus, teacher educators are expected to 
teach their teacher students how to use positive communication 
behaviors in different instructional contexts.
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The primary objective of this study is to present a fresh perspective on the 
correlation between teacher-student relationships and externalizing problem 
behaviors among adolescents. While previous research has examined this 
connection, there is still an insufficient understanding of the underlying 
mechanisms. Moreover, the crucial role of peer relationships, mental health, and 
parental knowledge has been overlooked. In this study, a total of 6,919 Chinese 
rural adolescents aged 13–19  years participated by completing an anonymous 
self-report questionnaire. The results show that: (1) teacher-student relationship 
has a protective effect against the development of externalizing problem 
behaviors; (2) peer relationship and mental health both have a mediating role in 
the relationship between teacher-student relationship and externalizing problem 
behaviors; (3) teacher-student relationship can indirectly affect externalizing 
problem behaviors through the chain mediation of peer relationship and mental 
health; (4) parental knowledge plays a moderating role between the teacher-
student relationship and externalizing problem behaviors. As the level of parental 
knowledge increases among rural adolescents, the impact of the teacher-student 
relationship on externalizing problem behaviors becomes more pronounced; 
and (5) the impact of teacher-student relationship on externalizing problem 
behaviors has no significant gender differences. Given the study’s empirical 
outcomes, we discuss potential explanations and advocate for a comprehensive 
pedagogical approach to mitigate rural adolescent externalizing behaviors. This 
entails nurturing teacher-student relations, fostering inclusive peer environments, 
emphasizing mental health literacy, and synergizing with caregivers for a holistic 
home-school intervention.

KEYWORDS

teacher-student relationship, externalizing problem behaviors, peer relationship, 
mental health, parental knowledge, gender heterogeneity

1. Introduction

Problem behavior refers to atypical behavior exhibited by individuals that impedes their 
social adjustment (Achenbach et  al., 1987). This encompasses both internalizing problem 
behaviors, such as anxiety and depression (Lee and Hankin, 2009), and externalizing problem 
behaviors, including truancy, fighting, alcohol abuse, and aggression (Petersen et al., 2015; Brock 
and Kochanska, 2016). Research indicates that the prevalence of externalizing problem 
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behaviors, such as smoking and alcohol use, among Chinese 
adolescents in grades 7 to 12 ranges from 5.24 to 29.15% and has been 
increasing annually (Guo et al., 2019; Yuan and Wen, 2019; Chi and 
Cui, 2020). Numerous studies have demonstrated that externalizing 
problem behaviors can have detrimental short-term and long-term 
effects on adolescent health, functioning, and well-being. These effects 
include compromised brain function and structure (Lubman et al., 
2015), academic difficulties (Park and Kim, 2015), mental health 
issues such as anxiety, depression, or addiction (Park and Kim, 2015), 
and even engagement in criminal behavior (Riala et al., 2004; Burt and 
Roisman, 2010). Self-determination theory posits that individuals are 
influenced by their social environment (Reeve et al., 2018), which 
aligns with social cognitive theory’s assertion that behavior is a result 
of the complex interplay between external environmental factors, 
internal personal characteristics, and past and present behavior 
(Bandura, 2001). Problem behavior theory (Jessor, 1987; Jessor et al., 
1994) emphasizes that behavior is a product of human-environment 
interactions, particularly emphasizing the role of the external 
environment in prompting the expression of problem behaviors. The 
current investigation provides supporting evidence that the teacher-
student relationship, as an exogenous environmental factor, can 
detrimentally impact various aspects of adolescents’ daily functioning, 
including work routines, academic achievements, familial 
connections, and emotional well-being (Lin and Tsai, 2002; Ryu et al., 
2004; Ko et  al., 2006; Leménager et  al., 2018; Sha et  al., 2019). 
Moreover, several studies consistently demonstrate a notable 
correlation between teacher-student relationship and the occurrence 
of behavioral issues (Beard and Wolf, 2001; Griffiths and Parke, 2002; 
Fontana et al., 2023).

According to the educational ecosystem theory, schools are the 
most important micro-environmental system for adolescents outside 
of their families (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 
2006). Teachers have a vital role in fostering the social development of 
adolescents by engaging with their students (Luckner and Pianta, 
2011). Teachers, as important individuals for adolescents in school, 
are of great significance for their behavioral development (Hong and 
Eamon, 2012; Rudasill et al., 2018). Earlier studies have indicated that 
the caliber of students’ connections with their teachers is a 
fundamental aspect that affects the prosocial behavior of adolescents 
(Longobardi et  al., 2021; Endedijk et  al., 2022). Moreover, recent 
research has provided additional support to this perspective by 
demonstrating that establishing close relationships with teachers is 
positively correlated with reduced discipline problems, decreased 
aggressive behavior, and increased prosocial behavior even after a 
span of 4 years (Obsuth et al., 2017). On the other hand, consistent 
findings have shown that conflict within the student-teacher 
relationship is associated with various maladaptive outcomes, 
including heightened levels of aggressive behavior (Jungert et  al., 
2016) and increased instances of peer victimization (Lucas-Molina 
et al., 2015).

However, the specific effect of the teacher-student relationship on 
externalizing problem behaviors in adolescents remains understudied. 
Furthermore, insufficient scholarly attention has been given to 
comprehensively examining the underlying mechanisms through 
which teacher-student relationship affects externalizing problem 
behaviors among Chinese rural adolescents. Notably, the prevalence 
of problem behaviors is considerably higher among rural adolescents 
compared to their urban counterparts (Zhang et al., 2017; Wiggins 

et al., 2020; Zhang H. et al., 2021; Zhang Y. et al., 2021), indicating a 
significant disparity in problem behavior detection rates (Chen et al., 
2022). Consequently, it becomes crucial to investigate and elucidate 
protective factors at both the environmental and individual levels to 
foster positive behavioral outcomes among Chinese rural adolescents. 
Furthermore, empirical research specifically focusing on rural 
adolescents from China is lacking. Thus, there is a pressing need to 
conduct a thorough investigation and elucidate the relationship 
between teacher-student relationship and externalizing problem 
behaviors among Chinese rural adolescents.

1.1. Peer relationship as a mediator

According to Santrock (1988), peers are individuals who share 
similar age, developmental stages, and maturity levels. Berk (1997) 
proposed a definition of peer relationships as connections between 
peers who possess equal status and levels of ability, enabling them to 
share common goals. Zhou et  al. (2015) suggested that peer 
relationships are formed and developed through interactions between 
individuals of comparable psychological development. The ecosystem 
theory highlights the significance of the microsystem, such as the 
family and school, as external factors influencing individuals’ 
psychological development (Zhou et  al., 2015). Among these 
microsystems, schools play a crucial role in adolescents’ lives, second 
only to families (Bronfenbrenner, 1992; Eccles and Roeser, 2011). Peer 
relationships, as a primary form of interpersonal connections within 
the school environment, exert a significant impact on adolescents’ 
development (Crosnoe, 2000; Giordano, 2003; Crosnoe and Johnson, 
2011). This influence is particularly pronounced among Chinese 
adolescents, as schools serve as their primary learning and living 
environment, making interpersonal relationships with peers an 
influential factor that cannot be overlooked (Ren et al., 2011; Zhang 
et al., 2013).

The peer relationship plays a crucial role in adolescents’ 
socialization, reflecting both the level of intimacy and harmony with 
their peers, and serving as a significant indicator of their social 
adaptation (Qian et al., 2021). It holds immense importance for the 
development of adolescent behavior (Hartup, 1992). Peers possess the 
ability to identify problem behaviors sensitively, making peer 
relationships a significant influence on the occurrence of such 
behaviors (Fowler et al., 2015). Within peer groups, members tend to 
exhibit similarity in various adaptive issues, including externalizing 
and internalizing problem behaviors (Hogue and Steinberg, 1995; 
Espelage et  al., 2003; Kiesner et  al., 2003). Higher levels of peer 
acceptance motivate adolescents to learn prosocial behavior from 
their peers (Barry and Wentzel, 2006). Consequently, adolescents with 
high-quality peer relationships tend to display more prosocial 
behaviors (Carlo et al., 2012) and fewer problem behaviors (Bao et al., 
2015). Conversely, poor peer relationships often lead to problem 
behaviors such as aggression and disciplinary violations (Palmqvist 
and Santavirta, 2006). Interventions targeting adolescents’ peer 
relationships can foster the development of their prosocial behavior 
(Yang et al., 2015).

Teachers’ influence on peer relationships has been likened to an 
“invisible hand” (Sakiz et al., 2012). Through supportive interactions, 
teachers have the ability to cultivate positive expectations of peer 
relationships among students and provide opportunities for 
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adolescents to develop and practice social skills with their peers (Birch 
and Ladd, 1998). This teacher support contributes to the promotion 
of positive peer motivation in adolescents, including increased peer 
acceptance, likability, and a positive peer reputation (Van der Sande 
et  al., 2018; Weyns et  al., 2018). Importantly, the teacher-student 
relationship acts as a protective factor in adolescents’ developmental 
journeys, reducing the risk of aggressive behavior, bullying, and 
interpersonal harm (Cappella and Neal, 2012; De Laet et al., 2014). 
Through guidance, feedback, and reinforcement related to peer 
interactions, teachers effectively facilitate the development of prosocial 
behavior in adolescents (Patrick et al., 2012). Therefore, the teacher-
student relationship to some extent influences peer relationships 
(Bierman, 2011; Ruzek et al., 2016).

Concerning the intricate dynamics involving teacher-student 
relationship, peer relationships, and externalizing problem behaviors, 
it is conceivable that peer relationships could potentially act as a 
mediating factor in the link between teacher-student relationship and 
externalizing problem behaviors.

1.2. Mental health as a mediator

Strong mental health and resilience in adolescents reduce the 
likelihood of problem behaviors occurring (Jones et  al., 2013). 
Extensive research has established a common association between 
problem behaviors and poor mental health (Li et  al., 2021). Wu’s 
(2000) study provides insights into the influence of mental health on 
problem behaviors in adolescents, highlighting how poor mental 
health serves as a significant trigger. Likewise, in a study conducted by 
Chen and Zhong (2012), it was discovered that insufficient mental 
well-being, characterized by factors such as stress, depression, or 
diminished self-esteem, significantly contributes to problem behaviors 
such as smoking, alcohol consumption, and engaging in physical 
altercations among adolescents.

Adolescence is the optimal period for psychological intervention 
(Ahmed et  al., 2015). Based on educational ecosystem theory 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006), the 
formation and development of mental health problems in junior high 
school students depend not only on their individual characteristics but 
also on the micro-environment they are directly exposed to. Schools 
are an important micro-environmental system that affects the 
development of adolescent students (Eccles and Roeser, 2011), and the 
impact of school environment on their mental health gradually 
increases (Jia and Liu, 2017). Teachers are one of the key factors in the 
school micro-system (Sakiz et al., 2012). Factors such as teaching 
methods, teacher’s teaching level, teacher-student relationship, and 
teacher style have been found to exhibit significant correlations with 
adolescent mental health, as demonstrated by Hu (1994). They are 
believed to provide adolescent students with a sense of psychological 
safety, allowing them to explore the surrounding environment and 
buffer developmental risks by helping them establish relationships 
with peers, regulating emotions, and using positive coping strategies 
(Kennedy and Kennedy, 2004).

With regard to the interplay between teacher-student relationship, 
mental health, and externalizing problem behaviors, it is plausible that 
mental health could potentially serve as a mediating factor in the 
relationship between teacher-student relationship and externalizing 
problem behaviors.

1.3. The chain mediating role of peer 
relationship and mental health

Adolescent peer relationships play a significant role in shaping 
mental health outcomes during this critical developmental period 
(Brown and Larson, 2009). The quality of peer interactions has been 
consistently linked to various aspects of psychological well-being, 
highlighting the importance of understanding the impact of these 
relationships on adolescents’ mental health (Parker and Asher, 1993; 
Demir et al., 2007).

Based on the preceding discussion, it can be inferred that there is 
a relationship between teacher-student relationship and peer 
relationships, a relationship between peer relationships and mental 
health, and a further relationship between mental health and 
externalizing problem behaviors. Consequently, teacher-student 
relationship may indirectly influence the externalizing problem 
behaviors through a chain-mediated effect involving peer relationships 
and mental health.

1.4. Parental knowledge as a moderator

Parental knowledge, also referred to as parental behavioral control 
or parental monitoring, encompasses a range of interconnected 
parental behaviors aimed at nurturing and overseeing children’s 
activities, companions, friendships, and whereabouts (Dishion and 
McMahon, 1998). The influence of parental knowledge on the 
development of adolescent behavior has gained increasing attention 
in recent years (McAdams et  al., 2014; Jiang et  al., 2016; Zhang 
H. et al., 2021; Zhang Y. et al., 2021). The understanding is that an 
individual should not be  viewed in isolation but rather within a 
broader social context. Educational ecosystem theory highlights the 
role of the family in fostering adolescent development 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986). In fact, parental knowledge acts as a powerful 
protective factor that can mitigate the effects of risky environments 
and reduce the occurrence of problem behaviors in adolescents (Lahey 
et al., 2008; Chen et al., 2016; Jiang et al., 2016). Furthermore, several 
studies have shown that parental knowledge can alleviate adolescent 
externalizing problem behaviors (Jantzer et al., 2015; Chang and Qin, 
2018; Zhang H. et al., 2021; Zhang Y. et al., 2021). Parental knowledge 
flourishes within close and trusting parent–child relationships, which 
may be the most effective approach to reducing problem behaviors in 
adolescents (Kerr et  al., 1999; Stattin and Kerr, 2000; Crouter 
et al., 2005).

Parental knowledge can serve as a bridge between home and 
school, facilitating communication and cooperation between parents 
and teachers. Studies have shown that when parents have a high level 
of knowledge about their children’s academic and socioemotional 
functioning, they are better able to collaborate with teachers in 
identifying and addressing their children’s needs (Grolnick and 
Slowiaczek, 1994; Fan and Chen, 2001). This collaboration, in turn, 
strengthens the quality of teacher-student relationship, as teachers can 
provide tailored instruction and support that aligns with the child’s 
unique profile (Shumow et al., 1998; Pomerantz et al., 2007). When 
students perceive support from their teachers, they tend to develop 
increased trust and respect towards their educators, leading to a 
greater willingness to establish more intimate relationships with them 
(Roorda et al., 2011). In addition, when parents are informed about 
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their children’s school experiences, they are more likely to engage in 
positive parenting practices that reinforce the value of education and 
provide a supportive home environment (Reynolds et  al., 2004; 
Fatimaningrum, 2021).

Concerning the interplay of teacher-student relationship, parental 
knowledge, and externalizing problem behaviors, it is plausible that 
parental knowledge may exert a moderating influence on the 
relationship between teacher-student relationship and externalizing 
problem behaviors.

1.5. Gender heterogeneity

According to social role theory, gender role expectations and 
socialization processes may contribute to gender differences in 
adolescent adjustment (Eagly et  al., 2000). For girls, gender role 
expectations lead them to prioritize interpersonal communication and 
place a greater emphasis on the protective effects of positive 
relationships, despite conflict having a greater disruptive impact for 
them (Davies and Lindsay, 2004). Girls typically internalize their 
emotions in response to external conflict to maintain longer-lasting 
relationships and a healthier quality of relationships (Simon and 
Furman, 2010). Additionally, girls are more likely to exhibit restraint 
in displaying problem behaviors to conform to cultural stereotypes 
and moral evaluations (Bennett and Sani, 2008). In contrast, boys are 
more likely to express themselves through external behaviors, whether 
in relationship formation or in response to conflict, and are therefore 
more prone to problem behaviors in those contexts (Kinsfogel and 
Grych, 2004). From a moral cognitive perspective during adolescence, 
boys are more likely than girls to believe that aggression is appropriate, 
and they maintain a higher level of aggression as a result (Pellegrini 
and Long, 2002). Moreover, boys’ aggressive behaviors are more 
socially acceptable than girls’, and when aggression-related cognition 
is activated, boys usually exhibit behaviors characterized by aggression 
and dominance (Poulin and Boivin, 2000). For boys, violence and bold 
rule-breaking behaviors are perceived as markers of masculinity 
(Archer, 2006). In addition, boys’ higher levels of testosterone, height, 
and muscle strength, compared to girls, make them more inclined to 
solve problems with physical force, leading them to exhibit more 
externalized problem behaviors (Maras et al., 2003). Therefore, studies 
have found that problem behaviors are more prevalent and severe 
among boys than girls (Storvoll and Wichstrøm, 2002).

In general, there are many differences in the social and emotional 
development of boys and girls (Weyns et al., 2018). Boys tend to have 
lower levels of school engagement than girls (Lam et al., 2012). Their 
relationships with teachers also differ, with boys receiving lower levels 
of average teacher support compared to girls (Hamre and Pianta, 
2001). This may be due to the fact that girls have stronger empathy 
skills than boys (Yan and Su, 2018) and actively seek to establish more 
interpersonal relationships with teachers (Spilt et al., 2012), while boys 
tend to exhibit more autonomy and confidence, resulting in girls 
receiving more teacher support than boys (Eccles and Roeser, 2011). 
Additionally, gender role socialization perspectives suggest that 
intimate relationships may be  more beneficial for girls, as such 
relationships align with the social connections that girls are expected 
to value (Ewing and Taylor, 2009).

Herein, the impact of teacher-student relationship on externalizing 
problem behaviors may has gender differences.

1.6. The present study

Given that adolescent externalizing problem behaviors are 
influenced by multiple domains, including school, family, and 
individual factors, addressing and preventing such behaviors is 
challenging from a single-domain perspective. The aforementioned 
findings suggest that teacher-student relationship is a key predictor of 
externalizing problem behaviors, with peer relationships and mental 
health potentially serving as intermediaries between teacher-student 
relationship and such behaviors. The association between teacher-
student relationship and externalizing problem behaviors may 
be contingent on the level of parental knowledge, such that higher 
levels of parental knowledge may serve as a moderator of this 
relationship. Additionally, the impact of teacher-student relationship 
on externalizing problem behaviors may also differ based on gender. 
This study contributes to the development of effective intervention 
plans for rural adolescent externalizing problem behaviors, a topic that 
has received little attention in the literature. To our knowledge, no prior 
research has examined the combined effects of teacher-student 
relationship, peer relationships, mental health, and parental knowledge 
on externalizing problem behaviors among rural adolescents. 
Moreover, previous research has not examined the gender differences 
in the effects of teacher-student relationship on rural adolescent 
externalizing problem behaviors. Drawing from the self-determination 
theory, social cognitive theory, problem behavior theory and 
educational ecosystem theory, this study expands the existing literature 
on teacher-student relationship and externalizing problem behaviors.

In line with our research goals, we put forward hypotheses ranging 
from H1 to H6, as depicted in Figure 1.

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Teacher-student relationship has a negative 
effect on the development of rural adolescent externalizing 
problem behaviors.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Peer relationship mediates the relationship 
between teacher-student relationship and rural adolescent 
externalizing problem behaviors.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Mental health mediates the relationship 
between teacher-student relationship and rural adolescent 
externalizing problem behaviors.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Peer relationship and mental health exhibit a 
chain mediating effect in the relationship between teacher-student 
relationship and rural adolescent externalizing problem behaviors.

Hypothesis 5 (H5): Parental knowledge modifies the effect of 
teacher-student relationship on externalizing problem behaviors 
among rural adolescents.

Hypothesis 6 (H6): The impact of teacher-student relationship on 
rural adolescent externalizing problem behaviors has 
gender differences.
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2. Materials and methods

2.1. Participants

A total of 7,387 participants were recruited from eight counties in 
Liaoning, Henan, and Sichuan Province, China. These participants 
were selected from four junior and four senior high schools using 
stratified and random cluster sampling. Data collection occurred in 
late 2022. Permission was obtained from the schools, and both 
participants and their guardians provided written informed consent. 
The consent form did not require a signature or the student’s name, 
ensuring anonymity and confidentiality. Students were informed that 
their participation was voluntary, and they had the option to withdraw 
at any time. Trained research assistants supervised the students during 
school hours as they independently completed a pencil and paper 
questionnaire. The completed questionnaires were sealed in envelopes. 
A small gift, such as a pen or card, was provided as an incentive for 
participation. After a meticulous data curation process, 468 
questionnaires were disqualified due to incomplete or absent 
responses. The final dataset, comprising 6,919 rigorously vetted 
questionnaires, yielded a commendable response rate of 94%. The 
participants’ ages ranged from 13 to 19 years (M = 14.514, SD = 0.687), 
with 49.6% (N = 3,431) being boys and 50.4% (N = 3,488) being girls. 
Out of the study cohort, 743 participants exhibited no manifestations 
of Externalizing problem behaviors. Consequently, the prevalence of 
Externalizing problem behavior within the sample stands at 89.3%. 
The university research ethics committee of the corresponding author 
reviewed and approved all research materials used in this study.

2.2. Measures

Externalizing problem behaviors. The measurement of 
externalizing problem behaviors was conducted using the Youth 

Self-Report (YSR; Achenbach, 1991a,b), which has been established 
as reliable and valid in previous studies (Patrick et al., 2011; Yang and 
Zhu, 2023). The YSR Externalizing Problem Behavior Scale comprises 
two subscales: aggressive behavior and rule-breaking behavior. Each 
subscale consists of 15 items, resulting in a total of 30 items. An 
example item is “I destroy my own things.” Participants rated each 
item on a 3-point Likert scale, with 1 indicating “not true,” 2 indicating 
“somewhat true,” and 3 indicating “very true.” Scores were obtained 
by calculating the average across all items, where higher scores 
indicated a higher level of externalizing problem behaviors among 
adolescents. The indices of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) showed 
a good fit for the 2-factor model: CFI = 0.971, TLI = 0.937, 
RMSEA = 0.070, SRMR = 0.048. Furthermore, this measurement 
exhibited strong internal reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
of 0.927.

Teacher-student relationship. The Teacher-Student Relationship 
Scale, originally developed by Pianta (1994) and later revised by Zou 
et  al. (2007) for the Chinese context, is widely utilized in the 
assessment of teacher-student relationships in China. The revised 
questionnaire consists of 23 items, encompassing four dimensions: 
intimacy, conflict, support, and satisfaction. It is student-rated and has 
been extensively employed in recent studies on teacher-student 
relationships, such as those conducted by Wu and Zhang (2022) and 
Tan et al. (2022). Respondents use a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 
1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree), with the conflict 
dimension reverse-scored before computing the average with other 
dimensions. Higher scores indicate a better teacher-student 
relationship. The indices of CFA showed a good fit for the 4-factor 
model: CFI = 0.955, TLI = 0.938, RMSEA = 0.068, SRMR = 0.053. The 
scale demonstrates good internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha 
of 0.953.

Peer relationship. Peer relationship was measured using the 8-item 
PROMIS Pediatric Peer Relationships Scale (DeWalt et  al., 2013), 
which demonstrated good psychometric characteristics for the 

FIGURE 1

Research hypothesis model.
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Chinese adolescents (Huang et al., 2021). Example items are, “I was 
able to count on my friends” and “I felt accepted by other kids my age.” 
Items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 
(almost always). Through calculating the average of all items, a higher 
score indicated a higher level of peer relationship. The indices of CFA 
showed a good fit for the 8 items: CFI = 0.985, TLI = 0.970, 
RMSEA = 0.058, SRMR = 0.025. And this measure showed good 
internal reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.893.

Mental health. Mental health was measured using the 12-item 
General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12) (McDowell, 2006), which 
has been widely used among Chinese adolescents (Ren and Zhu, 2022; 
Yang and Zhu, 2023). This measure comprises 12 items, equally 
divided into positive (e.g., “able to concentrate on whatever I do”) and 
negative (e.g., “insomnia due to anxiety”) domains. Response options 
on a 4-point Likert scale range from 1 (never) to 4 (often). The 
negative mental health items were reverse-scored prior to the 
calculation of a mean score across all items, where higher scores 
indicate better mental health. The indices of CFA showed a good fit 
for the 12 items: CFI = 0.978, TLI = 0.968, RMSEA = 0.063, 
SRMR = 0.046. And this measure showed good internal reliability, 
with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.917.

Parental knowledge. Parental knowledge was assessed using a 
5-item scale derived from the parental monitoring questionnaire 
developed by Stattin and Kerr (2000), which has been shown to 
possess good reliability and validity for Chinese adolescents (Jiang 
et al., 2016; Zhang H. et al., 2021; Zhang Y. et al., 2021). An illustrative 
item from the scale is “Do your parents know what activities 
you engage in during your free time?.” Participants rated each item on 
a 3-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (know little) to 3 (know much). 
An overall score was obtained by calculating the average across all 
items, with higher scores indicating higher levels of parental 
knowledge. The indices of CFA showed a good fit for the 5 items: 
CFI = 0.989, TLI = 0.978, RMSEA = 0.054, SRMR = 0.017. Moreover, 
this measurement exhibited acceptable internal reliability, as indicated 
by a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.793.

Control variables. Control variables were selected based on 
previous studies (Zhang H. et al., 2021; Zhang Y. et al., 2021; Yang and 
Zhu, 2023). Two categories of control variables were chosen, namely 
family characteristics and individual characteristics related to 
adolescent externalizing problem behaviors (Table 1).

2.3. Statistical analysis

SPSS Version 23.0, STATA Version 16.0 and MPLUS Version 8.3 
were used for data analysis. First, we used Harman’s one-way method 
to test for the presence of common method bias. Second, descriptive 
statistics and bivariate correlations were used to assess the relationship 
among core variables. Third, when analyzing the impact of teacher-
student relationship on adolescent externalizing problem behaviors, 
the method of gradually increasing influencing factors was used for 
the OLS regression results. Fourth, we employed structural equation 
modeling to examine the hypothesized chain mediation model. In this 
particular model, teacher-student relationship was regarded as a 
predicted variable, while the peer relationship and mental health were 
treated as mediating variables. The outcome variable in this case was 
the externalizing problem behaviors. Mediation was considered if the 
95% CI of the indirect effect did not include zero. Bootstrapped 
confidence intervals (CIs) based on 5,000 bootstrapped samples were 

used to determine the significance of indirect effects. Fifth, moderated 
analyses were performed using the PROCESS 4.0 macro for SPSS with 
covariates. Finally, the samples were divided according to gender of 
the rural adolescent. The significance of the heterogeneity was 
examined by Fisher permutation test in our analysis.

3. Results

3.1. Common method bias test

Harman’s one-way method was used to test for the existence of 
common method bias (Zhou and Long, 2004). Exploratory factor 

TABLE 1 Measurement instructions for variables.

Variables Variable description

Core variables

Externalizing problem behaviors Continuous variable

Teacher-student relationship Continuous variable

Peer relationship Continuous variable

Mental health Continuous variable

Parental knowledge Continuous variable

Control variables

Family’s book collection
1 = few, 2 = relatively few, 3 = average, 

4 = relatively many, and 5 = many

Father’s level of education

1 = no education, 2 = primary school, 

3 = junior high school, 4 = technical 

secondary school/technical school, 

5 = vocational high school, 6 = ordinary 

high school, 7 = junior college, 

8 = bachelor’s degree, and 9 = master’s 

degree and above

Mother’s level of education

1 = no education, 2 = primary school, 

3 = junior high school, 4 = technical 

secondary school/technical school, 

5 = vocational high school, 6 = ordinary 

high school, 7 = junior college, 

8 = bachelor’s degree, and 9 = master’s 

degree and above

Parental expectations of education

1 = drop out of school now, 2 = junior high 

school, 3 = technical secondary school/

technical school, 4 = vocational high 

school, 5 = ordinary high school, 6 = junior 

college, 7 = bachelor’s degree, 8 = master’s 

degree, and 9 = PhD

Family’s economic conditions

1 = very difficult, 2 = relatively difficult, 

3 = medium, 4 = relatively rich, and 

5 = best

Gender 0 = male; 1 = female

Nationality 0 = Ethnic minority; 1 = Han ethnicity

Age Continuous variable (unit: year)

Physical health condition

1 = very poor, 2 = relatively poor, 

3 = medium, 4 = relatively good, and 

5 = best
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analysis resulted in 22 factors with eigenvalues >1. The principal factor 
accounted for 24.449% of the aggregate variance, remaining below the 
40% benchmark frequently cited as pivotal, indicating that common 
method bias is not apparent. Therefore, data analysis can proceed.

3.2. Correlation analysis of variables

Pearson correlation analysis was employed to examine the 
bivariate correlations among the key variables. The outcomes are 
presented in Table 2, which includes the mean values, standard 
deviations (SDs), and Pearson correlation coefficients for the core 
variables. The results revealed significant associations among all 
the core variables. Externalizing problem behaviors exhibited 
negative correlations with the teacher-student relationship 
(r = −0.224, p < 0.001), peer relationship (r = −0.260, p < 0.001), 
mental health (r  = −0.402, p  < 0.001), and parental knowledge 
(r = −0.288, p < 0.001). The teacher-student relationship displayed 
positive correlations with the peer relationship (r  = 0.312, 
p  < 0.001), mental health (r  = 0.187, p  < 0.001), and parental 
knowledge (r  = 0.325, p  < 0.001). Furthermore, the peer 
relationship exhibited positive associations with mental health 
(r = 0.255, p < 0.001) and parental knowledge (r = 0.433, p < 0.001). 
Lastly, mental health demonstrated a positive correlation with 
parental knowledge (r = 0.201, p < 0.001).

3.3. OLS regression results

The results in Table  3 show that the teacher-student 
relationship has a positive effect on preventing the development 
of externalizing problem behaviors. Model (1) only includes the 
independent variable of teacher-student relationship. Model (2) 
introduces family characteristic variables based on Model (1). 
Finally, Model (3) introduces adolescent individual characteristic 
variables based on Model (2). In Models (1) to (3) of Table 3, the 
estimated coefficients for the teacher-student relationship are 
−0.119 (p < 0.001), −0.088 (p < 0.001), and − 0.079 (p < 0.001) 
respectively. These coefficients indicate that the teacher-student 
relationship negatively predicts rural adolescent externalizing 
problem behaviors.

3.4. Mediation analysis

We calculated the mean values for the variables under scrutiny 
and subsequently constructed a structural equation model (SEM). The 
resulting Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and the Tucker-Lewis Index 
(TLI) both yielded values of 1, while the Root Mean Square Error of 
Approximation (RMSEA) and the Standardized Root Mean Square 
Residual (SRMR) returned values of zero. These metrics typically 
suggest that the research model employed in this study possesses some 
predictive validity. Therefore, a chain mediation model was tested, 
which consisted of three indirect effect as follows: (1) peer relationship 
played a mediating role in the relationship between teacher-student 
relationship and externalizing problem behaviors; (2) mental health 
mediated the relationship between teacher-student relationship and 
externalizing problem behaviors; and (3) teacher-student relationship 
can indirectly affect externalizing problem behaviors through the 
chain mediation of peer relationship and mental health (Figure 2).

The results showed teacher-student relationship and externalizing 
problem behaviors established significant and negative relationships 
(β = −0.224, t = −19.628, p < 0.001). After accounting for the influences 
of control variables, the direct impact of teacher-student relationship 
on externalizing problematic behavior remains significant and 
negative (β  = −0.117, t  = −9.589, p  < 0.001). Teacher-student 
relationship was significantly and positively associated with peer 
relationship (β = 0.312, t = 26.226, p < 0.001), and peer relationship 
was significantly and negatively related to externalizing problem 
behaviors (β  = −0.135, t  = −10.280, p  < 0.001). Teacher-student 
relationship was significantly and positively associated with mental 
health (β  = 0.119, t  = 9.049, p  < 0.001), and mental health had a 
significant and negative influence on externalizing problem behaviors 
(β  = −0.346, t  = −28.220, p  < 0.001). A significant and positive 
relationship between peer relationship and mental health was also 
identified (β = 0.217, t = 16.439, p < 0.001).

Furthermore, as seen in Table 4, the total effect of teacher-student 
relationship on externalizing problem behaviors was −0.224 
(SE = 0.012, 95% CI [−0.248, −0.200], p < 0.001) and the direct effect 
of −0.117 (SE = 0.012, 95% CI [−0.142, −0.093], p < 0.001), showing 
that both the total effect and the direct effect were statistically 
significant. The indirect effect was −0.042 (SE  = 0.004, 95% CI 
[−0.051, −0.034], p  < 0.001) in the pathway of teacher-student 
relationship → peer relationship → externalizing problem behaviors, 

TABLE 2 Correlation analysis between key variables.

Externalizing 
problem behaviors

Teacher-student 
relationship

Peer relationship Mental health Parental 
knowledge

Externalizing problem 

behaviors
–

Teacher-student 

relationship
−0.224 *** –

Peer relationship −0.260 *** 0.312 *** –

Mental health −0.402 *** 0.187 *** 0.255 *** –

Parental knowledge −0.288 *** 0.325 *** 0.433 *** 0.201 *** –

Mean 1.451 3.868 3.860 2.652 2.347

SD 0.322 0.607 0.926 0.648 0.556

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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and the mediation effect accounted for 18.834% of the total effect 
(−0.223). And the indirect effect was −0.041 (SE = 0.005, 95% CI 
[−0.051, −0.032], p < 0.001) in the teacher-student relationship → 
mental health → externalizing problem behaviors, and the mediation 
effect accounted for 18.386% of the total effect. Finally, the indirect 
effect was −0.024(SE = 0.002, 95% CI [−0.027, −0.020], p < 0.001) in 
the pathway of teacher-student relationship → peer relationship → 
mental health → externalizing problem behaviors, and the mediation 
effect accounted for 10.314% of the total effect. Given that the 
Bootstrap  95% confidence intervals do not encompass zero, the 
statistical significance of these three indirect effects is established. The 
data analysis revealed that the indirect impact of teacher-student 
relationship on externalizing problem behaviors was contingent upon 
peer relationship and mental health factors, which served as significant 
and positive partial mediators in the association between teacher-
student relationship and externalizing problem behaviors.

3.5. Moderated analysis

Table  5 presented findings indicating the moderating role of 
parental knowledge in the association between teacher-student 
relationship and externalizing problem behaviors. Firstly, the estimated 
coefficient for teacher-student relationship was −0.051 (p < 0.001), 
demonstrating statistical significance at the 1‰ level. Secondly, the 
estimated coefficient for the interaction term between teacher-student 
relationship and parental knowledge was −0.030 (p < 0.05).

In accordance with the illustration presented in Figure  3, an 
in-depth investigation into the moderating aspect was conducted 
utilizing a simple slope analysis while establishing conditions of low 
(−1 SD) and high (+1 SD). The outcomes of this analysis substantiated 
the significance of the effect across all cohorts. Notably, when 
contrasting individuals with elevated parental knowledge against 
those with diminished parental knowledge, a stronger negative 
association between teacher-student relationship and externalizing 
problem behaviors was observed among the former group (β = −0.068, 
p < 0.001).

TABLE 3 OLS regression results for the effect of teacher-student 
relationship on rural adolescent externalizing problem behaviors.

Variables (1) 
Externalizing 

problem 
behaviors

(2) 
Externalizing 

problem 
behaviors

(3) 
Externalizing 

problem 
behaviors

Teacher-

student 

relationship

−0.119 ***

(0.007)

−0.088 ***

(0.007)

−0.079 ***

(0.007)

Family’s book 

collection

−0.031 ***

(0.004)

−0.025 ***

(0.004)

Father’s 

educational 

level

−0.003

(0.003)

−0.004

(0.002)

Mother’s 

educational 

level

−0.007 *

(0.003)

−0.006 *

(0.003)

Parental 

educational 

expectations

−0.023 ***

(0.003)

−0.021 ***

(0.003)

Family 

economic 

conditions

−0.013

(0.007)

−0.004

(0.007)

Age
0.016 **

(0.006)

Gender
0.090 **

(0.007)

Nationality
−0.040 **

(0.014)

Physical 

health 

condition

−0.035 ***

(0.004)

Sample size 6,919 6,919 6,919

R2 0.050 0.091 0.121

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. The robust standard errors are in parentheses.

FIGURE 2

Results from path analysis on the research hypothesis model. Pathways between the variables are indicated by standardized beta estimates. *p <0.05, 
**p <  0.01, ***p <  0.001.
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3.6. Heterogeneity results

The results in Table 6 showed there were no significant gender 
differences in the impact of teacher-student relationship on adolescent 
externalizing problem behaviors after controlling for control variables. 
Models (1) and (2) were the results of the impact of teacher-student 

relationship on the externalizing problem behaviors of male and 
female adolescents, respectively. The estimated coefficients passed the 
significance test of 1‰. The regression coefficient of the effect of 
teacher-student relationship on female adolescent externalizing 
problem behaviors was −0.081, which has a slightly higher absolute 
value than that of the effect of teacher-student relationship on male 
adolescent externalizing problem behaviors (−0.076). However, from 
the empirical p value obtained using the Fisher test on the gender 
coefficient difference in the impact of teacher-student relationship on 
adolescent externalizing problem behaviors did not pass the 
significance test. This demonstrated that the impact of teacher-student 
relationship on adolescent externalizing problem behaviors had no 
significant gender differences.

4. Discussion

4.1. Teacher-student relationship decreases 
the risk of externalizing problem behaviors 
in rural adolescents

The empirical evidence derived from this investigation 
provides affirmation for the initial hypothesis (H1) of the study, 
revealing that teacher-student relationship assumes a protective 
role in the deescalation of externalizing problem behaviors among 
rural adolescents. Invoking the foundational premises of 
attachment theory (Sroufe, 2005; Roorda et al., 2011), the texture 
and substance of the pedagogical dyad between educator and 
student emerge as critical determinants in the ontological 
trajectory of the learners. Within this relational nexus, imbued 
with nurturance and proximal closeness, students are afforded the 
scaffolding requisite to engender a sanguine, internalized working 
schema of self and others. This architectonics of relationality 
engenders not merely a transient sense of stability, but a durable 
ethos of emotional security, competency, and trust—traits that 
indelibly mark the individual’s broader social engagements. It is 
within this cocoon of affective assurance that adolescents are 
endowed with the moral and emotional capital to reciprocate 
nurturance and extend prosocial behaviors towards their peers 
and other constituents of their social microcosm. Furthermore, 
this relationship acquires heightened complexity as an anchoring 
locus, a “secure base” in the parlance of Bowlby’s attachment 
theory. Adolescents who thrive in this nurturing educational 
environment are prone to imbue their pedagogues with the status 
of a sanctuary, endowed with the capacity to furnish emotional 
ballast, promulgate affirmative behavioral templates, and catalyze 
the reinforcement of behaviors that harmonize with the ethical 
and academic objectives of the educational institution (Weinstein, 
2002). Conversely, the pedagogical alliance’s dysregulation 
manifests in maladaptive sequela. Pedagogical relationships 
replete with conflict and affective disconnect precipitate not just 
transient affective upheavals but set into motion a cascade of 
adverse outcomes. Such schisms result in an unsettling sense of 
insecurity, emotional amplification typified by distress (Hamre 
and Pianta, 2001), and an attrition in the student’s reservoir of 
social competence (Pianta and Stuhlman, 2004; Rudasill et al., 
2010). These resultant factors serve to potentiate the predilection 
for adolescents to manifest externalizing problem behaviors, 

TABLE 4 Direct, indirect, and total effects of the hypothesized model.

Model 
pathways

Estimated 
effect (β)

Boot 
SE

95% CI

Lower Upper

Direct effect

Teacher-student 

relationship → 

Externalizing 

problem 

behaviors

−0.117 0.012 −0.142 −0.093

Indirect effects

Teacher-student 

relationship → 

Peer relationship 

→ Externalizing 

problem 

behaviors

−0.042*** 0.004 −0.051 −0.034

Teacher-student 

relationship → 

Mental health → 

Externalizing 

problem 

behaviors

−0.041*** 0.005 −0.051 −0.032

Teacher-student 

relationship → 

Peer relationship 

→ Mental health 

→ Externalizing 

problem 

behaviors

−0.024*** 0.002 −0.027 −0.020

Total effect −0.224*** 0.012 −0.248 −0.200

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 5 Moderated regression analyses predicating rural adolescent 
externalizing problem behaviors.

Variables Externalizing problem 
behaviors

Teacher-student relationship
−0.051 ***

(0.007)

Parental Knowledge
−0.125 ***

(0.008)

Teacher-student relationship × Parental 

Knowledge

−0.030 *

(0.012)

Control variables Yes

Sample size 6,919

R2 0.161

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. The robust standard errors are in parentheses.
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thereby confirming an inversely proportional relationship 
between the quality of teacher-student relational bonds and the 
propensity for maladaptive adolescent behavioral manifestations.

4.2. The mediating effect of peer 
relationship and mental health between 
teacher-student relationship and 
externalizing problem behaviors in rural 
adolescents

This study also confirmed the second hypothesis (H2), which is 
the notion that peer relationship play a mediating role in 
understanding the association between teacher-student relationship 
and externalizing problem behaviors in rural adolescents. This finding 
underscores that a supportive and nurturing environment provided 
by teachers facilitates students’ ability to forge positive peer 
relationships. Importantly, these positive peer affiliations serve as a 
mediating mechanism, potentially acting as a protective buffer against 
the emergence of externalizing problem behaviors. Our conclusions 

resonate with the social development model’s tenets, emphasizing how 
positive peer associations play a pivotal role in curtailing problematic 
behaviors (Catalano et al., 2004). These outcomes also harmonize with 
the social support theory, suggesting that social affiliations 
significantly mitigate the adverse repercussions of stressors (Cohen 
and Wills, 1985). Within the purview of our investigation, it appears 
that positive peer interactions—stimulated by heightened teacher-
student relationship quality—provide pivotal social support, 
attenuating the severity of externalizing problem behaviors among 
rural adolescents.

The third hypothesis (H3) of this study has been empirically 
validated, establishing mental health as the mediating mechanism 
through which teacher-student relationship influences the emergence 
of externalizing problem behaviors in rural adolescents. These findings 
imply that the effect of teacher-student relationship on externalizing 
problems is, at least partially, channeled through its impact on 
students’ mental health. Adolescents who receive higher levels of 
teacher-student relationship may experience better mental health 
outcomes, which, in turn, reduces the likelihood of engaging in 
externalizing behaviors. This mediating role of mental health can 
be  explained by several mechanisms. First, teacher-student 
relationship has been shown to enhance students’ self-esteem and self-
efficacy (Roorda et al., 2011; Hamre et al., 2013). Such positive self-
perceptions are associated with improved mental health outcomes and 
lower levels of externalizing problems (Marsh et al., 2005; Barrett, 
2013). Second, teacher-student relationship can foster a sense of 
belongingness and connectedness in students, which buffers against 
the development of mental health issues (Wentzel, 2009). Lastly, 
teacher-student relationship may indirectly promote mental health by 
mitigating the negative impact of stressors and adverse experiences, 
thereby reducing the likelihood of externalizing behaviors as 
maladaptive coping strategies (Eisenberg et al., 2009).

This study illustrates the chain mediating effect of peer 
relationship and mental health between teacher-student relationship 
and externalizing problem behaviors among rural adolescents (H4). 
In other words, adolescents with higher teacher-student relationship 
are more likely to develop externalizing problem behaviors through 
lower peer relationship and mental health. Peer relationships have 
been widely recognized as crucial factors influencing adolescent 
mental health outcomes (Buhrmester, 1990; Reijntjes et al., 2010). 
Positive peer relationships can provide social support, promote 
healthy emotional development, and facilitate adaptive coping 
strategies. Conversely, negative peer relationships, characterized by 
peer rejection, bullying, or social isolation, have been consistently 
associated with a range of mental health problems, including 
externalizing problem behaviors (Fergusson et  al., 1996; Reijntjes 
et al., 2011). Therefore, the influence of peer relationships on mental 
health outcomes cannot be understated.

These findings serve as a practical and theoretical guide in 
promoting the cultivation of prosocial behavior among rural 
adolescents, emphasizing the crucial role played by peer relationship 
(Crosnoe and Johnson, 2011; Dishion and Tipsord, 2011; Ren et al., 
2011; Zhang et al., 2013) and mental health (O’Gara et al., 2019; Li 
et al., 2021) in their overall well-being. Furthermore, our findings 
highlight the importance of considering peer relationships and mental 
health as a potential mechanism in interventions targeting teacher-
student relationship and externalizing problem behaviors among rural 

FIGURE 3

Simple slope analyses of the moderating effect of parental 
knowledge.

TABLE 6 Impact of teacher-student relationship on rural adolescent 
externalizing problem behaviors: gender-related differences.

Variables (1) Externalizing 
problem 

behaviors

(2) Externalizing 
problem 

behaviors

Male Female

Teacher-student 

relationship

−0.076***

(0.011)

−0.081***

(0.008)

Control variable yes yes

Sample size 3,431 3,488

R2 0.092 0.118

Fisher empirical p 

value
0.388

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. The robust standard errors are in parentheses. The Fisher 
empirical p value is used to test the significance of the coefficient difference between the 
groups, which was obtained by 5,000 self-sampling times.
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adolescents. Interventions that aim to improve peer relationships, 
mental health and provide social support may effectively reduce the 
risk of externalizing problem behaviors associated with teacher-
student relationship.

4.3. The moderating effect of parental 
knowledge between teacher-student 
relationship and externalizing problem 
behaviors in rural adolescents

When parents are more involved and knowledgeable about their 
children’s academic experiences, they may be more likely to encourage 
positive interactions with teachers and reinforce the value of academic 
success (Fan and Chen, 2001; Hill and Tyson, 2009). This can result in 
the teacher-student relationship being strengthened and more 
conducive to emotional support, which may have positive effects on 
adolescent behavior. In addition, parental knowledge may enhance the 
effectiveness of teacher-student relationship by providing teachers 
with more information about their students’ needs, interests, and 
social contexts (Pomerantz et al., 2007; Sheridan et al., 2013). Teachers 
who are more informed about their students’ lives may be better able 
to tailor their emotional support to meet their individual needs and 
provide guidance that is relevant and effective in reducing problem 
behaviors. This suggests that if parents have greater awareness of their 
children’s activities and social connections, teacher-student 
relationship may have a significant impact and ultimately result in 
reduced adolescent problem behaviors.

In accordance with the educational ecosystem theory 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986), adolescents who benefit from high levels of 
positive family characteristics, such as parental knowledge, 
demonstrate a decreased likelihood of engaging in problem behaviors 
within high-risk environments, including teacher-student relationship. 
This phenomenon can be  plausibly explained by considering that 
families characterized by elevated levels of parental knowledge foster 
an environment of harmony and warmth, wherein parents are more 
likely to provide effective guidance to their children, consequently 
resulting in lower levels of problem behaviors (Tian et al., 2019; Zhang 
H. et al., 2021; Zhang Y. et al., 2021). Consequently, it can be inferred 
that in cases where parents possess limited knowledge regarding their 
children’s activities and social relationships, teacher-student 
relationship can exact a significant toll, ultimately leading to 
heightened levels of externalizing problem behaviors.

4.4. The gender heterogeneity between 
teacher-student relationship and 
externalizing problem behaviors in rural 
adolescents

Teacher-student relationship has significant impact on the 
externalizing problem behaviors of male and female adolescents. 
However, there are no significant differences between genders, which 
rejects the sixth hypothesis (H6). A plausible explanation for the 
observed behavior patterns in adolescents is the fundamental 
similarity in relational needs across genders. Irrespective of being 
male or female, adolescents have inherent desires for connection, 

understanding, and belonging. The ways teachers nurture and 
establish relationships in educational settings can have profound 
implications for the overall well-being and academic performance of 
their students. Malecki and Demaray (2003) have illuminated the idea 
that teacher-student relationships can equivalently benefit both male 
and female students, contributing to a sense of security, engagement, 
and achievement motivation. However, while teacher-student 
relationships are pivotal, they are just one facet of the broader social 
environment impacting adolescent behaviors. Family environment 
emerges as another potent influence, possibly accounting for the 
gender differences observed in externalizing behavior problems 
among teenagers. The family, being the primary social unit, exerts 
significant influence over an adolescent’s development, behavior 
patterns, and coping mechanisms. Research by Deng et al. (2021), 
Moylan et al. (2010), Wang et al. (2021), and Chi and Cui (2020) 
underscores the multifaceted nature of familial influences, ranging 
from parenting styles, sibling dynamics, socio-economic conditions, 
to familial support systems. These factors, individually or collectively, 
can either mitigate or exacerbate gender-specific externalizing 
behaviors in adolescents.

4.5. Theoretical contribution and practical 
implications

The findings derived from this investigation hold significance and 
offer contributions from dual standpoints, namely theoretical and 
practical. In terms of theoretical contributions, firstly, this study 
illuminates the fundamental mechanism by which teacher-student 
relationship influences the manifestation of externalizing problem 
behaviors among adolescents. This serves to expand and enhance the 
current body of empirical research (Hong and Eamon, 2012; Rudasill 
et al., 2018; Longobardi et al., 2021; Endedijk et al., 2022). Moreover, 
this study advances our comprehension of the interplay between peer 
relationship, mental health, parental knowledge, and externalizing 
problem behaviors from societal perspectives.

Our findings also have practical implications. To improve 
adolescent externalizing problem behaviors, teachers should take a 
multifaceted approach. First and foremost, teachers must recognize 
the critical role that teacher-student relationship plays in addressing 
externalizing problem behaviors. Teachers should exemplify respect 
and care towards each student, offering them tangible emotional 
support through active listening, understanding, and encouragement. 
This fosters the establishment of a positive relationship with students. 
Second, teachers should strive to create an inclusive classroom 
environment that fosters positive peer relationships. This involves 
being aware of students’ negative peer interactions and taking 
appropriate measures to minimize them. Third, teachers should also 
prioritize the mental health of their students. Teachers can achieve this 
by strengthening their mental health education programs and helping 
students develop the necessary coping skills to maintain good mental 
health. Finally, it is imperative for teachers to collaborate with parents 
and establish a cohesive home-school partnership to support the 
development of adolescents. Such cooperation can facilitate a 
comprehensive understanding of the educational and socioemotional 
needs of students, which can then be addressed with a more holistic 
and coordinated approach.
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5. Limitations

This study also has several limitations. First, by only collecting 
data from three province (Liaoning, Henan and Sichuan Province), 
the findings may not be generalizable to the entire population. It’s 
important to obtain a nationally representative sample in the future 
study to ensure that the findings can be applied to a larger population 
and to increase the external validity of the study. This would help to 
guarantee that the results are not specific to the province where the 
sample was collected and can be applied to the country as a whole. A 
nationally representative sample would also help to account for any 
potential regional variations in teacher-student relationship and 
externalizing problem behaviors. Second, cross-sectional data only 
provide a snapshot of the relationship between teacher-student 
relationship and adolescent externalizing problem behaviors at a 
specific point in time. It’s possible that the relationship between the 
two variables may change over time, which would not be captured in 
a cross-sectional study. Longitudinal research in the future study, 
which follows a group of participants over an extended period of time, 
would be more informative in understanding the causal relationship 
between adolescent externalizing problem behaviors and correlates. 
Third, self-report surveys rely on the participants’ own perspectives, 
which may not always align with other perspectives. Future studies 
involving multiple informants, such as parents, peers and teachers, 
may provide a more comprehensive and rounded understanding of 
the relationship between teacher-student relationship and 
externalizing problem behaviors in adolescents. This would also help 
in identifying any potential biases or inaccuracies in the participants’ 
self-reported data. Fourth, this study may lack of measurement of 
other contributors to externalizing problem behaviors. Future research 
should take other factors into account. Specifically, dimensions such 
as cultural and ethnic nuances and neurobiological constituents 
warrant meticulous consideration to attain a comprehensive 
understanding of the underlying dynamics.

6. Conclusion

The present research investigated the manifestations of 
externalizing problem behaviors among rural adolescents while 
exploring various preceding factors that exert influence on such 
behaviors. Specifically, this study unveiled the potential protective 
effect of teacher-student relationship in mitigating externalizing 
problem behaviors among rural adolescents. Furthermore, peer 
relationship and mental health was identified as a potential 
mediator in the relationship between teacher-student relationship 
and externalizing problem behaviors among rural adolescents. In 
addition, this study examined the following mediating pathway: 
Teacher-student relationship → Peer relationship → Mental health 
→ Externalizing problem behaviors. Moreover, parental knowledge 
was found to potentially moderate the association between teacher-
student relationship and the manifestation of externalizing problem 
behaviors in rural adolescents. As the level of parental knowledge 
increases among rural adolescents, the impact of the teacher-
student relationship on externalizing problem behaviors becomes 
more pronounced. Finally, this study found that the impact of 
teacher-student relationship on rural adolescent externalizing 
problem behaviors had no significant gender-related differences. 

This study contributes both theoretically and practically. Firstly, it 
enhances the existing theoretical framework concerning the 
connection between teacher-student relationship and externalizing 
problem behaviors among rural adolescents, shedding light on the 
underlying mechanisms by which teacher-student relationship 
impacts the occurrence of such behaviors. Secondly, this study 
integrates social and individual perspectives in the exploration of 
potential factors that can ameliorate externalizing problem 
behaviors among rural adolescents, thus providing a more 
comprehensive depiction of rural adolescent development. Lastly, 
the findings of this study offer practical implications for teachers 
seeking to address and ameliorate adolescent externalizing 
problem behaviors.
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The role of teacher empathy and 
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Introduction: The positive influences of teacher-student interpersonal 
communication skills on second language (L2) students have been considerably 
endorsed in the literature. However, the contribution of teacher empathy and 
immediacy behaviors, as realizations of such skills, to students’ affective learning 
outcomes is unaddressed in L2 research.

Methods: To fill this gap, three scales were distributed among a sample of 350 
Chinese EFL students to see if teachers’ empathy and immediacy correlate with 
and predict students’ affective learning outcomes.

Results: The results of correlation analysis revealed strong and positive 
relationships among teacher empathy, teacher immediacy, and learners’ affective 
learning outcomes. Moreover, the results of multiple regression indicated that 
Chinese EFL teachers’ empathy and immediacy could predict about 65 and 60% 
of changes in the learners’ affective learning outcomes, respectively.

Discussion: Implications of the study for EFL teachers’ interpersonal 
communication skills development and emotional literacy are discussed. Future 
research trends are also presented at the end of the article.

KEYWORDS

EFL learner, EFL teacher, learners’ affective learning outcomes, teacher empathy, 
teacher immediacy

1. Introduction

There is a bulk of research suggesting that second language (L2) education is basically an 
emotional job (Mercer, 2020; Derakhshan et al., 2023a,b). Teachers’ competencies in this field 
are no longer limited to their pedagogical-linguistic expertise in designing classroom tasks, 
methods, and tests (Seligman, 2011; Hu and Wang, 2023; Wang and Derakhshan, 2023). Instead, 
their emotional literacy and social–emotional skills play a major role (Liu, 2016; Fu and Wang, 
2022). Students feel more connected and engaged in classrooms, where their teachers are 
cognizant of learner-emotions (Wang et al., 2021). Teachers’ interpersonal communication 
behaviors and positive emotions are crucial for L2 students’ academic success, attainment, and 
engagement (Xie and Derakhshan, 2021; Wang Y. et al., 2022). Since teachers are the most 
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prominent agents and players of education, their emotions and 
affective awareness influence instructional effectiveness and 
interpersonal bonds in the class (Derakhshan, 2022). Such an 
emotion-based education calls for teachers’ inter-emotionality with 
students (Wang and Jiang, 2022; Derakhshan et  al., 2023a,b). It 
develops several positive emotions and factors in L2 learning (Shao 
et al., 2020). Teacher empathy is one of the outputs of this trend, which 
highlights one’s ability to understand and empathize with others’ 
perspectives and feelings (Wambsganss et al., 2022). It is a realization 
of emotional intelligence (EI) and social cognition that positively 
influences learners’ academic performance, engagement, and learning 
attitudes (Kianinezhad, 2023; Zhi et  al., 2023). According to 
Stebletsova and Torubarova (2017), empathy pertains to an individual’s 
emotional magnanimity and care for others. Previous research shows 
that teacher empathy is multi-dimensional and influenced by 
numerous personal, affective, cognitive, contextual, and cultural 
factors (Stojiljković et al., 2012; Pidbutska et al., 2021; Wink et al., 
2021). It can be cultivated in L2 classrooms to improve learning and 
regulate positive and negative emotions perceived by learners (Aldrup 
et al., 2022; Wang J. et al., 2022; Pan et al., 2023).

Another consequence of teacher empathy is the establishment of 
a strong and caring teacher-student rapport in the class (Lam et al., 
2011; Wang Y. et al., 2022; Hu and Wang, 2023; Zhi and Wang, 2023). 
According to Xie and Derakhshan (2021), rapport is meaningfully 
built in an environment in which L2 teachers have interpersonal 
communications skills. One of those skills is teacher immediacy 
behaviors, which refer to the use of several verbal and non-verbal cues 
to create proximity and closeness with students in the class (Dickinson, 
2017). It has been reported that teachers’ immediacy positively 
contributes to L2 students’ self-regulation, motivation, engagement, 
and willingness to communicate (Derakhshan, 2021; Hiver et  al., 
2021; Wang and Derakhshan, 2023).

Teacher immediacy also generates a sense of liking in the class and 
reduces the psychological distance between teachers and students 
(Dickinson, 2017; Dai and Wang, 2023). When teachers show empathy 
to their students and frequently use immediacy behaviors, the students 
experience fewer negative emotions (Qin, 2022; Wang, 2023). Despite 
these studies, the collective impact of teacher empathy and immediacy 
on English as a foreign language (EFL) students’ affective learning 
outcomes (ALOs) has remained unaddressed. The concept of ALO 
concerns students’ perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes toward their 
education (McCroskey et al., 1985). It refers to students’ outlook and 
emotional state perceived for the course and the instructor (Wang, 
2021; Hu and Wang, 2023). Depending on teachers’ emotioncy, ALOs 
may be  affected by classroom rapport and immediacy behaviors 
(Yong, 2019). However, scholarship in this regard is scant and 
extrapolations based on a couple of studies are unwarranted. The 
current literature on the three variables (empathy, immediacy, and 
ALOs) has focused on their separate influences on other teacher-and-
learner-related constructs proposed by positive psychology. 
Nevertheless, their interplay in a single empirical study is absent in 
this area of research. To fill this gap, the present study intended to 
examine the predicting role of teachers’ empathy and immediacy in 
EFL students’ ALOs. Additionally, it aimed to test their correlations. 
Unmasking the associations among these constructs is significant for 
L2 education since L2 educators realize the idea that positive emotions 
are contagious and transmittable from teachers to learners. In 

addition, the study is prominent in that it foregrounds the linkage and 
exponential impact of teacher interpersonal communication abilities 
on learners’ emotions in L2 settings. The social, emotional, and 
relational aspects of L2 teaching are also highlighted in light of 
this study.

2. Literature review

2.1. The concept of empathy: definitions 
and components

The notion of empathy has to do with a person’s capacity to 
understand and connect with others’ emotions (Eisenberg et al., 2014). 
It is the manifestation of one’s opinions and feelings that end in a sense 
of wellbeing (Weisz and Cikara, 2021). The construct of empathy is an 
interpersonal behavior that indicates effort to recognize and respond 
to others’ thinking and feeling (Amicucci et al., 2021). According to 
Baron-Cohen and Wheelwright (2004), empathic people can 
efficiently predict others’ behaviors. Empathy has multiple dimensions 
such as ethical, cognitive, affective, and interactional dimensions 
(Mercer and Reynolds, 2002). However, the dichotomy of cognitive 
and affective empathy has been most popular. The former refers to 
one’s understanding of others’ emotional engagement, while the latter 
concerns sharing emotions with others (Reniers et al., 2009). In this 
study, empathy includes both affective and cognitive constituents. 
Simply, empathy is an aptitude rather than attitude for social–
emotional interactions (Eisenberg et al., 2014). It is an essential skill 
for both teachers and learners, yet its cultivation largely hinges 
upon teachers.

2.2. Teacher empathy

Teacher empathy is described as the ability to detect, understand, 
and engage with students’ concerns, perspectives, and emotions 
through their eyes (Tettegah and Anderson, 2007). It is a significant 
factor in education since it provides support and interaction 
(Stojiljković et  al., 2012). The construct develops teachers’ and 
learners’ mutual understanding and communal awareness (Arghode 
et  al., 2013). Teacher empathy is best seen as an aptitude to 
communicate with students to provide a friendly learning 
environment for them to thrive (Tettegah and Anderson, 2007; Wink 
et al., 2021; Hu and Wang, 2023). Research shows that this factor is 
dynamic and changeable in relation to several factors including 
demographics and psycho-affective variables (Pidbutska et al., 2021). 
Empathetic teachers know their pupils’ positive and negative emotions 
and take appropriate approaches to manage such feelings (Weisz et al., 
2020). In teaching, the concept of empathy is a part of teachers’ social–
emotional competence that fosters classroom management (Aldrup 
et  al., 2022). By showing empathy to their students, teachers can 
directly develop their psycho-social competencies such as confidence, 
self-concept, interpersonal interactions, and learning motivation 
(Wagner et al., 2016).

These contributions of teacher empathy to education are 
supported by the affective filter hypothesis (Krashen, 1982) and social 
constructivist theories (Berger and Luckmann, 1996). According to 
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the affective filter hypothesis, students learn best when the affective 
filter is low. As one of the factors significant in this theory, teacher 
empathy establishes a low-anxiety context for learning. Therefore, it 
develops learning in several domains. From the social constructivism 
angle, teacher empathy highlights joint understandings and 
interactions among community members that lead to social reality 
emergence (Berger and Luckmann, 1996). Since education is a social 
entity, empathy is definitely a major player in its success. However, 
numerous issues and factors must be  taken into account to gain 
academic success via empathy. One such factor is teacher immediacy, 
which is described below.

2.3. The concept of (teacher) immediacy

As one of the most important interpersonal behaviors in positive 
psychology, immediacy concerns the degree of psychophysical 
proximity among people (Mehrabian, 1969). It is the use of various 
signals and channels (verbal, and nonverbal) to get closer to students 
in the classroom (Derakhshan, 2021). Teachers’ verbal immediacy is 
done through humor, discussion, rapport, and praise (Gorham, 1988; 
Hu and Wang, 2023). They are vocal and expressive messages sent by 
teachers in an open classroom interaction (Ballester, 2013). Yet, 
non-verbal immediacy refers to body language, posture, and 
expressions that show closeness (Richmond et al., 1987). They are 
behaviors and cues related to the utilization of different strategies in 
relation to time (chronemics), paralinguistic features (vocalics), 
distance (proxemics), eye contact (oculesics), touch (haptics), body 
movement (kinesics), and classroom arrangements (Stilwell, 2018; 
Derakhshan et  al., 2023b). Regardless of their typology, teacher 
immediacy behaviors play a critical role in academic performance and 
engagement of students (Delos Reyes and Torio, 2020). Since the goals 
of teachers and students interact in many areas, showing positive 
interpersonal behaviors like immediacy is vital. This joint influence is 
posited by the rhetorical/relational goal theory (RRGT), which regards 
immediacy as a determinant factor in meeting students’ academic 
goals (Frymier et al., 2019). Another theory behind teacher immediacy 
is the attachment theory (AT), which stresses out the prominence of 
relational patterns and emotional links among individuals (Bowlby, 
1969). In academia, this sense of attachment between the teacher and 
students develops engagement and motivation to learn (Wang and 
Guan, 2020). However, the functionality and realization of immediacy 
depend on culture, context, and many other psycho-affective 
constructs (Kelly and Gaytan, 2020). Hence, it is likely that teachers’ 
immediacy behaviors interact with their own sense of empathy and 
learners’ ALOs, as described in the coming section.

2.4. Students’ affective learning outcomes

It is believed that teacher-student relationships and interpersonal 
communication qualities influence learners’ ALOs (Yong, 2019). The 
concept of ALOs denotes students’ perceptions and attitudes toward 
learning (Witt and Wheeless, 2001). It reflects learners’ overall view of 
teaching, learning, the course, classroom materials, and the teacher 
(Pogue and AhYun, 2006). Operationally, ALOs points to students’ 
social, emotional, and attitudinal aspects of learning that exert impact 

on their learning experience. As put by Bekiari (2012), teachers’ 
proximity and interpersonal communication with students can 
radically influence their emotionality and learning. Such affective 
outcomes are significant in educational contexts as they produce and 
re-produce many other positive emotions (Pekrun et al., 2011; Pan 
et al., 2023). If ALOs are positive and optimal, students are more likely 
to succeed in academic domains (Goodboy et al., 2015). Previous 
research pinpoints the malleable and sensitive nature of ALOs in that 
they are affected by learner-related and teacher-related factors (Wang 
and Guan, 2020). It is also reported that teacher-learner 
communication and rapport are the antecedents of ALOs. Therefore, 
it is logical to extrapolate that the presence of teacher empathy and 
immediacy can predict EFL students’ ALOs. However, this line of 
research requires further evidence.

2.5. Previous studies

Educational research shows that teachers’ interpersonal 
communication behaviors considerably affect various aspects of L2 
students’ learning process (Xie and Derakhshan, 2021; Derakhshan, 
2022). As an important interpersonal factor, teacher empathy has been 
the focus of different L2 studies in the past decades. For example, 
Wang and Guan (2020) argued that teacher empathy is significantly 
correlated with learners’ sense psychological wellbeing in China. 
Likewise, Wink et al. (2021) maintained that empathetic teachers are 
more likely to form positive mindsets about students’ performance 
and behaviors. Teacher empathy has also been found correlated with 
teachers’ professional identity (Zhu et  al., 2019), satisfaction 
(Hassanpour Souderjani et  al., 2021), and emotional intelligence 
(Salem and Tabatabaei, 2015). As for learners, Kianinezhad (2023) ran 
a study in Iran and discovered a positive relationship between teacher 
empathy and EFL students’ classroom engagement. In the same 
context, Karimian (2022) conducted an experimental study on 60 EFL 
students and found a positive association between teacher empathy 
and students’ empathy and language achievement, as shown in the 
experimental group. In a conceptual study, in China, Zhang (2022) 
provided a comprehensive guide on how teacher empathy can 
contribute to L2 learners’ engagement. The antecedents of teacher 
empathy have also been examined in the literature including 
demographic factors, fantasy, autonomy, identity, compassion, and 
apprehension (Csaszar et al., 2018; Zhu et al., 2019; Zohoorian and 
Faravani, 2021).

Although the interaction of teacher empathy and teacher-student 
interpersonal communication has been endorsed in the literature 
(Aldrup et  al., 2022), the possible link between empathy and 
immediacy among EFL teachers has been ignored. Teacher 
immediacy, itself, has gained a surge of attention from L2 researchers 
working on interpersonal communication (Kelly and Gaytan, 2020; 
Derakhshan, 2021). In a recent study, Zheng (2021) posited that 
teacher immediacy could enhance EFL learners’ clarity, credibility, 
motivation, and engagement in English classes. Moreover, Hiver et al. 
(2021) found teachers’ immediacy behaviors beneficial for learners’ 
motivation and self-regulation. The association between teacher 
immediacy and many other variables such as socio-affective 
development, adaptability, communication skills, and negative 
emotion regulation has been reported in the literature (Bolkan et al., 
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2017; Pishghadam et al., 2019; Zheng, 2021; Qin, 2022). While these 
studies have been insightful, they have overlooked the possible 
relationship between teacher empathy and immediacy. Additionally, 
there is a limited scholarship concerning the predicting power of 
these two variables in EFL students’ affective outcomes. The construct 
of ALOs, compared to the other two constructs in this study, has 
received a slight attention in L2 research. In a seminal work, Sun and 
Shi (2022) examined the correlation among classroom rapport, 
teacher support, and ALOs among 497 Chinese EFL students. The 
results of their study indicated that teacher-student rapport and 
teacher support positively correlated with students’ ALOs. The 
literature on this variable is dearth, especially in L2 education. To cast 
some light on the relationship between two teacher-related variables 
(empathy, immediacy) and EFL students’ ALOs, this study used a 
quantitative design in the context of China. So far, the literature has 
mostly concentrated on the contribution of teacher empathy and 
immediacy to learners’ communication skills, while their facilitative 
role in affective outcome is widely ignored. Such an interaction is 
significant in that the transmittable effect of teachers’ psycho-
emotional factors and interpersonal communication skills on EFL 
students’ affect and learning would be  brought to the fore in L2 
research. Specifically, the present research sought to answer the 
ensuing research questions:

 1. Are there any significant relationships between teacher 
empathy, teacher immediacy, and students’ affective 
learning outcomes?

 2. Do EFL teachers’ empathy and immediacy significantly predict 
their students’ affective learning outcomes?

3. Methods

3.1. Research design

This study used a correlation research design as a common design 
in descriptive quantitative studies. The purpose of choosing this type 
of design was unraveling the association among the three constructs 
of concern and depicting the strength of such an association. 
Moreover, this design fitted well with the objectives of this study, 
which were determining the relationships, changes, and predictive 
powers of the variables.

3.2. Participants and context

A total of 350 Chinese EFL students took part in this study. 
They came from different provinces including Henan, Guangxi, 
Shaanxi, and Liaoning. The participants were studying at colleges 
and high schools in these provinces. The number of females 
(55.14%) surveyed was slightly higher than the number of males 
(44.86%). Participants aged between 35 and 39 years old. Of the 
sample, 41.43% were undergraduates, 21.14% were high school 
students, 19.71% were postgraduates, and 17.71% were doctoral 
students. They were selected non-randomly through a convenience 
sampling technique. Their majors included applied linguistics 

(35%), English literature (30%), translation studies (28%), and 
linguistics (7%). The participants expressed their willingness and 
consent before attending the survey. This ethical concern was met 
by sending emails and invitation messages through social media to 
the target participants.

3.3. Instruments

3.3.1. Teacher empathy scale
To assess teacher empathy, Barrett-Lennard’s (2015) valid scale 

was used that encompassed 40 items. The respondents had to rate 
their answers in a scale with positive and negative sides. In the positive 
side, each item was scored from +1 (I feel that it is probably true, or 
more true than untrue) to +3 (I strongly feel that it is true), while the 
negative side ranged from-1 (I feel that it is probably untrue, or more 
untrue than true) to-3 (I strongly feel that it is not true). Three 
dimensions of cognitive empathy, negative affective empathy, and 
positive affective empathy constituted the scale. The last version of the 
questionnaire was piloted with 50 participants of the same population. 
The reliability index of Cronbach’s alpha was estimated to be 0.93, 
which is a high index. “I feel s/he is pleased to see me” is a sample item 
from the scale.

3.3.2. Teacher immediacy scale
To measure teacher immediacy behaviors, a modified valid scale 

developed by Gorham (1988) and Richmond et al. (1987) was used in 
this study. It included 33 items based on a 5-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (Never) to 5 (Very often). The scale had two dimensions of 
verbal immediacy (20 items) and nonverbal immediacy (13 items). 
“My teacher asks questions or encourages students to talk” is a sample 
item in the scale. The last version of the questionnaire was piloted with 
50 participants of the same population. The reliability index of 
Cronbach’s alpha was estimated to be 0.85, which is acceptable.

3.3.3. Students’ affective learning outcomes scale
Regarding this construct, McCroskey et al.’s (1985) valid scale was 

used. It comprised 16 items under 5 dimensions of attitude toward the 
course content (5 items), attitudes toward behaviors recommended in 
the course (4 items), attitude about the teacher (4 items), likelihood of 
taking another course with this teacher (2 items), and actual 
engagement in the behaviors recommended in the course (2 items). A 
7-point Likert scale was used in this tool, but with different labels 
representing the options. The last version of the questionnaire was 
piloted with 50 participants of the same population. The reliability 
index of Cronbach alpha was estimated to be 0.89, which is acceptable. 
As an example, “my attitude about the content in this course is…” is 
one of the items in this scale.

3.4. Data collection procedure

In this study, the researchers distributed an electronic version of 
the three scales described above among a sample of 400 EFL students 
of whom 350 respondents delivered the data completely. The direct 
link of the questionnaires was shared with the participants in China 
via email and ‘WeChat’. To make the respondents feel at ease, both 
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English and Chinese languages were allowed to answer the items. The 
participants were informed about the objectives of the study. They also 
gave their consent to cooperate formally. Some electronic books 
related to English learning and research were given to the respondents 
as an appreciation of their devoted time and energy. The data were 
collected in 2 days and was completed on March 9. Only questionnaires 
were used to collect data, and no other research methods were used. 
The survey was conducted in full compliance with the Research Ethics 
guidelines, and participants were aware that the information provided 
would be kept confidential and used only for research purposes. The 
researchers had no conflict of interest with any of the participants. 
After collecting the questionnaires’ data, the researchers checked them 
carefully to ensure their accuracy and authenticity. Afterwards, the 
data were organized and entered into an Excel file to be fed into SPSS 
and Amos software for the final analysis.

3.5. Data analysis

To analyze the data and answer the formulated questions, the 
researchers used SPSS software (v. 27) and AMOS (v. 24). Additionally, 
structural equation modeling (SEM) was employed to draw a possible 
model of the association among teacher empathy, immediacy, and 
ALOs. Descriptive statistics, reliability analysis, correlation, and 
multiple linear regression were also used to examine the collected data.

4. Results

The non-significant values of Kolmogorov–Smirnov test show that 
the assumption of normality was not violated. Therefore, the 
researchers used parametric test to analyze the obtained data (Table 1).

To answer the first research question and to acknowledge the 
convergent validity of the relationship between ALOs, teacher 
empathy, and teacher immediacy, CFA was run. The initial model 
showed good fit to the data (see Figure 1). Goodness-of-fit indices can 
be seen in Table 2.

In Table 2, the result indicated that five determiners are ratio of 
CMIN-DF, goodness-of-fit index (GFI), comparative fit index (CFI), 
Parsimonious Normed Fit Index (PNFI), Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI), 
and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). The model 
fit indices are all within specifications. Therefore, CMIN/DF is 3.008 
(spec. ≤3.0), GFI = 0.967 (spec. >0.9), CFI = 0.966 (spec. >0.9), 
PNFI = 0.669 (spec. >0.5), TLI = 0.960 (spec. >0.9), and RMSEA = 0.076 
(spec. <0.080).

The results of Table  3 show that composite reliabilities of the 
factors are acceptable (CR > 0.70). In other words, the model has 

achieved composite reliability. The values also demonstrate that the 
convergent validity of the factors reach to an acceptable value 
(AVE > 0.50) or the model has achieved convergent validity. Another 
requirement of convergent validity is factor loading more than 0.50. 
The results of factor loading are presented in Table 4. In addition, the 
results indicate that the model has achieved discriminant validity (the 
square root of AVE > inter-construct correlations).

The results of Table 4 show that almost all of the values are more 
than 0.50. It means that the model has achieved the convergent validity.

The results of Table  5 indicate that there are strong positive 
relationships between teacher immediacy, teacher empathy, and 
learners’ ALOs. To answer the research question, Linear Regression 
was run in SEM. The results of this analysis are presented in Table 6 
and Figures 2, 3.

The results of Table 6 represent that about 60% of changes in the 
learners’ ALOs can be predicted by their teacher immediacy; and 
about 65% of changes in the learners’ ALOs can be predicted by their 
teacher empathy.

5. Discussion

This study aimed at testing a hypothesized model of the 
association among Chinese EFL teachers’ empathy, immediacy, and 
ALOs from the perspective of students. The results showed that 
teacher empathy and immediacy had strong and positive relationships 
with students’ ALOs. This is theoretically consistent with constructivist 
theories, the affective filter hypothesis, RRGT, and AT, which highlight 
the role of emotional bonds and joint construction of reality in the 
classroom. In particular, the results echo social constructivism in that 
teacher empathy and immediacy behaviors are two important factors 
in social interaction and development. One cannot develop 
interactional skills without a knowledge of empathy and immediacy 
in the classroom. This expertise is then transferred to students in the 
class. Additionally, the presence of these variables lowers affective 
filters and tensions among students. Hence, their academic 
performance and success is more likely in a friendly context. The 
results align with RRGT in that teacher empathy and immediacy affect 
the joint relational patterns between the teacher and his/her students. 
Education is a joint social process, which demands interpersonal skills 
and emotional awareness. When these skills are present, several 
positive ALOs will pop up in the language learning process. Finally, 
the results concur with AT in that all the three constructs of concern 
in this study reflect relational patterns and affective connections in the 
classroom to academically thrive. Empirically, the results are 
comparable with Derakhshan (2021) and Kelly and Gaytan (2020), 
who argued that teachers’ interpersonal communication skills and 
emotional skills significantly contribute to students’ positive emotional 
outcomes. Likewise, the positive interaction among the variables is in 
line with Aldrup et al. (2022), who carried out a systematic review on 
the association between teacher-student interactions and students’ 
outcomes. They argued that high levels of interpersonal 
communication skills incur positive feelings in learners. A reason for 
this finding could be the participants’ high emotional literacy and 
knowledge of positive psychology in L2 education. It is also likely that 
the students had been cognizant of the joint, affective, and social 
foundation of L2 education making them being concerned about 
interpersonal communication skills in an emotional world. It also 

TABLE 1 Test of normality.

Kolmogorov–Smirnova

Statistic DF Sig.

Student affective 

learning

64.6 350 0.625

Teacher empathy 140.2 350 0.536

Teacher immediacy 95.7 350 0.741

aLilliefors significance correction.
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seems that the participants had received enough training on the 
psychology of English language education in China. Another 
explanation for the gained result could be  the Chinese students’ 

preferences to engage in interpersonal communication encounters 
with their teachers as a way to express and form academic emotions 
in the class. In other words, they believed that interpersonal relations 

TABLE 3 Composite reliability and discriminant validity of the factors.

CR AVE MSV MaxR(H) Student 
affective 
learning

Teacher 
empathy

Teacher 
immediacy

Student affective 

learning

0.896 0.835 0.251 0.922 0.934

Teacher empathy 0.932 0.827 0.146 0.965 0.146 0.918

Teacher 

immediacy

0.854 0.768 0.167 0.924 0.375 0.189 0.867

FIGURE 1

The final modified CFA model with standardized estimates.

TABLE 2 Evaluation of the CFA goodness of fit.

Threshold

Criteria Terrible Acceptable Excellent Evaluation

CMIN 11473.660

DF 3,814

CMIN/DF 3.008 >5 >3 >1 Acceptable

RMSEA 0.076 >0.08 <0.08 <0.06 Acceptable

GFI 0.967 <0.9 >0.9 >0.95 Acceptable

CFI 0.966 <0.9 >0.9 >0.95 Acceptable

PNFI 0.669 <0.5 >0.5 Acceptable

TLI 0.960 >0.9 >0.9 >0.95 Acceptable
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TABLE 4 Factor loading of the initial CFA model.

Estimate S.E. C.R. p

Affective learning <--> Teacher immediacy 1.050 0.117 −9.011 0.000

Teacher empathy <--> Affective learning 1.533 0.159 9.615 0.000

Teacher empathy <--> Teacher immediacy 0.935 0.095 −9.811 0.000

Verbal <--- Teacher immediacy 1.000

Nonverbal <--- Teacher immediacy 0.969 0.078 12.386 0.000

Cognitive empathy <--- Teacher empathy 0.965 0.051 18.920 0.000

Negative affective empathy <--- Teacher empathy 1.004 0.052 19.157 0.000

Positive affective empathy <--- Teacher empathy 1.000

Likelihood of taking course <--- Affective learning 1.000

Actual engagement <--- Affective learning 1.105 0.078 14.196 0.000

Teacher <--- Affective learning 0.930 0.074 12.535 0.000

Behavior <--- Affective learning 1.023 0.077 13.208 0.000

Course content <--- Affective learning 1.029 0.078 13.154 0.000

CC1 <--- Course content 1.000

CC2 <--- Course content −0.895 0.061 −14.698 0.000

CC3 <--- Course content 0.999 0.072 13.844 0.000

CC4 <--- Course content −0.899 0.059 −15.238 0.000

BE1 <--- Behavior 1.000

BE2 <--- Behavior −0.831 0.057 −14.683 0.000

BE3 <--- Behavior 1.029 0.074 13.941 0.000

BE4 <--- Behavior −0.962 0.062 −15.629 0.000

TE1 <--- Teacher 1.000

TE2 <--- Teacher −1.094 0.076 −14.334 0.000

TE3 <--- Teacher 1.118 0.086 12.952 0.000

TE4 <--- Teacher −1.078 0.075 −14.365 0.000

AE1 <--- Actual engagement 1.000

AE2 <--- Actual engagement −0.837 0.048 −17.282 0.000

LTC1 <--- Likelihood of taking course 1.000

LTC2 <--- Likelihood of taking course −0.991 0.068 −14.469 0.000

NVI13 <--- Nonverbal 1.000

NVI12 <--- Nonverbal 0.928 0.081 11.497 0.000

NVI11 <--- Nonverbal 0.894 0.077 11.565 0.000

NVI10 <--- Nonverbal 1.159 0.089 13.090 0.000

NVI9 <--- Nonverbal 0.990 0.081 12.190 0.000

NVI8 <--- Nonverbal 0.926 0.082 11.261 0.000

NVI7 <--- Nonverbal 1.147 0.085 13.471 0.000

NVI6 <--- Nonverbal 1.127 0.090 12.494 0.000

NVI5 <--- Nonverbal 0.990 0.080 12.314 0.000

NVI4 <--- Nonverbal 1.098 0.085 12.991 0.000

NVI3 <--- Nonverbal 1.164 0.092 12.680 0.000

NVI2 <--- Nonverbal 1.102 0.085 12.916 0.000

NVI1 <--- Nonverbal 0.934 0.077 12.183 0.000

PAE13 <--- Positive affective empathy 1.000

PAE12 <--- Positive affective empathy 1.023 0.054 19.100 0.000

(Continued)
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TABLE 4 (Continued)

Estimate S.E. C.R. p

PAE11 <--- Positive affective empathy 1.003 0.056 18.020 0.000

PAE10 <--- Positive affective empathy 0.967 0.051 19.065 0.000

PAE9 <--- Positive affective empathy 1.073 0.055 19.521 0.000

PAE8 <--- Positive affective empathy 1.092 0.056 19.567 0.000

PAE7 <--- Positive affective empathy 0.993 0.054 18.460 0.000

PAE6 <--- Positive affective empathy 1.030 0.054 19.013 0.000

PAE5 <--- Positive affective empathy 0.929 0.051 18.070 0.000

PAE4 <--- Positive affective empathy 1.053 0.056 18.844 0.000

PAE3 <--- Positive affective empathy 0.979 0.053 18.542 0.000

PAE2 <--- Positive affective empathy 0.878 0.049 17.744 0.000

PAE1 <--- Positive affective empathy 1.047 0.054 19.244 0.000

NAE13 <--- Negative affective empathy 1.000

NAE12 <--- Negative affective empathy 1.026 0.052 19.601 0.000

NAE11 <--- Negative affective empathy 1.000 0.057 17.656 0.000

NAE10 <--- Negative affective empathy 1.017 0.052 19.443 0.000

NAE9 <--- Negative affective empathy 1.011 0.052 19.369 0.000

NAE8 <--- Negative affective empathy 1.048 0.058 18.061 0.000

NAE7 <--- Negative affective empathy 0.951 0.051 18.571 0.000

NAE6 <--- Negative affective empathy 0.880 0.047 18.627 0.000

NAE5 <--- Negative affective empathy 1.028 0.055 18.647 0.000

NAE4 <--- Negative affective empathy 0.930 0.049 18.893 0.000

NAE3 <--- Negative affective empathy 0.890 0.051 17.382 0.000

NAE2 <--- Negative affective empathy 1.029 0.052 19.909 0.000

NAE1 <--- Negative affective empathy 0.992 0.056 17.716 0.000

VI1 <--- Verbal 1.000

VI2 <--- Verbal 1.076 0.080 13.393 0.000

VI3 <--- Verbal 0.860 0.074 11.654 0.000

VI4 <--- Verbal 0.943 0.076 12.435 0.000

VI5 <--- Verbal 1.177 0.080 14.731 0.000

VI6 <--- Verbal 0.955 0.075 12.770 0.000

VI7 <--- Verbal 1.048 0.079 13.259 0.000

VI8 <--- Verbal 0.998 0.077 12.904 0.000

VI9 <--- Verbal 0.823 0.067 12.224 0.000

VI10 <--- Verbal 1.196 0.081 14.803 0.000

VI11 <--- Verbal 0.926 0.074 12.437 0.000

VI12 <--- Verbal 1.110 0.077 14.443 0.000

VI13 <--- Verbal 1.138 0.080 14.192 0.000

VI14 <--- Verbal 1.005 0.077 13.121 0.000

VI15 <--- Verbal 1.009 0.073 13.757 0.000

VI16 <--- Verbal 1.077 0.080 13.508 0.000

VI17 <--- Verbal 0.911 0.072 12.729 0.000

VI18 <--- Verbal 0.889 0.068 13.034 0.000

VI19 <--- Verbal 1.011 0.082 12.276 0.000

VI20 <--- Verbal 1.106 0.087 12.695 0.000

(Continued)
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and communications are not detached form learner emotions and 
affect (Ghiasvand and Banitalebi, 2023). Last but not the least, the 
result can be explained by the transmitting and contagious nature of 
interpersonal communication skills and teacher emotions to students. 
In simple terms, teacher empathy and immediacy are contagious 
behaviors that definitely transmit to students and generate different 
emotions among them.

Another result in this study was that teacher empathy and teacher 
immediacy could separately predict about 65 and 60% of changes in 
the learners’ ALOs. This positive interplay resonates with Sun and 
Shi’s (2022) study in China, which reported a strong correlation 
between teachers’ interpersonal communication skills and students’ 
ALOs in a sample including 497 EFL students. Moreover, different 
studies in the literature have argued that teacher empathy and 
immediacy lead to other positive emotions and outcomes in L2 
learners (Derakhshan, 2021; Zheng, 2021; Zhang, 2022; Kianinezhad, 
2023). Again, an explanation for such predictive power might be the 
contagious nature of many teacher-related emotions in L2 education 
and their transferability to learners. Since teachers have the most 
influence on students’ academic life, their interpersonal 
communication skills and emotional literacy considerably affect 
students’ emotions and behaviors. The participants’ concern for 
others’ emotions and walking in their shoes could be  the reason 
behind Chinese students’ perceived influence of teacher empathy and 
immediacy on ALOs. It is also possible that the participants’ high 
socio-emotional competence and emotional intelligence had made 
them see the interaction among the variables direct and positive. 

Another justification might be  the idea that teacher-learner 
interactions are by no means emotion-free endeavors (Ghiasvand, 
2022). Instead, the affectivity and emotional states of both interactants 
play a vital role in their interpersonal understanding and relation. It 
can be  asserted that teacher empathy and immediacy behaviors 
(verbal and non-verbal) carry emotions with themselves. Like other 
teacher-related behaviors, these two communication skills cause 
positive emotions among pupils, too.

6. Conclusion and implications

The results of this study concluded that teachers’ interpersonal 
communication skills such as empathy and immediacy behaviors 
have penetrating influences on L2 students’ affective outcomes, as 
well. It can also be inferred that teachers’ emotions permeate into 
those of their students and they are indeed interdependent 
(Derakhshan et  al., 2023a,b). Knowing this interconnection is 
pedagogically momentous for EFL teachers, who can understand the 
contagious and transmittable nature of their own psycho-affective 
factors and interpersonal skills to the students’ world. Every behavior, 
practice, and emotion of a teacher may leave unfathomable influences 
on students’ affect. Hence, EFL teachers may use this study to ponder 
more deeply about their interpersonal communication skills in class 
to produce positive outcomes among learners. This pedagogical 
development can be gained in training courses by teacher educators, 
who can use the results and design practical techniques for EFL 
teachers to use proper immediacy behaviors and be empathetic in the 
classroom so that their students’ emotions are positively stimulated. 
Teacher trainers can run workshops in EFL context for teachers to 
cultivate an emotion-based L2 education atmosphere, which can 
generate numerous positive results for both teachers and learners.

Although the study provides fresh ideas about the influence of 
teacher-student interpersonal communication skills on EFL 
students’ ALOs, it fails to show whether demographic, contextual, 
cultural, and other emotional factors played a role in such an 

TABLE 4 (Continued)

Estimate S.E. C.R. p

CE13 <--- Cognitive empathy 1.000

CE12 <--- Cognitive empathy 0.917 0.050 18.211 0.000

CE11 <--- Cognitive empathy 1.005 0.050 20.200 0.000

CE10 <--- Cognitive empathy 1.023 0.054 18.947 0.000

CE9 <--- Cognitive empathy 0.935 0.057 16.451 0.000

CE8 <--- Cognitive empathy 0.992 0.054 18.417 0.000

CE7 <--- Cognitive empathy 1.026 0.051 20.295 0.000

CE6 <--- Cognitive empathy 0.966 0.057 17.067 0.000

CE5 <--- Cognitive empathy 1.154 0.065 17.751 0.000

CE4 <--- Cognitive empathy 0.926 0.051 17.989 0.000

CE3 <--- Cognitive empathy 1.053 0.057 18.495 0.000

CE2 <--- Cognitive empathy 0.995 0.051 19.627 0.000

CE1 <--- Cognitive empathy 1.015 0.055 18.324 0.000

CE14 <--- Cognitive empathy 0.998 0.057 17.437 0.000

TABLE 5 The relationships between the variables.

Estimate

Affective 

learning

<--> Teacher immediacy 0.928

Teacher empathy <--> Affective learning 0.920

Teacher empathy <--> Teacher immediacy 0.967
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interplay or not. It is also possible that the extracted model of 
associations among the construct’s changes in larger samples. These 
are concerns that can be examined in the future. The use of a pure 
quantitative design is another limitation of this study, which other 
research designs can complement in the future studies (Derakhshan 
et  al., 2023a). The dynamic nature of the purported model of 
associations among teacher empathy, immediacy, and ALOs is also 
a new line for further research. The role of teachers’ emotions and 
interpersonal skills in their alternative assessment practices and 
identity development is also an interesting line of thinking in the 

future (Derakhshan and Ghiasvand, 2022; Estaji and Ghiasvand, 
2023). Future research is invited to examine the role of other 
interpersonal communication skills in learners’ academic emotions. 
Furthermore, future researchers can study the realization of teacher 
empathy and immediacy in the L2 assessment world and its 
corresponding emotions (Banitalebi and Ghiasvand, 2023; 
Derakhshan et al., 2023a,b). Finally, the transition from face-to-face 
education to online education can be  explored in light of 
interpersonal communication skills and students’ emotional states, 
as a consequence of such a shift.

TABLE 6 Results of linear regression analysis with SEM.

Estimate S.E. C.R. p

Affective learning <--- Teacher immediacy 0.593 0.117 −9.011 0.000

Teacher empathy ---> Affective learning 0.654 0.159 9.615 0.000

Teacher empathy <--> Teacher immediacy 0.976 0.095 −9.811 0.000

Verbal <--- Teacher immediacy 0.984

Nonverbal <--- Teacher immediacy 0.996 0.078 12.386 0.000

Cognitive empathy <--- Teacher empathy 0.993 0.051 18.920 0.000

Negative affective empathy <--- Teacher empathy 0.992 0.052 19.157 0.000

Positive affective empathy <--- Teacher empathy 0.987

Likelihood of taking course <--- Affective learning 0.993

Actual engagement <--- Affective learning 0.994 0.078 14.196 0.000

Teacher <--- Affective learning 0.985 0.074 12.535 0.000

Behavior <--- Affective learning 0.982 0.077 13.208 0.000

Course content <--- Affective learning 0.985 0.078 13.154 0.000

FIGURE 2

The final measurement model with standardized estimates.
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Teachers as the agent of change 
for student mental health: the role 
of teacher care and teacher 
support in Chinese students’ 
well-being
Tingting Wang *

School of Music, Shandong Women's University, Jinan, China

Introduction: Students in any academic setting typically encounter a wide range 
of academic problems and challenges, which may endanger their mental health. 
Since the mental health or well-being of students directly affects their classroom 
performance, factors helping students overcome their academic challenges need 
to be widely researched. Considering this, extensive research has been carried 
out to uncover the personal and situational factors that help students solve their 
academic problems and improve their well-being. Moreover, due to the invaluable 
role of teachers in students’ mental conditions, several investigations to date have 
assessed the impact of teacher communicative behaviors on student well-being.

Methods: To pursue this line of inquiry, the current research assessed the role of 
teacher support and teacher care in fostering Chinese students’ well-being. To 
do this, three self-report questionnaires were distributed to 338 undergraduate 
students. Then, Pearson product–moment and linear regression were performed 
through IBM SPSS Amos (Version 26) to analyze students’ answers to the self-
report questionnaires.

Results: The analysis outcomes divulged a series of strong and positive 
connections between teacher support, teacher care, and student well-being. 
The results also showed that teacher support and teacher care can significantly 
contribute to Chinese students’ well-being.

Implications: Teachers and teacher educators may find these outcomes useful 
and informative.

KEYWORDS

student well-being, mental health, teacher support, teacher care, Chinese students

1 Introduction

The academic success of students is closely tied to their mental or psychological conditions 
(Cárdenas et al., 2022). This means that absence of psychological disorders like anxiety, stress, 
and depression notably improves the likelihood of student academic success (Dodd et al., 2021; 
Akram et al., 2022). Put it another way, students who enjoy an appropriate psychological and 
mental state are more likely to succeed in the academic environment (Rüppel et al., 2015; Akram 
et al., 2020; Pan et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2023). This psychological and mental state is technically 
called well-being (McNaught, 2011; Ross et al., 2020). The term “well-being” generally pertains 
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to “one’s degree of happiness and satisfaction with his/her personal, 
professional, or social life” (Garg and Rastogi, 2009, p. 43; Wang et al., 
2021; Fan and Wang, 2022). With this description in mind, Long et al. 
(2012) conceptualized student well-being as the level of joy and 
contentment that students feel in classroom contexts. However, as 
pointed out by Ruggeri et al. (2020), student well-being is not merely 
about the existence of positive emotions like happiness and 
satisfaction. They maintained that the notion of student well-being 
goes beyond the pursuit of pleasure or happiness and has something 
to do with students’ functioning in classroom contexts. According to 
them, student well-being is a sustainable psychological condition that 
enables students to develop and thrive in academic settings.

The close connection between students’ well-being and their 
academic success (Dodd et  al., 2021; Cárdenas et  al., 2022) has 
encouraged many academics and scholars around the world to 
scrutinize the positive and negative predictors of student well-being. 
Many researchers to date (e.g., Zeng et al., 2016; Guerra-Bustamante 
et  al., 2019; Ortiz Alvarado et  al., 2019; Kulcar et  al., 2023) have 
inspected students’ personal characteristics to find out their favorable 
and unfavorable impacts on their subjective or psychological well-being. 
By the same token, several researchers (e.g., Shoshani and Eldor, 2016; 
Nguyen et al., 2021; Samsen-Bronsveld et al., 2023) have studied various 
environmental or situational factors in relation to students’ well-being. 
Likewise, some scholars (e.g., Braun et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2022; Hu 
and Wang, 2023; Shephard et al., 2023; Wang and Derakhshan, 2023; 
Zhi and Wang, 2023) have delved into teacher communicative behaviors 
to assess their potential influences on students’ well-being. 
Notwithstanding, the role of some communicative behaviors like 
teacher care and teacher support in students’ subjective or psychological 
well-being has remained understudied, which warrants quantitative, 
qualitative, and mixed methods studies on this topic. Accordingly, in the 
current quantitative inquiry, we intend to locate the role of teacher care 
and teacher support in Chinese students’ well-being.

A teacher communicative behavior that may bring substantial 
changes in students’ psychological and subjective well-being is teacher 
care (Xie and Derakhshan, 2021; Wang et al., 2022). Teacher care, also 
called teacher caring, is a communicative activity that helps teachers 
satisfy their pupils’ psycho-emotional needs and desires (Tosolt, 2010). 
This communicative activity has been described by Laletas and 
Reupert (2016) as teachers’ verbal and nonverbal endeavors to address 
students’ needs through establishing a positive, respectful, and 
encouraging learning atmosphere. Gabryś-Barker (2016) further 
referred to this communicative activity as “teachers’ provision of 
genuine support to students, displaying interest in students’ learning, 
and being empathetic toward them” (p. 157). As pointed out by Song 
et al. (2022), verbal and nonverbal caring behaviors empower teachers 
to develop and maintain effective relationships with students. Effective 
teacher-student relationships can make some desirable changes in 
students’ subjective well-being (Graham et al., 2016; Pan et al., 2023), 
academic motivation (Henry and Thorsen, 2018), and classroom 
engagement (Zhou, 2021).

Another communicative behavior of teachers that may contribute 
to students’ psychological and subjective well-being is teacher support 
(Zheng, 2022). This communicative behavior alludes to “supporting 
students, helping them solve their problems, and making them feel 
respected” (Chang and Bangsri, 2020, p.  437; Guo et  al., 2023). 
According to Malecki and Demaray (2003), teacher support can 
be  defined as the “instrumental,” “informational,” “appraisal,” and 
“emotional” assistance or guidance that teachers offer to students in 

academic settings. The first form of teacher support, instrumental 
support, deals with the amount of time and energy teachers spend 
helping their pupils (Rueger et al., 2008). The second form of teacher 
support is informational support, which involves helping students 
understand complex and challenging learning materials (Demaray 
et al., 2012). The third form of teacher support, known as appraisal 
support, includes the formative and summative feedback that teachers 
offer to students in the learning process (Tennant et  al., 2015). 
Emotional support, as the last form of this communicative behavior, 
captures how teachers care for their students and develop intimate 
relationships with them (Clark et  al., 2020). The instrumental, 
informational, appraisal, and emotional support that teachers offer in 
classroom contexts have a desirable influence on students’ academic 
emotions (Lei et al., 2018), which in turn, ameliorate their mental or 
psychological conditions (Brandseth et al., 2019).

Considering the interplay between teacher care, teacher support, and 
student academic emotions, multitudes of inquiries have been carried out 
on these communicative behaviors and their pedagogical consequences. 
In fact, several researchers to date (e.g., Feng et al., 2019; Paloș et al., 2020; 
Derakhshan, 2022; Derakhshan et al., 2022; Wang and Derakhshan, 2023) 
have attempted to unmask the potential outcomes of teacher care and 
teacher support in instructional-learning contexts. Nevertheless, the 
impacts of these communicative behaviors on students’ subjective and 
psychological well-being have scarcely been scrutinized (Littlecott et al., 
2018; Lavy and Naama-Ghanayim, 2020). Thus, whether teacher care and 
teacher support can influence student well-being is still an open question. 
In order to shed light on this question, this investigation intends to 
disclose the role of teacher care and teacher support in Chinese students’ 
well-being. The following research questions were developed in 
accordance with the main purposes of the study:

 1 Is there any significant association between teacher support, 
teacher care, and student well-being?

 2 To what extent, if any, do teacher support and teacher care 
significantly predict Chinese students’ well-being?

2 Literature review

2.1 Teacher support

The variable of teacher support is generally about the degree of 
assistance, attention, and guidance that students receive within a 
particular learning environment (Leflot et al., 2011). This variable is 
made up of three interrelated facets (Lei et  al., 2018): “Structure,” 
“warmth,” and “autonomy support.” The first facet of teacher support, 
known as structure, concerns the clarity of contingencies and 
expectations (Jang et al., 2010). The second aspect, which is called 
warmth, alludes to the closeness and affection between teachers and 
students (Federici and Skaalvik, 2014). The third facet of this variable 
is autonomy support, which refers to the provision of multiple choices 
to students (Su and Reeve, 2011). This aspect of teacher support, as 
Jang et al. (2016) noted, allows students to take part in the learning 
process at their own pace. To put in a nutshell, supportive teachers are 
those who are always available to students during the learning process 
(Guess and McCane-Bowling, 2016). As demonstrated by earlier 
inquiries (Samson, 2020; Guo et  al., 2021), students who receive 
adequate and continual support from their teachers are less prone to 
mental illnesses such as anxiety, stress, and depression.

84

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1283515
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Wang 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1283515

Frontiers in Psychology 03 frontiersin.org

2.2 Teacher care

The concept of care has roots in Aristotle’s rhetorical theory, 
where he coined the term “goodwill” to describe this emotional labor 
(McCroskey and Teven, 1999). Goodwill generally includes 
understanding individuals’ needs and emotions, respecting their 
personal outlooks, and praising their communicative endeavors 
(Teven, 2007). Referring to this description, Noddings (2012) 
conceptualized teacher care as the degree to which teachers recognize 
their students’ needs and priorities, value their perspectives, and 
acknowledge their academic efforts. Inspired by Noddings’s definition 
of teacher care, Ramberg et al. (2019) described this communicative 
behavior in terms of “understanding,” “empathy,” and “responsiveness.” 
Understanding, as Ramberg et al. (2019) mentioned, alludes to an 
individual teacher’s ability to realize students’ academic needs or 
desires. According to them, empathy relates to an individual teacher’s 
capacity to comprehend and share his/her students’ feelings and 
experiences. Finally, responsiveness concerns an individual teacher’s 
capability to react to students’ demands or problems (Ramberg et al., 
2019). As discovered by previous investigations, caring about students’ 
needs, wants, and preferences promotes their mental health (Lavy and 
Naama-Ghanayim, 2020) and leads them towards a deeper 
engagement with the learning environment (Sun, 2021; Zhang, 2021).

2.3 Student well-being

Well-being, as defined by the World Health Organization (WHO), 
is an indicator of mental health measured by an individual’s capacity 
to manage the daily stress, work productively, and contribute to his or 
her community (as cited in Li, 2022). In light of this definition, Konu 
and Rimpelä (2002) conceptualized student well-being as an index of 
students’ mental health reflected by their ability to regulate their 
negative emotions, fulfill their learning tasks, and interact with their 
classmates. Later, De Fraine et al. (2005) referred to student well-being 
as “the emotional experience shown by the domination of positive 
emotions and cognition about the learning environments, instructors, 
and peers” (p. 299). In another effort to characterize student well-
being, Ordonez et al. (2011) described this construct by referring to 
its various dimensions (i.e., psychological well-being and subjective 
well-being). The first dimension of this construct is psychological 
well-being that alludes to the absence of mental illnesses (Miller et al., 
2013). The second dimension is subjective well-being, which relates to 
students’ personal and emotional appraisal of their learning 
experiences (Liu et al., 2016). Previous research on this construct 
(Rodríguez-Fernández et al., 2018; Ventura-León et al., 2022) has 
revealed that students with optimum levels of psychological and 
subjective well-being perform more effectively in academic settings.

2.4 Earlier investigations into the interplay 
between teacher support, teacher care, 
and student well-being

Despite the interplay between teacher communicative behaviors 
and students’ mental conditions (Xie and Derakhshan, 2021), few 
scholars (Zhao et al., 2016; Littlecott et al., 2018; Stallman et al., 2018; 
Brandseth et  al., 2019; Bonneville-Roussy et  al., 2020; Lavy and 

Naama-Ghanayim, 2020; Zheng, 2022; Derakhshan et al., 2023) to 
date have addressed the role of teachers’ caring and supportive 
behaviors in students’ subjective or psychological well-being. Stallman 
et al. (2018), for example, looked into the role of teacher support in 
college students’ well-being. To do this, 6,195 university college 
students were asked to complete two web-based questionnaires. The 
examination of the collected data displayed that teacher support can 
bring about positive changes in college students’ well-being. In the 
same vein, Littlecott et  al. (2018) probed the function of teacher 
support in promoting school students’ well-being. To meet this 
purpose, some semi-structured interviews were performed with a 
group of secondary school students. The interview outcomes exhibited 
that supporting students during the learning process can remarkably 
improve their well-being. Similarly, Brandseth et al. (2019) scrutinized 
the implications of teachers’ supportive behaviors for students’ mental 
well-being. To obtain data, two reliable inventories were distributed to 
574 high school students. The results pinpointed that high school 
students’ well-being strictly depends on the emotional and 
instrumental support they receive in the learning environment. 
Additionally, to uncover the predicting role of teachers’ caring 
behaviors, Lavy and Naama-Ghanayim (2020) inspected the impact 
of teacher care on school students’ well-being. To accomplish this, 676 
students were invited to share their views on the interaction between 
teacher care and student well-being. The analysis of students’ 
standpoints indicated that teacher care can favorably affect students’ 
well-being. Likewise, Zheng (2022) evaluated the influence of some 
teacher communicative behaviors like teacher care on students’ well-
being. The study results demonstrated that caring about students can 
foster their well-being in academic settings.

3 Method

3.1 Participants

A probability sampling strategy, known as random sampling, was 
used to choose the participants of the current research. Random 
sampling is “a subset of sampling techniques in which each sample has 
an equal probability of being chosen” (Dornyei and Csizer, 2012, 
p. 81). This sampling technique led to the recruitment of 236 male 
(70%) and 102 female (30%) students. The participants were all 
Chinese native speakers whose age ranged from 18 to 34 (M = 26, 
SD = 3.4). The participants were undergraduate students chosen from 
different colleges and universities in China. All participants completed 
the consent form before they took part in the data collection process.

3.2 Instruments

3.2.1 Teacher support scale (TSS)
A modified version of the “Teacher Support Scale (TSS)” (Metheny 

et al., 2008) was used to evaluate students’ attitudes towards their 
teachers’ supportive behaviors. This scale consists of 21 items, which 
start with the stem “Most teachers in my school/college.” Instances of 
items from this scale are: item (4) “takes the time to help me get better 
grades,” item (18) “supports my goals for the future,” and item (19) “will 
listen if I want to talk about a problem.” Participants need to rate each 
of these items on a 5-point, Likert-type scale with answers varying 
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from “strongly agree (scored as 5)” to “strongly disagree (scored as 1).” 
A Cronbach’s alpha of 0.91 was obtained for the modified version of 
this scale.

3.2.2 Perceived caring scale (PCS)
The 10-item version of the “Perceived Caring Scale (PCS)” (Teven 

and McCroskey, 1997) was adopted to look into students’ perspectives 
towards their teachers’ caring behaviors. This measure includes 10 
bipolar items. Four items of the PCS are: item (3) “Self-centered/ Not 
self-centered,” item (6) “Empathetic/ Apathetic,” item (9) “Understands 
how I feel/ Does not understand how I feel,” and item (10) “Does not 
understand how I think/ Understand how I think.” A reliability index of 
0.89 was discovered for the 10-item version of this measure.

3.2.3 Student well-being questionnaire (SWQ)
The psychological and subjective well-being of students was 

assessed using the “Student Well-being Questionnaire (SWQ)” (Butler 
and Kern, 2016). The SWQ comprises five different subscales, 
including “Positive Emotion” (items 1–3), “Engagement” (items 4–6), 
“Relationship” (items 7–9), “Meaning” (items 10–12), and 
“Accomplishment” (items 13–15). This inventory is made of 15 closed-
ended items, some of which are: item (2) “How often do you  feel 
positive?,” item (5) “To what extent do you feel excited and interested in 
things?,” and item (8) “To what extent have you been feeling loved?.” The 
reliability of the SWQ was found to be 0.86.

3.3 Data collection procedure

Prior to distributing the valid measures of the variables, some 
information was delivered to participants regarding the main aims 
and intentions of the study. All respondents then received some 
accurate directions on how to fill out the online surveys. Afterwards, 
the above-mentioned surveys (TSS, PCS, and SWQ) were all 
translated into Chinese. The questionnaires were then sent to two 
language experts to verify the accuracy of the translated items. 
Following that, the translated questionnaires were distributed to 
participants through QQwenjuan and Wenjuanxing platforms. The 
QQwenjuan and Wenjuanxing are two professional online survey 
platforms that help researchers gather a wide range of quantitative 
data. Using these platforms, the necessary information was collected 
within 5 days.

3.4 Data analysis

To begin with, the Cronbach alpha coefficient was used to 
compute the instruments’ reliability. The validity of the instruments 
was subsequently evaluated using the Confirmatory Factor Analysis 
(CFA). Then, the interplay between teacher support, teacher care, 
and student well-being was calculated through Pearson product–
moment. Following that, linear regression analysis was performed 
through the IBM SPSS Amos (Version 26) to identify the role of 
teachers’ caring and supportive behaviors in Chinese students’ well-
being. In light of the regression analysis outcomes, a measurement 
model with standardized estimates was drawn to display the function 
of teacher support and teacher care in promoting Chinese students’ 
well-being.

4 Results

As mentioned earlier, the reliability and validity of the instruments 
were calculated before answering the research questions. First, the 
reliability of scales and subscales was computed through the Cronbach 
alpha coefficient. The reliability indices are all represented in the table 
below (Table 1).

As displayed in Table  1, the three scales and their subscales 
enjoyed a satisfactory reliability index. Second, CFA was performed 
to test the validity of the inventories. The results of this multivariate 
statistical procedure are shown in Table 2.

The CFA results revealed that all values are above 0.50, 
acknowledging the validity of scales and underlying latent constructs. 
The initial CFA model (Figure 1) was then developed in light of the 
above-mentioned values.

Afterwards, the quality of the proposed CFA model was checked, 
and the outcomes are shown in Table 3.

As displayed in table  3, the fit indices, namely “CMIN-DF,” 
“Goodness-of-Fit Index (GFI),” “Comparative Fit Index (CFI),” 
“Parsimonious Normed Fit Index (PNFI),” “Tucker–Lewis Index 
(TLI),” and “Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA)” 
are all within specifications. This means that the proposed CFA model 
is of acceptable quality. Next, to respond to the first research question, 
Pearson product–moment was run to measure the interrelationships 
between teacher support, teacher care, and student well-being. The 
test outcomes are exhibited in the table below (Table 4).

As shown in the above table, a significant and favorable association 
(r = 0.693, n = 338, p < 0.002) was discovered between teacher support 
and student well-being. A similar relationship (r = 0.794, n = 338, 
p < 0.000) was also found between teacher care and student well-being. 
The correlation test outcomes also displayed a close, positive (r = 0.525, 
n = 338, p < 0.000) connection between teacher care and teacher 
support. Following that, to respond to the second research question, 
linear regression was done to identify the role of teacher support and 

TABLE 1 The reliability indices of the instruments (TSS, PCS, SWQ).

Scales and 
subscales

Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient

N of items

Student well-being 0.86 15

Positive emotion 0.71 3

Engagement 0.74 3

Relationship 0.79 3

Meaning 0.70 3

Accomplishment 0.76 3

Teacher care 0.89 10

Concern 0.77 3

Empathy 0.71 3

Respect 0.79 4

Teacher support 0.91 21

Interested 0.81 6

Positive regard 0.72 5

Expectation 0.75 5

Accessible 0.76 5
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TABLE 2 The results of CFA.

Estimate S.E. C.R. P

Concern <−-- Teacher care 0.992 0.050 13.479 0.000

Empathy <−-- Teacher care 0.949 0.038 24.843 0.000

Respect <−-- Teacher care 0.679 0.050 13.479 0.000

Interested <−-- Teacher support 0.386 0.079 4.915 0.000

Positive regard <−-- Teacher support 0.938 0.048 19.417 0.000

Expectation <−-- Teacher support 0.993 0.044 24.374 0.000

Accessible <−-- Teacher support 0.994 0.021 46.914 0.000

Accomplishment <−-- Students’ well-being 0.991 0.440 5.754 0.000

Meaning <−-- Students’ well-being 0.985 0.422 5.731 0.000

Relationship <−-- Students’ well-being 0.976 0.434 5.760 0.000

Engagement <−-- Students’ well-being 0.987 0.440 5.754 0.000

Positive emotions <−-- Students’ well-being 0.953 0.427 5.750 0.000

PO1 <−-- Positive emotions 0.992 0.422 5.731 0.000

PO2 <−-- Positive emotions 0.987 0.020 51.904 0.000

PO3 <−-- Positive emotions 0.994 0.021 48.687 0.000

EN1 <−-- Engagement 0.986 0.079 15.979 0.000

EN2 <−-- Engagement 0.994 0.024 41.940 0.000

EN3 <−-- Engagement 0.994 0.022 44.285 0.000

REL1 <−-- Relationship 0.998 0.020 52.902 0.000

REL2 <−-- Relationship 0.989 0.021 46.914 0.000

REL3 <−-- Relationship 0.994 0.020 50.293 0.000

ME1 <−-- Meaning 0.997 0.043 45.354 0.000

ME2 <−-- Meaning 0.997 0.023 43.575 0.000

ME3 <−-- Meaning 0.998 0.023 43.586 0.000

ACO1 <−-- Accomplishment 0.989 0.056 36.426 0.000

ACO2 <−-- Accomplishment 0.915 0.035 26.054 0.000

ACO3 <−-- Accomplishment 0.935 0.035 26.611 0.000

CO1 <−-- Concern 0.998 0.047 34.247 0.000

CO2 <−-- Concern 0.958 0.026 36.496 0.000

CO3 <−-- Concern 0.962 0.026 37.157 0.000

EM3 <−-- Empathy 0.997 0.126 46.214 0.000

EM2 <−-- Empathy 0.914 0.034 26.676 0.000

EM1 <−-- Empathy 0.994 0.035 29.190 0.000

RES3 <−-- Respect 0.987 0.034 26.741 0.000

RES2 <−-- Respect 0.997 0.079 15.979 0.000

RES1 <−-- Respect 0.996 0.077 16.298 0.000

RES4 <−-- Respect 0.995 0.077 15.545 0.000

ACE3 <−-- Accessible 0.997 0.066 27.456 0.000

ACE2 <−-- Accessible 0.954 0.041 23.333 0.000

ACE1 <−-- Accessible 0.947 0.039 23.992 0.000

ACE4 <−-- Accessible 0.997 0.036 28.043 0.000

ACE5 <−-- Accessible 0.998 0.037 27.188 0.000

EX3 <−-- Expectation 0.996 0.048 29.321 0.000

EX2 <−-- Expectation 0.814 0.041 19.882 0.000

(Continued)
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teacher care in Chinese students’ well-being. The outcomes of this 
predictive analysis are presented in Table 5.

Finally, in accordance with the regression analysis outcomes, a 
measurement model (Figure 2) was designed to portray the predicting 
role of teacher care and teacher support.

As demonstrated in the table and figure above, both teacher 
support and teacher care predicted about 65% of the change in 
Chinese students’ well-being. This suggests that these positive 

communicative behaviors can significantly contribute to Chinese 
students’ well-being.

5 Discussion

The present quantitative inquiry was undertaken with the aim 
of assessing the interplay between teacher support, teacher care, 

FIGURE 1

The initial CFA model.

Estimate S.E. C.R. P

EX1 <−-- Expectation 0.898 0.026 34.710 0.000

EX4 <−-- Expectation 0.958 0.023 41.519 0.000

EX5 <−-- Expectation 0.927 0.022 42.844 0.000

PR3 <−-- Positive regard 0.997 0.047 25.416 0.000

PR2 <−-- Positive regard 0.996 0.044 22.479 0.000

PR1 <−-- Positive regard 0.990 0.037 26.982 0.000

PR4 <−-- Positive regard 0.993 0.040 25.056 0.000

PR5 <−-- Positive regard 0.897 0.043 20.776 0.000

IN3 <−-- Interested 0.987 0.049 56.419 0.000

IN2 <−-- Interested 0.997 0.016 64.669 0.000

IN1 <−-- Interested 0.987 0.017 61.771 0.000

IN4 <−-- Interested 0.986 0.017 60.597 0.000

IN5 <−-- Interested 0.997 0.019 52.002 0.000

IN6 <−-- Interested 0.989 0.021 46.401 0.000

TABLE 2 (Continued)
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and student well-being. This inquiry also set out to divulge the 
role of these communicative behaviors in Chinese students’ well-
being. The research outcomes displayed that teacher care and 
teacher support are closely and positively related to student well-
being. The study results also evinced that the caring and 

supportive behaviors of teachers can bring about desirable 
changes in Chinese students’ well-being. This implies that 
supporting students and caring about their academic emotions, 
needs, and problems can dramatically improve their mental or 
psychological conditions.

TABLE 5 Outcomes of linear regression analysis.

Estimate S.E. C.R. P

Students’ well-being <−-- Teacher care 0.653 0.015 2.990 0.003

Students’ well-being <−-- Teacher support 0.651 0.049 5.326 0.000

Concern <−-- Teacher care 0.942 0.050 13.479 0.000

Empathy <−-- Teacher care 0.979 0.038 24.843 0.000

Respect <−-- Teacher care 0.855 0.050 13.479 0.000

Interested <−-- Teacher support 0.568 0.079 4.915 0.000

Positive regard <−-- Teacher support 0.910 0.048 19.417 0.000

Expectation <−-- Teacher support 0.972 0.044 24.374 0.000

Accessible <−-- Teacher support 0.954 0.021 46.914 0.000

Accomplishment <−-- Students’ well-being 0.611 0.440 5.754 0.000

Meaning <−-- Students’ well-being 0.962 0.422 5.731 0.000

Relationship <−-- Students’ well-being 0.993 0.434 5.760 0.000

Engagement <−-- Students’ well-being 0.999 0.440 5.754 0.000

Positive emotions <−-- Students’ well-being 0.984 0.427 5.750 0.000

TABLE 3 Evaluation of the CFA model.

Threshold

Criteria Terrible Acceptable Excellent Evaluation

CMIN 3690.486

DF 974

CMIN/DF 3.789 > 5 > 3 > 1 Acceptable

RMSEA 0.079 > 0.08 < 0.08 < 0.06 Acceptable

GFI 0.901 < 0.9 > 0.9 > 0.95 Acceptable

CFI 0.901 < 0.9 > 0.9 > 0.95 Acceptable

PNFI 0.791 < 0.5 > 0.5 Acceptable

TLI 0.910 > 0.9 > 0.9 > 0.95 Acceptable

TABLE 4 Interrelationships between teacher support, teacher care, and student well-being.

Student well-being Teacher support Teacher care

Pearson correlation Student well-being 1 0.693** 0.794**

Teacher support 0.693** 1 0.525**

Teacher care 0.794** 0.525** 1

Sig. (1-tailed) Student well-being 0.002 0.000

Teacher support 0.002 0.000

Teacher care 0.000 0.000

N Student well-being 338 338 338

Teacher support 338 338 338

Teacher care 338 338 338
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A possible explanation for the strong connection between teacher 
support and student well-being might be that supporting students to 
attain their desired learning goals makes students feel happy and 
satisfied (Lei et al., 2018). These two feelings, as pointed out by Garg 
and Rastogi (2009), are the main indicators of students’ psychological 
well-being. This result is in congruence with the outcome of Stallman 
et al. (2018), who discovered that college students’ well-being is highly 
correlated with their teachers’ supportive behaviors. This is also 
aligned with Littlecott et al.’ (2018) findings, which displayed that 
school students’ well-being is tied to teacher support. Besides, the 
observed correlation between teacher care and student well-being 
could be attributed to the role of teachers’ verbal or nonverbal caring 
behaviors in satisfying students’ academic demands. As noted by 
Ramberg et al. (2019), addressing students’ academic demands leads 
them to the optimum level of psychological and subjective well-being. 
This result is in congruence with that of Zhao et  al. (2016), who 
discovered a close, positive connection between caring and student 
subjective well-being. This outcome also mirrors Lavy and Naama-
Ghanayim’s (2020) results, which indicated school students’ well-being 
has to do with their instructors caring behaviors. This also seems to 
be consistent with Zheng’s (2022) outcomes, which demonstrated that 
students’ well-being is associated with teachers’ communicative 
behaviors, notably teacher care.

Furthermore, the finding of this investigation about the vital role 
of teacher support in promoting Chinese students’ well-being can 
be readily explained by the fact that supporting students throughout 
the learning process helps teachers ameliorate their pupils’ mental 
conditions (Brandseth et  al., 2019). This backs up the results of 
Littlecott et al. (2018), who reported that teacher support is one of the 

main determinants of school students’ well-being. This finding is also 
in line with that obtained by Stallman et al. (2018), who found that 
teacher support is an important source of students’ well-being in 
academic environments. In addition, the current study’s outcome on 
the pivotal function of teacher care in enhancing Chinese students’ 
well-being may have something to do with the impact of teachers’ 
relational behaviors on students’ subjective and psychological well-
being (Houser and Hosek, 2018). As put by Houser and Hosek (2018), 
the relational behaviors used by teachers in educational environments 
can significantly promote students’ subjective and psychological well-
being. This further supports the results of Zhao et al. (2016), who 
found that caring and resilience had a direct impact on students’ 
subjective well-being. This result also accords with that discovered by 
Lavy and Naama-Ghanayim (2020), who reported that teacher caring 
behaviors can significantly contribute to school student’ well-being. 
This further reflects Zheng’s (2022) findings, which revealed that 
teacher care plays a critical role in increasing students’ well-being.

In the end, it is worth mentioning that the current inquiry suffers 
from some limitations and shortcomings, which justify future 
empirical investigations into this topic. The main limitation of this 
investigation concerns the scope of the study, which was limited to 
the Chinese educational environment. To enhance the transferability 
of findings, future researchers should employ a multinational or a 
cross-cultural design to evaluate the role of these communicative 
behaviors in students’ well-being Another shortcoming of this 
research is about the data-gathering instrument. This research only 
used self-report questionnaires to assess participants’ beliefs and 
attitudes. In the future, scholars can make use of other instruments 
like observations, narrative writings, and interviews to attain more 

FIGURE 2

The measurement model.
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comprehensive outcomes. The last shortcoming of this study is 
related to the ignorance of the contextual variables, which may 
somehow influence the interplay between the variables under 
investigation. Future studies on this topic can address the influence 
of situational variables such as age, gender, and educational 
environment on the association between teacher support, teacher 
care, and student well-being.

6 Conclusions and implications

In this investigation, the primary objective was to evaluate the 
connections between teacher support, teacher care, and student well-
being. Another goal of this investigation was to determine the role of 
teacher support and teacher care in promoting Chinese students’ 
well-being. By drawing on the results obtained in the study, it can 
be  argued that teachers’ communicative behaviors like teacher 
support and teacher care are of paramount importance in improving 
the well-being of Chinese students. Put it another way, Chinese 
students’ perceptions of their teachers’ caring and supportive 
behaviors can largely influence their psychological and subjective 
well-being. This may be instructive for all in-service teachers who 
seek to bring about positive changes in their students’ well-being. In 
order to promote the psychological and subjective well-being of 
students, teachers must continuously support them in the learning 
process. For this purpose, they are also required to care about their 
students’ needs, wants, and emotions. Teacher educators may also 
find the study outcomes momentous and hold some workshops and 
training courses on teacher communicative behaviors and their 
influences on students’ well-being.
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Exploring positive teacher-student 
relationships: the synergy of 
teacher mindfulness and 
emotional intelligence
Xue Wang *

Department of Foreign Languages, Henan Finance University, Zhengzhou, Henan, China

Introduction: This study delves into the intricate synergy between teacher 
mindfulness and the quality of teacher-student relationships, with a specific and 
deliberate focus on the mediating influence of emotional intelligence. The way 
teachers engage with their students not only impacts the learning outcomes but 
also contributes significantly to the overall classroom atmosphere. Understanding 
the underlying mechanisms that drive these relationships is crucial for educators 
and policymakers alike. This research seeks to shed light on these critical dynamics.

Methods: To investigate this multifaceted interplay, a participant pool of 
369 Chinese English teachers was assembled. The research employed a 
comprehensive approach to data collection, utilizing self-report questionnaires 
completed by the instructors. Structural equation modeling, a robust statistical 
technique, was employed to rigorously analyze the collected data.

Results: The data analysis unveiled a robust and direct association between 
teacher mindfulness and the quality of teacher-student relationships. Beyond 
this primary link, a noteworthy revelation emerged: emotional intelligence, as 
measured through our analysis, was identified as a pivotal mediating factor in this 
relationship. This finding highlights the intricate web of emotions, awareness, and 
interpersonal interactions that underpin effective teaching and positive teacher-
student relationships.

Discussion: These significant findings underscore the critical roles of teacher 
mindfulness and emotional intelligence in shaping the educational landscape. 
The implications of this study reach far beyond academia, extending to the 
development of tailored educational interventions and support strategies.

KEYWORDS

teacher mindfulness, teacher-student relationship quality, emotional intelligence, 
English teachers, structural equation modeling

Introduction

Individuals’ desire to feel linked to people is an essential psychological desire, and the need 
to develop social relationships is one of the strongest human motivations (Baumeister and Leary, 
1995). The urge for relatedness, or the sense of connection to others, may be a strong motivator 
for behavior that supports interpersonal connections in educational settings (Walton et al., 
2012). In the past few years, research on the importance of strong teacher-student relationships 
has received growing attention (Roorda et  al., 2011; Longobardi et  al., 2021; Meng, 2021; 
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Derakhshan, 2022b; Fabris et al., 2023; Forsberg et al., 2023). Pupils 
are better able to handle the cognitive and emotional responsibilities 
of school when their requirements for relatedness are met (Martin and 
Dowson, 2009), and the long-term learners’ education is established 
steadily through strong teacher-student relationships (Hamre and 
Pianta, 2001). When students believe their professors like them, they 
will do better academically and have more school dedication (Wang 
and Eccles, 2013; Longobardi et al., 2016; Henry and Thorsen, 2018). 
Furthermore, a multitude of research has demonstrated that students 
who foster close connections with their teachers tend to exhibit higher 
levels of academic interest, dedication, achievement, self-efficacy, and 
motivation compared to those with more distant relationships (Sakiz 
et al., 2012; Tosto et al., 2016; Henry and Thorsen, 2018; de Ruiter 
et al., 2021; Meng, 2021; Fabris et al., 2022; Longobardi et al., 2023). 
Conversely, when students perceive a lack of support from their 
teachers, it often results in higher rates of class absenteeism; however, 
on the contrary, when they experience a strong sense of teacher-
student rapport or trust, they are more motivated to attend their 
classes (Demir et al., 2019). Also, when students regularly attend class, 
they have more chances to get to know their teachers, which may 
encourage ongoing engagement, and learning transfers are also aided 
by strong teacher-student relationships (Cheung, 2019). Learners 
adjusted to school easier when they were engaged and confident in 
their abilities, and when they worked with their teachers more 
frequently, they showed higher levels of inspiration (Liu and Chiang, 
2019). Generally, favorable teacher-student connections are directly 
associated with academic competence and accomplishment, and these 
connections have favorable implications for scholarly outcomes 
(Valiente et al., 2008; Wubbels et al., 2016).

The second variable examined in this study is teacher mindfulness. 
Mindfulness plays a pivotal role in assisting educators, particularly in 
navigating challenging circumstances. It enables teachers to maintain 
a heightened level of focus, a deep understanding of the learning 
process, and a nuanced awareness of classroom dynamics. These 
qualities, as research suggests, can lead to a reduction in teachers’ 
stress and despair, consequently enhancing their interactions with 
students (Becker et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2023). Moreover, according 
to Braun et al. (2019), mindfulness emerges as a robust predictor of 
instructors’ professional well-being and their capacity for effective 
classroom management. However, mindfulness is not limited to 
personal attributes alone; it also encompasses the enduring practice of 
acceptance. This practice fosters a positive emotional climate, with 
students perceiving warmth and positivity from their teachers. 
Teachers who embody this quality are naturally more attuned to their 
students’ needs, treating them with greater tolerance. As a result, this 
dynamic contributes to the cultivation of positive teacher-student 
relationships (Frank et al., 2016; Longobardi et al., 2021).

Since numerous studies have emphasized instructors’ cooperation 
with students as a noticeable component in establishing a crucial base 
and inspiration for the teaching and learning process, relationships 
between both teachers and students affect learning circumstances. 
Furthermore, emotional intelligence, which refers to the capacity to 
recognize, comprehend, and regulate emotions within oneself and 
others (Salovey and Mayer, 1990), represents another crucial aspect 
that could potentially act as a mediator in the association between 
teacher mindfulness and teacher-student relationship quality. 
Educators with elevated emotional intelligence may demonstrate a 
heightened awareness of their students’ emotional states, fostering 

increased empathy and attentiveness during their interactions  
(Pozo-Rico and Sandoval, 2020; Valente and Lourenço, 2020). 
Emotional intelligence has been linked to improved teacher-student 
relationships (Chamizo-Nieto et al., 2021), as instructors with greater 
emotional intelligence may better navigate conflicts and provide 
appropriate emotional support to their students (Mérida-López and 
Extremera, 2017; Wang et al., 2023).

While both teacher mindfulness and emotional intelligence 
have been previously associated with fostering positive teacher-
student relationships, the intricate interplay between these two 
factors, as well as the potential mediating role of emotional 
intelligence, remains an underexplored area in the current body of 
literature. Therefore, the primary objective of the present study is 
to bridge this research gap by conducting a thorough investigation 
into the relationship between these variables. We  will place 
particular emphasis on the potential mediating function of 
emotional intelligence within a sample comprising Chinese English 
teachers. By delving into the intricate dynamics among teacher 
mindfulness, emotional intelligence, and the quality of teacher-
student relationships, our research seeks to significantly enhance 
our understanding of the mechanisms that underpin positive 
teacher-student interactions. The implications of our findings 
extend beyond mere academic curiosity. They hold the potential to 
provide valuable insights for the design and implementation of 
targeted educational interventions and support strategies. These 
strategies are envisioned to not only nurture the development of 
mindfulness and emotional intelligence among teachers but also to 
create an environment conducive to enriched teacher-student 
relationships. Such a transformation in the teacher-student dynamic 
is expected to have a profound, positive impact on the overall 
dynamics of the classroom.

Literature review

Mindfulness

Although the concept of mindfulness is neither intrinsically 
spiritual nor religious, the first accounts of it came from Buddhist 
teachings (Olendzki, 2005). Eastern Buddhism is where mindfulness 
initially emerged, and Western psychologists later adapted it to 
psychology to help people deal with their negative feelings as well as 
their stress (Grabovac et al., 2011; Wang et al., 2023). According to 
Brown and Ryan (2003), the term “mindfulness” is related to an 
extremely focused attention state in which people keep their 
concentration on an ongoing incident or situation and embrace it 
without reservation. Mindful people perceive, narrate, assess, and 
accept what they have experienced without making judgments (Kabat-
Zinn, 1994). According to Kabat-Zinn (1990), mindfulness entails 
being receptive to new experiences and capable of experiencing them 
in the here and now. It is also linked to the capacity to let go of the past 
and not cling to ideas or feelings (Bishop et al., 2004). By separating 
the ego from an event and observing current internal and external 
stimuli logically, mindfulness enables people to lessen their propensity 
for depression and psychological suffering (Mesmer-Magnus et al., 
2017). In essence, when one is conscious, they perceive reality rather 
than an idealized version of it. Therefore, consciousness in the current 
moment and nonjudgmental cognitive breadth are the distinguishing 

95

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1301786
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Wang 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1301786

Frontiers in Psychology 03 frontiersin.org

qualities of mindfulness (Shapiro et  al., 2006; Dane, 2011; Keng 
et al., 2011).

Mindfulness has emerged as a prominent construct in various 
fields, including psychology, education, and well-being, garnering 
extensive attention for its potential benefits in promoting positive 
outcomes across diverse contexts (Langer, 1989; Fathi et al., 2023). 
Originally rooted in Eastern contemplative practices, mindfulness has 
been adapted and integrated into contemporary research and 
interventions, offering a unique lens through which to examine 
human cognition, emotions, and behavior (Bishop et  al., 2004). 
Within the realm of education, mindfulness has become a subject of 
growing interest, particularly in understanding its implications for 
teachers and the teacher-student relationship (Schonert-Reichl and 
Roeser, 2016).

Furthermore, recent studies have significantly advanced our 
understanding of the interplay between mindfulness, emotional 
intelligence, and their positive outcomes in educational settings. It is 
essential to recognize that mindfulness is intricately associated with 
emotional intelligence (Galloway et al., 2022). These two constructs 
share common elements, and when combined, they have a profound 
impact on the emotional learning of learners. Maloney et al. (2016) 
exemplify the potential of mindfulness in enhancing emotional 
intelligence among school-aged children, thereby contributing to their 
overall well-being. Furthermore, Galloway et al. (2022) demonstrate 
the synergistic effects of mindfulness and emotional intelligence, 
shedding light on the broader implications of these constructs in the 
context of couple relationship satisfaction.

Mindfulness involves a heightened level of conscious awareness, 
allowing individuals to be  fully present and accepting of their 
experiences without attachment or reactivity (Keng et  al., 2011). 
Research has indicated that mindfulness practices and interventions 
can lead to various positive outcomes, such as reduced stress and 
burnout (Luken and Sammons, 2016), improved emotional regulation 
(Hill and Updegraff, 2012), and enhanced overall well-being (Shapiro 
et al., 2006). In the context of education, studies have begun to explore 
the role of teacher mindfulness and its potential impact on teacher-
student interactions and classroom dynamics. Teachers who cultivate 
mindfulness may exhibit increased emotional regulation, reduced 
stress, and improved empathy, which can contribute to more positive 
teacher-student relationships (Roeser et al., 2012; Braun et al., 2019). 
Mindful teachers are believed to be better equipped to respond to 
students’ emotional needs, navigate conflicts constructively, and create 
a nurturing and supportive learning environment (MacDonald and 
Shirley, 2009; Moyano et al., 2021).

Notably, empirical evidence regarding the relationship between 
teacher mindfulness and teacher-student relationship quality is still 
emerging and warrants further investigation (Cochran and Peters, 
2023; Yuan et al., 2023). Some studies have shown positive associations 
between teacher mindfulness and positive student outcomes, such as 
increased student engagement and decreased disruptive behaviors 
(Emerson et  al., 2017; Jennings and DeMauro, 2017). However, 
additional research is needed to provide a comprehensive 
understanding of the mechanisms through which teacher mindfulness 
may influence teacher-student relationships. One potential 
mechanism that may explain the link between teacher mindfulness 
and teacher-student relationship quality is emotional intelligence. 
Teachers with high emotional intelligence are better positioned to 
empathize with their students’ experiences, build trust, and foster 

positive emotional connections (Mérida-López and Extremera, 2017). 
Emotional intelligence has been found to contribute significantly to 
teacher-student relationship quality, supporting the idea that it may 
serve as a mediator in the relationship between teacher mindfulness 
and teacher-student interactions (Wang et al., 2023).

To bridge the gap in the literature and enhance our understanding 
of the interplay between teacher mindfulness, emotional intelligence, 
and teacher-student relationship quality, the present study endeavors 
to explore these relationships among Chinese English teachers. By 
shedding light on the potential mediating role of emotional 
intelligence, this research aims to contribute valuable insights to the 
existing body of knowledge, informing educational interventions and 
support strategies that promote mindful teaching practices and 
nurturing teacher-student relationships.

Teacher-student relationship

Relationships between instructors and students that are highly 
sensitive, friendly, and honest have been described as having “teacher-
student rapport” (Frymier and Houser, 2000; Frisby and Martin, 
2010), and it addresses “the degree to which students feel supported, 
respected, and valued by their teachers” (Piechurska-Kuciel, 2011, 
p. 85). Therefore, in order to build a solid connection with pupils, 
instructors should continuously encourage them, respect their 
opinions, and recognize their academic work (Schriver and Harr 
Kulynych, 2021). Accordingly, Thornberg et al. (2020) made the case 
that instructors might develop close bonds with their pupils by 
upholding their academic standards. Thompson (2018) also argued 
that instructors can only develop a friendly, mutually beneficial 
connection with their students if they show concern for their 
requirements and passions. According to Virat (2022), exhibiting 
empathy and understanding aids instructors in creating a 
psychological connection with their pupils. In educational settings 
characterized by strong teacher-student relationships, learners 
frequently invest more time and effort in completing their academic 
tasks (Roorda et al., 2011; Pianta et al., 2012; Quin, 2017; Longobardi 
et al., 2023; Wang and Derakhshan, 2023). According to Roorda et al. 
(2017), an emotionally charged teacher-student interaction is crucial 
for learners to succeed academically because it encourages them to 
take an active role in their learning environments.

The teacher-student relationship is universally acknowledged as a 
critical factor with profound implications for students’ academic, 
social, and emotional development (Hamre and Pianta, 2005; Roorda 
et al., 2011; Longobardi et al., 2016; Shakki, 2022; Fabris et al., 2023). 
A positive teacher-student relationship is characterized by 
fundamental elements such as trust, mutual respect, emotional 
support, and effective communication (Hamre et  al., 2013). 
Conversely, negative or strained relationships can contribute to 
student disengagement, academic underperformance, and behavioral 
challenges (Baker et al., 2008). Extensive research in the realm of 
educational psychology and related fields underscores the profound 
significance of positive teacher-student relationships in shaping 
students’ well-being and academic outcomes (Hughes et al., 2012). 
Studies consistently demonstrate that students who experience 
positive relationships with their teachers are more likely to exhibit 
heightened levels of engagement, motivation, and a genuine 
enthusiasm for learning (Froiland et al., 2019; Howe et al., 2019). 
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Moreover, such positive teacher-student relationships have been 
associated with increased student self-esteem, a profound sense of 
belonging, and a heightened overall satisfaction with their school 
experience (Fauth et al., 2019; Liebowitz and Porter, 2019; Longobardi 
et al., 2021).

The quality of the teacher-student relationship is a multifaceted 
construct, comprising various dimensions that reflect the nature of the 
interactions between teachers and their students. One widely used 
measure to assess teacher-student relationship quality is the Teacher-
Student Relationship Scale (STRS) developed by Pianta and Steinberg 
(1992). The STRS comprises three sub-scales: closeness, conflict, and 
dependency. The closeness sub-scale reflects the level of emotional 
connection and warmth between teachers and students. High scores 
on this sub-scale indicate positive relationships characterized by open 
communication and mutual affection. On the other hand, the conflict 
sub-scale measures the presence of negative interactions, tension, and 
disagreements in the teacher-student relationship. Lower scores on 
this sub-scale indicate a positive relationship with minimal conflict. 
Lastly, the dependency sub-scale assesses the extent to which students 
rely on their teachers for emotional support and guidance (Birch and 
Ladd, 1997).

Scholars have been consistently intrigued by the impact of 
teacher-student relationships on educational outcomes due to the 
fundamental relevance of these relationships in educational contexts 
(Wanders et al., 2020; Engels et al., 2021; Derakhshan, 2022a; Zhang 
et al., 2023). To determine if it influences Polish and Iranian students’ 
interest in achieving educational objectives, Derakhshan et al. (2022) 
investigated teacher-student rapport. To achieve this, 431 
undergraduates were given two pre-made surveys. They discovered 
that the level of student involvement in achieving educational goals 
was positively predicted by both students’ teacher-student rapport. 
Similarly, Wanders et al. (2020) examined the effect of teacher-student 
rapport on pupils’ participation in the classroom with the help of 4,128 
students who participated in two reliable surveys for this purpose. 
Data analysis revealed that teacher-student rapport can significantly 
influence pupil engagement in educational environments. Besides, 
Ibarra (2014) investigated how student-teacher interactions affect how 
actively students participate in class. Two pre-made scales were 
distributed among the 64 pupils in order to achieve this. The study of 
the students’ responses revealed that a positive teacher-student 
connection can boost students’ engagement in learning environments. 
Additionally, Engels et al. (2021) investigated the impact of emotional 
teacher-student connections on students’ school involvement in 
research as well. In doing so, a sizable sample of 5,382 pupils were 
given the questionnaires about teacher-student relationships and 
student involvement in school. Based on the comments they received, 
the investigators concluded that emotional teacher-student 
connections can have a significant impact on how engaged students 
are in their studies.

Numerous studies have established the impact of teacher-student 
relationship quality on various student outcomes. For example, a study 
by Hamre and Pianta (2001) demonstrated that high-quality teacher-
student relationships were associated with greater student engagement, 
higher academic achievement, and decreased behavioral problems. 
Similarly, Roorda et al. (2011) found that positive teacher-student 
relationships were linked to improved student motivation and reduced 
school dropout rates. Furthermore, research has shown that positive 
teacher-student relationships can buffer the adverse effects of stress 

and support students’ resilience in challenging academic environments 
(Hughes et al., 2012).

Given the significance of teacher-student relationship quality in 
shaping students’ educational experiences and outcomes, it is essential 
to explore the factors that contribute to the establishment and 
maintenance of positive relationships. One potential factor that has 
gained attention in recent years is teacher mindfulness. Mindfulness 
practices and interventions have been associated with enhanced 
emotional regulation, increased empathy, and improved interpersonal 
relationships (Shapiro et al., 2006; Emerson et al., 2017).

According to attachment theory, the relationship between teachers 
and students is a continuation of the parent–child relationship and 
reflects the emotional bond between instructors and students, and it 
is also seen as a generally positive relationship state (Bergin and 
Bergin, 2009; Fitton, 2013; Fearon and Roisman, 2017). Student’s 
future educational achievement and adaptability will also be impacted 
by this association, in addition to their psychological, physical, 
interpersonal, and social growth (Rucinski et al., 2018; Camodeca and 
Coppola, 2019). The instructor takes the lead in the connection 
between the student and the teacher, and as a result, some teacher 
traits will have an impact on how well the parent-teacher connection 
works (Gillespie, 2005; Prewett et al., 2019). For instance, according 
to Becker’s et al. (2017) research, instructors need to maintain a high 
degree of emotional control and mental health in order to foster 
positive teacher-child relationships. In challenging circumstances, 
mindfulness can help instructors sustain a higher level of focus as well 
as knowledge of the learning process and classroom dynamics. By 
doing this, instructors can lower their levels of stress and despair, 
which can improve their interactions with their students (Becker et al., 
2017; Burgos-Julián et al., 2022). Additionally, according to Braun 
et al. (2019), mindfulness can strongly predict instructors’ professional 
wellness and the quality of classroom management. However, 
mindfulness is also marked by persistent compassion. Students will 
experience favorable feelings from instructors as a result of them 
upholding this quality, which will make them more attentive to their 
requirements and treat them with greater tolerance (Frank et al., 2016; 
Lemberger-Truelove et  al., 2018). Overall, investigating the 
relationship between teacher mindfulness and teacher-student 
relationship quality could provide valuable insights into how mindful 
teaching practices may contribute to fostering positive teacher-student 
interactions and supporting students’ overall well-being and success.

Emotional intelligence

Emotional intelligence (EI) is a construct that encompasses the 
ability to perceive, understand, and manage one’s emotions effectively, 
as well as the capacity to recognize and respond empathetically to the 
emotions of others (Salovey and Mayer, 1990; Mayer et al., 2007). The 
ability to prioritize cognitive tasks that will benefit their present 
emotional state and adjust their feelings to better fit the scenario is a 
trait shared by those with strong emotional intelligence (Fiori and 
Vesely-Maillefer, 2018; Vesely Maillefer et al., 2018; Vesely-Maillefer 
and Saklofske, 2018). The concept of EI has garnered significant 
interest across multiple domains, encompassing psychology, 
education, and workplace contexts, owing to its potential implications 
for individual well-being, interpersonal relationships, and overall 
success (Brackett et al., 2011; Shakki, 2023).
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Research on emotional intelligence has revealed its relevance in 
numerous aspects of individuals’ lives, particularly in the context of 
educational settings. In the realm of teaching, emotional intelligence 
is considered crucial for fostering positive teacher-student 
relationships and creating a supportive and nurturing learning 
environment (MacCann et al., 2020; Sánchez-Álvarez et al., 2020). 
Instructors with greater EI tend to exhibit greater empathy, 
understanding, and responsiveness to their students’ emotional needs, 
which can lead to increased student engagement and a sense of 
belonging in the classroom (Mortiboys, 2013; Keefer et al., 2018). 
Also, research has shown that teachers with greater emotional 
intelligence tend to have lower levels of burnout and stress, which can 
positively influence their job satisfaction and overall well-being 
(Mérida-López and Extremera, 2017; Greenier et  al., 2021; 
Derakhshan et al., 2023; Geraci et al., 2023). The impact of teacher 
emotional intelligence on student outcomes has also been investigated 
in several studies. Teachers’ emotional intelligence has been associated 
with improved student academic achievement, social–emotional 
development, and overall school climate (Corcoran and Tormey, 2013; 
Pozo-Rico and Sandoval, 2020). Furthermore, teachers who are 
emotionally intelligent are better equipped to handle challenging 
situations and provide appropriate support to students experiencing 
emotional difficulties (Valente and Lourenço, 2020).

EI had already received a lot of consideration across all fields of 
psychology before the emergence of PP at the beginning of the 21st 
century (Salovey and Mayer, 1990; Mayer and Salovey, 1997; Seligman 
and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Since human productivity and general 
well-being are the main focuses of PP, EI has become increasingly 
popular, especially in the field of PP. Therefore, it is appropriate to 
include EI as a central idea of character qualities within PP (Salovey 
et al., 2002; Allen et al., 2014). A number of EI-related studies have 
been discovered as well and empirically demonstrated its crucial 
importance for language students as well as instructors (Shao et al., 
2013; Mercer and Gkonou, 2017; Dewaele et al., 2018; Li, 2020; Fathi 
et al., 2021; Xiyun et al., 2022). As previously described, due to its close 
relationship with feelings, particularly good emotions (Zhang et al., 
2022), EI is a key predictor of wellbeing (Nelis et al., 2011), and to 
be  more precise, earlier research showed a negative correlation 
between EI and unfavorable emotions, specifically language anxiety. 
For instance, Dewaele et  al. (2008) discovered that multilingual 
individuals with greater EI had a tendency to feel less nervous. 
According to Oxford (2017), those with greater EI viewed themselves 
as better capable of sensing and comprehending the feelings of their 
peers, controlling their own tension, and experiencing more 
confidence. According to Shao et al. (2013), in a Chinese educational 
setting, individuals who were higher in emotional intelligence often 
had lower levels of FLA, corroborating the association between EI and 
unfavorable second language classroom feelings.

Relevant research has illuminated the positive impact of 
mindfulness practice on the development of emotional abilities. For 
instance, Tomlinson et  al. (2018) have highlighted a noteworthy 
negative correlation between mindfulness and various psychological 
issues, including depression, anxiety, tension, and emotional distress. 
Additionally, studies have revealed that individuals with higher levels 
of mindfulness exhibit an improved capacity to recognize, 
comprehend, and endure unpleasant emotions within their current 
circumstances (Osborne and Atkinson, 2022; Ainsworth et al., 2023; 
Wang et al., 2023). An individual’s connection with their feelings may 

be  improved with the aid of mindfulness practice, which teaches 
people to actively sense both their own and other people’s feelings and 
view them from an “accepting” perspective (Chambers et al., 2009; 
Guendelman et  al., 2017). The separation between them can aid 
people in improving their capacity for adaptable emotional function 
and emotional intelligence. According to Mayer’s et al. (2007) ability 
model, the capacity to identify, utilize, comprehend, and manage 
emotions is a component of emotional intelligence.

Given the importance of EI in the teaching profession and its 
potential implications for teacher-student interactions and student 
outcomes, understanding the role of emotional intelligence in 
affecting the link between teacher mindfulness and teacher-student 
relationship quality can provide valuable insights into the mechanisms 
through which EI influences the dynamics of teacher-student 
interactions and contributes to positive educational outcomes. 
Therefore, investigating the role of EI in the relationship between 
teacher mindfulness and teacher-student relationship quality can shed 
light on the potential benefits of cultivating emotional intelligence 
among teachers to enhance their effectiveness in fostering positive and 
supportive teacher-student relationships.

The current research

The present study proposes a hypothesized model to explore the 
relationships between teacher mindfulness, teacher-student 
relationship quality, and the mediating role of emotional intelligence 
among English teachers. The conceptual framework is grounded in 
existing literature on mindfulness, emotional intelligence, and teacher-
student relationships, providing a basis for the formulation of 
specific hypotheses.

H1: Drawing on prior investigations indicating a favorable 
correlation between teacher mindfulness and teacher-student 
relationship quality (Braun et al., 2019; Moyano et al., 2021; Wang 
et al., 2023), our hypothesis posits a meaningful and direct link 
between teacher mindfulness and teacher-student relationship 
quality. Specifically, we  expect that teachers who demonstrate 
higher levels of mindfulness will have more positive and 
supportive relationships with their students, characterized by 
greater closeness, lower conflict, and reduced dependency on the 
teacher for emotional support.

H2: Given the well-established link between emotional intelligence 
and teacher-student relationship quality (Poulou, 2017; Chamizo-
Nieto et al., 2021), we propose that emotional intelligence will 
mediate the relationship between teacher mindfulness and 
teacher-student relationship quality. Building upon the conceptual 
understanding of emotional intelligence as a capacity to 
understand and manage emotions, we posit that teachers with 
higher mindfulness may exhibit enhanced emotional intelligence, 
leading to more effective recognition and regulation of their own 
emotions and the emotions of their students. Consequently, 
teachers with greater emotional intelligence are expected to 
facilitate stronger and more positive teacher-student relationships, 
characterized by increased emotional understanding, empathy, 
and responsiveness. In other words, teachers’ mindfulness is 
predicted to contribute to emotional intelligence, which, in turn, 
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will positively influence teacher-student relationship quality. 
Consequently, the interplay between mindfulness and teacher-
student relationship quality is likely to be partially mediated by 
emotional intelligence, indicating that both direct and indirect 
effects will be present in the hypothesized model.

Taken together, the hypothesized model is built on the premise 
that teacher mindfulness is associated with teacher-student 
relationship quality, and emotional intelligence plays a mediating role 
in this association. This research endeavor seeks to augment the 
current body of knowledge on teacher-student interactions by 
investigating their associations and potential mediating mechanisms. 
By shedding light on the importance of nurturing mindfulness and 
emotional intelligence in educators, the study endeavors to foster 
positive and nurturing classroom environments. The proposed model 
is rooted in empirical evidence and established theories, and its 
validity will be  assessed using structural equation modeling to 
appraise its goodness-of-fit and test the proposed hypotheses.

Methodology

Participants

Participants in this research comprised 369 English teachers from 
diverse schools across three major cities in China. The selection of 
participants was based on their willingness to participate in the study 
and their availability during the data collection period. All participants 
were currently employed as full-time English teachers in either public 
or private schools, reflecting a mix of urban and suburban settings. 
Among the participants, there were 158 male English teachers and 211 
female English teachers, representing a fairly balanced gender 
distribution. Their ages ranged from 22 to 55 years, with an average 
age of 29.62 years, indicating a relatively young and dynamic teaching 
workforce. The participants boasted varying levels of teaching 
experience, spanning from 2 to 25 years, with an average of 9.36 years 
of teaching experience.

The data collection process was conducted in collaboration with 
school administrators who enthusiastically supported the research 
endeavor. With their cooperation, access to English teachers was 
facilitated, and the data collection process was efficiently organized. 
To maintain the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, all 
collected data were securely stored and coded without any personally 
identifiable information. Before their inclusion in the study, each 
participant was provided with an informed consent form, detailing the 
study’s objectives, procedures, potential risks, and benefits. 
Participants were explicitly informed of their rights as research 
participants and the voluntary nature of their involvement. In this way, 
informed consent was obtained from each participant, affirming their 
willingness to contribute to the study.

Measures

Mindfulness
Mindfulness was evaluated using the Mindfulness Attention 

Awareness Scale (MAAS), a self-report tool developed by Brown and 
Ryan (2003). This scale gauges participants’ inclination to be attentive 

to their present experiences. The MAAS comprises 15 items, and 
respondents rate their agreement on a 6-point Likert scale, ranging 
from ‘almost always’ (1) to ‘almost never’ (6). An example item reads, 
‘I find it challenging to remain focused on the current moment.’ 
Previous research (Brown and Ryan, 2003) has established the scale’s 
sound psychometric properties. The MAAS showed high internal 
consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.89 in the present 
investigation. Additionally, McDonald’s omega was calculated and 
found to be 0.92, further confirming the scale’s reliability.

Teacher-child relationship quality
Teacher-child relationship quality was assessed using the Teacher-

Student Relationship Scale (STRS; Pianta and Steinberg, 1992). 
Extensive research in China has validated the scale, confirming its 
strong reliability and validity (Zhang and Nurmi, 2012; Wang et al., 
2023). The STRS comprises 28 items, divided into three sub-scales: 
closeness, conflict, and dependency. For instance, a sample item reads, 
“This student openly shares his/her feelings and experiences with me.” 
Participants rated the extent to which each item described their 
experiences on a Likert-5 scale, ranging from 1 (definitely not 
applicable) to 5 (definitely applicable). To derive scores, the items were 
averaged. Notably, the conflict sub-scale is inversely formulated, 
implying that a higher score indicates a positive relationship 
characterized by trust, warmth, and minimal conflict. In this study, 
the STRS demonstrated satisfactory reliability coefficients, with 
Cronbach’s alpha values of 0.88 for the overall scale, and 0.82, 0.86, 
and 0.76 for the closeness, conflict, and dependency sub-scales, 
respectively. McDonald’s omega for the overall scale was calculated as 
0.89, providing additional evidence of the scale’s internal consistency 
and reliability.

Emotional intelligence
Emotional intelligence was evaluated using the Emotional 

Intelligence Scale (EIS) (Schutte et al., 1998). The survey consisted of 
33 items, which were reverse-scored and rated on a 5-point Likert 
scale, ranging from 1 to 5. Scoring was established with values of 5, 28, 
and 33. Scores on the scale ranged from 33 to 165, encompassing the 
potential responses. For this research, the SSEIT with its 33 items was 
employed, and a fully exploratory approach was adopted to examine 
the factor structure in the current sample. An example item from the 
questionnaire reads, “I help other people feel better when they are 
down.” The EIS demonstrated high internal consistency, with a 
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.89 in this study. McDonald’s omega was also 
computed for the EIS, yielding a value of 0.91, further substantiating 
the scale’s internal consistency and reliability.

Data collection procedure

Following the selection of schools for the study, a comprehensive 
list of currently employed English teachers was obtained from the 
school administrators. From this list, potential participants were 
identified, and invitations were extended to the English teachers, 
clearly outlining the study’s purpose and significance. Ensuring the 
voluntary nature of their participation, teachers were assured that 
their involvement would have no bearing on their employment status 
or any other professional aspects, encouraging them to join the study 
based on their willingness to contribute.
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To minimize disruptions to the teachers’ teaching schedules, a 
suitable data collection period was collaboratively determined in 
consultation with the school administrators. Throughout the data 
collection process, stringent measures were implemented to uphold 
the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants. To ensure this, 
the questionnaires were coded without any personally identifiable 
information, safeguarding their privacy. During the data collection 
phase, the participants were asked to complete three self-report 
questionnaires. These questionnaires aimed to assess various aspects 
of their mindfulness, teacher-student relationship quality, and 
emotional intelligence. To accommodate the preferences of the 
participants, the questionnaires were made available in both online 
and paper formats. The online questionnaires were securely 
distributed through appropriate platforms to ensure the confidentiality 
of the data. For those who preferred a physical copy, paper 
questionnaires were distributed in person and subsequently collected.

Statistical analysis

In this study, we employed a latent variable approach and used 
parceling to create first-order latent constructs. Parceling involved 
combining original items to enhance reliability, promote normality, 
and reduce model parameters, thus minimizing measurement errors 
(Little et al., 2002). For the Teacher-student relationship quality scale, 
which consisted of three underlying sub-scales, we used the item-to-
construct balance approach to create three parcels (Little et al., 2002).

To address common method bias, we utilized the single-common-
method-factor technique (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Descriptive statistics 
and correlations among the constructs were computed before 
conducting structural equation modeling (SEM) with AMOS 26.0 to 
explore the impact of teacher mindfulness on the quality of the 
teacher-student relationship. Teacher mindfulness served as the 
predictor variable, while the teacher-student relationship was the 
criterion variable. Control variables such as teachers’ gender, years of 
experience, and age were included to account for potential influences.

Additionally, we performed a mediation analysis to examine the 
relationship between teacher mindfulness (independent variable), the 
teacher-student relationship (dependent variable), and teacher 
emotional intelligence as the mediator. Control variables were also 
incorporated and controlled for in the model. The significance of the 
mediating effect was assessed using bootstrapping, extracting one 
thousand samples with repeated random sampling. A mediation effect 
was considered statistically significant at the 0.05 level if the 95% 
bootstrap confidence intervals (CIs) did not encompass zero.

Model fit was assessed using four goodness-of-fit measures: the 
comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), the root 

mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the standardized 
root mean square residual (SRMR). Adequate model fit was achieved 
if CFI and TLI scores were above 0.90, RMSEA was below 0.06, and 
SRMR was below 0.08, following guidelines by Hu and Bentler (1999). 
Subsequently, to assess the consistency of the mediation effect of 
emotional intelligence across genders, we  conducted multigroup 
analyses. This analysis examined configural invariance, metric 
invariance, and scalar invariance (Dimitrov, 2017). If scalar invariance 
was established, additional analysis was conducted to evaluate the 
invariance of path coefficients across genders. We used chi-square 
difference (Δχ2) and CFI difference (ΔCFI) as indicators. A substantial 
Δχ2 and a negative ΔCFI value below −0.01 would suggest 
non-invariance (Cheung and Rensvold, 2002).

Results

Initially, we applied the single-common-method-factor technique 
to examine potential common method bias in the self-report scales 
used to measure three constructs by teachers (namely, mindfulness, 
EI, and teacher-student relationship) (Podsakoff et al., 2003). In this 
regard, we  compared the hypothesized three-factor model 
encompassing the three constructs with various alternative models. 
The results of these comparisons are presented in Table 1. The findings 
revealed that the hypothesized three-factor model exhibited superior 
fit to the data (χ2 (52) = 102.362, CFI = 0.992, TLI = 0.988, 
RMSEA = 0.011, SRMR = 0.022). Overall, the hypothesized three-
factor model demonstrated significantly superior fit compared to all 
four competing models. These findings suggest that the presence of 
common method bias had negligible impact on the results.

Also, to ensure the appropriateness of the statistical analyses, 
measures of distribution normality were examined for each variable. 
This included assessments of skewness and kurtosis, along with 
corresponding standard errors for skewness and kurtosis. The results 
of these analyses are summarized in Table 2.

As demonstrated in Table 2, the distribution normalities for the 
variables of interest fall within an acceptable range, showing that the 
data are generally close to normal, with slight deviations in skewness 
and kurtosis values.

Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics and correlations among 
the variables of interest. The correlation between mindfulness and 
emotional intelligence was found to be  positive and statistically 
significant at the p < 0.05 level (r = 0.29). Additionally, there was a 
significant positive correlation between mindfulness and teacher-
student relationship quality (r = 0.48, p < 0.01), as well as a significant 
positive correlation between emotional intelligence and teacher-
student relationship quality (r = 0.39, p < 0.01). The results suggest that 

TABLE 1 Results of model fit for the common method bias test.

Models χ2 df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

M1: Single-factor model 450.120 56 0.675 0.640 0.138 0.98

M2: Two-factor model 1 365.890 55 0.811 0.778 0.123 0.089

M3: Two-factor model 2 232.161 54 0.926 0.889 0.071 0.055

M4: Two-factor model 3 268.705 55 0.910 0.885 0.072 0.067

M5: Hypothesized three-factor model 102.362 52 0.992 0.988 0.011 0.022

All competing models were compared with the hypothesized three-factor model. M2: two-factor model (mindfulness and teacher-student relationship are combined); M3: two-factor model 
(EI and teacher-student relationship are combined); M4: two-factor model (mindfulness and EI are combined); ***p < 0.001.
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mindfulness is positively associated with both emotional intelligence 
and teacher-student relationship quality. Furthermore, emotional 
intelligence also demonstrated a positive correlation with teacher-
student relationship quality.

Next, we computed the overall impact of teacher mindfulness on 
the quality of the teacher-student relationship. The findings revealed 
a well-fitted model (χ2 (86) = 171.252, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.952, 
TLI = 0.943, RMSEA = 0.042, SRMR = 0.034) and a significant total 
effect (β = 0.436, SE = 0.04, p < 0.01). Moving on to investigate the 
mediating role of teacher emotional intelligence, the model fit indices 
demonstrated a good fit (χ2 (198) = 179.825, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.957, 
TLI = 0.951, RMSEA = 0.039, SRMR = 0.033). Figure 1 presents the 
path coefficients. The outcomes indicated a positive and significant 
association between teacher mindfulness and teachers’ emotional 
intelligence (β = 0.324, SE = 0.07, p < 0.01), and teachers’ emotional 
intelligence significantly influenced the teacher-student relationship 
(β = 0.433, SE = 0.09, p = 0.01). The mediating effect of teachers’ 
buoyancy was found to be significant (β = 0.140, 95% CI = [0.07, 0.22]). 
Furthermore, the direct effect of mindfulness on the teacher-student 
relationship remained significant (β = 0.475, SE = 0.11, p = 0.01), 
indicating partial mediation.

Subsequently, to examine the mediating role of teacher emotional 
intelligence and its consistency across teachers’ genders, a series of 
multigroup analyses were conducted. Initially, separate baseline 
models were tested for each gender, and the findings indicated a 
favorable fit to the data (refer to Ma and Mb in Table 4). Following 
that, configural invariance was assessed, and the results demonstrated 
a satisfactory fit to the data (refer to Mc in Table 4). Additionally, 
metric invariance was evaluated by equating factor loadings across the 
groups (see Md). The results revealed that the model exhibited a good 
fit, and the difference between Md and Mc was not statistically 
significant (Δχ2 (1) = 18.959, p = 0.41, ΔCFI = 0.001), providing 
evidence of metric invariance.

Moving on to the fourth step, we conducted an assessment of 
scalar invariance. In this examination, item intercepts were equated 
across the groups, leading to a well-fitted model and no significant 
difference between this model (Me) and the previous one (Md), as 
evidenced by the non-significant change in chi-square (Δχ2 (7) = 7.152, 
p = 0.45, ΔCFI = 0.000). These results provide confirmation of 
scalar invariance.

Discussion

In this research, we examined the association between teacher 
mindfulness and the quality of teacher-student relationships, with a 
particular focus on the mediating influence of emotional intelligence. 
The findings shed light on the importance of mindfulness and 
emotional intelligence in the context of teacher-student interactions 
and provide valuable insights for educational practices 
and interventions.

Firstly, our study confirms a significant and positive correlation 
between teacher trait mindfulness and the quality of teacher-student 
relationships, supporting hypothesis 1. This aligns with previous 
research (Becker et al., 2017; Lemberger-Truelove et al., 2018; Braun 
et al., 2019; Moyano et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2023). Instructors who 
exhibit higher levels of attentional ease, sustained focus, and an 
acceptance of the present moment report closer, more emotionally 
fulfilling, less stressful, and less strained relationships with their 
students (Becker et al., 2017). This suggests that a mindful disposition 
equips instructors with a more objective perspective when facing 
challenging interactions with students. Additionally, mindfulness 
practice appears to mitigate difficulties in teacher-student relationships 
(Emerson et al., 2017). Consistent with Lemberger-Truelove et al. 
(2018), heightened levels of mindfulness among teachers translate into 
an enhanced ability to evaluate individuals’ behaviors impartially and 
objectively. This is especially prominent when demonstrating 
tolerance and understanding towards students’ challenging behaviors, 
ultimately nurturing stronger bonds between instructors and pupils.

Teacher-student relationships are dynamic, mutually influential, 
and multifaceted. The extent of mutual affinity and the frequency of 
interaction play pivotal roles in shaping this connection. Educators 
with elevated levels of mindfulness exhibit a tendency to approach 
conflicts and student errors with greater acceptance and pragmatism, 
thereby fostering a positive feedback loop in the teacher-student 
relationship. Through mindfulness practices, individuals develop the 
capacity to be fully present and attentive in their interactions, leading 
to more profound connections and a heightened capacity for 
empathetic understanding (Roeser et  al., 2012). Consequently, 
teachers who demonstrate heightened mindfulness are likely to 
possess a heightened awareness of their students’ emotional needs, 
coupled with an increased sensitivity to their experiences, enabling 
them to respond adeptly to their challenges (MacDonald and Shirley, 
2009). This equips them to establish and nurture positive, supportive, 
and trusting relationships with their students.

In our study, we discovered that teacher mindfulness not only 
directly predicts teacher-student relationship quality but also operates 
through the mediation of emotional intelligence, supporting 
hypothesis 2. This finding aligns with prior research (Miao et al., 2018; 
Mestre et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2023), which emphasizes the significant 
influence of mindfulness on emotional intelligence. Teachers who 

TABLE 2 Distribution normality assessment.

Variable Skewness
Standard error 

(skewness)
Kurtosis

Standard error 
(kurtosis)

Mindfulness −0.21 0.11 0.23 0.14

EI 0.19 0.09 0.19 0.09

Teacher-Student Relationship −0.13 0.06 0.17 0.08

TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics and correlations.

M (SD) 1 2 3

(1) Mindfulness 3.71 (0.91) 1.00

(2) EI 3.16 (0.79) 0.29* 1.00

(3) Teacher-student 

relationship
3.46 (0.88) 0.48** 0.39** 1.00

*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01.
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practice mindfulness demonstrate a greater capacity to manage their 
emotions effortlessly, experience emotions without judgment, and 
foster the growth of emotional intelligence in their students. Moreover, 
emotional intelligence significantly influences the interactions 
between instructors and learners. Mindfulness promotes an 
empathetic and accepting mindset, requiring similar expertise as 
emotional intelligence. Mindfulness practices, which enhance self-
awareness and emotional regulation, have the potential to enhance 
emotional intelligence by increasing individuals’ sensitivity to their 
own emotions and the emotions of others (Poulou, 2017; Chamizo-
Nieto et  al., 2021). Consequently, teachers with higher levels of 
mindfulness are more likely to develop greater emotional intelligence 
as they become more proficient in recognizing and managing their 
own emotions and understanding their students’ emotional needs. In 
turn, instructors with high emotional intelligence can recognize and 
control their own emotions and those of their students, facilitating 
positive interpersonal interactions. Mindful teachers with higher 
emotional intelligence may skillfully recognize and appropriately 
respond to their students’ emotional cues and needs (Brandsma, 2017; 
Chamizo-Nieto et  al., 2021). They exhibit greater empathy, 
understanding, and compassion towards their students, positively 
influencing the quality of teacher-student interactions.

Teachers with higher levels of emotional intelligence possess a 
valuable skill set for effectively managing challenging situations and 
conflicts that may arise in the classroom (Mérida-López and 
Extremera, 2017). Their ability to navigate these scenarios is enhanced 
by their skillful management of emotions and their understanding of 
their students’ emotional needs, ultimately fostering a positive 
learning environment and promoting strong teacher-student 
relationships (Geraci et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2023). Moreover, such 
teachers often cultivate a relaxed and joyful emotional atmosphere 
within the school, creating a comfortable learning environment for 
their students. Positive connections between students and teachers, 
regardless of age, are highly valued, contributing significantly to the 

quality of the teacher-student relationship. Furthermore, a high degree 
of emotional intelligence equips instructors to efficiently address a 
variety of student issues and provide substantial emotional support 
(Valente and Lourenço, 2020), ultimately contributing to the 
development of robust teacher-student relationships.

Overall, this research underscores the pivotal role of mindfulness 
and emotional intelligence in shaping teacher-student relationships. 
The study reveals a significant positive correlation between teacher 
trait mindfulness and the quality of these relationships, in line with 
prior research. Mindfulness equips educators with the ability to 
approach conflicts and challenges with greater acceptance and 
objectivity, fostering deeper connections. Furthermore, mindfulness 
enhances teachers’ awareness of their students’ emotional needs, 
enabling them to respond adeptly to challenges and nurture supportive 
relationships. Importantly, the study also uncovers that teacher 
mindfulness operates through the mediation of emotional intelligence, 
highlighting the interplay between these constructs. Mindfulness 
practices enhance emotional intelligence by increasing individuals’ 
sensitivity to emotions, ultimately influencing positive interactions. 
Educators with higher emotional intelligence exhibit adeptness in 
managing classroom situations, creating a conducive learning 
environment, and forming meaningful connections with their 
students. This research provides valuable insights for educational 
practices, emphasizing the significance of fostering mindfulness and 
emotional intelligence in teacher-student dynamics.

Although this study provides valuable insights into the synergistic 
relationship between teacher mindfulness and emotional intelligence 
in shaping teacher-student relationships, it is imperative to 
acknowledge certain limitations inherent in the research design. These 
limitations offer avenues for future research to expand and refine our 
understanding of these constructs. First and foremost, the study’s 
reliance on a convenience sampling method is acknowledged as a 
limitation. This approach, while practical for the current study, may 
reduce the generalizability of our findings beyond the sampled 

FIGURE 1

The fit model. All path coefficients were significant at p  <  0.01.

TABLE 4 Results of fit indices for gender invariance.

Model χ2 (df) CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR Δχ2 (Δdf) p ΔCFI

Ma: Baseline—Female 345.142 (181)** 0.936 0.927 0.045 0.046 – – –

Mb: Baseline—Male 327.106 (181) ** 0.958 0.951 0.036 0.047 – – –

Mc: Configural invariance 547.345 (288)** 0.955 0.939 0.042 0.045 – – –

Md: Metric invariance 566.304 (289)** 0.954 0.936 0.042 0.048 18.959 (1) 0.36 0.001

Me: Scalar invariance 573.456 (296)** 0.954 0.937 0.041 0.048 7.152 (7) 0.39 0.000

**p < 0.01.
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population. In future research endeavors, employing a probabilistic 
sampling technique would offer greater scope for data generalization 
across broader educational contexts.

Additionally, the cross-sectional nature of the study design poses 
a limitation. This temporal snapshot restricts our ability to establish 
causal relationships definitively. Longitudinal studies could provide a 
more nuanced exploration of the temporal sequences and clarify the 
direction of causality between teacher mindfulness, emotional 
intelligence, and teacher-student relationship quality. Furthermore, 
the use of self-report measures, though a common approach, 
introduces potential biases including social desirability and common 
method variance. Future research would benefit from incorporating 
objective measures and multiple data sources to enhance the 
robustness and validity of our findings. The exclusive focus on Chinese 
English teachers in this study may also constrain the generalizability 
of our results to other cultural contexts and subject areas. It is 
recognized that cultural nuances can significantly impact the 
expression and perception of mindfulness, emotional intelligence, and 
teacher-student relationships. To address this, future studies could 
include a more diverse sample representing a broader range of cultural 
backgrounds and educational disciplines, enabling a more 
comprehensive examination of cross-cultural applicability.

Additionally, this study did not delve into potential alternative 
mediators or moderators that may influence the relationship between 
teacher mindfulness and teacher-student relationship quality. Future 
research endeavors could explore additional psychological and 
contextual factors to gain a more comprehensive understanding of this 
intricate relationship. Finally, while the sample size was determined to 
be adequate for the analyses conducted, it is acknowledged that it may 
limit the statistical power to detect small effect sizes and potentially 
impact the generalizability of our findings. Therefore, replication 
studies with larger and more diverse samples would bolster the 
robustness and external validity of the results. In light of these 
limitations, we  view them as opportunities for future research to 
further refine and broaden our comprehension of the interplay 
between teacher mindfulness, emotional intelligence, and teacher-
student relationships. Addressing these areas will undoubtedly 
contribute to a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of 
effective teacher-student dynamics in diverse educational settings.

Conclusion

This study provides valuable insights into the relationship between 
teacher mindfulness and teacher-student relationship quality, with 
emotional intelligence playing a mediating role in this dynamic. 
We found strong evidence supporting the direct positive relationship 
between teacher mindfulness and teacher-student relationship quality. 
The significant direct effect observed in this study suggests that 
teachers who exhibit higher levels of mindfulness are more likely to 
foster positive and supportive relationships with their students. 
Mindfulness practices, which encourage present-moment awareness 
and non-judgmental acceptance, may enable teachers to be  more 
attuned to their students’ needs, emotions, and experiences, leading 
to enhanced teacher-student interactions and a more positive 
classroom climate. Importantly, our findings also reveal that emotional 
intelligence serves as a critical mediator in this relationship. Teachers 
who possess higher emotional intelligence may be better equipped to 

navigate the complexities of the teacher-student dynamic by effectively 
recognizing and managing emotions, both in themselves and in their 
students. Emotional intelligence can facilitate empathy, understanding, 
and effective communication, which are crucial for establishing and 
maintaining positive teacher-student relationships.

The findings of this study hold practical significance for both 
educators and school administrators. One key implication is that 
educational institutions should consider incorporating mindfulness 
training and practices into teacher professional development 
programs. By fostering mindfulness among teachers, institutions can 
empower them to be more sensitive and attuned to their students’ 
emotional and behavioral needs. This heightened awareness can, in 
turn, lead to the cultivation of more positive, nurturing, and 
supportive teacher-student relationships. Furthermore, the study 
highlights the pivotal role of emotional intelligence as a mediating 
factor in the relationship between teacher mindfulness and the quality 
of teacher-student relationships. This underscores the importance of 
nurturing emotional intelligence among educators. To achieve this, 
educational institutions can integrate emotional intelligence training 
into teacher education programs. Such training equips teachers with 
the tools and knowledge to better understand, manage, and express 
their own emotions and, crucially, to empathize with their students’ 
emotions. This enhancement of emotional intelligence can contribute 
to the establishment of teacher-student relationships characterized by 
emotional responsiveness and empathy, which are fundamental for 
creating a positive and supportive learning environment.

Investing in the enhancement of teacher-student interactions can 
have a profound impact on the overall well-being of educators. 
Specifically, fostering intimacy and reducing conflict in these 
relationships can lead to more genuine emotional expression. This 
means that teachers can feel more comfortable expressing their true 
emotions and experiences, without resorting to pretense, particularly 
when trying to shield students they perceive as vulnerable. Such an 
approach is not only beneficial for teachers’ own happiness but also 
for the authentic and nurturing atmosphere it creates in the classroom. 
Moreover, the development of programs that emphasize an 
organizational commitment to emotional and social development 
offers a unique opportunity to address achievement disparities, 
particularly among students living in poverty when compared to their 
more affluent peers. These programs, rooted in mindfulness-based 
strategies (as proposed by Zhai et al., 2021), can significantly enhance 
teacher well-being and teacher-student relationships. For example, 
educational institutions can encourage teachers to engage in 
community-based courses that teach mindfulness-based techniques 
like meditation and yoga. Furthermore, integrating education in these 
techniques as a part of continuous professional development for 
teachers and pre-service teacher training can be immensely beneficial. 
Through these strategies, teachers can experience improved well-
being, heightened focus, enhanced emotional regulation, and stronger 
interpersonal relationships. These positive changes can have a 
cascading effect, ultimately influencing the emotional environment of 
the entire school.
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Through teachers’ eyes: 
adaptability and transformations 
in their practices and relationship 
with students during COVID-19 
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Introduction: This research critically and empirically analyzes the intricate 
interaction between the transformative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
the Italian educational system and the quality of the teacher-student relationship. 
The main focus is on the experiences of Italian educators who had to deal with 
the upheavals caused by the pandemic within an educational system.

Aim: The primary purpose of this study is to explore (a) how did teachers’ 
educational practices change during the first lockdown and (b) how did the 
teacher-student relationship evolve during the first lockdown from the teachers’ 
point of view.

Methods: The study uses a qualitative approach through semi-structured 
interviews and diary collection (conducted via platforms). Participants are Italian 
primary and secondary school teachers aged between 25 and 60.

Results: In this study, the thematic analysis of the content of the interviews 
and diaries reveals: the initial responses of educators, the transition to distance 
learning, the challenges and potential of virtual education, the students’ evaluation, 
future perspectives, and the topic of the relationship with students (particularly 
addressed in the diaries).

Discussion: By delving into the transformation of the teacher-student relationship 
under extraordinary circumstances, this research enriches the discourse on its 
quality, capturing the psychological nuances of learning-teaching experiences, 
and uncovers the multifaceted transformations in teaching methodologies, tools, 
and assessments.

KEYWORDS

educational resilience, remote teaching challenges, teacher-student relationship, digital 
divide in education, adaptive pedagogical strategies

1 Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has spread globally since December 2019, negatively impacting 
not only people’s mental, physical health, and quality of life (Moccia et al., 2022), but also 
affecting multiple professional sectors, including education and teaching.
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The culture and education sectors have been affected and 
disrupted by the dramatic situation related to the COVID-19 pandemic.

As the main international, European and national legislation on 
the topic of the impact of COVID-19 on education and culture (Mura, 
2022), the negative consequences have impacted, and still impact 
inevitably, both the lives of older people and those of girls, boys, 
and adolescents.

The rules that disrupted the lives of under-age people during the 
pandemic were many: the maintenance of physical distance, lessons 
conducted via personal computers or tablets, the heavy renunciation 
of social moments such as school trips or recess, and the impossibility 
of access to places of culture and entertainment.

As is well known, one of the measures to combat the spread of the 
virus was in fact the closure, for longer or shorter periods, of all 
cultural venues (cinemas, theaters, concerts, and museums) and 
schools, with the consequent reorganization of teaching in a manner 
different but equally guaranteeing the right to education.

The harshest restrictions were put in place in the initial phase of 
the pandemic outbreak. A phase that unfortunately caught our health 
system unprepared and in a condition of serious difficulty in ensuring 
adequate care to all. Thereafter, in alternating phases, restrictions were 
followed one after another over the months due to the different waves 
of contagion.

Regarding, specifically, the right to education from the beginning 
of the pandemic to date, in order to try to stem as best as possible the 
impact on the education system, the whole world has interfaced with 
new learning methodologies, also thanks to the use of new digital 
technologies, such as Distance Learning and Integrated 
Digital Learning.

The long periods of isolation and closure during the pandemic 
have demonstrated the extent to which education and constant contact 
with culture are vital for both individual and collective well-being.

1.1 The Italian educational context

The Italian education system experienced a significant 
transformative shift, notably altering the dynamics of teaching and the 
relationships between educators and students.

Italian teachers began the 2019–2020 school year in physical 
classrooms with an average of 22 students per class. They transitioned 
from these overcrowded classrooms to remote learning as the 
government implemented measures to slow the virus’s spread and 
alleviate pressure on the National Health System. The sudden shift had 
repercussions both personally and professionally for teachers.

During the 3-month lockdown, teachers adapted to a new mode 
of instruction. We went from a sporadic local lockdown to a total 
nationwide lockdown and then to a so-called second phase (a return 
to partial freedom). The actual started of distance learning can 
be  traced back to February 22nd. On that date, in northern Italy, 
educational institutions were closed down and school trips suspended. 
Italy had only ever experienced national school closures during the 
1918 pandemic (Spanish flu). As we know, at that time, education was 
compulsory up to the age of 12 (Orlando Bill) and not accessible to 
everyone. This is why it did not have such a strong effect on the school 
population as it does today.

After the March 4th ordinance where “all school activities 
including childcare services were suspended, except for distance 

learning,” individual institutions took the initiatives and made their 
know-how available to other schools. The INDIRE1 website was visited 
by millions of teachers who in a few days began to train on distance 
learning. In fact, the site contained courses and materials made 
available by schools and principals (Mangione et al., 2020).

Faced with closed schools, children at home, and families forced 
to reorganize their times and living and working spaces to cope 
with Distance Learning, INDIRE, in agreement with the Ministry 
of Education, promoted a guidance training initiative based on a 
large solidarity network centered on a peer mentoring model 
already widely adopted within the Networks of Educational 
Avant-gardes2 (Mughini, 2020) and Small Schools3 (Mangione 
and Cannella, 2018) to accompany schools through processes of 
change and innovation" (p.59).

The value of ICT, Information and Communication Technologies, 
was rediscovered. The figure of the Digital Animator, introduced in 
Italy with the National Digital School Plan (PNSD), launched in 2015, 
becomes useful for the coordination of remote activities in the local 
school institutions. At the beginning of March, it was necessary for 
many teachers to reorganize their work: programming, principals’ 

1 INDIRE the National Institute for Documentation, Innovation and Educational 

Research, is the Italian Ministry of Education’s oldest research organization. 

As well as its headquarters in Florence, it has three regional units in Turin, Rome, 

and Naples. It is a public body, scientifically independent, and enjoys statutory, 

organizational, regulatory, administrative, financial, accounting and patrimonial 

autonomy (cf. the INDIRE’s Articles of Association, Italian version). Since its 

foundation in 1925, the Institute has worked closely with the Italian school 

system, investing in training and innovation while supporting improvement 

processes in schools (for more details, visit: https://www.indire.it/en/home/

about-us/).

2 “Educational Avant-gardes is a research-action project born from the 

autonomous initiative of INDIRE with the aim of investigating possible strategies 

for the spread and systematization of innovation in the Italian school, taking 

particular account of enabling factors and those that hinder its diffusion. The 

project then transformed into a veritable Movement—officially established on 

November 6, 2014, in Genoa—open to all Italian schools; its mission is to 

identify, support, disseminate, and systematize educational practices and 

models aimed at rethinking the organization of Teaching, Time, and Space of 

‘school activities’ in a knowledge society in continuous evolution. The 

Movement is the result of a joint action by INDIRE and 22 founding schools 

that have signed a Programmatic Manifesto for Innovation consisting of seven 

macro-themes, the ‘reference horizons,’ which explain and animate the vision 

of Educational Avant-gardes. The 22 schools, having experimented with one 

or more paths of innovation inspired by the Manifesto, are also the first 22 

leading schools of Educational Avant-gardes.” From website: https://

innovazione.indire.it/avanguardieeducative/.

3 “The Small Schools Movement brings together educational institutions 

located in geographically isolated areas with a small number of students. This 

movement is also supported by INDIRE. In fact, the research work and support 

provided by the Institute have allowed some schools on small islands and in 

Italian mountain areas to experiment with common working methods through 

distance learning models and the use of technologies such as interactive 

whiteboards and videoconferencing.” From website: https://piccolescuole.

indire.it/il-movimento/.
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guidelines, coordination, planning, and all kinds of discussions were 
aimed at the new way of teaching. The biggest problem remained how 
to reach the whole population:

As for Italian students, according to ISTAT, 20% in April did not 
use the DAD and 57% of minors up to age 17 had to share their 
PC or tablet, while 12.3% did not have one at all; moreover, among 
those who have surfed in the last 3 months, 34% have low skills, 
and 32% only basic skills. For this reason, the Italian government 
has allocated about 85 million euros to encourage the use of 
e-learning platforms and to equip less well-off students with 
digital tools on loan (Sarsini, 2020, p.3).

At the level of praxis, the first instructions on behalf of the 
Ministry of Education arrived on March 17. This provided indications 
on how all school levels and ranks must operate remotely. This did not 
put an end to teachers’ controversies, especially on evaluation and 
support teachers, a point also stressed by the Minister of Education in 
the Ministry Degrees. Furthermore, on April 8, state exams that were 
normally scheduled in Italy at the end of middle school (14th year) 
and high school (19th year) were reorganized and the 
evaluation simplified.

In the middle of May, a new ordinance asked teachers to elaborate 
new documents: a plan for the integration of learning and for 
individualized learning. In particular, there was a request to re-design 
the didactic activities that must be carried out starting in September 
2020 and to provide the recovery of learning objectives not reached, 
during the school year.

1.2 Aims

Our research scope is to deeply investigate educators’ experiences 
during the initial lockdown period of the pandemic, specifically 
focusing on how teachers adapted their teaching practices and the 
resulting transformation of their relationships with students.

Our research questions are:

 • How did COVID-19 impact on the teachers’ personal life and 
teaching practices during the first lockdown?

 • How did the teacher-student relationship evolve during the first 
lockdown from the teachers’ point of view?

2 Methods

Research was conducted with a qualitative approach using 
interviews and diaries on a group of Italian teachers. As described in 
other qualitative studies (Sullivan et  al., 2005; Hewitt et  al., 2007; 
Jensen, 2008; Gabb, 2009), diaries are in fact generally used in 
combination with interviews or questionnaires to shed light on to 
participants’ knowledge, behaviors, and feelings (Harvey, 2011; Tateo 
and Dario, 2020; Dario and Tateo, 2021).

The choice of diaries also allows us to analyze the influence of the 
context (ecocultural approach), examine changes over time, and study 
the specific individual differences of the subjects who narrate and 
reflect on the extraordinary situation (Rausch, 2013, 2014).

In operational terms for the interview, the current study utilizes 
semi-structured interviews, where the researcher crafts a set of clear, 
logically arranged open and focused questions, avoiding any 
instructional elements, following the approach outlined by 
Ergenekon (2007).

While the interview provides a summary of each teacher’s 
experience up to that point, the diaries provide a perspective over the 
entire time frame from March (when the pandemic starts) until June. 
Through these methods, we  want to capture teachers’ first-hand 
experiences of the situation.

2.1 Participants and tools

Twenty-five Italian primary and secondary school teachers (three 
males and 21 females), aged between 25 and 60 (Mage = 43.7), 
voluntarily participated in this study.

The participants come from all over Italy. They were interviewed 
during the month of March and they write diaries up to the end of the 
school year (covering three additional months). Each participant 
signed an informed consent ensuring anonymity and compliance with 
current regulations for the processing of audio and video data.

Due to the pandemic restrictions, the interviews were conducted 
remotely using Google Meet, which also allows for simultaneous 
recordings. The application enables the generation of video recordings 
stored in a folder named “Meet Recordings.”

Then, the first author created a blog using Blogger to collect the 
diaries. Participants could write their diaries every day or on days of 
their choice. All participants could read the content of each other’s 
diaries, but to keep their anonymity the names were changed.

2.2 Procedures

2.2.1 Phase 1: phone contact with the interviewee 
and consent sending

In this phase, each interviewee was contacted by phone by one of 
the researchers, and if they agreed to be interviewed, they were sent 
the privacy information and consent documents via email.

2.2.2 Phase 2: semi-structured interview
In March, all interviews were conducted in the first 3 weeks. A 

suitable time was arranged with the interviewees. Participants were 
sent a link to their personal email on the day and at the time of their 
choice, which allowed them to access the Google Meet platform. Each 
interview lasted 45 min. The semi-structured interview was divided 
into two parts: teachers’ personal and professional experience before 
and during the pandemic [we mapped the COVID-19 initial responses 
of our participants, their re-organization of teaching (also the 
methodologies used), the assessment of learning, and the perspectives 
on future teaching situations].

2.2.3 Phase 3: diaries
During the interview with the teachers, they were asked if they 

wanted to write a daily or weekly diary. Those who agreed could 
register on the private blog via a link. This was always sent to their 
personal email. Once they accessed the blog, they found information 
about how to work on it (See Supplementary material). Only registered 
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participants could visit and see the blog and write their diaries in it. 
Unauthorized entries were automatically deleted. Diaries were 
collected from March to June.

3 Results

In this section, we  analyze the responses provided by the 
participants in the interviews and the contents of their diaries, 
presented in their entirety. Our main idea is that a teacher evolves and 
transforms within a social and cultural context (Pianta, 1999; Paquay 
and Wagner, 2006), we collected the “teacher’s experience” during the 
first school year of the pandemic by eliciting their personal views 
through interviews and diaries. In doing so, we can understand the 
teachers’ perspectives on “change” and gain insight into the overall 
modification that our educational systems were undergoing.

3.1 Interviews data analysis

The interviews were transcribed to ensure a homogeneous and 
consistent data set. In the transcription of the interviews, the 
participant’s exact words were recorded without the use of specific 
phonetic notations or detailed transcription conventions. 
Subsequently, a thematic content analysis of data of Ergenekon (2007) 
and Braun and Clarke (2006, 2021) were carried out, focusing on the 
following areas: teachers’ initial responses COVID-19; reorganization 
of instructional planning (in terms of methods and tools); and student 
assessment in an online context.

3.2 Teachers’ initial responses to COVID-19

Teachers’ daily life was undoubtedly affected by the impact of the 
initial lockdown. When asked about their personal experiences (how 
they were living the emergency period; when they first perceived that 
something had changed; and what were changing in their present life) 
during the emergency period, teachers shared their 
emotional responses.

P.02.: “When I went shopping for the first time, it seemed like 
being at war. Social distancing, gloves, disinfectant, and masks" 
[…] At first, we lived everything with anxiety and terror because 
everything took a bad turn. So, you  had to stop… Initially, 
we  lived everything with fear because some of us had to take 
public transport to get around and we lived everything with fear.”

P.10.: “I would have never imagined it, but I found myself very 
anxious. At first, there was a lot of fear, I did not leave the house. 
I did a couple of releases in just over a month. I had distanced 
myself from everyone to protect myself and others.”

They described how they perceived the crisis with feelings of fear, 
apprehension, and anxiety. They experienced the fatigue of their daily 
life and they were defending themselves against a virus for which there 
was no vaccine, and the impression was that of being in a state of war. 
Even the words from newspapers and the media gave the impression 
of being in the midst of a conflict (Moccia et al., 2022).

P.2.: "We should have these attitudes for a while… at least until a 
cure for this situation will be found. There is a powerful enemy 
that has hit us in every sense. We do not know if we will be able to 
return the life we knew before. I hope and pray for a vaccine."

In fact, the initial lockdown measures imposed by the Italian 
Government, such as social distancing, mask-wearing, the inability 
to go out and spend time with people outside of the home, 
profoundly impact on teacher’s routines (e.g., P.02 and P.10 highlight 
how normal activities of grocery shopping and daily walks had 
changed). It emerged that many teachers experience a phase of 
adaptation and reinvention during the emergency period. In the 25 
interviews, two words kept appearing over and over again: “personal 
growth” and “reinventing oneself.” All participants defined 
COVID-19 as an extraordinary phenomenon and started to find a 
positive side in their situation: forced closure was the opportunity to 
engage in hobbies and pursue interests that had previously been set 
aside (e.g., 20 out of 25 rediscover the value of cooking for their 
own family).

P.12.: “A part from my personal situation which forces me to stay 
at home regardless. It is a moment in my life when I am able to 
cultivate reading. There are subscription magazines that I have 
never looked at. There are English magazines and films. This 
aspect of personal growth made me reflect on many things. I have 
regained the dimensions that I  had lost in the previous 
daily routine.”

P.05.: “The moment they confined us to our home we  had to 
further reinvent ourselves. However, we are a lucky family because 
we were able to react in different ways. With the use of technology, 
my husband built an office near our bedroom; the children attend 
lessons from a far; I  carved out a space for myself in the 
living room.”

Gradually COVID-19 changed from being an extraordinary 
phenomenon with peculiar meaning to a more ordinary one (Tateo 
and Marsico, 2019). From the teachers’ words, it emerged that initially, 
they were overwhelmed by the emotional dimension (fear, anxiety, 
and apprehension) that pervaded both their personal and professional 
lives but later, they managed to find a new dimension of balance 
and normality.

3.3 Reorganization of instructional 
planning

Teacher’s planning changed because school life has changed (“We 
can say that at least we have been able to carry on our profession and 
continue to work”). It seemed evident that not only on a personal but 
even at a professional level, a process of adaptation on behalf of the 
teachers was necessary.

P. 25: “A teacher's life has changed. We had to reinvent ourselves. 
For younger teachers it's not like that because they are almost 
digital natives but for us… I was born in 1966, I'm self-taught. 
I have studied everything by myself and it takes me longer to do 
things than someone younger.”
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Teachers were asked how their teaching practices have been 
modified during the pandemic, especially in transition to remote 
teaching. Then, the challenges and opportunities presented by remote 
teaching, reflected the need to adopt teaching methods and materials 
to suit online platforms. 13 out of 25 teachers mentioned that initially 
they attempted to replicate traditional face to face methods in the 
online environment showing resistance but manifesting also a 
critical approach.

P.04: “The search for materials and information about what other 
schools were doing remained unchanged. I decided to maintain 
the relationship even at a distance by starting with video lessons. 
Only for the first week, I did nothing. Then, on Meet, I asked them 
if they would like to take advantage of this mode. They said ‘yes.’ 
It's not the same as being in person; it's not the same thing, so 
we need to meet… almost every hour, not every hour.”

Our participants preferred using digital tools that ensured a 
synchronous approach like Google Meet and Zoom right from the 
beginning, rather than an asynchronous (Dropbox, Moodle, or 
Padlet). Furthermore, they stressed the necessity of a careful selection 
of materials to give or assign to students. In fact, as written by 
Uzunova-Dimitrova et al. (2023), “when teaching new material online, 
the teacher must also distribute his (her) attention: to follow the sequence 
of his (her) presentation; to present short and clear examples; to receive 
an immediate response from the learners, whether the material is 
understood or there is a need for re-explanation, following their faces, 
etc.” (p.308).

P.23: “Here digitalization is fundamental. You have no idea how 
many times I  messed up… The research of information has 
changed because now it is much more meticulous but it is one 
thing that I like and that I did less when I was at school.”

Teachers also highlighted the importance of considering students’ 
home environments and the potential digital divide when selecting 
tools. Teachers underlined a need for special attention between 
teacher-student relationship by increasing the time spent online, not 
for instructional purposes, but to nurture this rapport. In fact, 
according with Uzunova-Dimitrova et al. (2023), “the relationship 
between teacher and learner in an online learning environment should 
be constant, which would contribute to an effective and quality learning 
process” (p.308).

P.25: “we are a full-time school and we should stand out from 
other schools. But it is not that easy because it is not a matter of 
dealing with children but rather how to make the lesson 
captivating and not simply a lesson where you just ask questions. 
So, our profession… of course it received compliments because 
the principal saw that everyone was busy… of course, initially it 
might have seemed like a vacation […]. However, with my 
experience I put myself to work, I tried hard to find information 
on YouTube and on other apps to see how the platform, 
recommended by our principal, works.”

Teachers emphasized how for many of their students, school 
covers a large portion of their day (especially in full-time primary 
school classes where they finish every day at 4), thus, synchronous 

online lessons were a welcome break from the situation of loneliness 
at home and the lack of socialization with their peers. However, 
teachers showed how these practices mean “never-ending-task” with 
their classes.

P.25: “You find yourself correcting homework on Saturday and 
Sunday mornings. We worked yesterday (referring to Sunday), 
too. We no longer have time for ourselves and therefore we have 
to organize every waking hour.”

P.4: “With the classes where I have fewer hours, I have kept all the 
hours, even if they became 45 min. I realize that it is necessary to 
end the lesson a bit earlier to be able to ‘take a mental break.’”

In terms of methods and tools, the interviewed teachers, 1 month 
into the pandemic, particularly described an almost immediate 
transition from old use of technology for asynchronous activities 
(such as using repositories and communicating with parents through 
platforms like WhatsApp, where most teaching and learning activities 
were delivered through traditional lectures) to adopting Learning 
Management Systems. These systems facilitated both synchronous 
teaching in virtual classrooms and communication with families 
(think of tools like Google Meet and Zoom, as opposed to simple 
diary messages or WhatsApp), as well as asynchronous methods 
(using repositories for video-recorded lessons and Google Forms 
for assessments).

P.16: “The platform. I  have also seen other tools such as the 
Jamboard which is practically Teams blackboard and with that 
I am more at ease because it reproduces the classroom blackboard. 
Now, I use ‘Google Forms’ to create games, activities… I have to 
review all the things that can be useful. I choose all the things 
I can use: Youtube, the platform and I also suggested to children 
that if there is something they like, we can share it.”

P.24: “Then, for the video lessons there is MEET and another 
software. I have downloaded a lot of these interactive whiteboards 
that I am becoming acquainted with. I often use Educator, an 
interactive whiteboard that also allows me to record. In the past, 
I also used Google's Jamboard to share contents with a number of 
students. I have noticed that the system is very slow. Yesterday, 
I used a new (virtual) class… I also try to discover new supports. 
Yesterday I used another board and WhatsApp…”

This shift revealed a new virtual working environment that 
demands a fresh investment in technology. In particular with fragile 
students, it was necessary to have an integrated approach to technology 
(synchronous, asynchronous, and communication). Those who 
seemed to grasp the necessity of operating in this way were indeed the 
special education teachers who, having always worked with more 
vulnerable individuals, were already using this integrated approach 
and became supportive not only to the students with special needs 
also to the entire class and their colleagues.

P.10: "For a support teacher, not much has changed because the 
teacher's support is for the class, because she follows the entire 
group and takes the lead from the curricular teacher."
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Before the COVID-19 pandemic, traditional lessons are the norm 
and teachers report increased potential for student interaction and 
“flexibility” in face-to-face teaching. In it, there is more room for 
improvisation that distance learning does not allow. Students’ behavior 
or simple observations could modify the teaching approach, 
sometimes redirecting it to unrelated topics. The linearity approach 
on which online digital learning is built seems to reduce the possibility 
of moving from one argument to another, from one method 
to another.

P.05: “Yes, much more linear because I have little time and I have 
to make all the kids understand the topic… Here, I don’t go near 
the kid and say: ‘If you don't understand…’; ‘Come on, let's look 
at it together.’ Here, it is as if they were all made of the same 
‘stuff ’… Here it is essential to have the exact order in which to 
explain and the exact moment. In class, I can interrupt, move on 
to something else, expand, interrupt again… Here it's more a 
one-way street…but because I only have 2 h a week and I can't 
afford to use an hour to talk… time conditions you!…”

In remote learning, teachers quickly realize the need to shorten 
lessons to avoid tiring students, and they have to select materials with 
greater precision since technological tools favor a linear approach 
without diversions. They discover a new kind of flexibility strictly 
linked to a critical use of digital tools and how the remote learning has 
characteristics that fit with individual student needs.

P.2: “With the ‘lockdown’ teaching, I  made videos, tutorials. 
I believe that face-to-face teaching is too fast for some children but 
by making videos they have the opportunity to understand it 
better. I made a video tutorial with image sequences that they 
watch often and I have noticed that it works.”

Critically analyzing challenges and possibilities, teachers noticed 
an emergent tension: on the one hand, some asynchronous materials 
better suit the learning pace of students who can, for example, watch 
a video repeatedly and has a strong linearity that can simplify content; 
on the other hand, the use of technology required collaboration from 
families when children are very young, reducing their autonomy and 
involvement in activities that do not engage their bodies.

P.16: “On the net…working online, you have to be more careful 
because you don't know who is next to the child… furthermore, 
you mustn’t weigh too much on the family. You can guess what the 
family situation is but you don't really know what it is like but 
nonetheless you enter fully into a family situation. […] Also, the 
tool you use… you have to evaluate if they can use it at home with 
family members. You  need to understand how optimal and 
effective it can be.”

P.24: “It's an online board so the kids don't even have to download 
the application… since the kids don't have all the software and 
support… For example, I gave an exercise. Someone did it with 
the smartphone and I  saw all the slates filling up… but as 
you know, it would be better if they used a computer…”

Furthermore, in accordance with ISTAT statistics (See critical-
historical section 1.2) teachers posed an important question: many 

students do not own the software and hardware needed and this made 
online teaching exclusive. In particular, it was difficult for students 
from immigrant backgrounds whose parents had language 
impairment to have technical devices.

3.4 Assessment of students in an online 
context

With the imminent arrival of the end of the school year, another 
theme addressed during the interviews is the topic of assessing 
students in an online environment. In particular, we  asked the 
teachers what they mean by formative and summative evaluation 
and how they used them (summative evaluation is concentrated on 
the outcomes and end results while formative one is focused on the 
process, providing feedback for improvement) because both were 
required in the students’ assessment (Guyot, 1978). Teachers 
expressed concerns about the objectivity and effectiveness of 
summative evaluation in this context because they could not be sure 
that the assessment is real and commiserate with the learner’s 
knowledge. However, if one type of evaluation could be made, it is 
the formative one based on participation, interest and motivation 
and little on marks, they found it challenging to provide 
objective assessments.

P.3: I  hope we’ll go back to class soon because the physical 
relationship is important but I imagine it (the new school) with 
the support of these (digital) tools that we have discovered, that 
we have learned to use in this period. In our minds, we thought, 
at least I thought that it was just too much work… that it wasn’t 
worth the effort. Instead, I discovered that some things can be a 
great help. Especially for children confined at home even for short 
illnesses, they can stay connected to school.

They raised questions about the fairness of giving grades, 
especially for younger students who could receive substantial support 
from their families. Additionally, teachers noted that the digital divide 
among students, with varying access to technology and internet 
connectivity, complicates the assessment process.

4 Diaries data analysis

The diaries, collected from March to June during the 
pandemic, provide additional insights into the teachers’ 
experiences. They are anonymous and there are no space limits. 
In this section, we  reported some excerpts, illustrating key 
themes: importance of teacher-student relationships; educational 
alliance with families; reflections on the future. To identify the 
participant’s diaries, the letter “D” and the progressive number 
assigned to that individual in the interviews was used. 
Furthermore, the day on which the diary was written was also 
reported (e.g., April 16, 2021). In the diaries, some contents that 
emerged in the interviews resurfaced, but we chose not to remove 
them to demonstrate how they are fully integrated into the 
teachers’ reflection. The diaries were focused on: the importance 
of teacher-student relationship, the relevance to extend it to 
families and doubts on the future of school.
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4.1 Importance of teacher-student 
relationships

Early diary entries highlighted teachers’ reflections on their 
previous “in person-relationship” with students compared to contact 
mediated by technology. In particular, they stressed communication 
difficulties and students’ reluctance to engage fully during 
video lessons.

D1 (12 April 2020) dejected and frustrated by 
communication difficulties.

D2 (April 16, 2021) Today I met the guys on the platform. They 
constantly appeared and disappeared. I felt like I was playing that 
game where you had to hit the marmots. I don't like running after 
people. I felt I was not effective…Then a student contacted me to 
realize a comic. It made me feel better. Finally, I am not the only 
one chasing. It was a nice exchange where we worked to build 
something together.

The first diaries, collected at the beginning of April, have to do 
with teacher-student relationships where middle school pupils 
manifested a strange behavior: they decided to darken the camera. 
This “darkening room” was a clear sign that the students perceived an 
increased individualism, passivity, and lack of interest for others 
(Tzankova et  al., 2023) while teachers described their frustration 
toward this behaviors and the challenges of adapting to 
remote teaching.

Thus, teachers noted that online interactions lack the same 
warmth and spontaneity compared to face-to-face encounters.

D2 (May 10, 2020) Parents have always told me: “Children are 
happy to come to school!” I saw them coming through the gate, 
crossing the courtyard, trying not to run, to reach their 
schoolmates smiling and then, yes of course, greeting the 
teacher… Their eyes were searching for friends. […] Now I find 
them all there, lifeless behind the screen, waiting for their turn to 
speak… I see that they are no longer on the same wavelength, they 
are like strangers. They listen to, scrutinize one other, but they 
don't smile. In short, the video-lesson is simply a way to satisfy the 
teacher… School before was a totally different thing. Before, they 
were active, not passive participants.

Some expressed concerns about the emotional well-being of 
students during this period.

D6 (May 9, 2020) I believe that the experience we are living "at 
school" in such a delicate and unprecedented period, strongly 
highlights the educational alliance between the school (teachers 
in the first place) and the family that, today more than ever, has to 
support our students in an effective way in these difficult times. 
Sometimes, for students it is enough just to sit next to the PC and 
view the platform, experience it together. It is an important sign 
of physical presence, especially for the most fragile kids.

[…] I often think about what it will be like to start next school 
year with first grade kids. How will we welcome the little ones who 

will face school for the first time with their baggage of anxieties 
and fears? Will we welcome them with a mask with a smile drawn 
on it covering our faces? And how will we deal with kids who need 
a hug, to be comforted, if we can't even hold them in our arms but 
only at a safe distance? In a previous school circle, we had a little 
girl with selective mutism. She spoke to us for the first time only 
in the fourth years, and finally explained to us that her mother—
who haven’t even sent her do kindergarten—on the first day of 
school to make her feel good, told her that we  were like the 
doctors at the hospital…that why she didn't speak, because 
we instilled fear in her…Just thinking about staying away from 
children makes me think of the rigors of a Spartan education. 
Perhaps, someone could also say that a little effort and less 
touching will go a long way toward raising less spoiled children. 
It may be so but I believe in the power of hugs and in learning 
conveyed by emotions.

Teachers stressed the importance of physical presence, especially 
for the younger and most fragile students. Many of their students, in 
fact, have experienced an increase in school-related anxiety and a 
decrease in motivation. Thus, they have doubts about the quality of 
the digital tool, about the capability it has to consider everyone’s 
intelligence and to make students interact.

4.2 A relationship extended to families

In the diaries, teachers talked about the educational covenant, the 
alliance with families that became an element of support for teaching. 
It seemed necessary to form a corridor, a bridge between two 
microsystems (Pascarella and Marsico, 2021).

D8 (May 4, 2020). Moms have turned into screamers, unmotivated 
and tired children… Are we going in the wrong direction? I really 
think so. You cannot learn, or you learn little, if you do not create 
an adequate learning environment that consists of, above all, 
meaningful and stimulating relationships. In the classroom, my 
intelligence interacts with yours, his and everyone’s intelligence 
and each of us makes the other's intelligence grow. At home, in 
these conditions…with parents, what does intelligence do? How 
can I turn parents into 'teachers'?

They acknowledged the need for parents to create a conducive 
learning environment at home and express concerns about the 
challenges faced by families. The challenges of parents at work and 
children with grandparents or babysitters, highlighted concerns about 
children’s well-being in particular when they were from other 
countries or with disabilities. Teachers underlined the importance of 
developing projects that involved the whole educational community 
(Dario et al., 2020).

4.3 Doubts on the future

In the meantime, Phase 2 had begun in which the Italian 
Government had decided to reduce restrictions and allowed travel 
between regions. However, if everything in the outside world was more 
or less back to normal, nothing had changed for schooling since teachers 
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continue to work remotely. Thus, teachers began to reflect on the end of 
school year but also to project their thoughts toward the future. They 
expressed a desire to return to in-person classes while also recognizing 
the value of digital tools and of the path taken in education.

D4 (May 24, 2020) According to experts, the problem now is 
evaluation: I  suggest to read Maestro Manzi…The watchword 
today is ‘distancing,’ a paradox for children who, after months of 
being away, couldn't wait anymore to play with friends, go around 
holding hands, run, jump, etc… How can we possibly imagine a 
school without closeness among pupils? What ever happened to 
cooperative learning? Tutoring? All those good practices that 
make teaching effective, call for pupils physically interacting. Will 
they grow up thinking that being alone, surrounded by a void is 
necessary for the survival of the species? How sad!! We are almost 
there. The ‘DAD train’ has almost come to an end, at least for this 
year. At the terminus of evaluation where grids, numbers and 
annotations are jammed together, formative and summative 
evaluation are mixed in a new, never experienced combination. 
And it would be worth pausing for a moment, reflecting on the 
most suitable ways to evaluate not a single moment, a fleeting test 
or an assignment but the entire DAD path, in any case a process 
of maturation, awareness, new coexistence.

D3 (June 5, 2020) The school is over. Never before has school 
ended leaving everyone with so many doubts and questions.

Teachers discussed the deep wounds in the social fabric caused by 
distance learning, emphasizing the need for physical interaction 
among students. There were a new awareness and new ways of living 
together. It was interesting how the situation opens up to new 
questions: how can flexibility be promoted in a virtual environment 
designed for linearity? How can we  support the development of 
younger students’ autonomy in remote learning? What type of training 
and new teaching professionalism is emerging?

5 Discussion

From a teachers’ perspective, our analysis reveals the impact of 
COVID-19 on their teaching practices and on their relationship with 
students during the first lockdown.

The metamorphosis in the human condition at political and 
social levels had had repercussions on schooling. COVID-19 
represented a traumatic and stressful situation that had marked 
our lives, systems, development plans, and of course also schools. 
The sudden shift to remote work presented a range of critical 
reflections on the impact of distance learning in teacher-student 
relationship; the strategies of evaluation, the development of the 
future curriculum and pedagogy.

The first phase of the emergency is characterized by an 
explosion of strong, unknown sensations, feelings, and emotions: 
fear or terror, horror, sense of helplessness and lack of assistance 
(I would have never imagined it, but I found myself very anxious. 
At first, there was a lot of fear, I did not leave the house. I did a 
couple of releases in just over a month. I had distanced myself from 
everyone to protect myself and others). But that is not the end of it! 

This experience also led to: a disorientation and alternation of 
teachers’ personal life. As emerged in our interviews, we had two 
contrasting forces: nomadism (to move toward the new) and 
nostalgia for sedentarism based on established, traditional values. 
The result was a destabilization. The person had the perception of 
risk, perceiving a world of uncertainty, of material and immaterial 
vulnerability, of precariousness and of transformation (Afifi and 
Afifi, 2021; Dai et al., 2021; Yenerall et al., 2022).

During the lockdown, teachers found themselves navigating a 
delicate balance between the difficulties of planning their own 
lives and the need to reinvent themselves, to adapt to the evolving 
landscape of education and moving from extraordinary to 
ordinary meanings (Tateo and Marsico, 2019). Our interviewees 
underlined the necessity of developing Bateson’s third learning 
level: they have to modify their mental habits, moving toward 
what we could call mental and active flexibility (Giunta, 2013; 
Baldacci, 2014).

In particular, teachers faced challenges in implementing social 
distancing measures and limiting access to classrooms. They 
recognized the positive significance of face to face teaching such 
as reciprocity, sensitivity, coordination, and synchronicity in 
interactions (Sameroff and Fiese, 1989; Howes and Hamilton, 
1992; Pianta et  al., 1997; Pianta, 1999) but they also tried to 
revitalize the relationship with students by creating virtual 
classrooms, such as Zoom or Google Meet, and integrating various 
resources to enhance the learning experience and to overcome the 
limitations of asynchronous digital teaching that prevailed before 
the pandemic.

Teachers imagined that they could go back to the school (in 
September) with the additional technological knowledge that they 
had acquired in the meantime. For them, it was necessary to move 
away from the old mindset that flexibility belongs to in-person 
lessons, as it could also be  achieved with multi-platforms and 
multi-format contents, flexible schedules, optional activities 
(allowing students to explore topics of personal interest), and by 
focusing on collaborative tools like chat, online forums, and 
platforms that promote students’ social learning. Younger 
students, on the other hand, would only benefit from distance 
learning if there were clear instructions, family support, 
interactive learning (with platforms offering engaging games and 
activities), and continuous feedback. Thus, through teachers’ 
critical thoughts emerged the need for a more integrated approach 
of synchronous and asynchronous methods. According to Sarsini 
(2020) and Byrne (2017), on the one hand, distance learning had 
stimulated the use of previously unknown or little-used resources, 
such as in INDIRE’s experience, remodeling the didactic spaces 
according to new technical and digital innovation and individual 
aptitudes (Byrne, 2017), demonstrating how important it is 
opening up to the educational community, the city and the 
surrounding territory, in order to make knowledge more 
interconnected and contextualized, less abstract and far from 
students’ interests.

Italian schools have experienced a significant push toward 
innovation during COVID-19 and the hope not falling back into 
the continuous cycle of expectations and disappointments typical 
of the Italian educational system where there have been advances 
and simultaneously holdbacks (Moricca, 2016).
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We identified at least two other main changes: the applied 
pedagogy should be  purposeful and student-centered and the 
curriculum should be flexible (developmental and personalized). 
As Zhao and Watterston (2021) said: “the curriculum needs to 
focus more on developing students’ capabilities instead of focusing 
only on ‘template’ content and knowledge. It needs to be concerned 
with students’ social and emotional wellbeing as well” (p.4; See also 
Savarese et al., 2019, 2020, for more details).

March’s Ministry Decree on evaluation, during the pandemic, 
also showed how students are learning in an informal context 
(without teacher monitoring) when the family is present. Teachers 
did not believe in the validity of this summative evaluation. In 
their opinions, the dominant equation was observable = measurable 
is not respected. “You can see that she is looking toward her mother 
for approval.” If teachers could not see students’ hands and feet, 
did they assume that students can learn? If parents were nearby, 
did they learn? Instead, should we ask ourselves how to cooperate 
(create communities) with families? How to create an alliance in 
particular when the parents play the role of both teacher 
and pupil?

In essence, while COVID-19 disrupted traditional classroom 
activities, it also provided an opportunity for teachers to reflect 
on their roles and values. From the outset, teachers had shared 
“best practices” through ministry platforms or websites (See 
INDIRE, Section 1.2.). They discovered a sense of camaraderie 
that was lacking. Emerging from the ashes in which it had long 
been buried, the figure of the support teacher, once relegated to a 
corner to follow a single child or teenager, finally assumed the role 
as a “classroom teacher.” During the pandemic, we rediscovered 
the double mission for support teachers (Aiello et al., 2014), which 
evolved supporting both mainstream teachers and students in 
facilitating an inclusive teaching learning setting. Teachers’ critical 
reflections returned to the theme of their lifelong training and the 
importance of working with the entire educational community. It 
shed light on the significance of cooperation and reimagining 
alliances with families and colleagues, even with technology. As 
Vegetti (2020) wrote:

As the OCSE 2018 report stresses, digitalization is the main factor 
providing seminal innovation processes […] At the same time, the 
present-day pandemic has developed all over the world major 
attention toward the collective welfare, as it is generally 
commented upon in the press and the media, devising an intrinsic 
revolution among the learners of the school for future as well as 
in the general attitude toward our society (P.13).

6 Conclusion

In envisioning the future of educational practices, educators 
were grappling with multifaceted inquiries. They were actively 
seeking strategies to nurture adaptability within a virtual 
environment primarily structured for linear learning, striving to 
empower younger students with greater autonomy in remote 
learning settings. Moreover, their curiosity extended to exploring 
the evolving frameworks of training and pedagogical 
professionalism. Notably, there was a pronounced shift observed 

among participants—a departure from a conventional focus solely 
on the epistemology of managing academic events toward a more 
holistic, ethically-driven paradigm. This approach placed emphasis 
on shared responsibility and the comprehensive interpretation of 
individual experiences. As the educational landscape evolved, there 
was a discernible reduction in traditional school hours, paving the 
way for heightened personalized instruction. Teachers, in this 
context, were assuming augmented mentoring roles, providing 
substantial guidance and support to students in their 
academic pursuits.

Neuwirth et al. (2021) advocated for a collaborative relationship 
between students and educators, underscoring the pivotal role of 
flexibility in actively engaging through online platforms. They 
highlighted the significance of faculty mentoring, consultation, and 
continuous feedback to facilitate student progress. Additionally, they 
stressed the behavioral engagement of students in both synchronous 
and asynchronous learning settings.

In their work, Devlin and Samarawickrema (2022) proposed a 
comprehensive approach involving widening participation, enhancing 
student diversity and accountability, fostering transnational education, 
and embracing digital transformations in learning methodologies.

Addressing the need for significant changes in education, Zhao 
and Watterston (2021) emphasized three pivotal areas: the 
development of a curriculum that is progressive, personalized, and 
adaptable; pedagogical methods that prioritize student-centered, 
inquiry-based, authentic, and purposeful learning experiences; and 
the delivery of instructions that harness the strengths of both 
synchronous and asynchronous learning modalities.

Furthermore, Cahapay (2020) underscored the importance of 
updated curriculum content, instructional shifts toward online 
modalities, and assessments that serve as impactful reminders 
for educators.

From this diverse spectrum of scholarly perspectives, numerous 
valuable insights emerged. Among these, the cultivation of 
collaboration, flexibility, and personalized learning surfaces as crucial, 
alongside the necessity for robust mentorship and ongoing feedback 
mechanisms. These lessons bear immediate applicability to face-to-
face or hybrid teaching contexts. They should guide educators in 
adapting pedagogical approaches to suit the evolving educational 
landscape, embracing flexibility, collaborative learning, and 
personalized methodologies, ultimately enhancing student 
engagement and optimizing learning outcomes.

7 Limitations and future perspectives

The present study shows some limitations: first of all, a relatively 
small number of participants has been recruited. Secondly, we did not 
investigate further variables relating to the characteristics of the 
sample, including socio-economic status (SES).

Future research perspectives are based on: (a) extending this study 
with more teachers and students by using statistically representative 
samples. We  aim to analyze how educational institutions are 
integrating emerging technology in their programs, comparing results 
across different countries and continents (Africa and South America). 
(b) We intend to analyze factors determining teachers’ and students’ 
acceptance of emerging and immersive technology in education in the 
post-COVID period.
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Introduction: This study investigated the influence of teacher–student

relationship on Chinese high students’ academic motivation for the ideological

and political subject and the parallel mediating roles of positive and negative

academic emotions on this influence.

Method: The participants of this study were 425 Chinese high school students.

This study measured teacher–student relationship, academic motivation, and

academic emotions through several self-reported questionnaires. Structural

equationmodelswere used to analyze data and investigate the direct and indirect

influence of teacher–student relationship on Chinese high school students’

academic motivation for the ideological and political subject.

Results: Teacher–student relationship had a significant, positive, and direct

impact onChinese high school students’ academicmotivation for the ideological

and political subject. Moreover, positive and negative academic emotions, in

parallel, mediated the relationship between these two factors.

Discussion: This study demonstrates the important influence of

teacher–student relationships on Chinese high school students’ academic

motivation for the ideological and political subject. A positive teacher–student

relationship can directly increase students’ academic motivation for this subject

and indirectly enhance their motivation by generating positive academic

emotions. Therefore, teachers should express care for their students, make

friends with them, and be their partners in learning and life. Additionally,

teachers need to pay close attention to students’ academic emotions

and provide them emotional support so that they can develop positive

academic emotions while learning, and strive to establish and maintain a good

teacher–student relationship.
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teacher–student relationship, academic emotions, academic motivation, China, high

school students, the ideological and political subject
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1 Introduction

The ideological and political subject in Chinese high schools

is a comprehensive subject that aims to cultivate students’ sense

of political identity, scientific spirit, civic consciousness, and legal

awareness; educate students on ideology andmorality; and improve

their ability to participate in public affairs. This subject has been

taught in Chinese high schools for a long time and is an important

compulsory subject formost students. Chinese high school students

must pass the academic-level exam for this subject to obtain a

high school diploma, and for students who choose this subject as

one of their college entrance exams, their grade in this subject

accounts for a large proportion of their total score in the college

entrance exam.

The subject is greatly valued in the Chinese high school

education system. However, it is highly theoretical, comprising

content such as ideological, political, philosophical, and moral

theories, which are uninteresting, abstract, and difficult to

understand for high school students and are removed from

their daily lives. Moreover, given that students need to pass

the exam and obtain high scores, they have to memorize a

lot of content that they find boring. Therefore, most Chinese

high school students consider this subject tedious, useless, and

unappealing and believe that memorizing its content takes

a lot of time and effort. This negative impression of the

ideological and political subject can lead students to become

bored when studying the subject, distract their learning attention,

and weaken their motivation to learn it. Thus, students need

powerful motivation to encourage them to study the subject,

which is important to increase their knowledge and improve

their performance in exams. Research has shown that a good

classroom environment can increase students’ engagement in

learning activities and motivate them to work hard (Velayutham

and Aldridge, 2013). As an essential component of the classroom

environment, the teacher–student relationship has been proven to

be crucial in enhancing students’ academic motivation (Hughes,

2012).

Many researchers have confirmed that teacher–student

relationship is an important factor that influences students’

learning behavior and academic results (Gest et al., 2005). Students’

academic motivation (Yunus et al., 2011) and development

of prosocial behavior (Longobardi et al., 2021) are strongly

influenced by teacher–student relationship. Teachers ought

to make an effort to establish good relationships with their

students in their studies and daily lives, rather than just imparting

knowledge, and teachers and students should respect, trust, and

understand each other (Mokhele, 2006). It is currently unclear

how teacher–student relationship affects students’ academic

motivation for the ideological and political subject in Chinese

high schools, especially in the context of traditional Chinese

Confucian culture. Therefore, to clarify this matter, this study

investigates the influence of teacher–student relationship on

students’ academic motivation for the aforementioned subject

and the mediating role of academic emotions (both positive

and negative). It provides targeted guidance for motivating

high school students to study the ideological and political

subject actively.

2 Literature review

2.1 Teacher–student relationship and
academic motivation

Teacher–student relationship is an interpersonal relationship

that gradually develops during communication and interactions

between teachers and students. As one of the most critical and

fundamental interpersonal relationships in schools, it significantly

affects adolescents’ academic development and psychological

health (Lippard et al., 2018). Teacher–student relationship

mainly manifests through emotional, cognitive, and behavioral

communication. Teacher–student relationship has three different

levels—a specific working relationship, a natural interpersonal

relationship, and a profound social relationship—which constitute

the real sense of interpersonal relationships in an actual society

(Dong and Liu, 2002). Teacher–student relationship has a

significant impact on students’ academic performance and success

(Roorda et al., 2011). A harmonious and supportive teacher–

student relationship motivates students to learn and improves

academic performance (Barile et al., 2012).

Confucius, the most famous educator, and philosopher in

Chinese history, placed great importance on the harmony of the

teacher–student relationship in his educational philosophy. In his

first Chinese pedagogical work, written more than 2,000 years ago,

he pointed out that only when students are close to and respect

their teachers can they believe in and learn from the knowledge

and truths taught by them. China has been deeply influenced by the

traditional Confucian culture from ancient times to the present day.

The traditional Confucian culture emphasizes that students must

respect teachers and their authority, and there is the notion in the

traditional Confucian culture that once a teacher, always a father.

On the one hand, the traditional Confucian culture stresses the

harmonious, cordial and family-like relationship between teachers

and students, which is conducive to building a good teacher-student

relationship. On the other hand, the traditional Confucian culture

places great emphasis on students’ respect for teachers’ authority,

and students may be afraid to communicate with teachers due

to fear of their authority, which can have a negative impact on

teacher-student relationship.

A supportive student–teacher relationship can offer students

a bond with their school and high-quality learning resources.

Youths are more likely to achieve better academic outcomes

when they have a close and harmonious relationship with

their teachers and are glad to accept their guidance. In the

absence of support and guidance from their teachers, students

will have difficulty accessing the resources for their academic

success (Ma et al., 2022). If students view their teachers as

“partners” in learning, they will have a stronger motivation to

learn and achieve better academic performance. A high-quality

teacher–student relationship can eliminate fear and stress in

students’ minds, facilitate the development of a common language,

promote mutual understanding between both parties, reduce the

generation gap, and create a good learning environment. When

teachers report closer relationships with students, in turn, students

demonstrate modestly stronger outcomes across all domains. In

contrast, more conflictual relationships are largely associated with
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underachievement (Ansari et al., 2020). Several teacher practices

are capable of meeting adolescents’ developmental needs and, as

such, are likely to positively influence adolescents’ developmental

and academic trajectories (McHugh et al., 2013).

If the teacher–student relationship is close and warm,

students will study harder, engage in more challenging academic

activities, perform better in class, and meet or exceed their

teachers’ expectations in the learning process. By contrast, a

low-quality teacher–student relationship will worsen the learning

environment for students, which can hinder communication

between students and teachers and even deepenmisunderstandings

and prejudices, thus reducing students’ effort, patience, confidence,

and motivation. Teachers’ interpersonal behavior is crucial for

the quality of the student–teacher relationship. The research

results indicated that there is a significant difference between

teachers’ self–perceptions and students’ perceptions of teacher

interpersonal behavior. The differences among teachers’ and

students’ perceptions can partially be explained by teachers’ years

of teaching experience and the degree level, as well as the class

educational level (Karamane et al., 2023).

Academic motivation is a crucial concept in education. As

a key variable in the field of education and training, both

educationalists and psychologists perceive academic motivation

as an essential factor in students’ academic performance and

psychological health. Academic motivation is defined as a student’s

desire to learn or interest in learning (Hulleman et al., 2016). It is

an important driving force for students to strive to learn. Academic

motivation is associated with academic participation, educational

attainment, academic success, and psychological health (Froiland

et al., 2012). Australian education scholar John Biggs divided

academicmotivation into three categories: deepmotivation, surface

motivation, and achievement motivation. Deep motivation refers

to students’ motivation to learn because of their inherent interest

in the learning content. Surface motivation refers to the student’s

motivation to cope with and pass exams. Achievement motivation

refers to students’ motivation to gain higher grades, rewards, and

praise. Existing research suggests that academic motivation has a

vital influence on the achievement of academic success (Dogan,

2015). The efforts and activities of each student in the process of

achieving academic success depend on the quality of their academic

motivation. A high level of academicmotivation promotes students’

interest, patience, and effort in learning (Nancy, 2009). Students

with higher academic motivation usually have a stronger initiative

to learn. Hence, these students more probably would study harder

and achieve better academic results. Classrooms can be seen as

miniature but complete societies. Teachers’ attitudes and behaviors

toward students and how they interact with students may directly

or indirectly impact students’ academic motivation (Hughes, 2011).

Research has confirmed that teacher–student relationship has

a significant effect on students’ academic motivation. Social

psychological studies on teacher–student relationships suggest that

students who perceive their relationships with teachers as positive,

warm, and intimate have a stronger motivation to improve their

academic results. A high-quality teacher–student relationship is

beneficial for students to develop stronger academic motivation

(O’Connor and McCartney, 2007). A positive teacher–student

relationship is conducive to creating a warm, supportive, and

harmonious classroom environment, which helps students learn

more actively and communicate with teachers more proactively

(Birch and Ladd, 1997). Additionally, some researchers claim that

the degree to which students believe that their teachers take care

of them also affects their academic motivation. The more students

believe their teachers take care of them, the more motivated they

are to learn (Murdock and Miller, 2003). In addition, if students

like their teachers, the school environment, and all other school

members, they will study more actively, which will positively

impact their learning participation and learning process (Skipper

and Douglas, 2015). For example, when students like their teachers,

they usually have a stronger motivation to learn in the classroom,

hoping to gain their teachers’ attention and affection through good

performance and achievement. Conversely, when students dislike

their teachers, they usually lack the motivation to learn and even

hate the subject taught by the teacher, which can significantly

reduce their academic performance.

Many theories on motivation and participation provide

useful frameworks for studying the link between teacher–student

relationship and academic motivation in educational settings.

Social motivation theory suggests that if students feel social support

from their teachers, they will develop strong motivational beliefs in

the learning process, which will motivate them to engage actively in

learning activities and achieve good academic results (Furrer and

Skinner, 2003). According to self-determination theory, individuals

have three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and

relatedness (Ryan and Deci, 2000). If these basic psychological

needs are met, people will be more motivated, active, and happy

to work and learn, which would promote psychological health

and effective participation. Specifically, autonomy as motivation

is central to self-determination theory. In classroom situations, a

supportive teacher–student relationship is conducive to forming

independent motivation in students, which could enhance their

learning autonomy and promote their active learning behavior

(Korthagen et al., 2014; McNally and Slutsky, 2018). For example,

students who are in an autonomous and supportive learning

environment have stronger intrinsic motivation and are more

proactive and attentive to their learning.

Bowlby (1982) attachment theory generally holds that infants

who view their parents as providing a safe foundation can explore

with less fear and distractions. If their parents are around,

infants will have greater courage and confidence to explore more.

Attachment theory suggests that a supportive teacher–student

relationship can offer a safe foundation for students to gain

knowledge, develop abilities, achieve aspirations, and pursue new

goals; reduce their worries and distractions in learning; motivate

them to learn more actively and attentively; and encourage them

to complete more challenging learning tasks, and thus improve

their academic achievements (Hughes et al., 2008; Ma et al.,

2018). Meanwhile, expectancy-value theory suggests that students’

academic participation is determined by their expectations of

achieving academic success and their perceptions of the value or

importance of their learning. When students believe that they can

achieve academic success, they may become more actively engaged

in learning and put effort into their studies. Students who doubt

that they can achieve academic success are less likely to participate

actively in learning or invest a lot of energy, especially when they

encounter difficulties in learning tasks or negative feedback. If

students feel that what they are learning is important, they will be

Frontiers in Psychology 03 frontiersin.org121

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1329439
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Wang et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1329439

more active and patient when learning. As important socializers in

schools, teachers can significantly influence students’ expectations

and values. A supportive teacher–student relationship is beneficial

for students to generate positive expectations and value in learning,

which further promotes their engagement in learning, and, in turn,

greatly stimulates their academic motivation and enhances their

academic achievements.

Teacher–student interaction and student participation jointly

determine students’ academic performance, and teacher–student

relationship has an important impact on students’ academic

motivation, learning behavior, and academic performance. A warm

and positive teacher–student relationship can stimulate students’

enthusiasm for learning, enhance their interest and academic

motivation, and develop their advantages (Fredrickson and Losada,

2005; Daniel et al., 2016). Students with positive, warm, and

intimate relationships with teachers usually have positive attitudes

toward learning in the classroom. They are also more engaged

in what they are learning, cope better with stress, accept their

teachers’ guidance and criticism more seriously, and pay more

attention to teachers than others in learning (Ferradás et al., 2017).

Additionally, these students are more likely to persevere when

they complete difficult tasks (Koca, 2016). By contrast, a negative

teacher–student relationship negatively impacts learning activities

and the students themselves, thus weakening their motivation to

learn and leading to difficulties in concentrating on their studies,

which could result in academic failure (Lei et al., 2023). Students

with poor relationships with teachers generally lack academic

motivation, are reluctant to exert effort, are more likely to give up

when faced with difficult learning tasks, and rarely communicate

and interact with their teachers.

2.2 The mediating role of academic
emotions

Academic emotions refer to the emotions related to teaching

or learning that students experience in the learning process

(Pekrun et al., 2002). Control-value theory (Pekrun, 2006) holds

that academic emotions are generated under various learning

conditions, classes, and examinations. Researchers have generally

categorized students’ academic emotions into two types: positive

and negative academic emotions. Positive academic emotions

include happiness, confidence, enjoyment, excitement, relaxation,

and pride; negative academic emotions include anxiety, distress,

anger, boredom, hopelessness, and inferiority. These positive

and negative academic emotions can affect students’ academic

motivation and impact their academic performance. Researchers

have shown that students are more likely to spend time and energy

on learning activities that are relaxing, fun, and enjoyable, rather

than those that cause tension, distress, or boredom (Frenzel et al.,

2007). Positive academic emotions can motivate students to study

hard, help increase their attention to learning, contribute to the

development of their cognitive activities, and make them creative,

which, in turn, helps in enhancing their academic performance

(Yu and Dong, 2005). By contrast, negative academic emotions

are thought to reduce students’ academic motivation, hinder their

learning and cognition development, and decrease their attention

to learning, thereby leading to failure in academic performance

(Fredrickson, 2004).

Many studies have shown a significant relationship among

teacher–student relationship, academic emotions, and academic

motivation. A good teacher–student relationship can produce an

emotional connection for students. Such emotional connections

make students feel confident and comfortable in the presence

of their teachers and peers, which contributes to their academic

success. A positive and intimate teacher–student relationship can

activate positive emotions related to learning, increase satisfaction

with psychological needs in school, and reduce academic stress and

burnout among students (Furrer et al., 2014; Clem et al., 2021).

A higher quality of teacher–student relationship was associated

with stronger positive and weaker negative academic emotions.

Students who felt cared about, respected, and understood by

their teachers were more motivated to engage in interactions,

discussions, and learning. Moreover, academic emotions helped

induce andmaintain students’ interest in learning activities (Krapp,

2005). When teachers have good relationships with students,

students are more likely to develop positive academic emotions

such as relaxation, confidence, and pleasure in the classroom, which

can enhance their academic motivation. By contrast, a negative

teacher–student relationship can lead to students developing

negative academic emotions such as tension, inferiority, and pain

in the learning process, which can weaken students’ motivation to

learn. Studies have demonstrated that positive academic emotions

are related to higher academic motivation levels and negative

academic emotions are related to lower academic motivation levels

(Trigwell et al., 2012). As mentioned above, academic emotions

may mediate the relationship between teacher–student relationship

and academic motivation.

3 The present study

The current study explored the influence of teacher–student

relationship on students’ academic motivation for the ideological

and political subject in Chinese high schools and the mediating

role of academic emotions on this influence. Two dimensions of

academic emotions, positive and negative academic emotions, were

included in the analysis model, and their roles were compared. The

guiding hypotheses for this study are as follows:

Hypothesis 1: Teacher–student relationship has a significant

positive direct effect on students’ academic motivation for the

ideological and political subject in Chinese high schools.

Hypothesis 2: Positive and negative academic emotions

act in parallel to mediate the influence of teacher–student

relationship on students’ academic motivation for the

ideological and political subject in Chinese high schools.

4 Materials and methods

4.1 Participants

The participants were 425 students from high schools in

mainland China, comprising 219 men (51.53%) and 206 women
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(48.47%); 142 were in first grade (33.41%), 158 in second grade

(37.18%), and 125 in third grade (29.41%), with an average age of

17.08 years (SD= 0.89 range 16–19 years).

4.2 Measures

4.2.1 Teacher–student relationship evaluation
scale

This study used the teacher–student relationship evaluation

scale developed by Chu (2006) to measure teacher–student

relationship in high school in China. The scale has three

dimensions. Namely, the teacher–student relationship situation,

teachers’ affinity, and differences in status between teachers and

students. Each dimension has six items and each item is rated on

a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 to 5. The higher (lower)

the score, the better (worse) the teacher–student relationship. The

CFA results indicated that the scale has a good construct validity

(x2/df = 1.153, CFI = 0.994, TLI = 0.993, RMSEA = 0.019, SRMR

= 0.028), The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the entire scale in this

study was 0.83, indicating good reliability.

4.2.2 High school students’ academic emotional
scale

The high school students’ academic emotional scale used in this

study was adapted from the relevant dimensions of the Adolescent

Academic Emotion Questionnaire, originally developed by (Dong

and Yu, 2007). The aforementioned scale comprises two subscales,

namely, the positive and negative academic emotions scales. This

study measured Chinese high school students’ academic emotions

using 36 questions on a five-point scale ranging from 1 (complete

nonconformity) to 5 (complete conformity), and the higher the score,

the higher the level of related traits. In this study, the Cronbach’s

alpha coefficient of the sub-scales of positive and negative academic

emotion were 0.81 and 0.86, respectively.

4.2.3 Academic motivation scale
The academic motivation scale was adapted from the study

process questionnaire, developed by British psychologist (Biggs,

1987). This scale consists of three dimensions: surface motivation,

deep motivation, and achievement motivation, and has 18 items to

assess Chinese high school students’ academic motivation for the

ideological and political subject. Each item is rated on a five-point

Likert scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (often), with higher scores

representing greater academic motivation. This scale has good

reliability and validity. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient

for this scale was 0.78.

4.3 Data analysis

4.3.1 Common method bias test
The exploratory factor analysis results showed that 21 factors

had eigenvalues >1. The explained variance percentage of the first

factor was 24.76%, which is far lower than the 40% recommended

by Podsakoff et al. (2003), indicating that method bias was not an

issue in this study.

TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlations among the main

variables.

M SD 1 2 3 4

1. TSR 3.07 0.70 1

2. PAE 3.24 0.66 0.51∗∗ 1

3. NAE 2.94 0.60 −0.48∗∗ −0.67∗∗ 1

4. AMIPS 3.02 0.64 0.62∗∗ 0.60∗∗ −0.57∗∗ 1

TSR, teacher-student relationship; PAE, positive academic emotion; NAE, negative academic

emotion; AMIPS, academic motivation for the ideological and political subject. ∗∗P < 0.01.

TABLE 2 Model fit statistics for the structural equation modeling.

Model X2/df CFI TLI RMSEA
(90%)

Teacher–student relationship

and academic motivation for

the ideological and political

subject

3.16 0.98 0.97 0.072

(0.059, 0.085)

CFI, comparative fit index; TLI, Tucker–Lewis index; RMSEA, root mean square error

of approximation.

4.3.2 Preliminary analysis
The results of the descriptive statistics and correlational analysis

of the relationships among teacher–student relationship, academic

emotions, and students’ academic motivation for the ideological

and political subject in Chinese high schools are presented

in Table 1. Teacher–student relationship was directly, positively,

and significantly related to the students’ academic motivation

for the ideological and political subject (r = 0.62, p < 0.001)

and to positive academic emotions (r = 0.51, p < 0.001). By

contrast, teacher–student relationship was directly, negatively, and

significantly related to negative academic emotions (r = −0.48,

p < 0.001). Positive academic emotions were directly, positively,

and significantly related to the students’ academic motivation

for the ideological and political subject (r = 0.60, p < 0.001),

whereas negative academic emotions were directly, negatively, and

significantly related to the students’ academic motivation for the

ideological and political subject (r =−0.57, p < 0.001; see Table 1).

4.3.3 Measurement model
By measuring the extent of the model’s fit, we found that the

intermediary effect model and the data fit well (see Table 2).

4.3.4 Mediating variables
We used SEM to examine the mediating effects of positive

and negative academic emotions on teacher–student relationship

and students’ academic motivation for the ideological and political

subject. The mediation model in Figure 1 shows that teacher–

student relationship had a significant positive direct effect on

students’ academic motivation for the ideological and political

subject (β = 0.40, t= 8.67, p< 0.001), thus confirming Hypotheses

1. Moreover, teacher–student relationship had a significant positive

direct effect on positive academic emotions (β = 0.54, t =11.98, p

< 0.001). Meanwhile, positive academic emotions had a significant

positive direct effect on students’ academic motivation for the

ideological and political subject (β = 0.26, t = 4.78, p < 0.001).
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FIGURE 1

Standardized path coe�cients for the proposed model. TSR1-3, three parcels of teacher–student relationship; PAE1-3, three parcels of positive

academic emotions; NAE1-3, three parcels of negative academic emotions; SM, surface motivation; AM, achievement motivation; and DM, deep

motivation; ***P < 0.001.

Teacher–student relationship had a significant negative direct effect

on academic emotions (β = −0.52, t = −11.33, p < 0.001), and

negative academic emotions had a significant negative direct effect

on students’ academic motivation for the ideological and political

subject (β =−0.23, t =−4.33, p < 0.001).

We also performed a bias-corrected bootstrapping analysis

based on 5,000 resamples with 95% confidence intervals to

examine the significance of the mediating effects of teacher–

student relationship on students’ academic motivation for the

ideological and political subject. The results indicated that the

mediating effect of positive and negative academic emotions on

teacher–student relationship and students’ academic motivation

for the ideological and political subject was significant (see

Table 3). Positive and negative academic emotions play a parallel

mediating role between teacher–student relationship and the

students’ academic motivation for the ideological and political

subject, thus confirming Hypothesis 2.

5 Discussion

The current study explored the influence of teacher–student

relationship on students’ academic motivation for the ideological

and political subject in Chinese high schools, and the parallel

mediating roles of positive and negative academic emotions

on this influence. First, the study results demonstrated that

teacher–student relationship directly, positively, and significantly

influenced Chinese high school students’ academic motivation

for the ideological and political subject. Students with good

(poor) relationships with their teachers tended to have a stronger

(weaker) academic motivation for the subject. A positive teacher–

student relationship can increase students’ interest in the content

of the ideological and political subject, create a good classroom

environment for them, and improve their enthusiasm for classroom

learning, which, in turn, enhances their academic motivation for

the subject. By contrast, a negative teacher–student relationship will

increase students’ aversion and fear toward their teachers, hinder

communication, and interaction between both parties, and weaken

their interest and initiative in studying the ideological and political

subject, thus decreasing their academic motivation for the subject.

Consistent with previous studies, the findings indicated

that teacher–student relationship can predict students’ academic

motivation for the focal subject. A positive teacher–student

relationship can strengthen students’ motivation and interest

in learning, provide space for them to share opinions, and

further stimulate them to participate actively in learning activities

(Verschueren and Koomen, 2012). If students get along well with

their teachers, they would have a greater sense of security and

freedom and be more motivated to learn (Urdan and Schoenfelder,

2006). Establishing and maintaining a positive teacher–student

relationship can improve students’ patience and willingness to

learn, make them actively solve any problems encountered during

the learning process, promote successful adaptation in school,

and improve their academic performance in class (Griffin et al.,

2013). By contrast, a negative teacher–student relationship can

reduce students’ interest, enthusiasm, and motivation for learning.

If teachers often criticize students, shout at them, or are too strict

with them, students would communicate less with their teachers

and be unlikely to study hard (Opdenakker et al., 2012; Mensah and

Eric Koomson, 2020). The findings of this study indicated that the
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TABLE 3 Bootstrap analysis of the mediating model.

E�ect Path Standardized β The size of the e�ect 95%CL

Total TSR→ AMIPS 0.66

Direct TSR→ AMIPS 0.40

Indirect TSR→ PAM→ AMIPS 0.14 21% (0.072, 0.178)

Indirect TSR→ NEM→ AMIPS 0.12 18% (0.057, 0.161)

TSR, teacher–student relationship; PAE, positive academic emotion; NAE, negative academic emotion; and AMIPS, academic motivation for the ideological and political subject.

better the teacher–student relationship, the stronger the students’

academic motivation for the ideological and political subject in

Chinese high schools.

Second, the outcomes of the current study indicated that

positive academic emotions mediated the relationship between

teacher–student relationship and students’ academicmotivation for

the ideological and political subject. Specifically, if the teacher–

student relationship is warm and close, the students would have a

greater likelihood of developing positive academic emotions such

as relaxation, confidence, pleasure, and pride in the process of

learning the ideological and political subject. In addition, positive

academic emotions can simultaneously enhance students’ academic

motivation for the aforementioned subject in Chinese high schools.

When students have positive academic emotions while studying

this subject, they will bemore proactive, conscientious, persevering,

and interested in learning.

Many previous studies have similar results to the present

study. A positive teacher–student relationship has amajor influence

on students’ academic emotions and is vital to all students. A

higher-quality teacher–student relationship is related to a higher

level of wellbeing and a lower level of anxiety (Capern and

Hammond, 2014; Mainhard et al., 2018). The higher the teacher–

student relationship quality, the more likely students will have

positive learning experiences. If the teacher–student relationship

is supportive, students would perceive the teacher as warm

and approachable in the classroom environment, and experience

pleasant emotions (Martin, 2009; Becker et al., 2014). Furthermore,

positive emotions can enhance academic motivation (Kim and

Hodges, 2012). For example, positive academic emotions can

induce and maintain students’ interest in learning materials,

stimulate their academic motivation, and promote more active

participation in learning (Ainley et al., 2005; Kahu, 2013). Based

on these analyses, positive academic emotions mediated the

relationship between teacher–student relationship and students’

academic motivation for the subject.

Finally, the study results demonstrated that negative academic

emotions mediated the relationship between teacher–student

relationship and students’ academic motivation for the ideological

and political subject. Specifically, teacher–student relationship

was negatively related to students’ negative academic emotions

toward the said subject. If teacher–student relationship is negative,

students will produce negative academic emotions such as

anxiety, pain, boredom, and inferiority while learning the subject.

Meanwhile, negative academic emotions will reduce students’

academic motivation for the subject. Students with negative

academic emotions usually have lower academic motivation and

interest in learning, are more likely to give up when facing

difficult learning tasks, are easily distracted in the learning

process, and are reluctant to put in time and effort to study

this subject.

These findings align with those of previous studies. Long-

term teacher–student conflicts may lead to the accumulation

of negative academic emotions over time. Negative teacher–

student relationship damage students’ self-esteem and make

them feel inferior (Miller et al., 2000; Buyse et al., 2008).

If students perceive that their teachers are punishing them,

they will generate negative emotions such as anxiety and

nervousness (Frenzel et al., 2007). Negative academic emotions

undermine students’ interest in learning, cause them to reduce

their learning efforts, and lead to lower overall academic

performance (Bibby, 2002). Furthermore, these negative academic

emotions inhibit students’ cognitive and physiological processes,

thereby decreasing their learning initiative and motivation

(Clore and Huntsinger, 2009; Pekrun et al., 2017). Moreover,

negative academic emotions can lead to negative self-evaluation

and loss of confidence in pursuing academic success among

students, which reduce their academic motivation and academic

performance. Our study provides new evidence for the effect of

negative academic emotions in the association between teacher–

student relationship and students’ academic motivation for

the subject.

6 Conclusions

This study revealed the influence of teacher–student

relationship on students’ academic motivation for the ideological

and political subject in Chinese high schools and the mediating

role of positive and negative academic emotions. The study

findings clarified the mechanisms by which teacher–student

relationship affects students’ academic motivation for the

ideological and political subject, thus providing targeted

guidance for improving students’ academic motivation for

the subject. Our findings showed that teacher–student relationship

had a direct, positive, and significant influence on students’

academic motivation for the ideological and political subject.

Therefore, teachers should express care for their students,

make friends with them, be their partners in learning and

life, and create a good learning environment for students in

the classroom.

Furthermore, this study found that positive and negative

academic emotions, in parallel, mediated the relationship

between teacher–student relationship and Chinese high

school students’ academic motivation for the ideological and
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political subject. Teacher–student relationship can indirectly

influence students’ academic motivation for the subject through

academic emotions (both positive and negative). Therefore,

teachers should pay close attention to students’ emotions;

express enthusiasm, warmth, concern, and love to students

in various ways; provide emotional support for students so

that they can generate positive academic emotions such as

pleasure, confidence, relaxation, and happiness in the process

of learning the ideological and political subject; and work to

establish and maintain a good teacher–student relationship

with them.

7 Research limitations and future
study

This study achieved the expected goals and obtained

satisfactory results; however, there are some limitations that must

be noted. Firstly, the study only surveyed participants in two

provinces of mainland China, and the sample size was relatively

small, therefore, it may not be possible to generalize the research

findings to high school students from other cultural backgrounds

or geographical regions. In further studies, the regional scope

and sample size of the survey should be broadened to enhance

generalization. Secondly, the data for this study were collected

from self-reports, and the results of self-report measures may be

influenced by individual subjectivity, which may have an adverse

impact on the reliability of the research findings. Future research

should consider improving the objectivity of data resources

through more diverse data collection channels. Third, this study

was a cross-sectional study with limited causal assumptions. In

future studies, a longitudinal survey should be conducted to

investigate causal relationships.
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Exploring the relationships 
among teacher–student 
dynamics, learning enjoyment, 
and burnout in EFL students: the 
role of emotional intelligence
Ying Li * and Li Zhang 

School of Foreign Languages, Xinjiang Normal University, Ürümqi, China

Introduction: Within the realm of Chinese English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 
education, this research endeavors to explore the intricate interplay among 
teacher-student relationships, learning enjoyment, and burnout. It specifically 
aims to investigate the potential mediation role of emotional intelligence. The 
study delves into the experiences of 806 EFL students to comprehensively 
scrutinize these dynamics.

Methods: Employing Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), this study conducts 
a thorough analysis of the relationships between teacher-student dynamics, 
learning enjoyment, and burnout among EFL students. The primary objectives 
involve uncovering correlations among these factors and elucidating the 
potential mediating impact of emotional intelligence.

Results: The findings underscore robust associations between positive teacher-
student relationships, heightened learning enjoyment, and reduced levels of burnout 
among EFL students. Noteworthy is the pivotal role of emotional intelligence, acting 
as a mediator, offering insights into the intricate ways in which teacher-student 
relationships and learning enjoyment influence burnout levels.

Discussion: These outcomes highlight the significance of nurturing students’ 
emotional intelligence as a protective factor against burnout, advocating 
for tailored educational interventions. The research advocates for proactive 
measures to enhance emotional intelligence among EFL students, emphasizing 
its potential to mitigate burnout. Moreover, it suggests pedagogical strategies 
and institutional support prioritizing emotional intelligence to foster the well-
being and academic success of Chinese EFL students.

KEYWORDS

teacher–student relationship, learning enjoyment, emotional intelligence, burnout, 
EFL students, structural equation modeling (SEM)

Introduction

In the current fast-paced educational domain, the well-being of students stands as a 
paramount concern. The escalating pressures of academia, coupled with personal challenges, 
have propelled student burnout into the spotlight (Teuber et al., 2021; Salmela-Aro et al., 
2022). This state of physical and emotional exhaustion, often accompanied by detachment and 
diminished personal accomplishment, wields profound influence over students’ academic 
performance, mental health, and overall quality of life (Maslach et al., 2001; Kim et al., 2018).
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Student burnout, a complex interplay of various factors, is shaped by 
academic demands, social pressures, and personal hurdles (Kim et al., 
2018; Loi and Pryce, 2022). It manifests in deep-seated exhaustion, 
cynicism, and reduced sense of achievement (Maslach et  al., 2001; 
Madigan and Curran, 2021), presenting in forms ranging from 
disengagement with coursework to declining academic prowess and even 
mental health concerns (Tang et al., 2021; Liu, 2023). The ramifications of 
student burnout ripple far beyond the classroom. Academically, it leads 
to plummeting grades, heightened dropout rates, and stalled career 
trajectories (Salmela-Aro and Read, 2017). Beyond academia’s confines, 
it fuels emotional distress, depression, and anxiety (Madigan and Curran, 
2021). Given these profound implications, delving into the antecedents 
and mediators of student burnout becomes ever more imperative.

One potent variable in this equation is the quality of teacher–
student relationships (Roorda et al., 2017; Taxer et al., 2019). These 
relationships stand as a linchpin of the educational experience, 
offering students a haven of engagement, security, and emotional 
sustenance (Pianta, 1999; Gastaldi et  al., 2014; Longobardi et  al., 
2018). Conversely, strained or negative relationships breed stress, 
detachment, and emotional depletion – all fuel for burnout (Hakanen 
et al., 2006). While empirical evidence underscores the impact of 
teacher–student relationships, the intricate mechanisms underlying 
this connection invite further exploration.

Emotional intelligence, as envisioned by Salovey and Mayer (1990), 
encompasses the ability to recognize, comprehend, and manage emotions 
in oneself and others, steering how individuals navigate intricate webs of 
interpersonal relationships and emotional landscapes (Salovey and Mayer, 
1990; Abe, 2011; Petrides and Mavroveli, 2018). As students progress 
through their educational odyssey, their emotional intelligence may wield 
influence over their capacity to cope with stressors, regulate emotions, and 
maintain a positive perspective in the face of challenges (Brackett et al., 
2010; Molero Jurado et al., 2021). Emotional intelligence is posited as a 
pivotal mediator in the interplay between teacher–student interactions 
and student burnout (Chamizo-Nieto et al., 2021; Shariatpanahi et al., 
2022). It is hypothesized that positive teacher–student relationships may 
nurture the growth of emotional intelligence, equipping students with the 
tools to adeptly navigate stressors and challenges (Saklofske et al., 2012; 
Chamizo-Nieto et al., 2021), ultimately mitigating the risk of burnout.

Another pivotal facet of interest in this study is learning enjoyment 
(Frenzel et al., 2009; Dewaele and Dewaele, 2020). When students derive 
pleasure from their learning experiences, they are more likely to 
be intrinsically motivated, engaged, and emotionally invested in their 
studies (Dewaele et al., 2023). Learning enjoyment closely aligns with the 
Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Ryan and Deci, 2000), asserting that 
individuals are propelled when activities align with their values and are 
perceived as enjoyable and engaging. This intrinsic motivation and 
enjoyment stand as bulwarks against burnout, a state characterized by 
disengagement and emotional depletion (Wu et al., 2023).

Moreover, the design of the study serves to contribute 
meaningfully to the existing educational literature by adopting a 
comprehensive approach to untangle the intricate web of variables 
influencing student burnout. The utilization of SEM as the primary 
data analysis method allows for a nuanced understanding of the 
interrelationships between teacher–student dynamics, emotional 
intelligence, learning enjoyment, and burnout among both 
undergraduate and graduate students. By employing SEM, this 
research transcends traditional linear analysis, offering a sophisticated 
framework to decipher the complex interactions and pathways among 

these variables. Furthermore, the selection of undergraduate and 
graduate students stems from the recognition of their distinct 
educational experiences. Undergraduates often grapple with the 
transitional phase into higher education, facing initial academic 
pressures, while graduate students encounter more specialized 
academic demands and professional expectations. Investigating these 
cohorts will enable a holistic view of how these variables operate at 
different educational stages, facilitating tailored interventions to 
support students’ well-being across various academic trajectories.

Comprehending the intricate interplay between teacher–student 
dynamics, emotional intelligence, learning enjoyment, and student 
burnout carries profound implications for educational practices and 
student well-being. By uncovering these relationships and 
mechanisms, educators and policymakers can craft targeted 
interventions to diminish the risk of student burnout and foster 
enriching educational experiences. This research endeavors to expand 
the existing body of knowledge on student well-being, guiding future 
efforts to enhance the educational journey for students across diverse 
educational settings.

Literature review

Student burnout

The term “burnout,” once confined to the realm of business, has 
permeated various fields, including academic settings (Li et al., 2021; 
Madigan and Curran, 2021). In its general sense, burnout is defined 
as an overwhelming state of exhaustion and fatigue resulting from the 
prolonged and intense depletion of personal resources under the 
pressures of life (Robins et  al., 2018). Recognized as a significant 
mental health concern cutting across different age groups (Asikainen 
et  al., 2020), burnout is particularly noteworthy in the context of 
university life, where the elevated stress levels associated with 
academic challenges contribute to academic burnout, hindering an 
individual’s educational progress (Liu et al., 2021; Liu, 2023).

From the existing literature, it is evident that burnout encompasses 
three distinct dimensions: exhaustion, cynicism, and feelings of 
inadequacy in the academic context (Bask and Salmela-Aro, 2013). 
Without appropriate measures and support initiatives, burnout can 
lead to a spectrum of problems, from academic underachievement to 
the risk of dropping out (Lackritz, 2004; Kim et al., 2018). Therefore, 
understanding the constituents of burnout and the contributing 
factors is of paramount significance, especially concerning academic 
development and student well-being (Madigan and Curran, 2021).

Initially, burnout was defined as a form of psychological distress 
primarily experienced by professionals in human services roles 
(Maslach, 1982). However, this definition has evolved to encompass 
individuals facing work-related stress in diverse professional settings 
(Leiter and Maslach, 2003). Furthermore, considering the demanding 
nature of academic pursuits, encompassing tasks such as assignments, 
research, lectures, and examinations, students too encounter a form 
of occupational stress (Maslach et al., 2001; Tang et al., 2021).

In the context of this study, we introduce the concept of “learning 
burnout.” This is a detrimental psychological condition stemming 
from cumulative or chronic stress related to learning in higher 
education (Loi and Pryce, 2022). It is characterized by feelings of 
exhaustion, cynicism, and inefficacy, significantly impacting students’ 
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emotional, cognitive, and physical well-being during learning 
activities (Schaufeli et al., 2002). While burnout among teachers has 
received due attention due to their pivotal role in delivering quality 
education, limited research has focused on burnout among EFL 
learners (Jahedizadeh et al., 2016; Li et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2021; Wang, 
2022). Notably, there has been a relative dearth of studies exploring 
the predictors of burnout among EFL learners.

In recent years, the necessity to investigate specific factors 
contributing to burnout among EFL learners has gained prominence. 
The EFL learning environment presents unique challenges and 
stressors, including language proficiency requirements, cultural 
adaptation, and the pressure to excel academically. These distinctive 
demands can heighten the risk of burnout among EFL students (Li 
et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2021). However, despite the evident importance 
of understanding burnout in this context, the literature remains 
somewhat limited in its exploration of the predictors of burnout 
among EFL learners. This knowledge gap underscores the significance 
of our study, which delves into the roles of teacher–student 
relationships, student learning enjoyment, and emotional intelligence 
in shaping burnout levels among Chinese EFL students. By addressing 
this research gap, we aim to provide valuable insights that can inform 
strategies and interventions to mitigate burnout and enhance the 
overall well-being and academic performance of EFL learners in the 
Chinese educational context.

Teacher–student relationships

Teacher–student relationships constitute the bedrock of the 
educational experience, exerting significant influence over both 
academic and emotional well-being (Longobardi et al., 2016; Roorda 
et al., 2017). These relationships are marked by a unique dynamic, 
shaped by an inherent imbalance of authority and responsibility 
within the academic context (Frymier and Houser, 2000). Effective 
communication is pivotal in establishing and nurturing these 
connections, despite the distinctive attributes that set them apart from 
other relationships (Pianta et al., 2012; Taxer et al., 2019).

While the impact of Teacher–Student Relationships (TSR) on 
student and teacher outcomes is well-documented, a smaller body of 
literature has delved into its effects on learners, underscoring the need 
for further investigation in this field (Veldman et al., 2013; Longobardi 
et al., 2019). Studies have demonstrated a robust connection between 
TSR and teacher burnout, emphasizing the far-reaching implications 
of these relationships (Rodríguez-Mantilla and Fernández-Díaz, 2017; 
Zhang et  al., 2023). A case study conducted by Lee and Schallert 
(2008) showcased the influential role of TSR on student composition 
improvements, highlighting the power of trust and rapport in the 
learning process. Additionally, Ma et al. (2018) found that positive 
TSR can elevate students’ English proficiency by fostering self-efficacy 
and promoting effective learning strategies, reinforcing the critical role 
of TSR in shaping both student and teacher experiences. 
Understanding the intricate dynamics of TSR is essential for creating 
a supportive and conducive learning environment for EFL students.

Central to teacher–student relationships is the establishment of 
trust and mutual respect in the classroom, significantly influencing 
students’ learning experiences (Pianta et  al., 2012; Shakki, 2022). 
When students perceive their teachers as approachable, caring, and 
genuinely interested in their success, it cultivates a sense of trust that 

positively impacts their learning process (Roorda et al., 2011; Lei et al., 
2016; Derakhshan et al., 2022). These positive relationships contribute 
to heightened learning enjoyment, as students feel more at ease 
expressing themselves and taking risks in their educational pursuits 
(Taxer et al., 2019).

Furthermore, these relationships are intertwined with students’ 
academic self-efficacy (Zhou et al., 2020). The belief that teachers are 
invested in their learning and genuinely care about their progress 
bolsters students’ confidence in their academic capabilities (Chen 
et al., 2021; Derakhshan, 2022). Emotional support from teachers, 
including encouragement and understanding, profoundly influences 
students’ emotional well-being and their level of enjoyment in the 
learning process (Pianta and Stuhlman, 2004). Students who perceive 
their teachers as supportive are more likely to experience a sense of 
belonging, ultimately enhancing their enjoyment in the learning 
process (Frenzel et al., 2009).

Conversely, negative teacher–student relationships marked by 
conflict, lack of support, or a sense of injustice can contribute to 
student burnout (Contreras et al., 2022). Burnout, characterized 
by prolonged emotional, mental, and physical exhaustion due to 
stress, is a significant concern among EFL students, particularly 
in the face of academic pressures and societal expectations (Li 
et al., 2021). In the context of EFL education in China, where 
students grapple with unique challenges related to language 
acquisition and cultural adaptation, the quality of teacher–
student relationships becomes especially critical (Fu, 2023). A 
supportive and nurturing relationship with the teacher can help 
alleviate some of these challenges, contributing to a positive 
learning environment (Wu et al., 2023).

Several studies have delved into the impact of teacher–student 
relationships on burnout and well-being among students. Teuber et al. 
(2021) conducted a study focused on Chinese adolescents, 
highlighting the significance of the teacher–student dynamic and 
personal resources in understanding educational burnout. 
Additionally, Gastaldi et al. (2014) examined the impact of stress and 
burnout on the relationships between educators and pupils, 
emphasizing the reciprocal nature of these associations. Kim et al. 
(2018) employed a meta-analytical approach to investigate the 
function of social support in alleviating student burnout, providing 
valuable insights into the relationship between social support and 
student exhaustion.

Moreover, Romano et  al. (2021) conducted longitudinal 
research to understand the repercussions of students’ perceptions 
of educators’ emotional support on various dimensions of academic 
burnout. Their work provided invaluable longitudinal data for 
evaluating how shifts in teacher support may influence student 
exhaustion over time. Together, these studies offer a comprehensive 
perspective on the intricate interplay between teacher–student 
relationships, social support, and individual resources in the 
context of school burnout among students. These findings 
collectively contribute to our understanding of the multifaceted 
factors that influence students’ well-being and their experiences in 
educational settings.

In essence, teacher–student relationships wield profound 
influence over students’ learning enjoyment and burnout levels within 
the realm of EFL education. Trust, support, and mutual respect in 
these relationships not only enhance emotional intelligence but also 
foster learning enjoyment while mitigating burnout. A nuanced 
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understanding of these interconnected variables is imperative for 
enhancing the overall educational experience of Chinese EFL students.

Learning enjoyment

The emergence of the “emotional turn” in the field of EFL research, 
coupled with the increasing influence of positive psychology, has 
brought emotions, particularly positive ones, to the forefront in the 
language learning process (Dewaele et al., 2018; Botes et al., 2022). 
Emotions, these affective experiences intricately woven into language 
learning activities and outcomes, are now recognized as a pivotal 
factor in education. The teaching profession is increasingly 
acknowledged as emotionally demanding (Hargreaves, 2001), with the 
classroom viewed as a charged environment (Pekrun and 
Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2014). While prior studies predominantly 
explored the impact of negative emotions on second language (L2) 
learning (Dewaele et al., 2023), recent inquiries, guided by positive 
psychology principles, have shed light on the transformative potential 
of positive emotions in this context (Dewaele et al., 2018).

Drawing upon the broaden-and-build theory, Foreign Language 
Enjoyment (FLE) and other positive emotions possess the inherent 
capacity to alleviate the detrimental effects of negative emotions and 
anxiety by expanding students’ momentary cognitive repertoires, 
enhancing essential cognitive resources, and bolstering their resilience 
(Fredrickson, 2001). FLE, acknowledged as a prominent positive 
sentiment in L2 education (Botes et al., 2022; Fathi and Hejazi, 2023), 
is characterized as an activating and task-focused emotion (Pekrun, 
2006). Numerous studies underscore the central role of FLE in 
yielding highly favorable educational outcomes, including heightened 
engagement, increased willingness to communicate (WTC), enhanced 
L2 proficiency, and reduced L2 anxiety (e.g., Shen, 2021; Botes et al., 
2022; Fathi et  al., 2023). Additionally, FLE is intimately linked to 
learners’ creativity, self-efficacy, and self-assessed competence 
(Dewaele and Dewaele, 2020; Derakhshan and Fathi, 2023). In this 
context, FLE plays a pivotal role in enabling learners to immerse 
themselves more deeply in language input by reducing stress levels 
and fostering a willingness to take risks in the L2 acquisition process 
(White, 2018; Mohammad Hosseini et al., 2022).

A thorough examination of the academic literature reveals a body 
of research that investigates the interplay between the enjoyment of 
learning and its repercussions on student burnout within various 
educational settings. For instance, Li (2022) delved into the concept 
of classroom enjoyment and its correlation with disengagement and 
burnout among students studying EFL. The research underscores the 
pivotal role played by classroom enjoyment in alleviating 
disengagement and burnout. Similarly, Li et al. (2021) made a valuable 
contribution by conceiving and measuring burnout specifically in the 
context of foreign language learning among Chinese EFL students. 
Their work laid the foundation for understanding the unique 
manifestations of burnout in this specific context.

Ljubin-Golub et  al. (2020) directed their attention to the 
experience of “student flow” and its association with burnout, 
examining how teacher autonomy support and student autonomous 
motivation influence these dynamics. Their study brought to light the 
significance of teacher support and student motivation in the context 
of burnout and the flow state. Jahedizadeh et al. (2016) delved into the 
factors of demotivation, perceptions of classroom activities, and 

mastery goals among EFL learners, seeking to predict language 
achievement and burnout. This research provided valuable insights 
into the intricate relationships between learner motivation, classroom 
experiences, and burnout. Furthermore, Karimi and Fallah (2021) 
explored academic burnout, feelings of shame, intrinsic motivation, 
and teacher support among EFL learners. They employed a structural 
equation modeling approach, which illuminated the complex 
connections among these variables and their impact on 
student burnout.

In combination, these studies offer a holistic understanding of 
how the enjoyment of learning and its associated factors influence 
student burnout within the sphere of foreign language education. They 
underscore the significance of classroom experiences, motivation, 
teacher support, and psychological factors in mitigating or 
exacerbating burnout in the context of EFL and language learning.

Emotional intelligence

Emotional Intelligence (EI), encompassing the ability to perceive, 
understand, manage, express, and employ emotions, holds substantial 
relevance in personal and educational contexts (Parker et al., 2011; 
Llamas-Díaz et  al., 2022). This multifaceted construct profoundly 
influences diverse aspects of an individual’s life. In educational 
contexts, EI has garnered attention for its positive impact on academic 
performance and overall well-being (Petrides et al., 2004; Allen et al., 
2014; Derakhshan and Zare, 2023). There are two widely recognized 
forms of EI: Trait Emotional Intelligence (TEI) and Ability EI. TEI 
involves self-perceptions and tendencies regarding emotions, typically 
assessed through self-report measures (Petrides et  al., 2004). 
Conversely, Ability EI pertains to actual emotional skills and is 
assessed through performance tasks resembling cognitive ability tests 
(Petrides and Furnham, 2001). Both facets contribute to an individual’s 
emotional aptitude and competence. TEI provides insights into how 
individuals perceive and manage their emotions, while Ability EI 
pertains to their practical skills in navigating emotional challenges.

In the field of L2 research, scholars have explored the implications 
of EI for language learning outcomes and the emotional experiences 
of learners, reflecting what has been termed the “emotional turn” in 
the field (Dewaele et al., 2018; Greenier et al., 2021). Dewaele et al. 
(2008) found an inverse relationship between TEI and language 
anxiety, indicating that higher TEI was associated with lower levels of 
language anxiety. Similarly, Shao et al. (2013) reported that higher TEI 
levels were linked to reduced Foreign Language Anxiety (FLA) and 
greater EFL achievement among Chinese undergraduate students. 
These findings emphasize the profound influence of emotional 
intelligence on language learning experiences. Li’s (2020) research 
with Chinese senior high school students further revealed a positive 
connection between TEI and L2 achievement and enjoyment. Higher 
levels of TEI were associated not only with improved academic 
performance but also with enhanced enjoyment and satisfaction in the 
language learning process. Additionally, an intervention study by Li 
and Xu (2019) targeting TEI among Chinese secondary students 
highlighted the significant impact of TEI on L2 emotions. It not only 
enhanced TEI but also elevated Foreign Language Enjoyment (FLE) 
while diminishing Foreign Language Anxiety (FLA). This intervention 
demonstrates the malleability of TEI and its potential to positively 
influence the emotional experiences of language learners.
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TEI, encompassing 15 components clustered into four 
categories (self-control, well-being, sociability, and emotionality), 
offers valuable insights into human dispositions and self-
perceptions regarding emotions (Petrides et al., 2007). Well-being 
reflects an individual’s overall contentment and life satisfaction, 
while self-control involves the ability to regulate impulses and 
external stressors. Emotionality pertains to emotional awareness, 
sensitivity, and the capacity to form interpersonal relationships 
(Petrides and Mavroveli, 2018). In the context of foreign language 
learning, TEI assumes a pivotal role in helping learners manage 
stress and anxiety, facilitate effective communication, and cultivate 
positive attitudes toward the target language and culture (Dewaele 
et al., 2008). The interplay between TEI and various facets of L2 
performance has been substantiated by research, encompassing 
achievements in writing and oral fluency (Shao et al., 2013). Chen 
and Zhang (2022) further revealed TEI as a significant predictor of 
speaking and listening performance, though not of reading and 
writing. Additional investigations have explored the associations 
between TEI and emotional variables such as FLA and 
FLE. Dewaele et al. (2008) identified a negative correlation between 
TEI and FLA, suggesting that individuals with higher TEI 
experience lower levels of language anxiety. This research 
underscores the mediating role of emotional intelligence in shaping 
language learning experiences.

Li (2020) contributed to this discourse by establishing a modest 
to moderate relationship between TEI, FLE, self-rated English 
proficiency, and actual English performance among Chinese high 
school students. Moreover, FLE was identified as a mediator in the 
relationship between TEI and language performance and proficiency. 
These findings suggest that emotional intelligence, particularly in the 
form of TEI, influences learners’ emotional experiences during FL 
learning, impacting their language proficiency and satisfaction.

A wealth of research has explored the connection between 
emotional intelligence and student burnout across diverse 
educational environments and student cohorts. Loi and Pryce (2022) 
conducted a study focusing on university students, probing into the 
function of mindful self-care as a mediator in the relationship 
between emotional intelligence and burnout. Their research 
underscores the pivotal role of self-care practices in mitigating the 
impact of emotional intelligence on student burnout. Similarly, 
Molero Jurado et al. (2021) delved into the mediating function of 
emotional intelligence in the association between academic 
achievement and burnout among high school students. Their findings 
shed light on the potential of emotional intelligence to serve as an 
intermediary in understanding burnout within the high school 
milieu. Shariatpanahi et al. (2022) embarked on research within the 
realm of medical education, with a specific focus on Iranian medical 
students. Their study accentuated the impact of emotional intelligence 
on diverse facets of burnout, providing valuable insights into the 
distinctive challenges encountered by medical students. Cazan and 
Năstasă (2015) delved into emotional intelligence, life satisfaction, 
and burnout among university students. Their investigation 
contributed to a more comprehensive comprehension of the 
connections among these variables in the university setting. 
Furthermore, Blanchard et al. (2021) concentrated their efforts on 
clinical year medical students and explored the intricate interplay 
between emotional intelligence, burnout, and professional 
fulfillment. This study delved into the specific context of clinical 

training, offering invaluable insights into the relationship between 
emotional intelligence and burnout in the field of medical education.

These studies collectively offer a holistic perspective on the role of 
emotional intelligence in student burnout, considering diverse 
educational levels and contexts. They shed light on the mediating 
factors, unique challenges, and potential protective mechanisms 
linked to emotional intelligence in the realm of student well-being 
and burnout.

The hypotheses

H1: teacher–student relationship is negatively related with 
student burnout

Positive teacher–student relationships play a fundamental role in 
creating a conducive learning environment. These relationships offer 
emotional support, foster trust, and provide a sense of belonging 
(Hamre and Pianta, 2001; Kim et al., 2018). Studies have consistently 
demonstrated that positive relationships between teachers and 
students lead to increased academic engagement, reduced behavior 
problems, and a more positive overall learning experience (Gastaldi 
et al., 2014; Romano et al., 2021; Teuber et al., 2021). Additionally, 
research has shown that students in such supportive environments 
experience lower levels of stress, which is a significant contributor to 
burnout (Pianta, 1999).

H2: Emotional intelligence is negatively associated with 
student burnout

Emotional intelligence, defined by Salovey and Mayer (1990), 
encompasses a set of abilities to understand and manage emotions 
effectively. Individuals with high emotional intelligence are equipped 
to cope with stressors and challenges, which are key components of 
emotional exhaustion and burnout (Maslach et al., 2001). Empirical 
evidence consistently supports the negative association between 
emotional intelligence and burnout (Cazan and Năstasă, 2015; 
Blanchard et al., 2021; Molero Jurado et al., 2021; Loi and Pryce, 2022; 
Shariatpanahi et al., 2022).

H3: Learning enjoyment is negatively connected with 
student burnout

The Self-Determination Theory (SDT) posits that when 
individuals find activities enjoyable and aligned with their values, they 
are more likely to be intrinsically motivated (Ryan and Deci, 2000; 
Deci and Ryan, 2008). Learning enjoyment is a key driver of this 
intrinsic motivation. In contrast, burnout is associated with 
detachment and reduced engagement, which are antithetical to the 
principles of intrinsic motivation (Maslach et al., 2001). Empirical 
research affirms this hypothesis, illustrating that students who 
experience higher levels of enjoyment in their learning endeavors tend 
to exhibit lower levels of burnout (Jahedizadeh et al., 2016; Ljubin-
Golub et al., 2020; Karimi and Fallah, 2021; Li et al., 2021; Li, 2022).

H4: Emotional intelligence mediates the relationship between 
teacher–student relationship and student burnout
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Positive teacher–student relationships serve as a fertile ground for 
emotional intelligence development in students, as they witness and 
learn effective emotional regulation skills through interaction and 
observation (Chamizo-Nieto et  al., 2021). Higher emotional 
intelligence, in turn, empowers students with the ability to navigate 
their emotions effectively, potentially acting as a buffer against the 
development of burnout (Blanchard et al., 2021; Loi and Pryce, 2022).

H5: Emotional intelligence mediates the relationship between 
learning enjoyment and student burnout

Students with higher emotional intelligence exhibit superior 
emotional regulation skills, enabling them to maintain a sense of 
enjoyment and engagement in their learning experiences (Li, 2020). 
This emotional resilience, in turn, may act as a protective factor 
against the onset of burnout (Brackett et al., 2010; Li and Xu, 2019). 
Therefore, it is theoretically plausible to suggest that emotional 
intelligence may serve as a mediator in the relationship between 
learning enjoyment and student burnout.

Method

Participants and procedure

The data collection for this study spanned from January to April 
2022. For this study, a total of 806 male and female EFL university 
students were selected, representing a diverse range of academic 
disciplines, from four universities across various regions of China. The 
participants exhibited a mean age of 21.15 years, with a standard 
deviation of 1.86 years, indicating a wide range of ages within the 
sample. A substantial proportion of the participants were pursuing 
either Master’s or undergraduate degrees, reflecting the diverse 
academic backgrounds within the cohort.

To ensure a comprehensive representation, participants were 
recruited from a mix of urban and suburban campuses, contributing 
to a rich demographic cross-section. Among the participants, 62.13% 
were pursuing undergraduate studies, while the remaining 37.41% 
were enrolled in master’s programs. The sample included 487 female 
participants (60.42%) and 319 male participants (39.57%). The cohort 
encompassed students majoring in diverse fields, with approximately 
28.5% pursuing degrees in Engineering and Technology, 21% in 
Humanities and Social Sciences, 15% in Natural Sciences, 12% in 
Business and Economics, 9% in Fine Arts, and the remaining 14.5% 
distributed among various other academic domains such as Health 
Sciences, Education, and Agriculture. Table 1 provides the summary 
of the demographic information of the participants.

The process of data collection involved reaching out to potential 
participants through official university channels, such as email notifications 
and online student portals. Invitations were extended to engage in the 
study by completing a series of structured online questionnaires. It was of 
utmost importance to emphasize that participation was entirely voluntary, 
and each participant was required to provide their informed consent by 
digitally signing a consent form prior to engaging in the study. Participants 
were allotted approximately 20 min to thoughtfully respond to the 
questionnaires, contributing their valuable insights to the research 
endeavor. This comprehensive approach to data collection aimed to ensure 
the robustness and representativeness of the findings.

Instruments

The emotional intelligence scale

The assessment of emotional intelligence utilized the Wong and 
Law Emotional Intelligence Scale, a well-validated instrument in the 
field (Wong and Law, 2002). This scale comprises four dimensions: self-
emotion appraisal, others’ emotional appraisal, use of emotion, and 
regulation of emotion. Survey questions derived from this scale 
consisted of four carefully selected items for each dimension, totaling 
16 questions. It primarily focuses on Trait EI, measuring typical patterns 
of emotional functioning. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for each 
dimension were as follows: Self-emotion appraisal: α = 0.87, Others’ 
emotional appraisal: α = 0.81, Use of emotion: α = 0.91, Regulation of 
emotion: α = 0.83. The participants responded using a 5-point Likert 
scale ranging from “Strongly Disagree” (1) to “Strongly Agree” (5).

The Maslach’s burnout inventory-student 
survey

The MBI-SS, a modified version of Maslach’s Burnout Inventory 
by Schaufeli et al. (2002), includes 15 items distributed across three 
subscales: “exhaustion,” “cynicism,” and “academic efficacy.” Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficients for each subscale were: Exhaustion: α = 0.93, 
Cynicism: α = 0.88, Academic efficacy: α = 0.91. Respondents rated 
each item on a 7-point Likert scale from “Never” (1) to “Always” (7).

The learning enjoyment scale

Learning enjoyment was evaluated using four adapted items from 
Bieleke et al. (2021) Achievement Emotions Questionnaire, specifically 
selected to measure enjoyment in the context of EFL learning. These 
items were revised to align with the nuances of EFL education. 
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was α = 0.88, reflecting high reliability. 
Participants rated items using a 7-point Likert scale from “Strongly 
Disagree” (1) to “Strongly Agree” (7).

TABLE 1 Demographic information of participants.

Demographic information Participants

Gender

Female 487 (60.42%)

Male 319 (39.57%)

Academic Degree

Undergraduate 501 (62.13%)

Master’s 305 (37.87%)

Academic Fields

Engineering and Technology 230 (28.5%)

Humanities and Social Sciences 169 (21%)

Natural Sciences 121 (15%)

Business and Economics 97 (12%)

Fine Arts 72 (9%)

Other Fields 117 (14.5%)
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The teacher–student relationship scale

To measure the teacher–student relationship, the Chinese version 
of the Teacher–Student Relationship Scale (TSRS-C; Chu, 2006) with 
18 items and three subscales – Situation, Intimacy, and Equality – was 
employed. Cronbach’s alpha for each subscale was: Situation: α = 0.80, 
Intimacy: α = 0.81, Equality: α = 0.84. Responses ranged from 0 
(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree) on a 5-point scale, indicating 
the quality of the teacher–student relationship.

Data analysis

The analytical process for this study encompassed a series of 
methodical steps aimed at investigating the relationships among 
variables and examining the research hypothesis. Initially, descriptive 
statistics and correlation analyses were conducted utilizing SPSS 28.0. 
This facilitated a comprehensive understanding of the characteristics 
and interrelationships of the variables under scrutiny.

To rigorously assess the research hypothesis, we  employed 
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) with the assistance of the Amos 
program (version 26.0). This analytical approach commenced with an 
in-depth evaluation of the measurement model to affirm the construct 
validity of the utilized scales. Subsequently, the structural model was 
meticulously examined to scrutinize the postulated relationships among 
the variables. This comprehensive analysis enabled us to evaluate both 
the direct and indirect effects within the theoretical framework.

A range of fit indices were deployed to gauge the overall adequacy 
of the hypothesized model. Attention was paid to the χ2-goodness of 
fit to degree of freedom (df) ratio, with a value less than 3 indicating 
a commendable fit. Additionally, the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) and 
the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) were employed, with values equal to 
or surpassing 0.90 signifying a favorable fit. The Root-Mean-Square 
Error of Approximation (RMSEA) and the Standardized Root-Mean-
Square Residual (SRMR) were also taken into consideration as 
additional fit indices. Typically, an RMSEA value below 0.08 and an 
SRMR value under 0.10 are considered indicative of a robust model fit 
(Hu and Bentler, 1999; Tabachnick et al., 2013).

In our concluding phase, we assessed the gender invariance of 
emotional intelligence’s mediating effect through multigroup analyses. 
Initially, we scrutinized configural invariance, metric invariance, and 
scalar invariance (Cheung and Rensvold, 2002). Once scalar 
invariance was confirmed, we  proceeded with further analysis to 
ascertain the potential invariance of path coefficients between genders. 
The assessment relied on evaluating chi-square differences (Δχ2) and 
differences in the Comparative Fit Index (ΔCFI) to gauge the 
invariance of the tested parameters. Particularly, the presence of 
significant Δχ2 and a negative ΔCFI value below −0.01 signaled the 
absence of invariance (Cheung and Rensvold, 2002).

Results

To ensure the validity and robustness of our measurement model, 
a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was conducted using AMOS 
26.0. This analysis allowed us to investigate the proposed relationships 
between latent constructs and their corresponding observed 
indicators, as well as to assess the compatibility of our model with the 

dataset (Tabachnick et  al., 2013). Our initial measurement model 
incorporated indicators for each of the four latent constructs, utilizing 
multiple observed indicators from their respective scales. However, 
the analysis of this initial model revealed that the fit indices did not 
meet the criteria for an acceptable model fit. Specifically, the initial 
model yielded the following fit indices: χ2(169) = 487, CFI = 0.915, 
TLI = 0.901, RMSEA = 0.078 [90% CI: 0.069, 0.086], SRMR = 0.067.

To improve construct validity and overall model fit, we engaged 
in an iterative refinement process. By thoroughly scrutinizing 
modification indices and following established guidelines, 
we identified potential sources of model misfit. Notably, two items 
from the teacher–student relationship scale displayed low factor 
loadings, indicating that they did not adequately represent the 
underlying construct. Consequently, these items were removed from 
the model to enhance construct validity and conceptual consistency. 
Similarly, two items from the burnout scale exhibited weak factor 
loadings. To enhance the clarity and unidimensionality of their 
respective constructs, these items were also excluded from the model.

Following the refinement process, the revised measurement 
model underwent another round of CFA analysis. The results of this 
analysis demonstrated a significant improvement in fit indices, 
indicating an enhanced model fit and improved construct validity. The 
fit indices for the revised model were as follows: χ2(141) = 298, 
CFI = 0.946, TLI = 0.942, RMSEA = 0.042 (90% CI [0.037, 0.046]), 
SRMR = 0.039. The comparison of fit indices between the initial and 
revised models unequivocally demonstrates that the refined model 
displayed markedly superior goodness-of-fit measures. Given this 
notable enhancement in fit indices and the reinforced construct 
validity resulting from these adjustments, we established the revised 
model as suitable for subsequent data analyses, including SEM. This 
model was employed to thoroughly examine the hypothesized 
relationships between the constructs, contributing to the rigor and 
reliability of our findings.

To assess the convergent and divergent validity of the latent 
constructs, we computed the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) and 
Composite Reliability (CR) values, following the methodology 
outlined by Fornell and Larcker (1981). AVE quantifies the proportion 
of variance explained by each construct relative to measurement error, 
while CR measures the internal consistency reliability of the 
constructs. The results are summarized in Table 2.

Table 2 provides the AVE and CR values for each latent construct, 
with the square root of the AVE highlighted in bold font to indicate 
convergent validity. Elevated AVE values indicate that a substantial 
portion of the construct’s variance is accounted for by its indicators, 
thus confirming robust convergent validity. Moreover, CR values 
exceeding the 0.70 threshold are considered satisfactory, indicating 
strong internal consistency reliability. The results underscore robust 
convergent validity for all latent constructs, with the square roots of 
their respective AVEs comfortably surpassing the recommended 
threshold of 0.50.

In our assessment of divergent validity, we  examined the 
correlation coefficients among the constructs, as thoughtfully 
presented in the off-diagonal cells of Table 1. Discriminant validity is 
established when the correlation coefficients between constructs are 
smaller than the square root of their corresponding AVEs. As depicted 
in the table, the correlation coefficients consistently fall below the 
square roots of the AVEs. This compelling evidence substantiates the 
distinctiveness and discriminant validity of the constructs.
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Descriptive statistics and reliability indices for the study variables 
are provided in Table 3. Mean scores for the variables were as follows: 
teacher–student relationship (M = 3.01), learning enjoyment 
(M = 3.42), emotional intelligence (M = 2.98), and burnout (M = 3.82). 
Standard deviations (SD) indicated the amount of variability around 
the mean for each variable, with values ranging from 0.59 to 0.76.

Skewness values, measuring the symmetry of the distribution, 
ranged from −0.19 to −0.04, indicating generally symmetrical 
distributions. Kurtosis values, indicating the degree of peakedness in 
the distributions, ranged from 0.08 to 0.18, signifying moderately 
peaked distributions. Also, the internal consistency reliability of the 
scales, assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, was satisfactory for all 
variables, with values ranging from 0.82 for teacher–student 
relationship to 0.93 for burnout. These results indicate good to 
excellent reliability of the measurement scales employed in the study.

Table 4 displays the correlations between the study variables. The 
results uncover several significant relationships among these 
constructs. Firstly, a strong teacher–student relationship was found to 
be positively correlated with learning enjoyment (r = 0.32, p < 0.05) 
and emotional intelligence (r = 0.38, p < 0.01). Learning enjoyment 
also exhibited a positive correlation with emotional intelligence 
(r = 0.49, p < 0.01). Furthermore, emotional intelligence demonstrated 
positive associations with both learning enjoyment (r = 0.49, p < 0.01) 
and teacher–student relationship (r = 0.38, p < 0.01). This suggests that 
students with higher levels of emotional intelligence tended to derive 
more enjoyment from their learning experiences and reported 
stronger teacher–student relationships.

In contrast, burnout showed negative correlations with teacher–
student relationship (r = −0.42, p < 0.01), learning enjoyment 
(r = −0.29, p < 0.05), and emotional intelligence (r = −0.51, p < 0.01). 
These negative associations indicate that as levels of burnout increased, 
students were more likely to report weaker teacher–student 
relationships, reduced enjoyment in their learning, and lower 
emotional intelligence.

Subsequently, SEM was conducted to explore the proposed 
relationships among the constructs. The analysis revealed that the 
model provided a good fit for the observed data, as evident from the 
following fit indices: χ2 (371) = 520.75, p = 0.000, CFI = 0.976, 

TLI = 0.972, RMSEA = 0.028, with a 95% confidence interval ranging 
from 0.026 to 0.032, and SRMR = 0.042. Figure 1 visually represents 
the path diagram depicting the expected relationships among the 
latent constructs. Notably, all path coefficients were determined to 
be  statistically significant, offering empirical validation for the 
hypothesized associations between the variables.

Also, to assess the significance of indirect effects, bootstrapping 
analyses were conducted with 5,000 resamples (Hayes, 2009). The 
results of these bootstrapping analyses are summarized in Table 4, 
which provides a comprehensive overview of the direct, indirect, and 
total effects within the mediation analysis. Table  5 displays the 
outcomes of the SEM analysis, delineating the direct, indirect, and 
total effects among the examined variables. Firstly, the direct effect of 
learning enjoyment on burnout was estimated at β = −0.35 (95% CI 
[−0.42, −0.29], p < 0.001), signifying a significant negative relationship, 
indicating that higher levels of learning enjoyment were associated 
with lower levels of burnout. Similarly, the teacher–student 
relationship exhibited a direct effect on burnout with a coefficient of 
β = −0.22 (95% CI [−0.28, −0.17], p < 0.001), indicating a significant 
negative relationship. This implies that a stronger teacher–student 
relationship was linked to lower levels of burnout. Furthermore, 
emotional intelligence demonstrated a direct effect on burnout, 
yielding a coefficient of β = −0.54 (95% CI [−0.60, −0.49], p < 0.001), 
indicating a substantial negative relationship, signifying those higher 
levels of emotional intelligence were associated with lower levels 
of burnout.

The mediation pathway from the teacher–student relationship to 
burnout through emotional intelligence revealed an indirect effect 
with a coefficient of β = −0.19 (95% CI [−0.25, −0.14], p < 0.001), 
indicating a significant negative relationship. This suggests that a 
stronger teacher–student relationship was associated with lower levels 
of burnout through increased emotional intelligence. Similarly, the 
mediation pathway from learning enjoyment to burnout through 
emotional intelligence exhibited an indirect effect with a coefficient of 
β = −0.17 (95% CI [−0.23, −0.12], p < 0.001), indicating a significant 
negative relationship. This implies that higher levels of learning 
enjoyment were linked to lower levels of burnout through increased 
emotional intelligence.

TABLE 2 Convergent and divergent validity.

Variables AVE CR 1 2 3 4

1. Teacher–student relationship 0.61 0.83 0.78

2. Learning enjoyment 0.73 0.91 0.32 0.85

3. Emotional intelligence 0.59 0.93 0.38 0.49 0.77

4. Burnout 0.54 0.88 0.42 0.29 0.51 0.73

AVE, average variance extracted; CR, composite reliability. Numerical values in bold font represent the square roots of the AVE, while values outside the main diagonal indicate correlation 
coefficients.

TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics.

Variables Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis Cronbach’s alpha

1. Teacher–student relationship 3.01 0.59 −0.11 0.18 0.82

2. Learning enjoyment 3.42 0.76 −0.06 0.08 0.88

3. Emotional intelligence 2.98 0.69 −0.19 0.16 0.91

4. Burnout 3.82 0.61 −0.04 0.14 0.93
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Overall, the total effect of learning enjoyment on burnout, 
considering both direct and indirect pathways, was estimated at 
β = −0.52 (95% CI [−0.58, −0.46], p < 0.001). Similarly, the total effect 
of teacher–student relationship on burnout was estimated at β = −0.41 
(95% CI [−0.47, −0.36], p < 0.001).

Finally, to examine the potential gender differences in the 
mediating impact of teacher–student relationship, learning enjoyment, 
emotional intelligence, and burnout, a series of multigroup analyses 
were conducted. Initially, separate baseline models were assessed for 
each gender to ascertain the initial fit to the data. The results revealed 
that both the model for female participants (Ma) and male participants 
(Mb) exhibited a favorable fit to the data, indicating a satisfactory 
starting point for further gender invariance testing (see Table  6). 
Following this, a test for configural invariance (Mc) was conducted to 

verify whether the patterns of factor loadings across latent constructs 
were similar for both genders. Results indicated a good fit for the 
configural invariance model, affirming that the same latent constructs 
were measured across genders, laying the groundwork for subsequent 
analyses without substantial alterations in factor structure.

The subsequent phase entailed examining metric invariance (Md) 
by aligning factor loadings across genders. The assessment indicated 
a well-fitted model, and the comparison between the metric invariance 
model (Md) and the configurational invariance model (Mc) displayed 
no noteworthy differences in fit indices, supporting the concept of 
metric invariance. This outcome underscored the similarity in 
relationships between latent constructs across genders.

Further, scalar invariance (Me) was explored, equating item 
intercepts across genders. The model exhibited a satisfactory fit, and 

TABLE 4 Correlations among the constructs.

Variables 1 2 3 4

1. Teacher–student relationship 1

2. Learning enjoyment 0.32* 1

3. Emotional intelligence 0.38** 0.49** 1

4. Burnout −0.42** −0.29* −0.51** 1

*p < 0.05 and **p < 0.01.

FIGURE 1

The SEM model.

TABLE 5 The results of SEM.

Path β Bootstrapped 95% CI p Effect type

Learning enjoyment → burnout −0.35 [−0.42, −0.29] <0.001 Direct

T–S relationship → burnout −0.22 [−0.28, −0.17] <0.001 Direct

Emotional intelligence → burnout −0.54 [−0.60, −0.49] <0.001 Direct

T–S relationship → EI → burnout −0.19 [−0.25, −0.14] <0.001 Indirect

Learning enjoyment → EI → burnout −0.17 [−0.23, −0.12] <0.001 Indirect

Learning enjoyment → burnout −0.52 [−0.58, −0.46] <0.001 Total

T–S relationship → burnout −0.41 [−0.47, −0.36] <0.001 Total

T–S relationship, teacher–student relationship; EI, emotional intelligence.
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comparison with the metric invariance model (Md) revealed no 
substantial discrepancies in fit indices, confirming scalar invariance. 
This step involved assessing whether observed variables’ means were 
comparable for male and female participants. Results highlighted a 
fitting model, and the non-significant change in chi-square 
(Δχ2 = 17.540, p = 0.38, ΔCFI = −0.001) confirmed the establishment 
of scalar invariance. It suggested that not only were the relationships 
consistent across genders but also the means of observed variables 
were alike.

Lastly, a constrained model (Mf) was employed to scrutinize 
equality constraints on path coefficients among teacher–student 
relationship, learning enjoyment, emotional intelligence, and burnout 
across genders. The analysis unveiled a well-fitted model, and 
comparison with the scalar invariance model (Me) showed no 
substantial differences in fit indices. The insignificant change in 
chi-square (Δχ2 = 11.226, p = 0.56, ΔCFI = −0.001) indicated invariant 
associations among these constructs across male and female EFL 
students (see Table 6).

Discussion

The primary aim of this study was to investigate the interplay 
between teacher–student relationships, learning enjoyment, emotional 
intelligence, and student burnout among Chinese EFL students. 
Specifically, we  sought to explore the relationships between these 
variables, their implications for student well-being, and the mediating 
role of emotional intelligence in these associations.

Consistent with prior research (Gastaldi et al., 2014; Kim et al., 
2018; Romano et al., 2021; Teuber et al., 2021), our study revealed a 
negative association between teacher–student relationships and 
student burnout. This finding aligns harmoniously with attachment 
theory’s premises (Bowlby, 1980). Attachment theory posits that 
emotional bonds with significant individuals influence emotional 
regulation and overall well-being (Bowlby, 1980). In the educational 
context, teachers often serve as crucial attachment figures, offering 
emotional support and a sense of security (Pianta, 1999). Positive 
teacher–student relationships act as sources of emotional security, 
effectively reducing stress and emotional exhaustion – two critical 
components of burnout (Maslach et al., 2001; Teuber et al., 2021). In 
contrast to previous studies, our research delves into the distinctive 
cultural landscape inherent in Chinese EFL education (Shang and Xie, 
2020). Within the tapestry of Confucian-influenced societies like 
China, the teacher–student relationship is deeply steeped in cultural 
intricacies, emphasizing values of respect, hierarchy, and harmony 
(Tan and Chee, 2005). This cultural backdrop not only offers 
emotional support but profoundly influences students’ emotional 

regulation in alignment with collectivist ideals and filial piety (Chao, 
1994; Ho, 1994). These cultural underpinnings significantly magnify 
the role of teacher–student relationships in providing emotional 
security and shed light on how cultural values shape emotional 
dynamics within educational settings, impacting susceptibility 
to burnout.

Furthermore, our findings resonate with previous research 
demonstrating that positive teacher–student relationships correlate 
with heightened student engagement (Hamre and Pianta, 2001; Li, 
2018). Engaged students tend to exhibit intrinsic motivation and a 
strong sense of purpose, serving as protective factors against burnout 
(Pianta et al., 2012). When students feel emotionally connected to 
their teachers, they actively participate in the learning process, thereby 
diminishing the feelings of detachment often associated with burnout 
(Kim et al., 2018). Additionally, these positive relationships are linked 
to greater student autonomy and self-determination (Lei et al., 2016), 
qualities crucial in reducing the risk of burnout, as students who feel 
in control of their learning experiences are less prone to emotional 
exhaustion (Romano et al., 2021). In China, where societal emphasis 
on academic success is conspicuous (Cao and Liu, 2023), positive 
teacher–student relationships may serve as catalysts for academic 
motivation, resonating with the cultural emphasis on diligence and 
educational attainment (Chen et al., 2005; Chiu and Chow, 2011). This 
interweaving of emotional and academic aspects within teacher–
student dynamics could potentially influence burnout through 
culturally induced pressures for achievement and success.

Diverse cultural and disciplinary considerations within EFL 
education warrant attention. In this context, language acquisition 
intertwines with cultural understanding and identity formation 
(Norton and De Costa, 2018). Thus, teacher–student relationships not 
only aid language learning but also shape students’ emotional 
connection to language acquisition and cultural integration. 
Consequently, their impact on burnout might encompass multiple 
dimensions involving emotions and identity, intricately tied to 
language learning and cultural adaptation.

Also, our study corroborated existing research (Jahedizadeh 
et al., 2016; Ljubin-Golub et al., 2020; Karimi and Fallah, 2021; Li 
et al., 2021; Li, 2022) by revealing a negative association between 
learning enjoyment and student burnout. This association aligns with 
SDT, which posits that intrinsic motivation and engagement thrive 
when individuals perceive activities as enjoyable, interesting, and 
congruent with their values (Deci and Ryan, 2008). In stark contrast, 
burnout is typified by detachment, emotional exhaustion, and 
reduced personal accomplishment (Maslach et  al., 2001). When 
students find their learning experiences enjoyable, they are more 
likely to be intrinsically motivated, which, in turn, lowers the risk of 
burnout (Li et al., 2021).

TABLE 6 Gender invariance analysis.

Model χ2(df) CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR Δχ2 p ΔCFI

Ma Baseline – Female 189.548 (110) 0.945 0.931 0.051 0.053 – – –

Mb: Baseline – Male 204.756 (110) 0.930 0.922 0.055 0.048 – – –

Mc: Configural Invariance 317.321 (185) 0.939 0.926 0.049 0.045 – – –

Md: Metric Invariance 333.669 (186) 0.940 0.928 0.048 0.052 16.348 0.45 0.001

Me: Scalar Invariance 351.209 (199) 0.939 0.929 0.047 0.050 17.540 0.38 −0.001

Mf: Constrained Model 362.435 (201) 0.938 0.927 0.047 0.053 11.226 0.56 −0.001
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This finding also resonates with existing research on student 
engagement, where enjoyable and relevant learning experiences are 
linked to reduced burnout risk (Fredricks et  al., 2004). Enjoyable 
learning experiences kindle heightened motivation and imbue a 
stronger sense of purpose, acting as shields against the emotional and 
physical exhaustion associated with burnout (Jahedizadeh et al., 2016; 
Ljubin-Golub et al., 2020).

Learning enjoyment and its association with burnout might also 
be swayed by cultural expectations regarding academic performance. 
Pleasurable learning experiences might function not just as intrinsic 
motivators but also as stress alleviators amid academic pressures, 
revealing how cultural values influence the interplay between learning 
enjoyment and burnout. Moreover, in the discipline of language 
learning, where cultural assimilation is crucial, the pleasure derived 
from learning English could extend beyond academic engagement (Yu 
et al., 2019). Mastery of English for Chinese EFL students involves not 
only linguistic proficiency but also assimilation into Western cultural 
norms and values (Huang et  al., 2015). Hence, the relationship 
between learning enjoyment and reduced burnout might encompass 
linguistic and socio-cultural dimensions, underscoring the 
significance of identity formation and acculturation in EFL learning.

In addition, our study unveiled that emotional intelligence plays 
a mediating role in the relationship between teacher–student 
relationships and student burnout. Positive teacher–student 
relationships often function as sources of emotional support and 
nurturing within the educational realm (Pianta, 1999), fostering 
students’ emotional well-being (Gastaldi et al., 2014). In these positive 
relationships, students are more likely to develop heightened 
emotional intelligence as teachers model and guide emotional 
regulation (Hamre and Pianta, 2001).

This finding aligns with attachment theory’s premise that 
individuals form emotional bonds with significant others, impacting 
their emotional regulation (Bowlby, 1980). Positive teacher–student 
relationships effectively act as attachment figures, reducing students’ 
stress levels and emotional exhaustion, both crucial components of 
burnout (Bowlby, 1980; Maslach et al., 2001). Moreover, emotional 
intelligence consistently emerges as a significant factor in mitigating 
burnout. Individuals with higher emotional intelligence are better 
equipped to handle stress, manage and regulate emotions, and 
navigate interpersonal relationships effectively (Cazan and Năstasă, 
2015; Blanchard et al., 2021; Molero Jurado et al., 2021; Loi and Pryce, 
2022; Shariatpanahi et al., 2022). Emotional intelligence within the 
cultural framework of Chinese EFL education might be amplified by 
Confucian values emphasizing interpersonal harmony and emotional 
regulation (Chao, 1994; Ho, 1994; Cao and Liu, 2023). This 
intersection of cultural values with emotional intelligence implies a 
nuanced interplay, where emotional competencies might be deeply 
rooted in socio-cultural norms, affecting their efficacy in mitigating 
burnout among Chinese EFL students.

Similarly, emotional intelligence mediates the relationship 
between learning enjoyment and student burnout. When students 
derive enjoyment from their learning experiences, they are more likely 
to be intrinsically motivated and engaged in their studies (Salmela-Aro 
et al., 2022). Enjoyable learning experiences can bolster emotional 
intelligence by aiding individuals in effectively managing their 
emotions (Abe, 2011). As a result, students who enjoy learning tend 
to develop better emotional regulation skills, serving as a protective 
factor against burnout (Brackett et al., 2010). This finding adheres to 

the tenets of SDT, which emphasizes that individuals are more likely 
to be intrinsically motivated when they perceive activities as enjoyable 
and in alignment with their values (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Engaging 
and enjoyable learning experiences cultivate intrinsic motivation and 
autonomy, both crucial for mitigating the risk of burnout (Ryan and 
Deci, 2000). Given the well-established importance of emotional 
intelligence in mediating the relationship between learning enjoyment 
and burnout across various domains (Cazan and Năstasă, 2015; 
Molero Jurado et al., 2021), this finding reinforces the robustness of 
the theoretical framework.

Cultivating emotional intelligence through enjoyable learning 
experiences might echo Confucian ideals prevalent in Chinese society, 
emphasizing harmony, empathy, and emotional regulation (Chao, 
1994; Ho, 1994). Pleasurable learning encounters within this cultural 
framework might not only stimulate intrinsic motivation, as suggested 
by SDT, but also foster emotional intelligence steeped in Confucian 
virtues (Tan and Chee, 2005). The interplay between learning 
enjoyment and emotional intelligence may be  intertwined with 
Confucian ethical frameworks highlighting emotions’ role in fostering 
social harmony and interpersonal relations (Ho, 1994). Consequently, 
our study’s observed relationship might be  influenced by cultural 
values, potentially indicating a unique pathway through which 
learning enjoyment contributes to emotional intelligence, acting as a 
buffer against burnout within the specific cultural milieu of Chinese 
EFL education.

Furthermore, the disciplinary dimension of language learning in 
the EFL domain adds complexity. Proficiency in English within a 
Chinese context not only requires linguistic skills but also entails 
absorption into Western cultural elements (Chen et al., 2005). This 
amalgamation might render the relationship between learning 
enjoyment, emotional intelligence, and burnout multifaceted, shaping 
students’ emotional competencies influenced by both linguistic 
assimilation and socio-cultural integration (Li et  al., 2022). As 
students navigate the intricacies of language acquisition intertwined 
with cultural assimilation, enjoyable learning experiences might 
facilitate not only linguistic growth but also socio-cultural adaptation, 
thereby contributing to the development of emotional intelligence in 
a distinctly intertwined manner within the EFL discipline.

The implications of our study resonate profoundly within the 
educational sphere, presenting opportunities for educators, 
policymakers, and institutions to cultivate a more enriching 
academic environment. Our findings underscore the urgency for a 
transformative shift in teacher training programs. Equipping 
educators with the necessary tools to foster positive teacher–student 
relationships stands as a pivotal pathway. Prioritizing emotional 
support, effective communication, and guidance within this dynamic 
holds promise in not only enhancing student well-being, 
engagement, and motivation but also in fostering a more inclusive 
and supportive learning environment. Furthermore, our study 
highlights the critical need for a paradigm shift in curriculum design 
and educational practices. Actively cultivating learning environments 
that prioritize enjoyment emerges as a vital avenue. Integrating 
strategies that promote student engagement, autonomy, and intrinsic 
motivation within pedagogical approaches and curriculum design is 
fundamental. This entails embracing dynamic and adaptive learning 
methodologies, offering students opportunities for meaningful 
choice, and tailoring activities that resonate with their diverse 
interests and values. By doing so, educational institutions can create 
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an environment that not only enhances academic performance but 
also nurtures holistic student development.

Moreover, our study underscores the significance of integrating 
components of emotional intelligence into educational frameworks. 
Proposing and implementing courses and programs dedicated to 
emotional intelligence development can empower students with 
indispensable emotional regulation skills. By nurturing emotional 
intelligence, institutions enable students to navigate the complexities of 
their academic journey more adeptly, preparing them to confront 
challenges and stressors effectively while fostering resilience and well-
being. However, these implications invite further exploration in future 
research endeavors. Specifically, there is a compelling need for 
longitudinal studies that track the efficacy of implemented interventions 
stemming from our findings. Assessing the long-term impact of teacher 
training programs, redesigned curricula focusing on enjoyment, and 
emotional intelligence integration will provide invaluable insights into 
their sustained effects on student well-being and academic outcomes.

Additionally, investigating the differential impact of these 
interventions across diverse cultural and socio-economic contexts 
remains a pertinent avenue for future exploration. Understanding how 
these strategies interact with cultural nuances and socio-economic 
disparities can refine educational practices to cater to the diverse 
needs of students effectively. In conclusion, our study lays the 
groundwork for transformative shifts in educational practices by 
advocating for enriched teacher–student relationships, joyful learning 
environments, and the integration of emotional intelligence within 
curricular frameworks. Embracing these implications and addressing 
these research directions not only promises to elevate student well-
being but also contributes significantly to the evolution of a more 
holistic and inclusive educational landscape.

However, it is crucial to acknowledge the limitations of this study. 
First and foremost, our reliance on self-report measures for data 
collection introduces potential response biases and subjectivity. While 
these measures capture participants’ perceptions, they are susceptible 
to individual interpretation and biases. Future research could 
significantly benefit from the inclusion of more objective measures, 
particularly concerning variables such as emotional intelligence. 
Incorporating multiple assessment methods, including observational 
or performance-based metrics, would provide a more comprehensive 
and nuanced understanding of emotional intelligence and other 
related constructs. Another limitation pertains to the demographic 
specificity and educational level targeted in this study. Our research 
was confined to a particular demographic group within a specific 
educational level, thereby cautioning against overgeneralization of the 
findings. To fortify the external validity of our conclusions, replication 
studies encompassing broader and more diverse samples across 
different educational levels, cultural backgrounds, and socio-economic 
statuses are warranted. Examining how these relationships manifest 
across diverse populations would enhance the generalizability and 
applicability of our findings in varied educational contexts.

Moreover, the cross-sectional design employed in this study 
restricts the establishment of causal relationships among variables. 
While our study provides valuable insights into associations between 
teacher–student dynamics, learning enjoyment, emotional 
intelligence, and burnout, it does not infer causation. To unravel the 
intricate causal mechanisms and capture the dynamic interplay 
between these variables over time, longitudinal studies are imperative. 

Longitudinal research designs would allow for the exploration of 
temporal relationships and elucidate how changes in one variable 
influence changes in others across different developmental stages. 
Lastly, this study did not delve into other potentially influential factors 
that could impact student well-being, such as socio-economic 
background or cultural differences. By not considering these 
influential factors, the study may have overlooked essential elements 
contributing to student burnout and emotional experiences. Future 
research endeavors should encompass a more comprehensive array of 
factors to yield a more holistic understanding of student well-being 
within various contexts. Understanding the nuanced interplay 
between socio-economic, cultural, and educational factors would 
enrich our comprehension of student burnout and emotional 
dynamics, paving the way for more tailored and effective interventions.

Conclusion

This study has unraveled the intricate elements contributing to 
student burnout within educational domains. Our rigorous 
exploration has shed light on the significant roles of teacher–student 
relationships, emotional intelligence, and learning enjoyment in 
shaping students’ well-being and experiences within the 
academic sphere.

The discerned negative associations among teacher–student 
relationships, emotional intelligence, and learning enjoyment with 
student burnout reinforce the critical importance of these variables in 
mitigating burnout risk. These discoveries are in  lockstep with 
established theoretical frameworks and empirical evidence, 
underscoring the intertwined nature of emotional and interpersonal 
dynamics in students’ educational trajectories. Moreover, identifying 
emotional intelligence as a mediator between teacher–student 
relationships and student burnout, as well as between learning 
enjoyment and student burnout, enriches our understanding of the 
fundamental mechanisms impacting student well-being. These 
mediations offer guiding principles for interventions focused on 
nurturing emotional intelligence, bolstering emotional regulation, and 
fostering positive teacher–student relationships – strategies poised to 
alleviate burnout risks and elevate the overall educational process.

This research advocates for the cultivation of emotionally 
supportive learning environments, strengthening teacher–student 
connections, and integrating emotional intelligence development into 
educational curricula. It advocates for a holistic approach to student 
well-being, recognizing the interconnectedness of emotional, 
interpersonal, and motivational factors in shaping the student’s 
educational trajectory. Through these insights, we  emphasize the 
imperative of fostering a nurturing and supportive educational milieu 
that fosters not only academic growth but also the holistic well-being 
of students.
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Unfair teachers, unhappy 
students: longitudinal 
associations of perceived teacher 
relational unfairness with 
adolescent peer aggression and 
school satisfaction
Gianluca Gini *, Federica Angelini  and Tiziana Pozzoli 

Department of Developmental Psychology and Socialization, University of Padua, Padua, Italy

Introduction: Teacher relational unfairness is a significant risk factor for 
students’ physical and mental well-being, especially during adolescence. 
However, school psychology research has not yet fully analyzed the links 
between teacher unfairness and important indicators of school experience and 
wellbeing, including peer aggression and school satisfaction. Even less evidence 
does exist with longitudinal, multilevel data.

Methods: The present study tested the prospective relations between Fall 
perceived teacher unfairness and Spring reactive and proactive aggression, and 
school satisfaction. At T1, participants were 1,299 students (48.3% girls, mean 
age = 13.6 years, SD = 1.1) attending 67 classrooms in Italian public schools, 
whereas 1,227 students participated in the second wave 6 months later.

Results: Multilevel regressions showed that, at the individual level, T1 perceived 
teacher unfairness positively predicted T2 reactive and proactive aggression, 
and negatively predicted school satisfaction. At the class-level, T1 class teacher 
unfairness explained between-class variability in T2 school satisfaction, but not 
variability in peer aggression.

Discussion: The findings expand current knowledge about the role of teacher 
unfairness with the classroom and have implications for interventions at school.

KEYWORDS

perceived teacher unfairness, reactive aggression, proactive aggression, school 
satisfaction, teacher injustice

1 Introduction

Teacher unfairness refers to students’ perceptions of being treated unfairly by their teachers. 
Relational (or interpersonal) unfairness, specifically, pertains to the evaluation of how individuals 
are treated in terms of fairness, honesty, and respect within their interpersonal relationships 
(Colquitt, 2001; Lenzi et al., 2013; Rasooli et al., 2019). This represents a significant, yet relatively 
understudied component of negative teacher-student relationships within the classroom 
microsystem, which can be a potentially anxiety-inducing situation able to influence students’ 
behavior, well-being, and adjustment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Swearer and Hymel, 2015).

When individuals perceive fairness in their treatment, they tend to view those in authority 
as more reliable and trustworthy; moreover, they experience an enhanced sense of self-worth 

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY

Claudio Longobardi,  
University of Turin, Italy

REVIEWED BY

Luis J. Martín-Antón,  
University of Valladolid, Spain
Lianchun Dong,  
Minzu University of China, China

*CORRESPONDENCE

Gianluca Gini  
 gianluca.gini@unipd.it

RECEIVED 13 October 2023
ACCEPTED 04 April 2024
PUBLISHED 19 April 2024

CITATION

Gini G, Angelini F and Pozzoli T (2024) Unfair 
teachers, unhappy students: longitudinal 
associations of perceived teacher relational 
unfairness with adolescent peer aggression 
and school satisfaction.
Front. Psychol. 15:1321050.
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1321050

COPYRIGHT

© 2024 Gini, Angelini and Pozzoli. This is an 
open-access article distributed under the 
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC BY). The use, distribution or 
reproduction in other forums is permitted, 
provided the original author(s) and the 
copyright owner(s) are credited and that the 
original publication in this journal is cited, in 
accordance with accepted academic 
practice. No use, distribution or reproduction 
is permitted which does not comply with 
these terms.

TYPE Original Research
PUBLISHED 19 April 2024
DOI 10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1321050

144

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1321050&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-04-19
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1321050/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1321050/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1321050/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1321050/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1321050/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1321050/full
mailto:gianluca.gini@unipd.it
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1321050
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1321050


Gini et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1321050

Frontiers in Psychology 02 frontiersin.org

and have a greater feeling of belonging and self-esteem (Tyler and 
Smith, 1999; Cropanzano et  al., 2001). In the classroom, teacher 
fairness and respect for students contribute to a better relational 
climate and reduce negative behaviors (Murdock, 1999). Conversely, 
unfair treatment more likely leads to emotions such as anger, 
frustration, or anxiety (Roeser et al., 1998).

With few exceptions, most of the knowledge about the relation of 
unfair treatment with individual adjustment derives from social/
organizational psychology and adult samples. However, in the last 
decade, consistent calls for explicit investigations of fairness issues 
within classroom contexts have been advanced (Kazemi, 2016; 
Sabbagh and Resh, 2016; Rasooli et al., 2019). While school-based 
research has focused more on distributive and procedural fairness, 
especially in relation with academic motivation, engagement, and 
performance (Rasooli et  al., 2019), interpersonal (or relational) 
fairness has been much less analyzed. In fact, a few studies so far have 
addressed the association between teacher relational unfairness and 
physical/mental health outcomes among adolescents in the school 
context (e.g., Santinello et al., 2009; Gini et al., 2018). Even less studies 
have tried to answer whether higher levels of teacher unfairness might 
explain adolescent students’ poor school adjustment, in terms of peer 
aggression and school satisfaction. Adopting a longitudinal, multilevel 
approach, the current study aimed at investigating this research 
question over the course of one school year. Specifically, it was tested 
whether perceived teacher unfairness in the Fall contributed to explain 
students’ reactive and proactive aggression and school satisfaction in 
the Spring, after controlling for the stability of the outcomes and for 
school stress related to academic demands. Moreover, beyond 
individual-level effects, it was analyzed the potential role of teacher 
unfairness at the class-level, investigating whether, on average, higher 
levels of teacher unfairness corresponded to increased peer aggression 
and reduced school satisfaction in school classes. The focus on both 
levels is an important novelty of this study. The study involved 
adolescent students because research suggested that being treated 
unfairly by teachers is a more frequent school stressor among 
adolescents compared to children (Hjern et al., 2008) and because 
unfair treatment can be particularly destructive during early/middle 
adolescence due to adolescents’ heightened sensitivity to social 
comparisons (Osterman, 2000).

1.1 Perceived teacher unfairness and peer 
aggression

One potential negative correlate of perceived teacher unfairness 
relevant for students’ school adjustment is aggressive behavior (e.g., 
Vieno et al., 2011; James et al., 2015). Even though many components 
of the classroom context might play a role in students’ aggressive 
behavior, one aspect that has received limited attention is how students 
perceive the fairness (or lack thereof) in their treatment by teachers. 
According to classic equity and social exchange theories (e.g., Adams, 
1965) and the cognitive appraisal model of stress (Lazarus, 1966), the 
social/organizational literature about justice has reported that adults’ 
actions of relational unfairness can stimulate anger and aggressive 
behavior (e.g., Skarlicki and Folger, 1997). Moreover, consistent with 
the ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), regular 
experiences of perceiving unfair treatment from teachers could 
potentially contribute to the propagation of social norms that tolerate 

disrespectful and dominating behaviors. Adolescents may view these 
behaviors as acceptable in the classroom context and adopt them 
accordingly. Ultimately, this could lead to imbalanced peer 
interactions characterized by dominance and aggression, or to the use 
of aggressive behavior as a means to address conflicting or frustrating 
situations among classmates. Furthermore, teachers’ unfair treatment 
can erode their authority legitimacy (Tyler and Lind, 1992), increasing 
the likelihood of student involvement in aggressive behavior as they 
imagine they will not face consequences (Santinello et al., 2011; Vieno 
et al., 2011).

According to a recent meta-analysis, “a particularly damaging link 
exists between teachers’ poor relationships with students and negative 
interactions in the peer context, at least as it concerns involvement in 
peer aggression and bullying” (Krause and Smith, 2022, p.  321). 
However, there have been limited studies that have specifically examined 
the impact of perceived teacher unfairness; these studies focused, 
mainly, on school bullying and employed cross-sectional designs. For 
example, in a large sample of early, Santinello et al. (2011) found that 
teacher unfairness was significantly associated with being a bully or a 
bully-victim, even after adjusting for several potential confounding 
factors, including age, sex, socio-economic status, empowerment with 
friends, school achievement, and trust in people. Another study (Lenzi 
et  al., 2014) found that the association between perceived teacher 
unfairness and school bullying was partially mediated by endorsement 
of instrumental goals. According to the social information processing 
model of aggression proposed by Crick and Dodge (1994), this finding 
aligns with the notion that perceived unfairness from teachers might 
serve as a potential mechanism affecting students’ socio-moral 
cognition and promoting the occurrence of bullying behaviors. As 
argued by Arsenio and Gold (2006), socio-moral cognitions, including 
the bias of valuing instrumental goals more than relational ones, may 
partly stem from unfairness experienced in different social contexts, 
including the classroom. Adolescents who believe they are being treated 
unjustly by their teachers can potentially cultivate a cynical and 
pessimistic perspective on the concept of morality as a form of authority. 
This perception may subsequently influence their behavior when 
interacting with their peers.

However, bullying is not the only form of peer aggression at 
school and research on the role of teacher unfairness in broader 
adolescents’ aggression conducts is necessary, especially with 
longitudinal data. Bullying is the most common form of proactive 
aggression, while many students also rely on reactive aggression to 
deal with peer conflicts (Little et  al., 2003). These two forms of 
aggression certainly overlap to some degrees, but they are also 
conceptually distinct and can have different correlates (Polman et al., 
2007). Little research, however, has explicitly focused on the influence 
of teacher unfairness for reactive and proactive aggression separately. 
To the best of our knowledge, only one study conducted with a large 
sample of Chinese adolescents (Ren et  al., 2023) has provided 
preliminary results on the association between perceived teacher 
unfairness and reactive and proactive aggression. Even though it was 
not the main aim of that study, the authors found positive bivariate 
correlations between teacher unfairness and both reactive and 
proactive aggression, both concurrently and longitudinally after 
6 months. In line with this, the first aim of the present study was to test 
the longitudinal relations between individual student’ perceived 
teacher unfairness and both reactive and proactive aggression in a 
sample of adolescents.
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1.2 Perceived teacher unfairness and 
school satisfaction

Teacher unfairness toward students can also influence their 
motivation, satisfaction with, and adjustment at school (Stipek et al., 
1998; Ripski and Gregory, 2009; Bayram Özdemir and Özdemir, 
2020). For example, it has been shown that perceived unfair treatment 
is associated with lower adolescents’ academic motivation and 
perceived academic value (Roeser et  al., 1998), whereas teacher 
fairness is linked to students’ school engagement (Danielsen et al., 
2010). Students also tend to be more satisfied when they belong to 
classrooms where teachers treat them fairly (Samdal et al., 1998). Low 
school satisfaction, indeed, seems to be one of the most important 
negative correlates of teacher unfairness. For instance, in a recent 
investigation with adolescents, Gini et  al. (2018) have found that 
perceived teacher unfairness was associated with poorer psychological 
and physical health, lower satisfaction with school and friends at 
school, and lower sense of safety. Among these effects, the relation 
between teacher unfairness and school satisfaction was the strongest 
one. Interestingly, perceived teacher unfairness uniquely contributed 
to explain adolescent’ school satisfaction even after controlling for 
another important school stressor, that is, peer victimization (Gini 
et al., 2018). However, because prior studies have employed cross-
sectional designs, we aimed to expand previous findings by testing 
whether the negative role of perceived teacher unfairness in explaining 
students’ school satisfaction is confirmed longitudinally, over the 
course of 6 months. Moreover, we wanted to make sure that students 
reported lower school satisfaction was not due to other related 
academic reasons. Therefore, we controlled for the potential effect of 
school stress, in terms, for example, of high pace of schoolwork (Hjern 
et al., 2008).

1.3 Sex differences

Literature findings on sex differences vary according to the 
specific variable we  take into consideration. Sex differences 
consistently emerge for mean levels of peer aggression, with males 
reporting higher levels of aggressive behavior than females (Card 
et al., 2008); to a lesser extent, sex seems to play a role also in school 
satisfaction, even though results do not consistently favor males or 
females (Löfstedt et al., 2020). To the best of our understanding, only 
two research studies have specifically examined gender disparities 
when it comes to the impact of perceived teacher unfairness on 
individual outcomes. One study (Lenzi et al., 2014) did not report 
significant sex differences in the cross-sectional association between 
perceived teacher unfairness and bullying. In the second study (Gini 
et al., 2018), adolescent girls showed stronger links between perceived 
teacher unfairness and satisfaction with school. In the current work 
we explored whether links between the constructs of this study were 
different for males and females.

1.4 Perceived teacher unfairness at the 
class-level

While research at the class-level on broader concepts of negative 
teacher-student relationships—which sometimes include, but are not 

limited to perceived teacher unfairness—exists (e.g., Thornberg et al., 
2018; Ten Bokkel et  al., 2023), most of the literature focused on 
relational unfairness has restricted the analysis to the individual 
students’ perceptions and how they relate to the outcomes of interest. 
However, when we take into account the classroom setting, we come 
across a significant concern regarding fairness, specifically the 
environment in which a judgment is formed. In the social/
organizational literature, for example, fairness context—the average of 
individual perceptions of fairness within a group—has been found to 
predict satisfaction above and beyond individual-level perceptions of 
fairness (Mossholder et al., 1998; Naumann and Bennett, 2000). The 
given evidence indicates that certain attributes or traits of the group, 
which can be considered as a representation of the teacher’s fairness, 
might have a connection to the variations in overall satisfaction 
among different groups (Wendorf and Alexander, 2005).

Apart from a few instances (e.g., Vieno et al., 2011), there has 
been limited exploration into the impact of class-level perceptions of 
relational fairness on students’ behavior or level of satisfaction. 
Another important limitation of the current literature of teacher 
relational unfairness is therefore lack of systematic investigations of 
both individual-level and class-level longitudinal effects. In this 
context, it is crucial to grasp the distinctive traits of the Italian 
educational system and their potential influence on how adolescents 
perceive unfair treatment by teachers. Students stay in the same 
classroom alongside a fixed group of classmates and the same 
teachers throughout the entire school year (and usually for more than 
1  year). In the context of a classroom, the interactions between 
teachers and students play a significant role in shaping the overall 
environment. These interactions are particularly crucial and 
influential in comparison to other countries. Hence, an essential 
objective of this study was to explore the connection between unfair 
treatment experienced in the classroom and the subsequent 
manifestation of aggressive behavior and satisfaction levels of 
adolescents in school.

1.5 The current study

The objective of this study was to examine the relationship 
between fairness exhibited by teachers at both the individual and class 
levels and peer aggression and school satisfaction among a group of 
adolescents throughout a school year. At the individual level, it was 
hypothesized that, after controlling for the stability of the same 
behavior, for the other outcomes, and for academic school stress, 
perceived teacher unfairness measured in the Fall would be positively 
associated with peer aggression in the Spring. In order to contribute 
to the current body of knowledge, this study incorporated both 
reactive and proactive aggression as potential outcomes. Due to lack 
of previous data, it is uncertain whether perceived teacher unfairness 
might be a stronger risk factor for one type of aggression than another, 
or whether it is a similar risk factor for all types of aggressive behavior. 
Drawing upon the restricted empirical evidence at hand, and theories 
of unfairness described above, it was expected to find comparable 
effects of perceived teacher unfairness on both forms of aggression 
over a period of 6 months. Moreover, we expected higher levels of 
perceived teacher unfairness to be  associated with lower school 
satisfaction 6 months later. These hypotheses were based both on the 
theories and the previous cross-sectional findings reviewed above.

146

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1321050
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Gini et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1321050

Frontiers in Psychology 04 frontiersin.org

Moreover, even though a thorough analysis of sex differences was 
not within the scope of the current study, in the current sample 
we explored whether links between the constructs of this study were 
different for males and females. That is, we  tested for a possible 
moderation effect of sex on the longitudinal associations between 
perceived teacher unfairness and the three outcomes.

Regarding the class-level analysis, a positive longitudinal 
association was hypothesized between class teacher unfairness and 
both reactive and proactive aggression. It was anticipated that there 
would be a higher likelihood of aggressive behavior in the Spring in 
school classrooms where teachers were perceived to be more unfair 
during the preceding Fall. Similarly, we expected that between-class 
variability of school satisfaction would be significantly explained by 
class levels of teacher unfairness, so that students would report on 
average lower school satisfaction if they belong to classrooms with 
higher levels of perceived teacher unfairness. At both levels of analysis, 
the hypothesized effect of perceived teacher unfairness was tested 
controlling for the individual-level and class-level stability of the 
outcomes, and for school stress.

Finally, it was examined whether there was between-class 
variability in the associations between perceived teacher unfairness 
and T2 outcomes, and whether any variation could be explained by 
class teacher unfairness (i.e., cross-level interaction).

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Sample

The data used in this study were extracted from a larger dataset 
of a longitudinal project examining the social-cognitive factors 
associated with aggressive behavior in adolescents. A portion of this 
dataset was previously utilized in another study on the moral 
predictors of aggressive behavior (Gini et al., 2022). Although the 
sample is the same, there is minimal overlap between the data used 
in the previous study and the current study, with only age, sex, and 
reactive and proactive aggression being common variables, serving 
different research purposes. The data on teacher unfairness, school 
satisfaction, and school stress have never been used in previously 
published manuscript. A total of 67 classes from 9 public schools in 
urban and suburban areas of Northern Italy participated, comprising 
students in grades 7th to 10th (typically aged 12 when entering grade 
7th in Italy). The average class size was 20.1 students.

The first wave of data collection occurred in December 2017, 
approximately 3 months after the beginning of the school year. At 
that time, 1,299 students (48.3% girls, mean age = 13.6 years, 
SD = 1.1) completed the study measures. For the second wave (May 
2018, near the end of the school year), 1,227 students (48.7% girls) 
participated, resulting in a retention rate of 94%. Out of these 
participants, 6 students did not respond to the reactive-proactive 
aggression scale, and 3 students did not complete the items about 
school satisfaction. Attrition analyses were conducted to examine 
differences between students who participated in both waves and 
those who did not. Findings indicated no differential attrition based 
on gender (χ2 = 0.70, p = 0.71) or no significant differences in 
reactive and proactive aggression and school stress. However, 
students who did not participate in the second wave were slightly 
older than those who took part in both waves (Mage = 14.18 vs. 

Mage = 13.60; t = 5.71, p < 0.001); they also reported lower school 
satisfaction (M = 2.93 vs. M = 3.17; t = 3.88, p < 0.001) and higher 
perceived teacher unfairness (M = 2.41 vs. M = 2.18; t = 3.15, 
p < 0.001).

Regarding ethnic/cultural background, the majority of 
participants (88.9%) had both parents born in Italy, aligning with 
national statistics on the Italian student population (MIUR, 2019). 
Conversely, 11.1% of students had one or both parents born in foreign 
countries. Socioeconomic background was assessed using the Family 
Affluence Scale III (Torsheim et al., 2016), a validated measure of 
family socioeconomic status (SES). Most participants came from 
medium- and high-class families (low FAS: 7.2%; medium FAS: 59.7%; 
high FAS: 33.1%).

2.2 Measures

2.2.1 Perceived teacher unfairness
To assess perceived teacher unfairness, a 6-item scale was 

employed (Gini et al., 2018). This scale measured students’ perceptions 
regarding the extent to which they were treated fairly and respectfully 
by their teachers. Sample items included “My teachers treat me fairly” 
(reverse scored) and “I am  treated too severely by my teachers.” 
Participants indicated their agreement on a 5-point scale, ranging 
from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). Before 
computing participants’ scores, positively worded items were reverse 
scored to ensure that higher scores reflected greater perceived teacher 
unfairness. Previous studies involving Italian adolescents (Gini et al., 
2018) have demonstrated good psychometric properties, including 
good test–retest reliability (r = 0.67). In this sample, the scale 
confirmed a good factorial structure (CFA: χ2 = 2.10, p = 0.91, CFI = 1, 
RMSEA = 0.00, SRMR =0.004). The internal consistency for the 
current sample was Cronbach’s α = 0.76 (95% CI = 0.74–0.78), 
McDonald’s ω = 0.73.

2.2.2 Reactive and proactive aggression (T1 and 
T2)

At both waves of the study, participants’ reactive and proactive 
aggressive behavior was measured using a 24-item scale (Little et al., 
2003). Reactive aggression was assessed with 12 items describing 
reactions to being hurt or upset by others (e.g., “When I’m hurt by 
someone, I often fight back;” “If others upset or hurt me, I often tell 
my friends to stop liking them”), while proactive aggression was 
assessed with 12 items measuring aggressive actions taken to achieve 
personal goals (e.g., “I often start fights to get what I want,” “I often tell 
my friends to stop liking someone to get what I want”). Participants 
rated the frequency of their aggressive behavior on a 6-point scale 
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 6 (very much).

This scale has been previously utilized with Italian adolescents and 
has demonstrated good psychometric properties (e.g., Gini et  al., 
2015). Longitudinal scalar invariance in this sample was confirmed as 
reported in more details in the Results section. Accordingly, for each 
participant, responses to relevant items were averaged to obtain scores 
for reactive aggression and proactive aggression at T1 (reactive 
aggression: Cronbach’s α = 0.89, 95% CI = 0.98–0.90, McDonald’s 
ω = 0.93; proactive aggression: α = 0.95, 95% CI = 0.94–0.95, ω = 0.97) 
and T2 (reactive aggression: α = 0.89, 95% CI = 0.88–0.90, ω = 0.93; 
proactive aggression: α = 0.96, 95% CI = 0.95–0.96, ω = 0.98).
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2.2.3 School satisfaction (T1 and T2)
Participants’ school satisfaction was measured using a subscale of 

the Multidimensional Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale (Huebner, 1994; 
Gilman et al., 2000). This subscale consisted of 8 items measuring 
adolescents’ satisfaction specifically related to school (e.g., “I look 
forward to going to school,” “I like being in school”). At both waves, 
participants provided answers on a scale ranging from 1 (completely 
disagree) to 5 (completely agree). Negatively keyed items were 
reversed scored ensuring that higher scores indicated greater levels of 
satisfaction. Previous studies involving Italian adolescents (Gini et al., 
2018) have demonstrated good psychometric properties, including 
satisfactory test–retest reliability (r = 0.77). Longitudinal scalar 
invariance in this sample was confirmed as reported in more details 
in the Results section. The internal consistency of the scores in this 
sample was α = 0.72 (95% CI = 0.70–0.75), ω = 0.84 at T1 and α = 0.74 
(95% CI = 0.72–0.76), ω = 0.85 at T2.

2.2.4 School stress
Students’ feelings of stress at school were measured using a 4-item 

scale adapted from previous studies (Byrne et al., 2007; Hjern et al., 
2008). Participants were asked to rate how frequently in the last 
3 months they thought that, for example, the pace of the schoolwork 
was too high or that there were too many class assignments and oral 
tests. Answers were provided on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 
(never) to 5 (10 times or more). The scale showed good factorial 
structure (CFA: χ2 = 3.94, p = 0.19, CFI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.022, 
SRMR = 0.008). The internal consistency for the current sample was 
α = 0.77 (95% CI = 0.75–0.77, ω = 0.78).

2.2.5 Class-level variables
To test one of our main hypothesis about the role of perceived 

teacher unfairness at the class-level and to account for the stability of 
the outcomes within each classroom, aggregated scores of each 
variable were created by averaging the individual scores among 
classmates, aligning with previous research on class norms and 
characteristics (e.g., Salmivalli and Voeten, 2004; Busching and Krahé, 
2020; Szumski et al., 2020).

2.3 Procedure

First, school principals granted authorization for the classes to 
participate in the study. Parents of the students then provided active 
consent by signing a letter that informed them about the study and 
its objectives. Less than 10% of students in the participating 
classrooms did not receive parental consent. Assent for participation 
was also obtained from adolescents with parental consent; no one 
refused to participate. Data collection occurred twice within one 
school year, where participants completed a web-based 
questionnaire during a regular school hour. An anonymized 
alphanumeric code was used to match T1 and T2 data. A graduate 
research assistant was present during data collection and assured 
participants that their responses would remain confidential. 
Participants were encouraged to seek assistance if needed. At the 
end of data collection, any questions regarding the questionnaires 
or the overall aims of the project were addressed. The study protocol 
was approved by the local Ethics Committee for Research in 
Psychology (protocol #1157/2012).

2.4 Data analyses

Missing data were minimal, with only a small number of students 
having failed to complete the full list of items. To handle missing data, 
full information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation (Enders and 
Bandalos, 2001) in Mplus was used, so that all available information 
was used in the model estimation.

As a preliminary step, longitudinal confirmatory factor analyses 
were conducted on the aggression scores and on school satisfaction at 
both waves to check for longitudinal invariance. A three-factor model 
(reactive aggression, proactive aggression, and school satisfaction) was 
tested. The assumption of invariance was evaluated based on change 
in value of fit indices (i.e., ΔCFI, ΔRMSEA, and ΔSRMR). Negligible 
change, that is, a ΔCFI smaller than 0.01 and a change smaller than 
0.015 in RMSEA and SRMR, was considered indicative of invariance 
(e.g., Cheung and Rensvold, 2002; Chen, 2007). Subsequently, 
multivariate multilevel modeling was performed in Mplus 8.3 
(Muthén and Muthén, 1998–2017). The three simultaneous dependent 
variables were reactive and proactive aggression and school 
satisfaction in Spring (T2). In this way, we  took into account the 
intercorrelation between the outcomes, while testing the relative 
strength of each of the respective predictors. At the individual-level, 
sex (0 = males, 1 = females), age, fall levels of reactive and proactive 
aggression, of school satisfaction, and of school stress were entered as 
control variables. Perceived teacher unfairness at T1 was the key 
predictor. To enhance interpretability, individual-level variables, 
except sex, were group-mean centered. In addition to main effects, the 
two-way interaction between perceived teacher unfairness and sex was 
entered. At level 2, grade, T1 class-level aggression scores, and class-
level school satisfaction and school stress were entered as control 
variables; T1 class-level perceived teacher unfairness was entered as 
main contextual predictor. Variables at the class-level were grand-
mean centered.

Finally, it was examined whether there was between-classroom 
variability in the associations between perceived teacher unfairness 
and T2 aggression and school satisfaction (i.e., random slopes). In case 
a significant random slope emerged, cross-level interaction would 
be tested to check if a level-2 variable could explain the slope variability.

3 Results

3.1 Descriptive statistics and correlations

Tables 1, 2 report descriptive statistics and correlations at the 
individual-level and the class-level, respectively. As expected, both 
types of aggressive behavior and school satisfaction showed significant 
stability across the school year. Moreover, perceived teacher unfairness 
was positively, but weakly associated with both types of aggression, 
and negatively and strongly associated with school satisfaction, both 
at the individual and the class-level.

3.2 Multilevel analyses

As preliminary analysis, we performed longitudinal confirmatory 
factor analyses on the aggression scores and on school satisfaction at 
both waves. First, test of configural invariance in the two waves yielded 
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an acceptable fit: (χ2 = 12,064, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.914, RMSEA = 0.062, 
SRMR =0.08). Second, constraining all loadings to equality across 
waves (i.e., metric invariance) did not lead to reduction in model fit 
(ΔCFI = −0.008; ΔRMSEA = −0.003; ΔSRMR = 0.000). Finally, scalar 
invariance was also checked (ΔCFI = 0.001; ΔRMSEA = −0.003; 
ΔSRMR = 0.000), confirming longitudinal invariance of the 
three scores.

We then estimated an unconditional model to calculate how much 
variance of T2 reactive and proactive aggression and T2 school 
satisfaction existed at the individual- and class-level. Within- and 
between-level variance estimates were the following: 0.685 and 0.047 
for reactive aggression, 0.591 and 0.078 for proactive aggression, and 
0.329 and 0.106 for school satisfaction. The intraclass correlation 
coefficients (ICC) therefore indicated that 6.3% of the variation of 
reactive aggression, 11.6% of the variation of proactive aggression, and 
23.9% of the variation of school satisfaction were due to differences 
between classes. Based on the ICC values and an average classroom 
size of 20, estimated design effects were 2.20 for reactive aggression, 
3.20 for proactive aggression, and 5.54 for school satisfaction, further 
supporting the appropriateness of adopting a multilevel analytical 
framework. Moreover, the ICC for teacher unfairness was 0.31, also 
confirming the non-independence of the unfairness perceptions 
within the classes and the meaningfulness of computing a class-level 
teacher unfairness score.

Results of the full multilevel model are reported in Table 3. At the 
individual level, the model explained 34.6% of variance for reactive 
aggression, 27% of variance for proactive aggression and 36.3% of 
variance for school satisfaction. At the class level, the variance 

explained was 61.2% for reactive aggression, 40% for proactive 
aggression, and 90.3% for school satisfaction. For the sake of 
simplicity, the findings for the three outcome variables are summarized 
separately in the following paragraphs.

3.2.1 Reactive aggression
At the individual level, reactive aggression was found to 

be moderately stable over the course of the school year (b = 0.527, 
SE = 0.04, p < 0.001) and, as expected, more frequent among males 
(b = −0.213, SE = 0.05, p < 0.001). After taking all the other variables 
into account, as hypothesized, higher levels of perceived teacher 
unfairness at T1 positively predicted T2 students’ reactive aggression 
(b = 0.179, SE = 0.07, p = 0.010). At the class-level, after controlling for 
the stability of the aggressive behavior, no significant 
predictor emerged.

3.2.2 Proactive aggression
Regarding proactive aggression, the analysis at the individual level 

yielded one significant main effect and an interaction, beyond the 
expected effects of T1 proactive aggression (b = 0.332, SE = 0.06, 
p < 0.001) and sex (b = −0.285, SE = 0.06, p < 0.001). Consistent with 
our hypothesis, students who perceived higher teacher unfairness at 
T1 reported more proactive aggression at T2 (b = 0.234, SE = 0.08, 
p = 0.002). This main effect was qualified by a significant interaction 
between perceived teacher unfairness and sex. Simple slope analysis 
revealed a positive association between perceived teacher unfairness 
and T2 proactive aggression for male adolescents (b = 0.242, p = 0.002), 
but not for female adolescents (b = 0.012, p = 0.82).

TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations and correlations among variables at the individual level.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Reactive aggression T1 2.03 0.86 –

2. Reactive aggression T2 2.03 0.86 0.57 –

3. Proactive aggression T1 1.45 0.75 0.73 0.42 –

4. Proactive aggression T2 1.48 0.82 0.41 0.76 0.46 –

5. School satisfaction T1 3.15 0.66 −0.18 −0.21 −0.17 −0.20 –

6. School satisfaction T2 3.09 0.66 −0.20 −0.22 −0.15 −0.15 0.68 –

7. Perceived teacher unfairness T1 2.21 0.76 0.20 0.23 0.20 0.23 −0.51 −0.49 –

8. School stress T1 2.51 0.96 0.22 0.18 0.20 0.12 −0.22 −0.22 0.22

All ps < 0.001.

TABLE 2 Means, standard deviations and correlations among variables at the class level.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Class-level reactive aggression T1 2.04 0.27 –

2. Class-level reactive aggression T2 2.03 0.30 0.62*** –

3. Class-level proactive aggression T1 1.45 0.25 0.74*** 0.52*** –

4. Class-level proactive aggression T2 1.48 0.34 0.47*** 0.87*** 0.52*** –

5. Class-level school satisfaction T1 3.15 0.37 −0.25*** −0.28*** −0.14*** −0.26*** –

6. Class-level school satisfaction T2 3.08 0.36 −0.24*** −0.25*** −0.09*** −0.20*** 0.87*** –

7. Class-level teacher unfairness T1 2.21 0.44 0.18*** 0.15*** 0.08** 0.07* −0.83*** −0.81*** –

8. Class-level school stress T1 2.51 0.35 0.11*** 0.11*** 0.20*** 0.06* −0.05 −0.05 0.02

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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At the class level, similar to the findings for reactive aggression, 
none of the predictors significantly explained between-class variation 
in scores of proactive aggression at the end of the school year.

3.2.3 School satisfaction
Results about school satisfaction showed that reporting more 

reactive aggression (b = −0.078, SE = 0.03, p = 0.006) and more school 
stress (b = −0.03, SE = 0.01, p = 0.034) at T1 was associated with lower 
school satisfaction at the end of the school year. Regarding our study 
hypothesis, perceived teacher unfairness was a significant negative 
predictor of school satisfaction (b = −0.129, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001). At the 
class-level, between-class variability in school satisfaction was 
significantly explained by class-level teacher unfairness (b = −0.206, 
SE = 0.07, p = 0.003), even after controlling for the stability of class-
level school satisfaction and for school stress.

3.2.4 Cross-level interactions
As a final step, it was explored whether the slopes of the 

associations between perceived teacher unfairness and T2 aggressive 
behavior and school satisfaction varied across classrooms. However, 
no significant cross-level interactions emerged. Therefore, in the 
interest of parsimony, cross-level interactions were not included in the 
final model.

4 Discussion

As educators within the classroom, influential individuals, and 
catalysts for social development, teachers can shape how students 
interact with each other and adjust to school life. Within the broader 
literature on teacher-student relationships and classroom justice, the 
current study contributed to expand the still limited empirical 
evidence about teacher relational unfairness by testing its longitudinal 
associations with important indicators of students’ school adjustment 
and well-being, namely peer aggression and school satisfaction. 
Specifically, we included two types of aggressive behavior (i.e., reactive 
and proactive aggression), to further add to the current literature on 
teacher relational unfairness that has almost only focused on a specific 
subtype of aggressive behavior (i.e., bullying). The results have 
confirmed that when students perceive unfair treatment from their 
teachers, it can heighten the likelihood of them displaying aggressive 
behavior within the classroom. Additionally, this perception of unfair 
treatment can also result in lower levels of satisfaction among students 
with regard to their overall school experience.

4.1 Individual-level effects

First, findings from the multivariate multilevel modeling 
confirmed the hypothesis that perceived teacher unfairness at the 
individual-level significantly predicted the three outcomes of interest 
6 months later. This result was robust after controlling for the stability 
of each outcome, for the other outcomes, and for academic school 
stress. In simple terms, students who reported higher levels of teacher 
relational unfairness in the Fall were more likely to report both 
reactive and proactive aggression in the Spring. Moreover, the higher 
the perception of being treated unfairly by teachers, the lower the 
school satisfaction at the end of the school year. These findings are 

consistent with the previous evidence reviewed above about the cross-
sectional association of perceived teacher unfairness especially with 
bullying (Santinello et al., 2011; Lenzi et al., 2014), fighting (Vieno 
et al., 2011), and school satisfaction (Samdal et al., 1998; Gini et al., 
2018) that guided our study hypotheses. Moreover, they expand the 
current knowledge in that the negative role of teacher unfairness 
emerged in a short-term longitudinal design, with data modeled at 
both the individual- and class-level, and after controlling for potential 
confounders. Although not conclusive, these findings are clearly 
important and call for further longitudinal investigations on the role 
of teacher relational unfairness in other important domains of 
students’ school life.

Theoretically, the current findings are consistent with, and give 
further support to, the predictions of the social ecological theory 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and social-cognitive models of stress applied 
to the school context (Swearer and Hymel, 2015), which indicate 
perceiving unfairness from teachers within the classroom microsystem 
as a meaningful, negative experience able to influence adolescents’ 
well-being and school/social adjustment. Teachers have a significant 
role in managing the dynamics within the classroom when it comes 
to their interactions with students. They not only promote and 
reinforce positive conduct but also discourage any negative behavior. 
Moreover, teachers act as a mediator, fostering harmonious 
relationships among students within the class-group (Marengo et al., 
2018). Positive relationships with students, marked by low conflict and 
high closeness, are linked to students’ better adjustment to the school 
context (Baker, 2006; Longobardi et  al., 2019), greater academic 
commitment (Longobardi et al., 2016, 2019), and to prosocial behavior 
and reduced aggression (Jungert et al., 2016; Marengo et al., 2018). 
Conversely, low-quality relationships with students can undermine 
the teachers’ ability to perform these functions.

Interestingly, the main effect of perceived teacher unfairness for 
proactive aggression was moderated by sex, indicating that this 
positive association was apparent only for the male group. This result 
is quite unexpected, especially in light of what emerged in Lenzi et al. 
(2014) study that did not find evidence of sex differences in the 
association between perceived teacher unfairness and a specific type 
of proactive aggressive behavior (i.e., bullying). This different finding 
may be explained by the different design and model of analysis of our 
study, by sample differences, and other potential methodological 
differences, but it is currently impossible to draw conclusions. Sex is 
indeed often identified as a significant moderator in the peer 
aggression literature, even though it is not always easy to understand 
what really makes some associations stronger for one sex group 
compared to the other. In sum, although exploratory, it remains an 
interesting result and it suggests that further research is certainly 
warranted to better explore how and under what circumstances 
perceiving to be  treated unfairly at school may be  differentially 
important for females’ and males’ adjustment and well-being.

4.2 Class-level effects

Using the lens of the socio-ecological model, another aim of this 
study was to explore the classroom as an important context that 
influences students’ behavior and satisfaction. Regarding average 
differences of peer aggression at the class-level, after controlling for 
the stability of the aggressive behavior, no significant predictor 
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emerged. This did not fully confirm what was found in the few 
previous studies that have analyzed—cross-sectionally—the role of 
class teacher unfairness in students’ bullying and violence (Vieno 
et al., 2011). The lack of statistically significant effects in this study 
may, of course, have different explanations. The first is the relative 
stability of the two class-level variables over the short period of time 
considered in our project. Moreover, even though there was a certain 
degree of between-class variability in reactive and, especially, proactive 
aggression, which justified class-level analysis, the majority of the 
variance of aggressive behavior was at the individual-level. This is a 
very common pattern in the school aggression literature, which may 
partly explain why it is not always easy to find significant predictors at 
the class-level. Finally, research on peer aggression at school has 
consistently identified the significant role of other class-level 
predictors, even within the realm of negative teacher-student 
relationships (e.g., Thornberg et al., 2018; Ten Bokkel et al., 2023). An 
additional, not necessarily alternative possibility for this lack of 
significant findings, therefore, may be that other class-level variables 
(e.g., class attitudes and norms) play a more central role compared to 
perceived relational teacher unfairness in differentiating class-level 
ratings of peer aggression, while teacher unfairness may demonstrate 
its negative impact more at the individual-level of analysis.

Regarding school satisfaction, instead, class-level analysis 
confirmed that there was a large degree of between-class variability 

in school satisfaction at T2 and that this variability was partially 
explained by class-level teacher unfairness. That is, not only 
individual students reported to be  less satisfied if they felt to 
be  treated unfairly by their teachers but, on average, school 
satisfaction toward the end of the school year was found to 
be  significantly lower in classrooms where classmates shared a 
perception of unfair treatment. This effect was quite strong and 
robust against the control variables and is consistent with findings 
from studies with adult samples, mainly within organizations, 
showing that people satisfaction is associated not only with their 
individual perceptions of being treated fairly, but also with shared 
perceptions of a “fair context” (i.e., the average of individual 
perceptions of fairness within a group; e.g., Mossholder et al., 1998; 
Naumann and Bennett, 2000). This is an important novel contribution 
to the still limited literature on teacher relational unfairness within 
the classroom, showing for the first time a longitudinal negative effect 
of class-level teacher unfairness on students’ school satisfaction 
during one school year.

4.3 Limitations and implications

One limitation of this study is the relatively brief time span 
between the first and second waves. While the study made a significant 

TABLE 3 Multivariate multilevel modeling predicting T2 aggression and school satisfaction.

Reactive aggression (T2) Proactive aggression (T2) School satisfaction (T2)

b SE z p b SE z p b SE z p

Individual level (T1)

  Age 0.059 0.07 0.913 0.361 0.086 0.07 1.24 0.214 0.027 0.03 0.84 0.401

  Sex (0 = M, 1 = F) −0.213 0.05 −4.42 <0.001 −0.285 0.06 −5.04 <0.001 −0.011 0.04 −0.32 0.752

  Reactive aggression 0.527 0.04 12.07 <0.001 0.080 0.04 1.89 0.059 −0.078 0.03 −2.74 0.006

  Proactive aggression −0.063 0.06 −1.16 0.252 0.332 0.06 6.01 <0.001 0.048 0.03 1.66 0.097

  School satisfaction −0.078 0.05 −1.71 0.088 −0.044 0.05 −0.93 0.353 0.522 0.03 17.30 <0.001

  School stress 0.035 0.03 1.36 0.175 −0.002 0.03 −0.07 0.943 −0.030 0.01 −2.12 0.034

  Perceived teacher 

unfairness

0.179 0.07 −2.58 0.010 0.234 0.08 3.11 0.002 −0.129 0.03 −4.05 <0.001

  Sex * Unfairness −0.146 0.10 −1.55 0.122 −0.183 0.08 −2.17 0.030 0.004 0.05 0.08 0.933

Class level (T1)

  Grade 0.030 0.03 1.19 0.233 0.035 0.03 1.04 0.298 −0.012 0.02 −0.63 0.527

  Class-level reactive 

aggression

0.583 0.15 3.94 <0.001 0.225 0.19 1.17 0.241 −0.110 0.09 −1.20 0.230

  Class-level proactive 

aggression

−0.005 0.17 −0.03 0.975 0.315 0.22 1.42 0.156 0.115 0.10 1.17 0.244

  Class-level school 

satisfaction

−0.136 0.16 −0.83 0.409 −0.323 0.21 −1.51 0.131 0.595 0.09 6.43 <0.001

  Class-level school 

stress

0.016 0.07 0.22 0.825 −0.022 0.09 −0.24 0.813 −0.076 0.04 −1.90 0.058

  Class-level teacher 

unfairness

−0.092 0.12 −0.77 0.443 −0.242 0.15 −1.67 0.096 −0.206 0.07 −2.93 0.003

R2 individual level 0.346 0.270 0.363

R2 class level 0.612 0.400 0.903

b indicates unstandardized estimates from multilevel modeling.
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contribution by examining both the individual-level and class-level 
impacts of perceived teacher unfairness over time, the conclusions 
drawn from our findings are limited to a period of approximately 
6 months. Since we did not gather data over multiple years, we were 
unable to investigate how the relationships between the predictors and 
outcomes might evolve over a more extended period. It is 
recommended that future research expand beyond a single school year 
and potentially track adolescents over several years to gain a deeper 
understanding of these dynamics.

Second, all variables were evaluated using self-report 
questionnaires. It should be  noted that self-report data may 
be  influenced by social desirability bias, although it is often the 
most suitable or only option for researchers. In the context of this 
study, the primary focus was on the beliefs and perceptions of 
adolescents, which can only be  conveyed by the individuals 
themselves. Moreover, relying solely on peer nominations or ratings 
to assess aggressive behavior may not always be reliable, as students 
may not accurately report their peers’ aggressive tendencies. In 
certain instances, individuals possess exclusive knowledge of 
specific aspects of their behavior, such as covert aggression. 
However, it is crucial to verify the findings of this study through 
longitudinal research that incorporates multiple sources of 
information regarding students’ aggressive behavior. Furthermore, 
including insights from teachers on their relationships with 
students, particularly in terms of fairness, could provide informative 
perspectives and enhance our understanding of classroom 
dynamics. Regarding teacher unfairness, a future line of research 
would be to compare students’ beliefs with ‘reality,’ to test whether 
different patterns of results emerge between students who believe 
that they are treated unfairly by their teacher, which is not true, and 
those who also have the same perception, but which corresponds to 
actual unfair treatment by the teacher.

Finally, in accordance with prior studies (Engels et  al., 2016), 
students were asked to provide feedback on their overall experience 
with teachers in the classroom, rather than focusing on a specific 
teacher. This decision was made due to the fact that students interact 
with multiple teachers on a daily basis, making it impractical to gather 
individual feedback for each teacher. While this approach offers a 
broad understanding of how adolescents perceive their relationship 
with teachers, it is important to acknowledge that it may lack 
specificity. Consequently, this limits the ability to examine if certain 
teacher characteristics (such as sex, years of experience, or teaching 
hours per week) influence the connection between teacher unfairness 
and adolescent school adjustment. Moreover, it restricts the 
exploration of different patterns of teacher relationships, such as 
having one teacher who is fair and supportive while others are not, or 
having all teachers who are fair and supportive.

Despite the limitations of this study, the findings suggest that 
minimizing teacher unfairness is important for reducing student 
aggression and improving their school satisfaction. Effective conflict 
reduction strategies can help teachers recognize students’ good 
behavior and achievements, set high expectations, and build 
constructive relationships with individual students (Stipek and Miles, 
2008). For example, teachers can negotiate behavioral contracts with 
students with whom they tend to experience the most conflict. These 
contracts should outline agreed-upon criteria for appropriate classroom 
behavior and interactions with the teacher and classmates (Bowman-
Perrott et  al., 2015). Additionally, teachers can use “connective 

instruction,” particularly interpersonal connectiveness, as a strategy to 
build positive relationships with their students (Martin and Dowson, 
2009). The task at hand entails the active engagement of listening 
attentively to the perspectives expressed by students. It requires 
providing them with the opportunity to contribute to decisions that 
directly impact their lives. Moreover, it necessitates treating all students 
with equality, avoiding any form of bias, and affirming their worth. It 
also involves embracing and respecting their unique qualities and 
characteristics. Lastly, it entails maintaining a positive outlook and 
setting achievable goals for each student (Flink et al., 1990; Teven and 
McCroskey, 1997; Slade, 2001). Considering the moderating role of 
students’ gender, at least for some variables, tailored strategies should 
also be implemented that take into account the possible differential role 
of teacher unfairness for different gender groups.

Finally, schools should implement activities able to promote and 
increase a sense of school belonging which can help to mitigate the 
negative impact of negative teacher-student relationships on students’ 
school satisfaction. One promising strategy is to use “small learning 
communities” (Tillery et  al., 2013). Briefly, these communities 
encompass the practice of organizing students into smaller networks 
within the broader school environment. These networks share 
common objectives and support systems, fostering a sense of 
connection and belonging among both students and adults. 
Consequently, educational institutions may contemplate implementing 
such initiatives to enhance the overall sense of community and 
affiliation within their schools.

Author’s note

The data used in this study were extracted from a larger dataset of 
a longitudinal project examining the social-cognitive factors associated 
with aggressive behavior in adolescents. A portion of this dataset was 
previously utilized in another study on the moral predictors of 
aggressive behavior (Gini et al., 2022). Although the sample is the same, 
there is minimal overlap between the data used in the previous study 
and the current study, with only age, sex, and reactive and proactive 
aggression being common variables, serving different research 
purposes. The data on teacher unfairness, school satisfaction, and 
school stress have never been used in previously published manuscript. 
Moreover, the theoretical frameworks, the respective literatures, and 
the specific research questions of the two manuscripts are different.
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