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Abstract: Subjective well-being, a central construct in positive psychology, remains
underexplored among language educators. To address this gap, this mixed-methods study
investigated the structural dimensions of subjective well-being among Chinese junior high
school English as a foreign language (EFL) teachers, profiled its manifestations across
demographic groups, and identified its ecological sources within workplace contexts. Data
were collected from 811 teachers via the Teacher Subjective Well-being Questionnaire, with
quantitative analyses including exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses, descriptive
statistics, and group comparisons. These were supplemented by in-depth semi-structured
interviews with four purposively selected participants, analyzed thematically through
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems framework. Key findings revealed that: (1) EFL teachers’
subjective well-being demonstrated a uni-dimensional structure in factor analyses, with items
indexing instructional efficacy, institutional belonging, and perceived respect loading onto a
single factor; (2) participants reported moderate levels of subjective well-being, experiencing
work-related happiness only “sometimes”; (3) group comparisons showed significantly lower
well-being among early-career teachers (0–5 years) and those with college degrees compared
to their more experienced and better-educated counterparts; and (4) ecological contributors
spanned multiple levels—positive interactions with students, colleagues, and administrators
(microsystem), supportive institutional policies fostering professional growth (exosystem),
and national curricular reforms prompting adaptive teaching practices (macrosystem). These
findings advance theoretical understanding of teacher well-being by clarifying its conceptual
structure and embeddedness within professional ecologies, while offering actionable insights
for fostering teacher development through multi-level support systems.

Keywords: subjective well-being; teacher psychology; English as a foreign language;
secondary education; China

1. Introduction

Language teaching is often regarded as a stressful profession and is frequently
described as being “in crisis” [1, 2]. In the context of China’s educational system,
English as a foreign language (EFL) teachers face considerable physical and
psychological stress [3, 4]. This stress may stem from ongoing reforms in English
language education and a prevailing emphasis on test-driven instruction [3, 5, 6],
hence high standards are set for teachers. Additionally, the profession demands that
teachers perform emotional labor, consistently displaying positive emotions regardless
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of their true feelings [7–9]. These job demands necessitate essential competencies,
such as psychological resilience and emotional intelligence, to navigate challenges
and succeed in the profession [3,10–13]. Without these competencies, the demanding
nature of the job may lead to professional burnout, decreased well-being, and even
hinder teacher retention [14–17]. Thus, exploring teacher psychology is critical.

In response to calls from positive psychology for promoting overall
well-being [18], this study focuses on the well-being of language educators. Individuals
with high well-being are more likely to lead fulfilling lives and contribute positively
to societal development [19]. Researchers have consistently argued that well-being
is crucial for teachers’ occupational effectiveness and their ability to cope with
job-related demands [15, 20, 21]. A body of research has shown that teachers’
well-being positively impacts both learners and the workplace environment [22, 23].
Conversely, poor well-being can negatively affect teachers’ performance and even
lead to detrimental outcomes for students [24,25]. Therefore, teacher well-being is a
key area of research, with comprehensive investigations offering potential benefits for
all aspects of education [26].

Defining well-being is a complex, value-laden task [27]. Traditionally, well-being
has been conceptualized in two ways: hedonism and eudaimonia [28, 29]. The
hedonic approach emphasizes pleasure and positive experiences, defining well-being
as the experience of more pleasure and less pain. In contrast, the eudaimonic
perspective stresses the importance of realizing one’s full potential and findingmeaning
and satisfaction in life [18, 30]. More recently, an engagement perspective has
emerged, highlighting flow experiences where immersion in meaningful and enjoyable
activities contributes to well-being [31]. However, these approaches alone fail
to capture the full complexity of well-being. Criticisms have arisen over overly
generalized and nebulous definitions of the concept [32,33], and debates persist over the
distinction between hedonic and eudaimonic well-being [34]. In response, integrative
frameworks have emerged. Seligman’s PERMA model, for instance, identifies five
core elements: (1) positive emotion, (2) engagement, (3) relationships, (4) meaning,
and (5) accomplishment [35]. This model integrates hedonic, eudaimonic, and
engagement perspectives, framing emotional balance, life meaning, and engagement
as core components of well-being. Similarly, Oxford’s EMPATHICS model outlines
nine factors that contribute to well-being through their interaction: (1) emotion and
empathy, (2) meaning and motivation, (3) perseverance, (4) agency and autonomy, (5)
time, (6) hardiness and habits of mind, (7) intelligence, (8) character strengths, and (9)
self-related factors [36]. These frameworks underscore the complexity of well-being,
encompassing not just affective states and life meaning but the full spectrum of human
experience [37].

In workplace well-being research, a growing interest has focused on employees’
job satisfaction and positive workplace experiences [34], with a particular focus
on subjective well-being [38]. Often framed through a hedonic lens, subjective
well-being encompasses individuals’ affectivity and cognitive evaluations of their
lives, characterized by frequent positive affect and high life satisfaction, although
negative emotions may still arise [39–41]. As a multidimensional construct,
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subjective well-being is grounded in various theoretical perspectives [42,43]. Recent
developments have expanded the concept to include aspects of flourishing and
eudaimonic well-being, emphasizing optimal human functioning, a sense of purpose,
and engagement [44,45]. For example, the OECDGuidelines on Measuring Subjective
Well-Being propose a tri-dimensional framework that includes life evaluation, affect,
and psychological flourishing [46]. This broader conceptualization reflects the
growing recognition that life quality assessments may also consider personal growth
and functioning across various domains [35, 47]. While cognitive evaluations (e.g.,
life and job satisfaction) tend to be stable, affective experiences fluctuate in response
to immediate contexts [48]. Thus, subjective well-being can be viewed as a dynamic
equilibrium between external stressors and an individual’s psychological, social, and
physical resources [32].

For teachers, subjective well-being pertains to their professional life and
workplace conditions. Song et al. define it as “teachers’ self-reported experience and
assessment of the quality of their working lives and the sense of purpose and capabilities
they need to live a happy and fulfilling life as a teacher” [49]. This encompasses two
key components: emotional states (e.g., job-related emotions) and job satisfaction
(e.g., fulfillment in roles, relationships, and career growth) [50–53]. Eudaimonic
aspects further encompass ‘teachers’ perceptions of autonomy, competence, and
the meaningfulness of their work. Theoretical insights also highlight the role
of cognitive appraisals—particularly perceived control over tasks—in shaping
subjective well-being [54], with self-efficacy, or confidence, being a well-documented
factor [55–57]. Ultimately, teachers’ subjective well-being reflects their holistic
professional functioning, integrating emotions, performance evaluations, and
workplace conditions.

In education, subjective well-being significantly influences teachers’ mental health,
instructional practices, and professional development [38, 58, 59], while also affecting
student outcomes [21, 60, 61]. Studies examining teachers’ subjective well-being
often employ a tripartite framework—affective experiences, life satisfaction, and
eudaimonic well-being [49]. Given the domain-specificity of life satisfaction [41, 62],
teachers’ subjective well-being is best examined within educational contexts [63]. For
instance, Yıldırım’s study identified collegial support, constructive feedback, school
climate, student-centered teaching, and professional growth as key contributors to
teacher well-being [64]. Similarly, Renshaw et al. distinguished teachers’ subjective
well-being from general well-being, emphasizing its context-specific [65]. Their Teacher
Subjective Well-being Questionnaire (TSWQ) identified school connectedness and
teaching efficacy as major indicators of subjective well-being. Building on Dodge et
al.’s dynamic model [32], Reitbauer et al. proposed an interactive balance framework,
wherein teachers’ subjective well-being emerges from the interplay of motivation, job
satisfaction, agency, and self-efficacy as teachers navigate individual, professional, and
organizational challenges [48].

As important as it is to capture the nature of educators’ well-being, research has
also emerged exploring effective approaches to enhancing it. Several studies have
focused on broader aspects of teachers’ job life, such as institutional support and
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policy changes [66–69]. These efforts underscore the understanding that well-being,
though individually perceived, is also socially determined [69–71]. However, as
Jeliseh et al. note, an overemphasis on macro-level factors risks neglecting individual
capacities that foster well-being [72]. From an ecological perspective, well-being is
seen as influenced across multiple contexts [26]. Not only do organizational and social
factors shape teachers’ well-being, but teachers themselves also play an active role
in generating their subjective experiences. Given its multidimensionality [42, 43], a
holistic approach—integrating intra- and extra-personal dimensions—is essential for
identifying resources and demands that shape teachers’ equilibrium and well-being.

In summary, this study set out to investigate EFL teachers’ subjective well-being
through an ecological lens, employing amixed-methods design to address the following
research questions:

RQ1: What is the internal structure of subjective well-being among EFL teachers?
RQ2: What characterizes their subjective well-being profile?
RQ3: What workplace ecological factors contribute to their subjective well-being?

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Participants
The present study aimed to provide a comprehensive profile of EFL teachers’

subjective well-being in China. To achieve this, participants were recruited through a
combination of convenience and snowball sampling strategies [73,74]. After multiple
rounds of recruitment, a total of 811 valid teacher participants were included in the
study. Of these, 409 teachers participated in a pilot study designed to explore the
conceptual structure of teachers’ subjective well-being. A separate sample of 402
teachers took part in the validation phase of the study (formal study), during which
the measurement tool was refined, and statistical analyses were conducted to provide
an overview of their workplace well-being and professional functioning. Additionally,
four teachers voluntarily contributed to a qualitative phase through in-depth interviews,
offering nuanced perspectives on their job experiences.

Demographic information for the 811 teachers in the quantitative study revealed that
male teachers constituted a small proportion of the sample (Nmale = 56, 6.9%; N female =
755, 93.1%). This gender distribution reflects the broader trend in China’s language
teaching profession, where females dominate. Educationally, most participants held
bachelor’s degrees (80.0%, N = 649), followed by master’s degrees (N = 148, 18.2%)
and college diplomas (N = 14, 1.7%). Regarding teaching experience, 16.4% (N = 133)
had fewer than five years of experience, while 83.6% (N = 678) were more experienced
professionals. Further details are presented in Table 1.

The interviewees were purposively selected to ensure diversity across gender,
region, teaching experience, and educational background. This approach aimed to
capture a representative spectrum of teachers’ ecological workplace circumstances.
Profiles of interviewees are detailed in Table 2.
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Table 1. Demographic profile of survey participants.

Variable Classification Number Percentage (%)

Gender Male 56 6.9
Female 755 93.1

Educational degree
College 14 1.7
Bachelor 649 80.0
Master 148 18.2

Years of teaching experience 0–5 133 16.4
6–10 119 14.7
11–15 126 15.5
16–20 117 14.4
≥21 316 39.0

Professional title None 51 6.3
Third-grade 7 0.9
Second-grade 149 18.4
First-grade 318 39.2
Senior (associate) 283 34.9
Senior 3 0.4

Type of school Ordinary 637 78.5
Key 174 21.5

Location Country 257 31.7
County 165 20.3
City 389 48.0

Table 2. Demographic profile of interviewees.

Interviewees Gender Region Years of teaching experience Educational degree

Fu Female Southern China 4 years Master
Liu Female Northeastern China 18 years Bachelor
Yan Male Southern China 3 years Master
Yang Male Eastern China 3 years Bachelor

2.2. Instrument

2.2.1. Questionnaire

Teachers’ subjective experiences of mental wellness, effectiveness, and
professional development were assessed using the TSWQ developed by Renshaw
and colleagues [65]. The eight-item scale measures two dimensions of professional
functioning indicative of thriving in teaching: teaching effectiveness (e.g., “I am good
at helping students learn new things”) and school connectedness (e.g., “I feel like I
belong at this school”). Responses were recorded on a four-point Likert scale (1 =
almost never to 4 = almost always). To better align the items with language educators’
contexts, minor wording changes were made (e.g., “I am a successful teacher” was
revised to “I am a successful English teacher”). The adapted scale showed excellent
internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.950).

2.2.2. Interview guide

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to elicit in-depth accounts of EFL
teachers’ professional lives and to identify salient factors shaping their well-being. The
guide probed participants’ prior learning experiences; early-career interactions with
students, parents, colleagues, and school leaders; current professional experiences; and
perceptions of the broader impact of educational policies.
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2.3. Data collection and analysis
The questionnaire was administered online via a local platform—Sojump

(Wenjuanxing) (https://www.wjx.cn/). The link was initially shared with a group of
teachers, who were invited to distribute it to colleagues in other schools or regions;
this snowball sampling continued until a sufficient number of responses were obtained.
At the end of the questionnaire, respondents could provide contact details if they were
interested in a follow-up interview.

Ethical procedures were observed throughout. Prior to data collection, approval
was obtained from the researchers’ institutional ethics committee. Participants received
detailed information about the study’s purpose, potential risks, and their rights,
including the voluntary nature of participation and the option to withdraw at any time.
All personal information was anonymized to protect privacy, and the data were used
solely for academic purposes.

Quantitative data were analyzed using IBM SPSS 26.0 and AMOS 24.0. In
the pilot study, we examined univariate normality, conducted item analyses, and
performed exploratory factor analysis (EFA) to evaluate the measure. In the formal
study, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) tested the factor structure identified in the
EFA. Following item removal based on CFA results, we computed descriptive statistics
and conducted group comparisons to provide an overview of participants’ subjective
well-being.

Qualitative data were analyzed thematically to identify ecological factors
influencing teachers’ well-being. Guided by Bronfenbrenner’s nested ecological systems
theory [75], themes were organized into four layers: (1) microsystem—immediate
settings in which teachers functioned (e.g., classroom teaching, collaboration with
colleagues, interactions with school leaders); (2) mesosystem—interactions between
immediate settings (not salient in the present data and therefore excluded from the final
model); (3) exosystem—indirect influences from settings in which teachers did not
directly participate (e.g., school administration, students’ family environments); and (4)
macrosystem—broader socioeconomic, cultural, and political contexts (e.g., national
educational policies, curriculum standards, government-appointed textbooks). To
enhance reliability, researchers coded independently and then reviewed and reconciled
differences until consensus was achieved.

3. Results

3.1. Inner structure of subjective well-being

3.1.1. Univariate normality test and item analysis

Data from both the pilot (N = 409) and formal study (N = 402) met univariate
normality assumptions: all items had skewness and kurtosis within ±2 [76]. See Tables
3 and 4 for details. To examine item discrimination, an independent samples t-test
compared the top 27% and bottom 27% of scorers; all items showed significant group
differences, indicating adequate discrimination. Item-total correlations also met the
conventional criterion (r ≥ 0.3) proposed by Field [77]. Results are reported in Table 3.
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Table 3. Results of the univariate normality test and item analysis in the pilot study.

Items
Skewness Kurtosis 27% lowest (n = 124) 27% highest (n = 121)

MD t df Item-total correlation coefficient (r)
Statistic SE Statistic SE M SD M SD

Q01 −0.219 0.121 −1.214 0.241 1.40 0.523 2.83 0.477 −1.431 −22.382*** 241.938 0.767***

Q02 −0.064 0.121 −1.024 0.241 1.38 0.535 2.71 0.473 −1.332 −20.653*** 240.720 0.798***

Q03 −0.086 0.121 −1.263 0.241 1.23 0.439 2.89 0.311 −1.667 −34.371*** 221.943 0.868***

Q04 −0.426 0.121 −0.661 0.241 1.85 0.542 2.88 0.331 −1.029 −17.996*** 204.429 0.705***

Q05 −0.047 0.121 −1.186 0.241 1.35 0.542 2.77 0.443 −1.422 −22.520*** 235.788 0.785***

Q06 0.174 0.121 −1.156 0.241 1.23 0.444 2.64 0.577 −1.402 −21.282*** 225.206 0.778***

Q07 −0.141 0.121 −0.962 0.241 1.44 0.530 2.85 0.380 −1.408 −23.925*** 223.125 0.816***

Q08 −0.334 0.121 −0.694 0.241 1.77 0.609 2.88 0.321 −1.110 −17.897*** 187.433 0.753***

Note: *** p < 0.001.

Table 4. Results of the univariate normality test in the formal study.

Items
Skewness Kurtosis

Statistic SE Statistic SE

Q01 −0.292 0.122 −1.172 0.243
Q02 −0.052 0.122 −0.972 0.243
Q03 −0.097 0.122 −1.290 0.243
Q04 −0.459 0.122 −0.678 0.243
Q05 −0.047 0.122 −1.134 0.243
Q06 0.183 0.122 −1.132 0.243
Q07 −0.170 0.122 −1.087 0.243
Q08 −0.347 0.122 −0.722 0.243

3.1.2. Exploratory factor analysis

EFA was conducted with the pilot sample (N = 409). The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin
measure of sampling adequacy was 0.914, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity yielded χ2 =
1897.999, df = 28, p < 0.001, supporting factorability. A loading threshold of |0.4| was
applied [78]. Following Green and Salkind [79], items were excluded if they had (1)
loadings below |0.4|; (2) cross-loadings above |0.4|; (3) cross-loading differences less
than |0.2|; or (4) communalities below 0.4. The analysis yielded a single-factor solution
explaining 56.309% of the variance, exceeding the recommended threshold of 55%
for EFA [80], and supporting a unidimensional structure for EFL teachers’ subjective
well-being. The eight-item solution demonstrated strong reliability (Cronbach’s α =
0.910). See Table 5.

Table 5. Results of exploratory factor analysis.

Items Factor Communalities

Q03: I can really be myself at this school. 0.860 0.740
Q07: I am treated with respect at this school. 0.791 0.626
Q02: I am a successful teacher. 0.767 0.588
Q05: I feel like people at this school care about me. 0.744 0.553
Q06: I have accomplished a lot as a teacher. 0.737 0.543
Q01: I feel like I belong at this school. 0.717 0.514
Q08: I feel like my teaching is effective and helpful. 0.716 0.513
Q04: I am good at helping students learn new things. 0.655 0.429
Cumulative % of variance explained 56.309 —
Cronbach’s ɑ 0.910 —

Note: Extraction method: principal axis factoring; one factor extracted; five iterations required.

3.1.3. Confirmatory factor analysis

CFA (N = 402) evaluated the hypothesized one-factor model using multiple fit
indices: the ratio of chi-square to degrees of freedom (χ2/df ), goodness-of-fit index
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(GFI), comparative fit index (CFI), normed fit index (NFI), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI),
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root mean square
residual (SRMR), with acceptable thresholds of χ2/df ≤ 3, GFI ≥ 0.90, CFI ≥ 0.90, NFI
≥ 0.90, TLI ≥ 0.90, RMSEA ≤ 0.08, and SRMR ≤ 0.10 [78].

The initial measurement model did not exhibit satisfactory fit (Figure 1). After
revising the model—removing three items (Q03, Q05, and Q06) and allowing the error
terms for items Q01 and Q07 (e01, e07) to covary—the final unidimensional model
showed an excellent fit (Figure 2). The revised scale also exhibited strong reliability
(Cronbach’s α = 0.868).

Figure 1. Initial measurement model before modification: χ2/df = 9.727, GFI = 0.879, CFI =
0.914, NFI = 0.906, TLI = 0.880, RMSEA = 0.148, and SRMR = 0.050.

Figure 2. Final measurement model after modification: χ2/df = 1.440, GFI = 0.884, CFI =
0.998, NFI = 0.994, TLI = 0.995, RMSEA = 0.033, and SRMR = 0.012.

3.2. Descriptive statistics and group comparisons of subjective well-being
Descriptive statistics (N = 402, Table 6) indicated a mean subjective well-being

score of 2.19 (SD = 0.56). The maximum observed global score was 3.00,
corresponding to “often” on the four-point scale. Thus, no participant reported
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experiencing work-related happiness “almost always”, and most reported feeling
self-efficacious, respected, and a sense of belonging “sometimes”. Item-level patterns
mirrored this overall profile: teachers reported moderate frequencies of well-being
related to belonging, teaching effectiveness, and esteem.

Table 6. Descriptive statistics of subjective well-being.

Items Min Max M SD

Q01: I feel like I belong at this school. 1.00 3.00 2.17 0.749
Q02: I am a successful teacher. 1.00 3.00 2.04 0.703
Q04: I am good at helping students learn new things. 1.00 3.00 2.35 0.638
Q07: I am treated with respect at this school. 1.00 3.00 2.11 0.726
Q08: I feel like my teaching is effective and helpful. 1.00 3.00 2.28 0.649
Global subjective well-being 1.00 3.00 2.19 0.562

Group comparisons (N = 402) further clarified this pattern. Independent samples
t-tests detected no significant differences in well-being by gender or by school type
(Table 7). In contrast, one-way ANOVAs indicated significant differences by years
of teaching experience and by educational degree, but no differences across teachers
working in country, county, and city settings. Regarding years of experience (Table 8),
teachers with 0–5 years reported lower overall well-being than those with 11 or more
years, whereas teachers with 6–10 years did not differ significantly from other groups.
Post hoc item-level comparisons suggested that early-career teachers (0–5 years) felt
less successful (Q02) and less effective in introducing new knowledge (Q04) than
teachers with more than 20 years of experience; their comparatively lower well-being
was generally consistent across items rather than confined to a single domain.

Table 7. Comparisons of subjective well-being across gender and school type.

Items
Male (n = 28) Female (n = 374)

MD t (400)
Key school (n = 80) Ordinary school (n = 322)

MD t (400)
M SD M SD M SD M SD

Global subjective well-being 2.18 0.629 2.19 0.557 −0.011 −0.102 2.23 0.536 2.18 0.568 0.051 0.728
Q01 2.14 0.803 2.17 0.746 −0.031 −0.210 2.20 0.786 2.16 0.741 0.035 0.378
Q02 2.07 0.766 2.03 0.700 0.037 0.266 2.05 0.727 2.03 0.699 0.016 0.180
Q04 2.43 0.690 2.34 0.635 0.086 0.690 2.44 0.613 2.33 0.643 0.111 1.399
Q07 2.04 0.838 2.11 0.718 −0.079 −0.557 2.10 0.704 2.11 0.732 −0.012 −0.130
Q08 2.21 0.738 2.28 0.64 −0.069 −0.543 2.36 0.621 2.26 0.655 0.105 1.293

Table 8. Comparisons of subjective well-being across years of teaching.

Items
0–5 years (n = 65) 6–10 years (n = 53) 11–15 years (n = 61) 16–20 years (n = 62) Above 20 years (n = 161)

F (4, 397) Post hoc MD
M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Global subjective
well-being

1.90 0.543 2.06 0.508 2.23 0.567 2.29 0.531 2.29 0.554 7.201***
0–5 years < 11–15 years
0–5 years < 16–20 years
0–5 years < above 20 years

−0.328**

−0.382***

−0.387***

Q01 1.92 0.797 1.94 0.602 2.30 0.760 2.23 0.777 2.28 0.726 4.498**
0–5 years < above 20 years
6–10 years < above 20 years

−0.356*

−0.336*

Q02 1.66 0.644 1.89 0.725 2.00 0.730 2.16 0.658 2.20 0.663 8.670***
0–5 years < 16–20 years
0–5 years < above 20 years
6–10 years < above 20 years

−0.500***

−0.543***

−0.318*

Q04 2.06 0.659 2.28 0.632 2.44 0.646 2.37 0.579 2.44 0.621 4.799***
0–5 years < 11–15 years
0–5 years < above 20 years

−0.381**

−0.379***

Q07 1.91 0.723 1.96 0.678 2.11 0.733 2.27 0.657 2.17 0.746 2.976* 0–5 years < 16–20 years −0.367*

Q08 1.97 0.637 2.23 0.577 2.31 0.672 2.40 0.586 2.36 0.657 5.242***
0–5 years < 11–15 years
0–5 years < 16–20 years
0–5 years < above 20 years

−0.342*

−0.434**

−0.391***

Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Educational attainment showed a similar gradient (Table 9). Teachers holding
college degrees reported lower well-being than bachelor’s degree holders, while no
significant difference emerged between bachelor’s and master’s degree holders at
the global level. Item-level analyses indicated that teachers with college degrees
reported lower instructional self-efficacy (Q04 and Q08) and perceived respect (Q07)
relative to those with higher degrees. Finally, location-based comparisons revealed no
significant differences among teachers in country, county, and city schools (Table 10),
suggesting that, within this sample, subjective well-being was more strongly patterned
by professional experience and educational qualifications than by institutional location
or school type.

Table 9. Comparisons of subjective well-being across educational degrees.

Items
College (n = 8) Bachelor (n = 315) Master (n = 79)

F (2, 399) Post hoc MD
M SD M SD M SD

Global subjective well-being 1.68 0.465 2.22 0.564 2.10 0.527 5.032** College < Bachelor −0.549*

Q01 1.17 0.707 2.19 0.760 2.13 0.705 1.549 N/A N/A
Q02 1.75 0.707 2.07 0.706 1.94 0.686 1.819 N/A N/A
Q04 1.75 0.707 2.39 0.626 2.23 0.639 5.859** College < Bachelor −0.644*

Q07 1.38 0.518 2.16 0.739 2.00 0.641 5.765**
College < Bachelor
College < Master

−0.781**

−0.625*

Q08 1.75 0.707 2.31 0.646 2.22 0.634 3.395* College < Bachelor −0.558*

Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.

Table 10. Comparisons of subjective well-being across institutional locations.

Items
Country (n = 126) County (n = 87) City (n = 189)

F (2, 399) Post hoc MD
M SD M SD M SD

Global subjective well-being 2.10 0.571 2.26 0.498 2.22 0.577 2.534 N/A N/A
Q01 2.09 0.759 2.20 0.679 2.22 0.772 1.188 N/A N/A
Q02 1.95 0.691 2.13 0.679 2.05 0.720 1.669 N/A N/A
Q04 2.24 0.674 2.39 0.578 2.40 0.633 2.769 N/A N/A
Q07 2.06 0.752 2.20 0.644 2.11 0.743 0.960 N/A N/A
Q08 2.16 0.650 2.37 0.593 2.32 0.664 3.351* N/A N/A

Note: * p < 0.05.

Taken together, the descriptive profile points to mid-level well-being with limited
endorsement of high-frequency positive experiences, and highlights early-career status
and lower formal qualifications as potential risk markers for diminished self-efficacy,
perceived respect, and sense of belonging.

3.3. Ecological features of subjective well-being

3.3.1. Microsystem: Teacher–student, teacher–colleague, and teacher–leader
interactions as sources of well-being

The microsystem encompasses the immediate settings in which teachers directly
engage and experience well-being. In classrooms, our participants reported a strong
sense of effectiveness when they successfully motivated student engagement, set clear
goals, and adopted non-test-oriented instructional practices.

For example, Teacher Fu observed that her adolescent students were largely
unmoved by material incentives. She replaced such rewards with commendatory letters
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to parents—an approach that increased student engagement and enhanced her sense of
pedagogical efficacy.

Junior high students are not motivated by material rewards. No matter
how much I try to provide rewards like stationery, they don’t respond. So, I
changed my approach—Now I write commendatory letters to their parents.
If they behave well, I send a letter praising them. This strategy has proven
effective in motivating their learning in class.

(Teacher Fu, December 2024)

Perceived effectiveness was also evident in teacher-guided goal setting. Teacher
Liu described encouraging a high-potential student to articulate his own targets by
reflecting on his learning habits (e.g., last-minute exam preparation). After discussing
expectations with his parents, the student independently set goals that alignedwith Liu’s
hopes, reinforcing her sense of instructional efficacy.

I didn’t set specific goals for this student. However, after a private
conversation with his parents in which I expressed my hope that he would
rank in the top ten, they were amazed. They asked, ‘Did you talk to him
about this goal?’ I hadn’t, but after our discussion, he had decided on
his own to aim for the top ten. It was evident that the conversation had
prompted him to reflect on his learning and set clear goals. This experience
reinforced my belief in the value of open conversations with students.

(Teacher Liu, November 2024)

While English education in China often prioritizes test preparation, Teacher Yang
intentionally avoided repetitive drills. By reviewing language tests himself, he distilled
essential content for students, helping them focus on core skills. This approach
underscored his professional engagement and contributed to a sense of success.

When it comes to textbooks and exam preparation, I feel accomplished
knowing that I’ve spared my students from endless drills by thoroughly
reviewing test materials myself.

(Teacher Yang, September 2024)

Positive collegial interactions also supported well-being and fostered professional
growth. Teacher Liu attributed her development to senior colleagues who encouraged
her to undertake challenging tasks early in her career, enabling her to accumulate
experience and become a core teacher in her region.

I’ve greatly benefited from the support of my colleagues throughout my
career. At the start, I wasn’t sure how to develop professionally, especially
since none of my family members were teachers. But senior colleagues
pushed me to take on tasks I was hesitant to accept. I did them, and over
time, I realized that I wasn’t doing these things just for them but for my
own professional growth.

(Teacher Liu, November 2024)

School leaders likewise shaped teachers’ well-being. In one instance, a vice
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principal helped Teacher Fu manage a chaotic moment during exam-paper distribution
and offered a simple strategy: write instructions on the blackboard beforehand. This
small adjustment markedly improved classroom order and strengthened her sense of
professional development.

Once, when distributing exam papers, the classroom became chaotic, and
I panicked, thinking the vice principal would disapprove. However, he
helped manage the situation and later advised me to write the instructions
on the blackboard beforehand. This small change made a huge difference
in maintaining order, and I now always write instructions before the class
begins.

(Teacher Fu, December 2024)

Early in her career, Fu struggled with classroom management, yet school leaders
opted to support rather than criticize. By modelling effective strategies, the vice
principal facilitated Fu’s growth.

3.3.2. Exosystem: Supportive institutional policies as sources of subjective
well-being

The exosystem captures the effects of institutional policies and regulations in
which teachers are not direct participants, but that nonetheless influence their feelings,
performance, and development. Interviewees described administrative policies—often
formulated without direct teacher input—as key to enhancing their sense of belonging
and perceived institutional respect.

At Fu’s school, strong emphasis was placed on novice teachers’ development
through mentorship and encouragement to participate in teaching competitions,
signaling sustained support from colleagues and leadership.

The school emphasizes professional development, especially for new
teachers. They encourage us to participate in teaching competitions and
training programs. The leadership is supportive and fosters a positive
work environment, with no strict hierarchy or rigidity.

(Teacher Fu, December 2024)

Similar accounts from Teachers Liu, Yan, and Yang underscored the role of
institutional care and guidance in fostering well-being.

3.3.3. Macrosystem: Educational policy advancement as triggers of
subjective-well-being-inducing practices

The macrosystem encompasses broader socioeconomic, cultural, and political
forces that shape teachers’ ecological contexts. In this study, national reforms and
shifts in the educational landscape were salient contributors to teachers’ subjective
well-being.

Teacher Yan, for instance, embraced curriculum reforms that emphasize cognitive
and logical development in English education. He integrated thinking-visualization
tools (e.g., Venn diagrams, spider maps, mind maps) to scaffold textual analysis and
encourage critical thinking—even when gains in test performance were modest.
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We employ thinking visualization tools—such as Venn diagrams, spider
maps, and mind maps—to deconstruct texts into structured diagrams.
Personally, I’ve gained a lot from this approach. However, while some
students genuinely engage with these tools, many others tend to replicate
the diagrams superficially without a deeper understanding. Still, I
believe these tools are valuable, particularly for more advanced students.
Admittedly, our students’ application of these methods might be limited;
they may not drastically improve exam results, but they undoubtedly help
broaden critical thinking skills. This aligns with the thinking capacity
dimension emphasized in the national English curriculum standards,
which prioritizes cognitive development alongside academic performance.

(Teacher Yan, December 2024)

Although candid about limited effects on test outcomes, Yan viewed these
practices as integral to nurturing students’ reasoning. His sense of efficacy derived
not only from achievement metrics but also from fostering broader development—an
orientation reinforced by national reform.

With the rollout of revised curriculum standards, provincial bureaus introduced
textbooks aligned with the new guidelines. In this context, Teacher Liu proactively
accessed and studied the forthcoming materials, resolving long-standing uncertainties
about the syllabus and clarifying instructional objectives. This engagement
strengthened her understanding of English language education and reinforced
her identity as an effective teacher.

Initially, I didn’t start preparing for the new term until after the school
year began. Instead, during the summer break—right after my students
graduated—I spent time searching for updated teaching materials. At the
time, the official textbooks hadn’t been finalized, so I sourced materials
online, printed them out, and began lesson planning unit by unit. As I
worked through this process, I realized something unexpected: I actually
grew to prefer the new materials. Previously, when aligning the old
textbooks with the curriculum guidelines and exam syllabi, I always felt
a disconnect—like the content and requirements didn’t quite mesh. But
with the new materials, it was as if a veil had been lifted. Suddenly, the
textbook content aligned seamlessly with the exam syllabi. For the first
time, I truly grasped what the exam standards were asking for and what
educational experts intended teachers to emphasize. It became crystal
clear. Paradoxically, as a teacher, I found myself genuinely embracing
this new textbook.

(Teacher Liu, November 2024)

Overall, language-teaching professionals operate within a multilayered ecology
and actively navigate its dimensions to thrive. Microsystem interactions with students,
colleagues, and leaders nurture accomplishment, effectiveness, and institutional
support. Exosystem policies that promote professional development and facilitate
school-based work further enhance well-being. At the macrosystem level, national
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policies prompt shifts in practice tomeet evolving social and educational demands. This
adaptive process strengthens professional competence and bolsters teachers’ sense of
success and fulfilment. Collectively, these layers constitute the ecological model of
language educators’ subjective well-being (Figure 3), illustrating how interconnected
contexts shape professional experience.

Figure 3. Ecological system model of subjective well-being.

4. Discussion

This study examined the internal structure of EFL teachers’ subjective well-being,
described its profile, and developed a model of its ecological contributors. With
respect to structure, factor-analytic results supported a unidimensional solution. This
suggests that, despite prior characterizations of subjective well-being as complex
and multi-faceted [18, 42, 43, 46, 65], its components may be tightly interwoven
and empirically difficult to distinguish. In other words, teachers’ self-perceptions
of effectiveness and accomplishment, their positive affect, and their workplace
evaluations jointly inform judgements of happiness, thriving, and flourishing. This
finding calls into question the two-factor structure proposed by Renshaw and
colleagues [65], in which teaching effectiveness and school connectedness are
treated as distinct dimensions. A plausible explanation is a mismatch between that
measurement model and broader conceptualizations of subjective well-being—which
encompass both general and domain-specific satisfaction alongside positive affect [18].
In our sample, these facets were inseparable, and the two TSWQ dimensions collapsed
into a single factor.

Regarding the statistical profile, descriptive results indicated moderate levels
of subjective well-being: participants reported feeling effective, accomplished, and
respected only “sometimes”. This partially aligns with prior work reporting moderate
well-being among teachers [59]. A plausible explanation is lower instructional
self-efficacy. Notably, our participants scored at moderate levels on items tapping
teaching efficacy (Q02, Q04, and Q08). Prior research on teacher well-being
has consistently identified self-efficacy as a leading contributor to workplace
well-being [51, 52]. When instructional efficacy is low and self-doubt is salient,
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teachers may adopt more pessimistic views of students, devalue their influence
on students’ development, and rely on avoidant coping strategies in response to
stressors [81]. Such dynamics are typically associated with reduced commitment to
teaching and diminished classroom engagement, which in turn can erode positive job
experiences and well-being. The finding is also unsurprising given the demanding
nature of language teaching [1–3]. In the Chinese context, teachers commonly assume
multiple roles—subject-matter expert, moral exemplar, and career guide—while
contending with heightened public expectations. Ongoing reforms also place
increasing demands on professional competencies (e.g., technology integration;
ideological and cultural guidance). Collectively, these pressures elevate workload and
may dampen well-being, consistent with Job Demands–Resources theory, which links
high job demands to reduced workplace well-being [82].

Group comparisons indicated that teachers’ subjective well-being varied by
teaching experience and educational background. Early-career language teachers
reported lower well-being, particularly on occupational efficacy, a finding consistent
with previous studies. This pattern likely reflects a common dilemma facing
novices: unfamiliar duties, perceived gaps in pedagogical knowledge and classroom
management, and a mismatch between teaching ideals and institutional realities [21].
We also observed lower well-being among teachers with lower educational attainment.
However, we refrain from drawing definitive conclusions about the role of education in
career well-being. While higher degrees may be associated with higher income, prior
work also documented that teachers with advanced qualifications could face heightened
expectations and pressures to excel relative to those with lower qualifications [17].
Accordingly, the association between educational level and teacher well-being should
be interpreted cautiously. By contrast, no significant differences emerged by gender,
school type, or institutional location. Although such null results may indicate that
contextual demands and available resources overshadow these demographic factors
in the present sample, they warrant cautious interpretation given potential sampling
and power considerations. For instance, prior research reported greater depression
proneness among female teachers attributable to work–family conflict [21]. The
absence of gender differences here may reflect sample composition, unmeasured
resources (e.g., social support), or restricted variance in outcomes.

Finally, our ecological model highlights that subjective well-being, though
experienced and evaluated individually, is embedded in teachers’ work ecologies.
At the microsystem level, interactions with students, colleagues, and leaders shaped
daily experiences of competence, recognition, and support. At the exosystem level,
organizational policies—often formulated without direct teacher input—contributed
to feelings of belonging and institutional respect. At the macrosystem level, national
reforms and shifting educational priorities prompted practice adaptations that, in
turn, reinforced professional identity and efficacy. This perspective underscores the
importance of social networks and workplace resources in sustaining teacher well-being:
consistent with previous findings of research on teachers’ well-being [26, 48, 51, 68],
teachers with stronger networks and accessible resources manage challenges more
effectively and report higher well-being.

15



Forum for Education Studies 2025, 3(4), 2947.

5. Conclusion

This study profiled the subjective well-being of language-teaching professionals in
China. We combined quantitative and qualitative approaches to examine the construct’s
internal structure, provide a statistical overview, and offer a comprehensive account
of teachers’ experiences through narratives of their working lives and significant
events. Quantitatively, results supported a unidimensional structure of EFL teachers’
subjective well-being. Items indexing esteem and institutional belonging, together with
instructional efficacy (e.g., feeling successful and effective in imparting knowledge),
loaded on a single factor. With respect to levels of well-being, teachers reported
experiencing happiness at a moderate frequency. Drawing on an ecological perspective,
we identified and classified contextual contributors to workplace well-being. At the
microsystem level, interactions with students, colleagues, and school leaders were
direct sources of happiness. At the exosystem level, supportive school policies fostered
collegial collaboration, novice–senior mentorship, and teacher–leader support, thereby
enhancing well-being. At the macrosystem level, policy changes within the broader
sociocultural context prompted shifts in local practice and encouraged adoption of
newly advocated pedagogies, supporting teachers’ effectiveness and growth. Overall,
the study advances understanding of this construct by clarifying its conceptual profile
and proposing an ecological model of the contexts in which subjective well-being
is experienced in Chinese secondary education. These insights may inform teacher
development in China.

The implications of these findings can guide efforts to optimize language
teachers’ working lives and promote their professional development. In teacher
education, assessment of and reflection on classroom practice should be emphasized
as core skills that foster positive self-perceptions. Both pre-service and in-service
teachers may benefit from routinely recognizing successes in prior lessons—for
example, recalling moments when they sparked students’ curiosity about sociocultural
phenomena in English-speaking contexts and then aligned linguistic objectives with
deeper exploration. At the institutional level, school leaders should cultivate a
supportive ecology in which teacher–student rapport and collaboration and trust among
staff can thrive. This might include regular opportunities for students to express
gratitude and for leadership to acknowledge instructional achievements. Policies
should respect teachers’ basic rights and recognize them as contributors to social
development—shaping well-rounded future citizens—rather than as mere employees.
Pedagogical and instructional autonomy should likewise be supported.

Despite its contributions, the study has limitations. First, the sample was drawn
from only a few regions in China, which may constrain generalizability; future work
should broaden the sampling frame and recruit larger cohorts of language educators,
including cross-national comparisons given variation in policy and socioeconomic
contexts. Second, although we tested the internal structure with EFA and CFA,
several items were removed to achieve acceptable fit; future research could employ
more flexible structural approaches, such as exploratory structural equation modelling.
Finally, while guided by ecological systems theory, our design did not capture temporal
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change. Teachers’ subjective experiences likely fluctuate over time with shifts in
curricula, social events, and policy; longitudinal designs are needed to trace these
dynamics.
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