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Abstract

:

Informed by the expectancy–value theory and the motivational factors influencing teaching model choices, this case study explored three Chinese-as-a-foreign-language teaching assistants’ (L2 Chinese TAs’) motivational engagement in teaching L2 Chinese as a sustainable and lifelong career in New Zealand. Each TA participated in three rounds of semi-structured interviews in the process of data collection. The findings revealed that (1) the TAs’ expectancy was all student oriented, regardless of their different backgrounds; (2) the different values of L2 Chinese teaching contributed to the TAs’ teaching performance and career choices; and (3) the impact of teaching self-efficacy on the TAs’ profession retention was pivotal, but controversial, when taking their previous majors into account. Implications for the sustainable development of L2 Chinese teachers were discussed.
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1. Introduction


Teacher motivation has been proven to be a prominent contributing factor to sustainable and lifelong classroom teaching. Teaching with or without motivation may result in different learning outcomes for students. Much research has suggested that teachers with high motivation may help students to reach higher levels of achievement [1]. Such a positive link between teacher motivation and student achievement, in turn, may strengthen teachers’ motivation for teaching [2], serving as an impetus for teachers’ ongoing and sustainable career development [3,4].



With the rising status of China, millions of teachers have been recruited for supporting Chinese-as-a-foreign-language (L2 Chinese) teaching in primary and secondary schools and in institutions of higher education worldwide. Among the various types of teachers, teaching assistants (TAs), as common fixtures at universities, are often employed to compensate for teacher shortage and attrition [5].



To date, increasing research has investigated in-service and pre-service teachers’ motivation [1]. However, insufficient attention has been paid to this special group of university teaching fellows—namely, TAs. Given the fact that TAs have the potential to choose teaching as a lifelong career in the future, it is of great importance to investigate TAs’ teaching motivation in order to better understand the factors contributing to TAs’ sustainable development and career choices. As a result, suggestions in terms of how to better support the professional development of TAs could be offered for the retention of such a special group of teaching fellows.



In attempting to bridge the shortage of research on TAs’ teaching motivations, and also to respond to the call for more research into L2 Chinese teachers, this study explored three L2 Chinese TAs’ motivational engagement in L2 Chinese teaching at a university in New Zealand. Particularly, motivational factors influencing the TAs’ L2 Chinese teaching as a sustainable career were examined. A multiple-case-study approach was adopted for this investigation through semi-structured interviews. More specifically, the expectancy–value theory [6,7] and the motivational factors influencing teaching (FIT) choice model [8] were adopted as theoretical and analytical lenses through which to comprehensively uncover the TAs’ motivational reasons for L2 Chinese teaching, as well as the challenges and difficulties they encountered in such positions. This study not only serves as an initial attempt to uncover TAs’ motivational engagement in teaching L2 Chinese as a career in an overseas context, but also aims to provide some practical insights into the sustainable development of L2 Chinese teachers. An overarching question guided the present study:



RQ: What motivational factors contributed to TAs’ engagement in teaching L2 Chinese as a sustainable career?




2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework


2.1. Teacher Motivation


Teacher motivation refers to teachers’ intentions of entering the profession and their engagement in and commitment to the profession [9]. Within the teacher education literature, intrinsic, extrinsic, and altruistic motives have long been identified as three prominent reasons that teachers commit to the teaching profession.



Intrinsic motivation can be referred to as individuals’ inherent satisfaction gained from performing an activity. Such satisfaction in teaching can stem from reasons such as “to educate people”, “to impart knowledge and values”, or “to advance a community or a whole nation” [9] (p. 161). It was suggested that intrinsically motivated teachers would endeavor to strengthen learners’ intrinsic motivation in learning [10,11]. However, such motivation could be subject to social and cultural conditions and constraints [12,13]. Kılınç et al. [14], for example, found that science teachers in Turkey are less intrinsically motivated due to social dissuasion; that is, science and technology majors deserve better jobs in a science- and technology-driven economy.



Extrinsic motivation, in contrast, focuses on the benefits of teaching and other external rewards, rather than the satisfaction and enjoyment coming from teaching itself [12]. Researchers found that salary, vacations, job security, and job status are important extrinsic motivational factors attracting individuals to become teachers [8,15]. It was also found that job-related incentives, such as honorary awards and monetary rewards, might be detrimental to the school climate, because such incentives seem to divide teachers into winners and losers [16]. As a result, those teachers labeled as losers might gradually lose interest in teaching.



Altruistic motivation in teaching considers teaching to be a socially worthwhile profession, such as being a part of students’ growth and development [17,18]. Much research has suggested that there is a strong connection between intrinsic and altruistic motivations. For example, it was found that teachers’ desire to engage in the academic and personal development of students could be due to their intrinsic love of the students [19].



However, the distinction between intrinsic, extrinsic, and altruistic motivations can be obscure and imprecise due to the “overlapping categorizations of motivations” and “unclear or absent theoretical and analytical frameworks” [8,20,21] (p. 284). For instance, teachers’ desire to work with their students can be regarded as either intrinsic or altruistic. Therefore, it is not satisfactory to merely adopt such a classification for the interpretation of teacher motivation.




2.2. Theoretical Framework of Teaching Motivation


The expectancy–value theory [6,7] and the motivational FIT choice model [8] are two important motivational frameworks developed for the interpretation of behavioral motivation. As a commonly cited theoretical framework, the expectancy–value theory was formed based on J. W. Atkinson’s [6] concept of expectancy–value, which was proposed in order to understand how individuals’ achievement motives, success expectancies, and incentive values influence their achievement behaviors. Following this concept, Eccles et al. [7] proposed an expectancy–value model in order to investigate how students’ expectancies and values relate to their performance and choices in the domain of secondary mathematics. According to the theoretical model, success expectation and subjective task value are the major types of motivation that can directly predict individuals’ academic choices and behaviors. To be more specific, success expectation refers to learners’ beliefs about how well they will do in upcoming tasks, while subjective task value can be defined as the qualities of tasks and how such qualities influence learners’ desire to complete the tasks, including attainment value, intrinsic value, utility value, and cost [7,22].



The expectancy–value theory also resonates with many other motivational theories, including self-efficacy, self-determination, interest, and goal theories [23]. Self-efficacy theory, for example, centers on the role of the expectance of success, arguing that efficacy expectations or beliefs can determine individuals’ behavioral outcomes [24]. Self-determination theory, in contrast, focuses on the extent to which individuals’ behavior is self-motivated and self-determined, emphasizing the importance of individuals’ innate needs and intrinsic motivation [25]. Additionally, many studies have examined motivation from the interest and goal perspectives. Research drawing on the interest theory pays close attention to the influence of individual interest (e.g., stable preference) and situational interest (e.g., transient emotion) on one’s behavior [23]; whereas research based on the goal theory is interested in how goals can be transformed into actions, which in turn results in better performance and achievement of learners [26,27].



Extending the expectancy–value theory, Watt and Richardson [8] constructed a distinctive and comprehensive framework of motivation—the motivational FIT choice model—in order to explore factors that contribute to teachers’ commitment to teaching as a career. Based on this model, the motivational FIT choice questionnaire was developed “to guide systematic investigation into the question of why people choose a teaching career” [28] (p. 31). Twelve motivation factors and six perception factors under four dimensions (i.e., task, value, self-perception, and fallback career) were confirmed through factor analyses [8]. Specifically, the task dimension is composed of task demand (e.g., expert career and high demand) and task return (e.g., social status, teacher morale, and salary), while the value dimension includes intrinsic value, personal utility value (e.g., job security, time for family, job transferability, and bludging), and social utility value (e.g., shaping the futures of children/adolescents, enhancing social equity, making social contributions, and working with children/adolescents). The self-perception dimension is proposed to measure individuals’ perceptions of their teaching abilities, while fallback career is constructed to reflect “claims in the teacher education literature and the public media regarding teaching as fallback career” [8] (p. 174).



Drawing on Watt and Richardson’s [8] motivational FIT choice model, a respectable number of studies have probed into teachers’ motivations for teaching in different countries, including Turkey, China, Switzerland, Germany, and the USA [21]. These studies not only confirmed the validity of the model, but also found that teaching motivation can be multifaceted, context dependent, and even contradictory. For example, Torsney et al., [29] examined 216 pre-service teachers’ intentions for future professional engagement in the USA. It was found that social utility value was the most positive predictor of professional engagement. Additionally, Kissau et al. [30] investigated 54 preservice teachers’ motivation for becoming an L2 teacher and their commitment to the teaching profession in the USA. The results showed that these preservice teachers were motivated by their perceived social contribution, ability to shape students’ futures, ability to teach, prior teaching and learning experiences, and love of the language. McLean et al. [31] longitudinally examined 265 undergraduate seniors’ motivations for choosing teaching as a career in a teacher training program in the USA. The study suggested that intrinsic and altruistic motivations may contribute to lower burnout and higher career optimism, while extrinsic motivations may result in more burnout and lower career optimism.




2.3. Challenges and Difficulties of Teaching Abroad


Teaching abroad can be highly challenging and overwhelming. One major difficulty of teaching abroad can be drastic changes in living, working, and teaching environments. Teachers not only have to adapt quickly to new living situations, but also must be ready to put out fires in culturally and pedagogically different classroom settings [32,33]. Specifically, teachers may experience cultural discomfort when teaching abroad for the first time due to different objective (e.g., clothes, food, music) and subjective (e.g., values, beliefs, and habits) cultures. Teachers may also encounter students with different characters and needs compared to students in their home country. As a result, expectations and values they once had may not fit with students in an overseas teaching context. For example, Ye and Edwards’ [34] study found that due to the lack of understanding of students with learning difficulties, Chinese language teachers would regard these students as misbehaving, and tended to hold a negative attitude towards them. Ye and Edwards [34] also found that Chinese language teachers had problems understanding students’ different accents and varieties of English in the UK, causing problems for their communication with students.



Although teachers worldwide have demonstrated a student-centered teaching orientation, they may still experience pedagogical challenges when teaching in a totally different country. For example, when there is a mismatch between teachers’ and students’ pedagogical beliefs, it may “cause frustration in students’ learning” and “teachers’ pedagogical practice” [35] (p. 75). Therefore, teachers should have the competence to pedagogically adjust themselves to various teaching contexts. In brief, teaching abroad can be culturally and pedagogically challenging, particularly for those who are teaching abroad for the first time [36].





3. Methodology


A multiple-case-study approach was adopted to examine different types of L2 Chinese TAs who were working at X University in New Zealand. Such an approach has the advantage of documenting the differences and the similarities between different cases [37]. This multiple-case study was conducted over a semester with three L2 Chinese TAs, in an attempt to obtain an in-depth understanding of the motivational factors contributing to TAs’ engagement in teaching L2 Chinese as a sustainable career overseas.



3.1. Research Context


This multiple-case study was situated at X University in New Zealand. The university has well-established L2 programs. Such programs range from Diploma in Language Teaching to Ph.D. in Applied Linguistics. Each year, 100–200 students will register for the Chinese 100 course—a beginner-level course in Mandarin Chinese offered by the university. Four full-time faculty staff and four to six part-time TAs are responsible for teaching all of the Chinese language courses, covering the beginner, intermediate, and advanced levels. L2 Chinese TA recruitment is mainly subject to applicants’ enrolment status, educational qualifications, employment experience, supervisors’ approval, and interview performance.




3.2. Participants


The participants in this multiple-case study were three L2 Chinese TAs teaching beginner-level Mandarin to college students. To explore the similarities and differences between cases, purposive sampling was adopted for participant selection [38]. The three L2 Chinese TAs were selected because they were different in age, educational background, and working experience (see Table 1 for more details). Specifically, Wendy was a major-unrelated TA who had no previous L2 Chinese teaching experience before taking the L2 Chinese TA position. She finished her BA in English in China, and was now pursuing her MA in Translation Studies at X University. Sally was a major-switched TA with five years of L2 Chinese teaching experience before joining X University. She obtained her BA in Tourism and Management in China. However, Sally decided to commit herself to L2 Chinese education after four years of L2 Chinese teaching, and started her MA in Teaching Chinese to Speakers of Other Languages (TCSOL). She finished her MA with a one-year practicum in Vietnam. After graduation, she applied to the headquarters of the Confucius Institute, and was offered a three-contract position as an L2 Chinese TA in the university. Mindy was a major-consistent TA who had two years of overseas teaching experience prior to her L2 Chinese TA position at X University. Mindy obtained both her BA and MA in TCSOL from prestigious Chinese universities. She was now pursuing her second MA in Applied Linguistics and Teaching at the university. It should be noted that Wendy, Sally, and Mindy are all pseudonyms used to protect the participants’ privacy when presenting the data gathered from the three participants.




3.3. Instruments


Semi-structured interview protocols were developed, drawing on the expectancy–value theory [6,7] and the motivational FIT choice model [8], in order to solicit TAs’ beliefs and viewpoints concerning their motivational engagement in teaching L2 Chinese as a career in an overseas university setting. To enhance the trustworthiness of the instruments, two experts in the field of teacher education were invited to review the constructed semi-structured interview protocols. Following the experts’ suggestions, the original one-shot interview was changed to three rounds over a semester. Such a change not only eases the lengthy procedure of the original interview, but also helps to profile the participants’ opinions from a longitudinal perspective (see Appendix A for the sample interview protocol).




3.4. Data Collection


Prior to data collection, invitations were sent out to all of the L2 Chinese TAs for their possible participation based on an informed and voluntary basis. To maximize our understanding of TAs’ motivational engagement in teaching L2 Chinese as a career, a diverse approach to case selection was adopted [39]. Specifically, three participants with distinctive educational backgrounds were selected for this multiple-case study. Each participant took part in three rounds of semi-structured interviews, taking place before, during, and after a semester-long course in beginner-level Chinese. The three semi-structured interviews focus largely, but not solely, on the participants’ background information and previous teaching experiences, motivational factors towards L2 Chinese teaching, and L2 Chinese teaching challenges, respectively. All of the interviews were audiotaped and carried out in informal conversations between the participants and the first author.




3.5. Data Analysis


During data analysis, the participants were invited to check their respective interview transcripts for the sake of content accuracy. The qualitative interview data were analyzed through four levels of analysis: Firstly, the transcripts were carefully read and coded case-by-case. The reasons for L2 Chinese TAs’ motivations towards teaching were highlighted. Sentences containing anticipatory words, such as “I hope”, “I wish”, “I want to”, “I expect”, “I must”, “I should”, and “I like” were particularly examined, based on the semantic content of each sentence.



Secondly, the coded transcripts were developed into coherent and rich case narratives. This not only makes the subsequent cross-case analysis available, but also allows readers to judge the transferability of the case interpretation. In order to enhance the internal validity and credibility of the research, the case narratives were also shared with the participants for member checking [40,41].



Thirdly, cross-case comparisons—a means of ensuring external validity—were carried out in order to reveal the commonalities and peculiarities of the cases [42,43]. To be more specific, the author examined each category based on the codes and narratives of all of the cases. Excerpts showing consistent and inconsistent results of the cases were highlighted for further analysis.



Lastly, and most importantly, the discovered motivational dimensions relating to the TAs’ L2 Chinese teaching in an overseas university setting were interpreted and discussed, drawing on the expectancy–value theory and the motivational FIT choice model.





4. Findings


4.1. Wendy’s Case: Major-Unrelated TA


As a major-unrelated TA, there were three major expectancies from Wendy’s case. First and foremost, Wendy’s expectancy was student-oriented. Wendy pointed out that she always “want[s] to inspire students’ initiatives in learning Chinese. [She does] not want to do solo lecturing. […] [She] consistently try[s] [her] best to make students feel engaged, and to provoke their thinking” (Wendy, interview 1). Overall, Wendy “[hopes her] students will become more interested in Chinese through [her] being a bridge” (Wendy, interview 2).



Another expectancy that emerged from Wendy was training-oriented. As Wendy had no previous Chinese teaching experience, she found that relevant training could be helpful for TAs to be better prepared for L2 Chinese teaching in a university setting. As Wendy pointed out, “it is necessary to arrange training and workshops for novice TAs. It would be even better if we could observe our course coordinator’s class. Just telling us what problems we may encounter and what facilities we can use may not be enough” (Wendy, interview 1).



The last expectancy that Wendy held was country-image-oriented. Wendy pointed out that students had stereotypes of China, such as filthy and poor. When it comes to such situations, Wendy would encourage students to visit China first before making such statements. “China is getting better. There are many cities like Beijing and Shanghai which are beautiful and magnificent” (Wendy, interview 1).



In terms of value, Wendy held a strong responsibility value. To better prepare herself for the L2 Chinese TA position, Wendy borrowed professional books for reference, observed other Chinese teachers’ classes for ideas, and searched teaching materials online for organizing activities. She also regularly reflected on her teaching in order to improve her classroom practice. As Wendy pointed out, “it all depends on your self-discipline. You must reflect on your own practice and try to improve it for future teaching” (Wendy, interview 1). “Once you are on stage, you should have the responsibility and obligation to teach well” (Wendy, interview 2).



Apart from expectancies and values, Wendy’s desire to become an L2 Chinese TA was motivated by her teachers and supported by her personality. Wendy mentioned that she used to be a shy girl back in primary school; hence, she did not have many opportunities to express herself. Her headteacher noticed the problem and helped her emerge from the shadows. Since then, she had “a positive impression of the teaching profession” (Wendy, interview 1). Wendy also found herself “easygoing and patient, which are essential personalities for being a teacher” (Wendy, interview 2).



In addition to her motivational engagement in L2 Chinese teaching, Wendy experienced some personal and contextual challenges in her professional practice, with negative influences on her motivations. Internally, Wendy was not confident in terms of answering students’ grammar-related questions, given the fact that she was not from the Teaching Chinese to Speakers of Other Languages (TCSOL) major and had no previous L2 Chinese teaching experience. As Wendy said, “I need to enrich my professional knowledge, because sometimes I cannot answer students’ questions” (Wendy, interview 3). Wendy also felt that her “English was not good enough” (Wendy, interview 1), her “knowledge of Chinese culture was insufficient compared with other TAs” (Wendy, interview 1), and her “ability to provide everyone with an equal opportunity of classroom participation” and “to teach the advanced level class” (Wendy, interview 2) needed to be strengthened.



Externally, Wendy found that there was too much to cover in each class. Consequently, she “barely [has] the time to carry out communicative activities in class” (Wendy, interview 2). Wendy also found that “training was insufficient, particularly for TAs without L2 Chinese teaching experience” (Wendy, interview 2); “there was no substantial discussion and self-reflection during the weekly meeting” (Wendy, interview 3); and “the two bulky textbooks were full of words and text without any colorful pictures” (Wendy, interview 3).



The above internal and external challenges constrained Wendy’s intention and motivation towards L2 Chinese teaching as a profession. As Wendy pointed out, “I will teach Chinese for fun. I do not think there is a big chance for me to become a professional L2 Chinese teacher in the future” (Wendy, interview 1).




4.2. Sally’s Case: Major-Switched TA


As a major-switched TA, three major expectancies were disclosed from Sally’s case, including profession-oriented, student-oriented, and culture-oriented expectancies. Sally’s L2 Chinese teaching experience made her realize what her true passion was. Although she graduated with a BA in Tourism and Management, Sally hoped that she could become a professional L2 Chinese teacher. Therefore, she started pursuing her MA in TCSOL.




“In the very beginning, I was not expecting myself to be a Chinese language teacher at all. I just felt that it was great fun to teach Chinese to foreigners. After three years of teaching, I started to think about how I could go further, and whether I should continue staying in this field. After taking all possible factors into consideration, I decided to continue, because I really love my job and I want to do it well.”



(Sally, interview 1)





It can be suggested from the above that although Sally was a profession switcher, her passion and love for L2 Chinese teaching and her commitment to the career drove her to seek continuous learning in the field of TCSOL. In addition to her profession-oriented expectancy, Sally’s teaching expectancy was student-oriented, with the hope of inspiring students’ hunger for learning Chinese. For instance,




“I hope that my students could become more in love with Chinese learning because of my teaching. I hope that through my communication and interaction with them, and the activities that I organized for them, my students would have an in-depth understanding of China, have some progress in Chinese, and know more about Chinese culture. It is worth doing, even if there is just one student who benefits from my teaching.”



(Sally, interview 2)





Apart from the profession-oriented and student-oriented expectancies, Sally was also culture-oriented. As she pointed out, a mutual cross-cultural understanding was important in dissolving conflicts. Sally further added that “I hope that students could understand more about Chinese culture. I hope that through their recognition of me as a Chinese teacher they could better understand the language and culture that I represent” (Sally, interview 1).



In terms of value, responsibility and intrinsic values were two major values that motivated Sally to be an L2 Chinese teacher. Sally claimed that teachers with a clear conscience would be responsible for their job. As a trilingual (Chinese, Korean, and English) person, she could have become an L2 Korean or English teacher. However, she decided to work as an L2 Chinese teacher. Sally explained as follows:




“There is a difference between my Korean and my Chinese. I would regard Chinese as my first language, as I can use it without a problem. As for Korean, I can speak and listen, but I cannot write and read well, just like Chinese kids in New Zealand. It is irresponsible for me to teach Korean to students. I will lead them astray.”



(Sally, interview 1)





To a large extent, Sally was intrinsically motivated in tandem with the benefits of teaching. Sally constantly mentioned that she loved teaching and found it very fun. As she pointed out, “I love teaching. When students give me a card or a bar of chocolate to say thank you, I feel genuinely happy. They acknowledge your work. Although teaching all day can be physically tiring, you will get much fun out of interactions with your students” (Sally, interview 1).



In addition to expectancies and values, there are other motivational factors, such as self-efficacy and career belief, serving as an impetus for Sally to stay in the field of L2 Chinese education. For instance, Sally was quite confident about her L2 Chinese teaching competence. As Sally pointed out, “I think there are three essential criteria for being a good teacher. First, you should love your job. Second, you should not only have theoretical knowledge but also practical teaching skills. Third, you should have a strong ability of cross-cultural adaption. I think I have the full package” (Sally, interview 3). With respect to career belief, Sally did not think becoming an L2 Chinese teacher was a fallback career. As she pointed out, “being a Chinese teacher has been so far the most desirable occupation for me. It fits me well. I do not think I will consider other jobs” (Sally, interview 3).



Sally also experienced some personal and external challenges influencing her motivations towards working as a TA in New Zealand. Although Sally was a TA, she worked as “an after-class tutor and an assignment checker” (Sally, interview 1). Such a job duty made her feel demotivated. Nevertheless, Sally adjusted herself quickly to boost her motivation in L2 Chinese teaching. For example, she offered one-on-one tutoring, organized Chinese-related activities, and taught Chinese language courses at the Confucius Institute at X University.



Another challenge for Sally was the textbook adopted by X University. As she pointed out, “the textbook is not practical. There is too much detailed grammar. I do not think beginners need to know all these grammar points.” (Sally, interview 2). Nonetheless, such a challenge motivated Sally to “come up with easier explanations to help students understand Chinese grammar, so that students’ desire for learning L2 Chinese could be maintained” (Sally, interview 1).



The last challenge was her English proficiency. Sally found that when she was “trying to explain certain culture-related issues, she could not fully convey her ideas” (Sally, interview 1). Instead of feeling defeated, such a challenge motivated Sally to become more self-reflective in order to further strengthen her teaching competence.




4.3. Mindy’s Case: Major-Consistent TA


As a major-consistent TA, there was only one main expectancy that emerged from Mindy: student-oriented expectancy. A major intention of Mindy’s was to make students feel happy with Chinese learning. “I do not think it is a good idea to push students to learn something. You should make them feel happy while learning so that their motivation in learning can be sustained” (Mindy, interview 1). In addition, Mindy hoped that her students could become more open-minded through her class. As she pointed out, “when there is a culture-related discussion in class, there will be disagreements. Often, I will remind them that it is okay to hold on to their own viewpoints, but more importantly, they should learn to be inclusive and open-minded when it comes to difference” (Mindy, interview 3).



In terms of value, Mindy was mostly utility-driven. As she pointed out, “I am still young. I would like to try different things. Teaching Chinese is a channel for me to visit different countries” (Mindy, interview 1). Mindy’s utility value was evidenced in her later comments. For example, “I am not that in favor of teaching Chinese. I just feel that I can travel to different countries through this job. I do not think I love this job, but I do not hate it either” (Mindy, interview 3). In addition to the utility, Mindy was occasionally motivated by her responsibility value. For instance, “sometimes when my students are dying to learn Chinese, I will have a strong sense of responsibility to teach it well” (Mindy, interview 2).



Apart from expectancies and values, Mindy’s L2 Chinese teaching motivation was sustained by her professionalism and self-efficacy. In terms of professionalism, Mindy does not “think anyone can be an L2 Chinese teacher”. In contrast, she believes that “majors do a better job than non-majors in Chinese language teaching, particularly when it comes to explaining grammar points” (Mindy, interview 3). With respect to self-efficacy, Mindy pointed out that “[she] majored in L2 Chinese teaching both for [her] BA and MA, so [she is] quite confident about [her] knowledge of and ability in Chinese language teaching” (Mindy, interview 3).



Although Mindy did not experience any serious challenges, due to her consistent educational training, she encountered some trivial ones in the process of L2 Chinese teaching. As Mindy pointed out, “it is not a challenge but rather unhappy moments. For example, when you ask students questions, no one bothers” (Mindy, interview 2). Mindy also found that “teachers can be like jugglers who should know many tricks to entertain their audience. They should have the ability to incorporate fun stuff into teaching. This can be difficult sometimes” (Mindy, interview 2). However, Mindy was neither motivated nor demotivated by such concerns, as she pointed out that “I just feel that I have been teaching Chinese for so long, it is no longer challenging to me anymore” (Mindy, interview 3).





5. Discussions


This study examined L2 Chinese TAs’ motivational engagement in teaching L2 Chinese as a sustainable career in an overseas context, with its theoretical and analytical perspective underpinned by the expectancy–value theory and the motivational FIT choice model. An overview of the results of the cross-case analysis of the study can be found in the following Table 2.



The findings from the expectancy perspective in this study, to some extent, reflected the teaching philosophy shift from teacher-dominant to student-centered teaching in foreign language education [44], given that the three TAs were all student-oriented (see Table 2). The TAs all suggested that teachers should foster students’ interest in learning Chinese, rather than imparting knowledge to students through lecturing. Such findings also resonated with altruistic motivations, such as caring for students’ growth and development [45,46]. Despite the similarities, an interesting difference revealed from the data was that Mindy, as a major-consistent TA, had the least number of expectancies serving as motivations for her professional sustainability, in comparison with either Wendy (a major-unrelated TA) or Sally (a major-switched TA).



One possible explanation could be the TAs’ different ages and majors. Sally was the oldest TA, with relatively longer teaching experience. She also switched her major from a BA in Tourism Management to an MA in TCSOL. The above facts suggest that Sally may have a clearer vision of her professional path compared to the other two TAs. In terms of Wendy, neither her BA nor MA was in TCSOL. Therefore, it was not surprising to find that Wendy did not consider the L2 Chinese teaching profession as her priority, and there was no profession-oriented expectancy exuded from her. Mindy, in contrast, had both her BA and her MA in TCSOL. Interestingly, her expectancy was not profession-oriented either. This may be explained by the fact that young adults are more open to job mobility rather than finding a lifelong career [47,48]. Despite the TAs’ different expectancies, the findings of this study lent evidence to the expectancy–value theory that expectations could influence individuals’ performance and choice. Specifically, this study suggested that L2 Chinese TAs’ student-oriented expectancies played a significant role in sustaining their engagement and persistence in L2 Chinese teaching as a career.



The findings from the value perspective in this study showed that L2 Chinese TAs were driven by different values, including responsibility (attainment), intrinsic, and utility (transferability) values (see Table 2). The value difference among the TAs may be caused by their different ages and lengths of teaching. Specifically, Mindy was the youngest among the three, and had relatively less teaching experience, while Sally was the oldest, and had the most teaching experience. As a result, teachers with more expertise and experience in teaching might form stronger teacher responsibility [49]. Despite the different values, the findings still corroborated the expectancy–value theory and the motivational FIT choice model, suggesting that different values—such as attainment value, intrinsic value, utility value, and job transferability—could influence individuals entering the field of teaching.



Aside from expectancies and values, other motivational factors contributing to the three TAs’ L2 Chinese teaching as a sustainable career included role model and personality for Wendy, teaching self-efficacy and career belief (non-fallback career) for Sally, and teaching self-efficacy and professionalism for Mindy. Specifically, it could be inferred from the study that the consistency of TAs’ previous majors might contribute to their L2 Chinese teaching self-efficacy. TAs without majors in TCSOL seemed to be less confident in L2 Chinese teaching compared to TAs who majored in TCSOL. As a result, the less confident TAs experienced more challenges while teaching, which in turn weakened their motivation to become teachers. Although teaching self-efficacy has been suggested to be pivotal for teachers’ engagement in teaching, it may not always contribute to teachers’ professional retention. Taking the major-consistent TA Mindy, for example, her strong teaching self-efficacy left her with no challenge in teaching, which in turn caused her passion for becoming a lifelong teacher to wane.



Last, but not least, the findings of this study suggested that the challenges that the three TAs encountered could to some extent be subject to their previous educational backgrounds. Specifically, Wendy—a major-unrelated TA—experienced the most challenges, while Mindy—a major-consistent TA—had the least. It is understandable that teachers with consistent relevant educational backgrounds may be more confident in the face of difficulties in teaching. For example, Shaukat et al.’s [16] (p. 73) study revealed that “teachers with sufficient educational qualification and professional training demonstrated more efficacious behavior”.




6. Conclusions


This case study has shed light on motivational factors concerning TAs’ engagement in teaching L2 Chinese as a sustainable career in an overseas context. Specifically, the findings revealed that: (1) the TAs’ expectancy was all student-oriented, regardless of their different backgrounds; (2) the different values of L2 Chinese teaching contributed to the TAs’ teaching performance and career choices; and (3) the impact of teaching self-efficacy on the TAs’ profession retention was pivotal, but controversial, when taking their previous majors into account.



To enhance TAs’ engagement in teaching L2 Chinese as a sustainable career, universities and teacher educators may take the following aspects into consideration: Firstly, due to the fact that student-oriented expectancy is common among TAs, universities and teacher educators may consider organizing group activities in order to further strengthen student–TA rapport. The strengthened bond between students and TAs, in turn, may enhance TAs’ expectancy to choose L2 Chinese teaching as their sustainable and lifelong career. Secondly, universities and teacher educators should not only learn how to utilize TAs’ current values in order to sustain their engagement in teaching as a career, but should also learn how to strengthen their intrinsic value in order to support their lifelong professional development. As suggested, values such as job transferability may not be sufficient to sustain teachers’ willingness to undertake lifelong teaching [48], but rather, intrinsic values/motivations are the primary reasons for teachers’ dedication to and sustainability in their profession [21,50]. Thirdly, given that self-efficacy is not only highly predictive of future behaviors [51,52], but also negatively correlated with teachers’ stress and burnout [53,54], universities and teacher educators should therefore pay close attention to TAs’ teaching self-efficacy by taking their previous educational backgrounds into account. For instance, more professional training on teaching may be more helpful for major-unrelated TAs while more career guidance and support may be more beneficial to major-consistent TAs for their sustainable development as teachers [55].



Without exception, there were limitations to this study. First, our research context was limited to New Zealand, with a small sample size, which makes it difficult for the findings to be generalized to other contexts. Future research may consider exploring the expectancy–value theory and the motivational FIT choice model in other contexts with similar participants for the sake of corroboration. Secondly, the data in our study are single-sourced, which may weaken the significance of our findings. Future research may consider adopting other qualitative methods, such as reflection diaries and focus groups, for the sake of cross-validation.
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Appendix A


Interview Protocol Sample


Interview One


	
Where are you from? What is your educational background?



	
Why did you choose to become a Chinese language teaching assistant?



	
Are there any significant others who have influenced your choice of teaching Chinese language? If so, who are they?



	
Do you like being a teaching assistant?



	
Have you had any teaching experience before? If so, does it influence your current Chinese teaching?



	
How would you evaluate your teaching performance at this university?







Interview Two


	
Are you satisfied with the pay for working as a teaching assistant?



	
Do you find any benefits of teaching Chinese language?



	
What are your goals in teaching? How do you try to achieve them in your classroom?



	
In addition to improving students’ Chinese language, do you have other expectations of your students?



	
Do you agree with the statement that everyone can teach Chinese language?



	
What does it take to be a good Chinese teacher or teaching assistant?



	
Do you have moments when you doubt your teaching ability?







Interview Three


	
Have you received any professional training on Chinese teaching before you worked here? If so, in what way does it help your current teaching?



	
What difficulties did you face when you first taught here? How did you cope with them?



	
Have you experienced any change in your Chinese teaching over time? If so, what are the reasons behind the change?



	
What challenges do you face now in your teaching? How do you try to deal with them?



	
Have you received any support and guidance in your teaching (e.g., from the program and their schools)? If so, in what way did they help you?



	
How do you see your students, colleagues, and leaders at your university? How do they perceive you as a Chinese teacher?



	
Can you think of any critical incidents that have influenced your professional lives in your school? How do you think of them now?



	
Will you choose Chinese language teaching as a sustainable career?



	
Is there anything I did not ask, but that you want to share with me?
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Table 1. Case background.






Table 1. Case background.





	Name
	Sex
	Age
	Major
	Background





	Wendy
	Female
	28
	Major-unrelated TA
	BA in English; MA in Translation Studies; 3 years of English (in China) and 1.5 years of L2 Chinese teaching experience.



	Sally
	Female
	33
	Major-switched TA
	BA in Tourism Management; MA in Teaching Chinese to Speakers of Other Languages (TCSOL); 6 years of L2 Chinese teaching experience.



	Mindy
	Female
	25
	Major-consistent TA
	BA and MA in TCSOL; MA in Language Teaching; 3 years of L2 Chinese teaching experience.
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Table 2. Cross-case comparison.






Table 2. Cross-case comparison.





	Name
	Expectancy
	Value
	Other Motivations
	Challenges





	Wendy
	Student-oriented;

Training-oriented;

Country image
	Responsibility
	Teachers;

Personality
	Various internal and external challenges



	Sally
	Profession-oriented;

Student-oriented;

Culture-oriented
	Responsibility;

Intrinsic
	Teaching self-efficacy;

Career beliefs
	Some personal and external challenges



	Mindy
	Student-oriented
	Utility
	Professionalism;

Teaching self-efficacy
	No challenges
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