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Abstract

This study investigates the motivation of English language lec-
turers in a Chinese university. Recent studies have shown that low
morale and job dissatisfaction are significant problems identified in
lecturers who teach English in universities in China. Given the im-
portance of teaching English as a second language in China, this
problem has potentially significant ramifications for the nation’s fu-
ture. Low staff morale is likely to be associated with less effective
teaching and students’ poor learning outcomes. Although the prob-
lem is acknowledged, there has been limited research to understand
the underlying contributing factors. To address this, a sequential
explanatory mixed methods approach was adopted and implemented
in two phases at a large regional university in Northern China. The
participants in the main study were 100 lecturers from two colleges
at this university. All of the lecturers were responsible for teaching
English as a foreign language (TEFL): 50 were teaching English
majors and 50 were teaching university students whose majors were
not English. The research was informed by a synthesis of self-deter-
mination theory and theories of organisational culture. The study
found: 1) in contrast to previously reported studies, lecturers in
this institution were in general autonomously motivated in teaching.
2) However, their level of motivation was influenced by their per-
sonal experiences and varied sense of competence, relatedness and
autonomy. 3) In particular, personal experiences and contextual

factors such as the influence of Chinese culture, societal context,



N
oo

TEBEEHRATTVRMERFHESIEEF X

and organisational climate were significant in regulating lecturers’
motivation to teach. The findings are significant for leaders in high-
er education who need to implement policies that foster effective
work environments. The study has also provided insights into the
capacity of self determination theory to explain motivation in a
Chinese culture.

Key words; TEFL academics; teacher motivation; higher
education; China; self-determination theory; competing values

theory; job satisfaction; wellbeing
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Overview

The slogan, “Education needs modernisation and modernisati-
on needs education” (Ross, 1991, p. 67), reflects the dilemma
facing China as it undergoes a rapid transition from a largely agrari-
an society to a modern globalised economy. Although education has
always been held in high regard in China, the force of globalisation
and the emergence of a new era of technology, driven by interna-
tionalisation, has accelerated the process that began with the Third
Conference of the Eleventh Central Committee of the Chinese Com-
munist Party in 1979 (Yong & Campbell, 1995). The process of
modernisation depends heavily on the development of an economy
that focuses on the production of goods for foreign trade. In order
for China to develop such an economy and respond effectively to the
forces of globalisation, the education system must develop students’
knowledge and skills to international standards ( Ross, 1992). Ac-
cordingly, education has become strongly linked to the economy.

Given the situation described above, English has acquired a
new status as an essential skill in China. English proficiency has
become indispensable for linking international trade, science and
technology (Ross, 1991). As a result, English language has be-
come a compulsory subject in both secondary and tertiary education
in China. With the exception of mother tongue studies, English is



