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This small-scale exploratory study investigated the transferability of emotion regulation
strategies (ERS) across teaching contexts. While previous research has found that teachers
select ERS based both on internal factors (hedonic and instrumental goals, psychological
traits) and environmental factors (student behavior, institutional support, class size), the precise

relationship between these internal and environmental influences remains unclear. Through

interviews with three highly experienced English teachers in Japan, the current study explored
which ERS were selected in various contexts, and the extent to which these strategies were
transferable. Teachers' selections of strategies suggested the possibility of a continuum, with
personal preference dominating selection at one end, and environment more determinative at
the other. Individual variation was high; each teacher fell along a different point in this
proposed continuum. Discussion and implications for teaching practice and future research

follow.
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Emotion is central to language learning. Indeed, its impetus is so essential that it has been
called the “fundamental basis of motivation” (MacIntyre, 2002, p. 45), or the “amplifier” (Oxford,
2015, p. 371) which enables every human endeavor, including the learning of languages. Though
emotion’s role in language learning is impossible to ignore (Swain, 2013), it was, for a time,
consigned to a secondary status within the literature, “the elephant in the room” (Swain, 2013, p.
195), neglected in favor of cognition. However, the two cannot be separated.

In recent years, emotion’s centrality in L2 learning appears finally to have been
acknowledged, as a profusion of research indicates. “Emotions,” say Horner et al. (2020), “are at
the epicenter of teachers’ work” (p. 5). They go on to assert the link between educators’
emotional competence and the quality of student-teacher relationships, classroom environments,
and student achievement (2020). According to Taxer and Gross (2018), teachers’ emotions have
direct bearing on their classroom effectiveness, well-being, and student behavior (2018).

Because emotion is so central to L2 learning, and because teachers are so pivotal in
establishing the emotional tenor of the classroom, knowledge of the ways in which teachers
regulate their emotions is of utmost interest to L2 researchers and educators. More specifically,
detailed insights into the factors influencing teachers’ regulation of emotion, the relationship
between these factors and teachers’ individual preferences, and the ways in which teachers
transfer (or do not transfer) emotion regulation strategies across teaching contexts could prove
invaluable to teachers, teacher trainers, and researchers.
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Literature Review

Emotion Regulation

The construct of emotion regulation was first formulated by Gross (1998). Gross, influenced
by the work of William James, characterized emotion as “adaptive behavioral and physiological
response tendencies that are called forth directly by evolutionarily significant situations” (Gross,
1998, p. 272). He defined the regulation of emotion as “the processes by which individuals
influence which emotions they have, when they have them, and how they experience and express
these emotions” (p. 275). His theories have, over the years, been applied to a number of
professional contexts, including within education (e.g. Taxer & Gross, 2018).

Gross (1998) posited five broad categories into which emotion regulation strategies could
be sorted. These categories were arranged chronologically, starting before an emotional situation
arises and ending after the emotion has been fully formed. The categories are:

Situation selection
Situation modification
Attentional deployment
Cognitive change
Response modulation
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Situation selection involves cultivating or circumventing emotions before they arise. For
teachers, this could include planning lessons carefully to avoid frustration. Situation modification
includes attempts to change an event to alter its emotional impact. In the classroom, this might
include a teacher’s disciplining of disruptive students. Attentional deployment denotes a change
of focus. The goal is not to alter the event, but rather the emotional response to it. In the
classroom, a teacher might choose to focus on a group of students who are performing a task
well, rather than brooding about those who appear unfocused. Cognitive change also occurs
after a stimulus but before that stimulus has been evaluated; the strategy hinges on altering the
evaluation. For a teacher, this might involve changing the interpretation of a student’s failure to
submit an assignment, altering the reaction from one of anger to one of sympathy.

Finally, response modulation takes place once the stressor has occurred and the emotion is
fully formed; a response is then initiated. This could be an immediate response, for example
suppression, or a more delayed reaction designed to mitigate the effects of negative emotional
states, e.g. drug use, exercise, “even food” (Gross, 1998, p. 285). A teacher attempting to mask
anger at student misbehavior is a common example.

Gross and others often divide the above categories into two types: antecedent-focused
and response-focused. Because they involve proactive interventions to alter emotions before they
are fully formed, the first four categories are classified as antecedent-focused. Only the last
category, response modulation, is classified as response-focused. As will be seen, which type of
strategy a teacher chooses may have serious consequences for the classroom environment and
the teacher’s own wellbeing.

Emotion Regulation in L2 Contexts

The theory of emotion regulation has been applied more specifically to the field of L2
learning. Initially, much of this research focused on the internal process of emotion regulation and
its relationship with cognition. Jiang et al. (2016) found antecedent-focused strategies to be
“more desirable” (p. 22) than response-focused strategies. Littleton (2021) found wide individual
variation in the ways in which kindergarten teachers used emotion regulation in their work, but
that all conformed to Grosss modal model of emotion regulation (Gross, 2008).
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Further, Taxer and Gross (2018) found antecedent-focused strategies to be more
associated with positive outcomes and adaptive behaviors; response-focused strategies, however,
were associated with maladaptive behaviors and neuroticism, as well as less favorable classroom
outcomes. Nevertheless, in their study, teachers reported response-focused strategies more
commonly than antecedent-focused strategies, a finding which the authors understandably
labeled “alarming” (p. 186).

Recently, the role of context in emotion regulation has received more attention. A
meta-analysis by Wang et al. (2023) found no fewer than 87 articles related to teachers’ emotion
regulation, exploring the influences of both internal and external factors. The analysis revealed
that teachers with more favorable personal traits and supportive environments tended to adapt
antecedent-focused strategies, whereas those with less supportive environments and less
adaptive traits reported higher use of response-focused strategies.

Morris and King (2023) also examined university language teachers’ use of emotion
regulation and its relationship with teaching context. They found that emotion regulation was
contextually dependent, contending that “investigations of emotion regulation must attend to
both the internal, subjective emotional experience as well the external pressures that shape
regulation processes” (p. 3).

In addition to cognition and context, more recent research has also posited a role for
teacher experience in the selection of emotion regulation strategies. Doyle et al. (2024) found a
correlation between cognitive reappraisal and teaching experience, though not between
experience and suppression. This suggested that more experienced teachers tend to make use of
cognitive appraisal, an antecedent-focused strategy.

But while a great deal has been revealed by these studies, they raise important questions.
If favorable traits and positive environments are associated with antecedent-focused strategies, is
the relationship causative? If response-focused strategies are indeed maladaptive, why do
teachers appear to favor them? Are these results reflective of a broader maladaptive teaching
problem, or merely a consequence of the methodology used in the studies?

One commonly-cited issue with much emotion regulation research to date has been its
reliance on self-reports. This can lead, on the one hand, to statistical inaccuracies such as
common method bias, or a lack of ecological validity (Wang et al., 2023). But self-reports also
introduce a more fundamental problem: that of underreporting. In order for respondents to
accurately report their emotion regulation strategies, they must first be aware of them. But certain
strategies, notably those frequently identified as the most adaptive, such as situation selection,
often occur subconsciously, and at a chronological remove from emotional events, making it
plausible that they could be overlooked during self-reporting. This is in sharp contrast to more
cognitively and emotionally demanding strategies such as suppression, which is, perhaps not
coincidentally, both frequently reported and frequently associated with maladaptive outcomes.
Thus, when asking teachers about their emotion regulation strategies, researchers must take into
account how their questions are formulated.

Further, these studies raise intriguing questions about the relationship between internal
and external factors. Is one predominant, or are they coequal? If the same teacher worked in a
different context, to what extent would internal preferences—as opposed to external
conditions—shape their selection of emotion regulation strategies?

Given that the ways in which teachers regulate their emotions influence teacher efficacy,
teacher wellbeing, and classroom outcomes, and given that contextual factors are known to affect
teachers’ selection of strategies, teachers’ ability to transfer strategies across contexts may be an
important teaching skill. Particularly in the Japanese language teaching context, where contracts
are short and some teachers frequently change contexts, the transferability of emotion regulation
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strategies takes on an especial salience. To date, the author is aware of no studies which have
specifically treated the transferability of emotion regulation strategies across teaching contexts.
But in positing the construct of transferability, it is hoped that this exploratory study will shed light
on how teachers select strategies, and which contextual factors constrain these selections.
Ultimately, it is hoped that such knowledge will better equip practitioners to improve teacher
effectiveness and learning outcomes, no matter the context.

Methods
The following research questions were formulated:
1. To what extent do contextual factors, as opposed to internal factors such as personal
preference, determine teachers’ selection of emotion regulation strategies (ERS)?
2. To what extent are ERS transferable across teaching contexts?

To answer these questions, semi-structured interviews were conducted with three
experienced teachers of English located in Japan. All currently teach at a Japanese university, but
previously worked in a variety of different contexts, including kindergarten, middle school, high
school, and eikaiwa, or private English conversation schools. Their demographic information and
teaching experience are listed in Table 1 below (note that all names are pseudonyms).

Table 1
Demographic Details of Participants

Participant Gender Nationality Years pf teaching  Contexts
experience

Robert M British 22 andergarten,
high school,
university

David M British 22 Eikaiwa, m.iddlg
school, university

Aiko F Japanese 24 Kindergarten,

eikaiwa, university

Participants were selected through purposive sampling, each having had more than two
decades of total teaching experience across at least three distinct teaching contexts within Japan.
Each signed consent forms allowing their data to be used anonymously for research. Because
anonymity and informed consent were made explicit, the research was exempted from
institutional board review under existing university guidelines. Each participant sat for a
semi-structured interview ranging from 25 minutes, in the case of the shortest, to 1 hour, in the
case of the longest. Interviews were conducted in English. Although this was the L2 of one
participant (Aiko), her role as an English-medium instructor and her postgraduate work in English
led the researcher to conclude that it would not present barriers to communication sufficient to
influence the data. First, participants were presented with a list of Gross’s (1998) five categories of
ERS with examples:

1. Situation selection (Deciding to leave a boring activity out of your lesson plan.)

2. Situation modification (Changing or stopping a boring activity during the lesson.)

3. Attentional deployment (Choosing to ignore a student who fell asleep because of a
boring task.)
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4. Cognitive change (Deciding that the sleeping student is not that important; he always
sleeps, even when you do fun tasks.)

5. Response modulation (Feeling angry at the sleeping student but deciding not to show
it by putting on a happy face instead.)

Presenting Gross's strategies prior to the interviews in this way inevitably leads to the
possibility that respondents were “primed” (e.g. that their responses were unduly influenced).
This possibility was accepted for two reasons. First, as outlined above, the existing literature on
emotion regulation has found that response-focused strategies tend to be more reported than
antecedent-focused strategies. But because much of this literature relies on self-reports, it is
possible that respondents simply do not intuitively recognize antecedent-focused strategies as
emotion regulation. Indeed, according to individual teachers’ own personal conceptions of
emotion regulation, antecedent-focused strategies may or may not merit inclusion at all. Second,
because the focus of this study was not teachers’ individual schemata of emotion regulation but
how they transferred the strategies addressed in Gross's framework, the risk of priming was
deemed to be ultimately less problematic than the risk of incomplete data.

After some time to review the categories and examples, and to ask any clarification
questions if necessary, respondents were then asked to describe each teaching context, the
emotions they associated with that context, and any ERS they might use frequently in that
context.

Responses were recorded and then transcribed by the researcher. Transcripts were then
subjected to coding by hand; an initial descriptive phase (in which a tentative code list was
written up on a spreadsheet), followed by a second axial phase (in which initial codes were
revised, reorganized, linked, or discarded over multiple iterations), and finally a revision and
consolidation/thematic phase, in which the codes took their final form. With a mind to
consistency, the coding process was iterative and unfolded over repeated interactions with the
data. Teachers’ responses were sorted into categories on a spreadsheet based on their relevance
to each of the research questions. Results are discussed below.

Results

RQ1: Contextual Factors vs Personal Preference

Upon analysis of the transcripts, codes were developed inductively based on teachers’
responses. The following contextual factors were found to influence teachers’ selection of ERS:
students’ behavior, students’ age, co-teachers, parents, institutional support, and teachers’ roles.
In addition to the above contextual factors, teaching experience, an influence distinct from both
context and preference, was found to be salient to ERS selection. The degree to which these
factors affected each teacher varied. A selection of teachers’ responses will illustrate the role that
context played in the selection of ERS, as well as the sometimes-complex interplay between
context and preference.

Students’ behavior and age

Teachers’ choice of ERS was frequently influenced by their students. The most common
factors were students’ behavior and students’ age, which were often closely linked.

For all three teachers, student misbehavior and its attendant stress were often addressed
with the strategy of situation modification. However, the choice of situation modification was
never simple, and always depended upon other external factors, such as students’ age,
institutional support, co-teachers, and parents, as well as the teachers’ own perceptions of their
roles.
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Aiko, for example, found situation modification to be suitable for younger students, and
augmented this with situation selection.

Interviewer: So for example, you'd be doing an activity and you'd try to change it...

Aiko: Change it all the time, yeah... Because of the students’ mood. And the kids, kids
change mood a lot, so... Before | start the lesson, then | perceive already, you know,
they're in a hyper mood or that they're not really focusing. Then | change the order of the
activities, or whatever.

However, she did not apply the same strategies when faced with unfocused or tardy adult
learners, citing instead the use of response modulation and cognitive change.

Aiko: Especially with the adult learners, the seniors, five [response modulation]. Because
they kind of rely on me all the time, and... [Laughs.] | try not to show that I'm the teacher.

Aiko: | don't think very much the situation selection. And | think maybe 4 [cognitive
change] again for those people not attending the lesson very much but they are old
enough, so.

Robert and David also cited the use of situation modification in contexts with younger
learners. For Robert, this was influenced by his co-teachers.

Robert: Number two [situation modification] needs to be used more at kindergarten...
There have been situations in the past where maybe | haven't had a team teacher that is
helping... in that regard, and so it just becomes chaos, and... a kid might bump into
another and then fall over and then there's tears, right, and so, ok, we've got to change
this and do something else... Kindergarten needs more improvisation for sure.

David also spoke of situation modification to address student behavior, but this took starkly
different forms depending on the age of the students and the type of behavior being addressed.
When speaking of his experiences in middle schools, David spoke of administering sometimes

strict discipline.

David: When | found a kid drawing on the desks—I'd already pre-warned students the
next time | found anyone drawing on the desks, they'd clean all of the desks in the

classroom with their own eraser... He did it and cried. | felt kind of bad, but I'd already
said... and meant... if I'm not going to back up what | said, then it means that everything
else that | would say regarding discipline would be a lie. But he didn't do it again.

By contrast, David spoke of a very different form of situation modification when dealing
with interpersonal conflicts among his university students.

David: I've had to resolve conflicts between students where I've worked before. And that
involved a meeting that was mildly tearful. They got the situation resolved, and... | think
that there was going to be festering resentment if that situation hadn’t been resolved... It
felt nice to kind of be responsible for helping these students kind of sort out their
problems in an adult way.
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For David, his students’ age, and his perception of their status as adults, influenced his
selection of strategy and the way he chose to enact it. These anecdotes reveal the complex
relationship between students’ behavior and age, and how both of these factors influence
teachers’ selection of strategies.

Co-teachers and teacher roles

Their fellow teachers also influenced participants’ selection of ERS. Robert was often
constrained in his ability to modify the classroom environment. The team teacher’s effect on the
emotional demands of Robert’s job was significant.

Robert: So it depends a lot on who the team teacher is... If the team teacher keeps the
students in order, it makes my job a lot easier, so my emotions are going to be more
positive... And if the team teacher doesn’t really control the students, or help me do my
job, then it becomes... less pleasurable.

The influence of the team teacher was inextricably linked with Robert’s own view of his role
as a the native-speaking English teacher. In Japanese schools, the roles of language teachers are
frequently segregated, with native speakers offering communicative lessons, or, in the case of
kindergartens, songs, games, and other activities for children. The Japanese teacher may provide
more explanation and context in students’ native language. Often, it is the role of the Japanese
teacher to maintain classroom discipline. While this division of labor is highly common throughout
Japan, it is not always explicit, and it may be up to each pair of teachers to negotiate the
boundaries of their respective roles. Robert expressed a common attitude.

Robert: In that job my role is to teach them English and to entertain the students, and
discipline is not part of my job description.

This meant that much of the work of classroom regulation depended on his co-teachers,
and that Robert was constrained in his ability to modify situations, though he could, and did,
change his lesson plans or activities when he felt that the situation demanded. Robert faced a
similar situation when he taught in the high school context, where he was even more constrained.

Robert: At high school | was a teaching assistant, and the way the high school worked,
the... usually the Japanese teacher... ran the class, and | was there to assist them. So |
didn’t really plan any of the lessons or materials.

Interviewer: Ok, yeah. So maybe you have less room for situation selection?

Robert: A lot less, yeah. And the same with stopping an activity; that wasn't my call to
make... Number five [response modulation] would have been the main one that |
deployed in that teaching environment.

David, too, mentioned his co-teachers, as well as his own role, as influential in his choices
of ERS. However, David also found that relationships with his native-speaking English colleagues

could be a source of stress. In reference to a colleague, he noted:

David: He was not simply frustrating to work with, but actually annoying to work with. But |
did hide my frustration, generally speaking.
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However, unlike Robert in his positions at kindergarten and as an assistant language
teacher, David's own role at the middle school allowed him a great deal of agency, making
situation selection a plausible and frequently deployed strategy.

David: | had a lot of control over the curriculum, | could pick and choose what | wanted to
do... Because | was in charge of pacing, um, | could like, say, well, this unit seems to be a
bit weak, or there’s not much content there, or it will end up very boring...

His role as the lead (and only) teacher in the classroom, as opposed to an assistant, also
permitted more situation modification.

David: But, | guess in the classroom | would resort to a lot of situation modification. ...So,
from time to time | would start an activity, you know... students weren't into it, and so then
I'd go in and change it.

These examples illustrate how teachers’ views of their roles and interventions (or lack
thereof) on the part of their co-teachers influenced their selection of ERS, often despite their
personal preferences or goals.

Parents and administrative support

In addition to students and co-teachers, students’ parents were sometimes cited in
connection with the need for emotion regulation. This was also occasionally tied to the level of
administrative support which teachers received. David's frustration at student misbehavior could
be compounded by the presence of parents who failed to prevent it.

David: | don't like being kicked by a four-year-old who's wearing kind of hard shoes, while
his grandma and mom'’s, like watching... and doing nothing about it.

For David, this lack of parental intervention was also tied to a presence or lack of
administrative support, which influenced the ERS he felt able to deploy. He cited divergent
administrative responses to his preferred ERS at two chains of eikaiwa at which he had worked:

David: When | was working at [an eikaiwa chain]... the staff were a lot better with treating
teachers well. ...They balanced treating teachers well and treating the kids well, but like, if
| got kicked, | would actually leave the classroom...

This was contrasted with the response at a different eikaiwa chain.

David: I'd walk out of the classroom and be like, 'l don’t get paid enough to get kicked.” At
[first eikaiwa chain] the staff were ok about that, they were quite... But at [rival eikaiwa
chain], there was a bit of drama when that happened.

David did not elaborate on the administration’s response, but seemed to imply that they
were displeased with his leaving the classroom, suggesting that his chosen regulation strategy
was permitted in one context but not the other. In addition to discipline, David suggested that
school administration could support teachers’ handling of student behavior through adequate
training.
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David: Actually, with my kids’ classes when | was at [rival eikaiwa chain], that was often
quite stressful... | think that’s mainly down to the fact that, um, the training was not fit for
purpose, really.

This was contrasted with the training at his other eikaiwa.

David: And once I'd been doing eikaiwa for about a year, | felt confident that | could turn
even the most boring textbook material into a good lesson. So... which sounds terribly
big-headed, but | just think... | had a really good trainer when | started at [that eikaiwal.

For David, administrative support played a role in which ERS he selected both by assisting
(or not assisting) him to respond to disciplinary problems within the classroom, and by giving (or
withholding) the training to maintain classroom discipline (situation modification) on his own.
Regardless of his own personal preferences and goals, his environment exerted a powerful
influence in these cases.

Experience

This study investigated the interplay between context and preference in teachers’ selection
of ERS. However, teachers’ responses made clear that there was a third influence on ERS selection
which does not fit neatly into either category. Experience represents an emergent, dynamic third
category which bridges preference (which it helps to shape) and context (by which it is itself
shaped).

Robert stated that experience diminished the need for certain strategies, particularly
situation selection, once a teacher had gained enough familiarity with a given context.

Robert: I've worked at kindergarten and uni for such a long time that | know things that
don't work very well and things that do work very well, so... situation selection doesn’t
require as much thought anymore, possibly.

As a result, while Robert still made use of situation selection in his teaching, he used it less
than he had earlier in his career.

Aiko, too, invoked experience as having an effect on the ERS she deployed in her current
university lecturer role. In her case, because she was new to the position and lacked experience,
the resulting stress required regulation, both with cognitive change and response modulation.

Aiko: Fall semester was my first time... The way | conduct the class, first of all was kind of
unprepared and disorganized. But then, gradually... | tried to put things in order and made
the students so that they don’t confused what to do. And then somehow those groups got
really energetic. They worked together and then they tried to learn [from] each other...

Interviewer: When you feel stressed or feel pressured, what do you do?

Aiko: So | try to tell myself that this is going to make me grow. [Laughs.] ...And maybe 5
[response modulation]. ...In the beginning, when | don’t know all the students... | didn't
know how to act, so | kind of... try to hide...my feelings in front of them. But after | got to
know them, | became honest...
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Aiko's selections of positive self-talk (in this case a form of cognitive change) and response
modulation (masking her emotions) were a direct result of her limited experience in the university
context. But as she gained experience and expertise, the need for both regulation strategies
diminished.

For David, too, experience proved salient to his own teaching and ERS selection. After
returning from the UK and gaining experience there, he felt more confident in his ability to
manage classrooms, something which bore relevance to his teaching young learners in Japan and
his use of discipline (situation modification).

David: I'd come back from teaching schools in England. So | think my classroom practice
had actually got way better.

Thus, experience emerged inductively from teachers’ responses as being a unique
variable, distinct from both context and preference, but forming a discrete third variable
mediating how teachers perceived their contexts and selected ERS.

RQ2: Transferability of ERS

The second research question sought to clarify the transferability of ERS across teaching
contexts. To answer it, the interview responses were analyzed once more for patterns, which were
derived inductively from the data.

The teachers in this study varied in the extent to which they transferred ERS across
contexts. In some cases, ERS could be transferred wholesale from one context to another with
minimal modification. In others, teachers explicitly denied using certain ERS in a given context.
And in still other cases, teachers suggested a limited transferability, wherein the same strategies
could be used but to a different extent. Individual teachers thus appeared to fall along a
continuum, with personal preference dominating at one end, contextual factors favored at the
other, and a mixed approach found in the middle (transferability, though not synonymous with
preference, did appear to be closely aligned with it, as David’s example below illustrates).

The first pattern is probably best exemplified by David. Though like his colleagues, David
actively modified or changed ERS based on context; he was also apt to use the same ERS across
contexts, even when he sometimes encountered resistance. His choice to exit the classroom when
kicked by a child at two different eikaiwa, even when it caused “drama” in one of them, is
evidence of this. So, too, were his efforts to discipline middle and high school students in
multiple schools, using strict and sometimes unorthodox methods. It can also be seen in his
attempts to help university students solve their interpersonal conflicts. While these instances were
limited to similar contexts, David also expressed a preference for both situation selection and
response modulation across all contexts. He linked the first with his diagnosis of ADHD.

David: But | guess that's situation selection as well, putting things off till the last minute...

hoping that my ADHD will kick in and I'll start panicking and I will get to everything. But it's

not the best way to manage my work. | know that.

But David was also able to link disparate contexts to deploy favored strategies. When
discussing his willingness to counsel students and help them through emotional difficulties, David

compared his role as a university lecturer with that of an elementary school teacher.

Interviewer: So you see yourself as having an important role, in that sense?
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David: | do. | feel very similar to an elementary school teacher, like... elementary school
teachers are responsible for the class, and it's not just, like kind of, their education but also
their wellbeing. And | kind of feel that way with this job.

In addition to transferring ERS across contexts and making links between apparently
disparate contexts, David was also the most likely of the three teachers to make general
disavowals of certain ERS across all contexts.

David: | couldn’t really do cognitive change... You can’t always change your feelings, so...
no matter how much | rationalize it, there is that emotional reaction, but | guess just being
aware of it, and then changing the behavior.

David expressed a similar disavowal with suppression.

Interviewer: And you're not afraid to show that you're annoyed?
David: No, no because that's unhealthy... The world is not a day at Disneyland, and people

get angry...

Unlike David, Aiko was more apt to change her ERS depending on the context, and to
disavow certain strategies only in certain contexts. As illustrated above, for Aiko, response
modulation was more necessary with adult students in order to protect them from losing face or
suffering any social slight.

Aiko: Especially with the adult learners, the seniors, five [response modulation]. Because
they kind of rely on me all the time, and... [Laughs.] | try not to show that I'm the teacher.

For Aiko, showing emotion or pulling rank by disciplining students was acceptable in
contexts where students were younger, but not for adults. This meant that any feelings of
disapproval had to be carefully masked, requiring greater response modulation. However, adult
students did not require situation modification, whereas Aiko professed to use this strategy often
with younger learners, while explicitly denying its use when teaching adults.

Robert, on the other hand, represents the third pattern: using similar strategies across
contexts, but to a different extent. Robert was clear that his preferred strategies, situation
modification and response modulation, were both more necessary in the kindergarten context.

Robert: Kindergarten needs more improvisation for sure.
Robert: The response modulation needs to be more active in kindergarten.
However, their general applicability remained.

Robert: But yeah, helping to motivate students as well would require me to not always
show my true feelings. Right? If | want to encourage a student to keep going if they're
struggling with something, | would just kind of say something like, “It's a good job, keep
going, I'm impressed...”

Interviewer: Even if you're not really impressed.

Robert: Even if it's... yeah, not so impressive work. But yeah, we need to keep the
student’s feelings in mind, so. Encouraging them, particularly at kindergarten. But...
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Interviewer: But also at university, the same principle?
Robert: Yeah.

Each of the teachers thus differed in the extent to which they transferred ERS across
contexts, a finding which further underscores the individual variability of emotion regulation.

Discussion

There are potentially as many ways to regulate emotions as there are people. Gross's
models are helpful in that they impose order on this variability by identifying simple, repeatable
patterns. His five categories of emotion regulation are a good example of this. The interviews
undertaken for this small exploratory study, in revealing the emotion regulatory processes of
three experienced teachers, offer a similar opportunity. On the one hand, even with the small
sample size, it is possible to observe a high degree of variability. On the other hand, these
responses inductively hint at a potential model for the transferability of emotion regulation, a
continuum with individual preference dominating at one end, contextual factors dictating the
other, and a mixed approach found in the middle. Just as David tended toward the preferential
end of the spectrum and Aiko toward the contextual end, and just as Robert occupied the middle
ground with a flexible approach that combined preference with context, individual teachers will
necessarily differ in which part of the continuum they fall along. Experience, furthermore, creates
an independent third variable, easing the selection of some regulation strategies and reducing
the need for others. Future studies with larger and more diverse samples will need to be
conducted to substantiate this heuristic, but the results here offer a starting point and perhaps an
impetus for the undertaking of such studies.

The findings here may provide hints as to why teachers apparently prefer response-focused
strategies despite their maladaptive nature. Teachers may in fact prefer antecedent-focused
strategies, but be constrained by their contexts from deploying them, as when Robert was unable
to take responsibility for lesson planning or discipline due to the nature of his role. But while all
the teachers in this study did claim to use response-focused strategies, they were also able to
give rich descriptions of antecedent-focused strategy use, hinting that methodology and question
design can also influence teachers’ responses about which strategies they deploy.

In a highly emotional profession, teachers must regulate their feelings on a daily basis.
Detailed knowledge of how this process occurs, how context influences it, and how it can be
modified to suit different contexts can help teachers to better do their jobs and effect more
desirable learning outcomes for their students. Too often, emotion regulation happens
unconsciously and in obscurity, even for those actively engaged in it. By bringing these processes
into the light and making them more concrete, models can raise awareness.

Potential applications for such models could include training modules in which teachers
map their responses to emotional events, or awareness-raising activities in which practicing
teachers reflect on their own practice, their own place on the preference/context continuum, and
how they, given their own unique contexts and preferences, can best cultivate an emotionally
positive learning environment. Explicit knowledge of Gross's categories and of the ways in which
experienced teachers use them could also aid novice teachers who, as Aiko initially did, struggle
with the demands of a new role; the knowledge that suppression often gives way to
antecedent-focused strategies as teachers gain experience could in itself speed the process by
which more adaptive strategies are deployed.

The current study, small and exploratory as it was, suggested a number of potentially
fruitful avenues for future research. First, the role of experience as a mediator in strategy selection
bears potential implications for our understanding of teacher development. Larger sampling
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could shed light on the role of experience in ERS selection. Second, questions of culture, gender,
and social status were not treated here, though the data do raise intriguing questions. To what
extent was Aiko’s deference to her adult students influenced by her sociocultural position as a
Japanese woman? Did Robert and David, in expressing no such deference, reflect their statuses
and/or backgrounds as Western men? Or, conversely, was Aiko’s reluctance to utter anything that
could be perceived as criticism simply a concession to the financial imperatives of the eikaiwa
industry? These questions could provide directions for future research.

Conclusion

Emotion has always been central to L2 learning. That research is now beginning to
acknowledge this truth is a welcome development, but important gaps remain in our
understanding. This small study, it is hoped, has helped to shed light on the highly complex
interplay between emotion, context, personal preference, and experience among three veteran
teachers in Japan. For both the professional wellbeing of teachers and the fostering of favorable
learning environments for their students, a deeper understanding of the ways in which teachers
regulate emotion is imperative.

In positing five categories of ERS, Gross provided a simple and intuitive way to understand
a complex and obscure process. It is hoped that, by positing a continuum of transferability, the
present research can contribute a similar tool for researchers and educators. In the literature,
emotion has already been brought out of the shadows where it had long remained, obscured by
a focus on cognition. If, in the classroom, teachers can bring their own emotion regulation
processes into the light, it will allow for improved learning outcomes and happier teachers.

References

Doyle, N. B., Downer, J. T., & Rimm-Kaufman, S. E. (2024). Understanding teachers’ emotion
regulation strategies and related teacher and classroom factors. School Mental Health,
16(1), 123-136. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12310-023-09624-8

Gross, J. J. (1998). The emerging field of emotion regulation: An integrative review. Review of
General Psychology, 23), 271-299. https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.2.3.271

Gross, J. J. (2008). Emotion regulation. In M. Lewis, J. Haviland-Jones, & L. F. Barrett (Eds.), In
Handbook of Emotions, 3rd edition (pp. 497-512. Guilford Press.

Horner, C. G., Brown, E. L., Mehta, S., & Scanlon, C. L. (2020). Feeling and acting like a teacher:
Reconceptualizing teachers’ emotional labor. Teachers College Record, 1225), 1-36.
https://doi.org/10.1177/016146812012200502

Jiang, J., Vauras, M., Volet, S., & Wang, Y. (2016). Teachers' emotions and emotion regulation
strategies: Self-and students' perceptions. Teaching and Teacher Education, 54, 22-31.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2015.11.008

Littleton, A. (2021). Emotion regulation strategies of kindergarten ESL teachers in Japan: An
interview-based survey. The Language Learning Journal, 492), 203-218.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09571736.2018.1542020

Maclintyre, P. D. (2002). Motivation, anxiety, and emotion in second language acquisition. In P.
Robinson (Ed.), Individual Differences and Instructed Language Learning (pp. 45-68). John
Benjamins. https://doi.org/10.1075/lllt.2.05mac

Morris, S., & King, J. (2023). University language teachers’ contextually dependent uses of
instrumental emotion regulation. System, 176, Article 103080.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2023.103080

Explorations in Teacher Development 32(1) 16


https://doi.org/10.1007/s12310-023-09624-8
https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.2.3.271
https://doi.org/10.1177/016146812012200502
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2015.11.008
https://doi.org/10.1080/09571736.2018.1542020
https://doi.org/10.1075/lllt.2.05mac
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2023.103080

Oxford, R. (2015). Emotion as the amplifier and the primary motive: Some theories of emotion
with relevance to language learning. Studies in Second Language Learning and Teaching,
5(3), 371-393. https://doi.org/10.14746/ssl1t.2015.5.3.2

Swain, M. (2013). The inseparability of cognition and emotion in second language learning.
Language Teaching, 46(2), 195-207. https://doi.org/10.1017/50261444811000486

Taxer, J. L., & Gross, J. J. (2018). Emotion regulation in teachers: The “why” and “how"”. Teaching
and Teacher Education, 74, 180-189.
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/j.tate.2018.05.008

Wang, H., Buri¢, I., Chang, M. L., & Gross, J. J. (2023). Teachers’ emotion regulation and related
environmental, personal, instructional, and well-being factors: A meta-analysis. Social
Psychology of Education, 26(6), 1651-1696. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-023-09810-1

About the Author

Adam Littleton is a full-time lecturer at Toyo University in Tokyo, Japan. His research interests
include teacher and learner emotions, as well as learner autonomy. littleton@toyo.jp

Explorations in Teacher Development 32(1) 17


https://doi.org/10.14746/ssllt.2015.5.3.2
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444811000486
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/j.tate.2018.05.008
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-023-09810-1

