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Abstract

Despite much interest in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teachers’ flow, limited research has
examined the re-engagement of flow and pre-service teachers at the crucial stage of career
development. This study aims to investigate flow dynamics among pre-service and in-service EFL
teachers during teaching. Six EFL teachers (three pre-service and three in-service) participated in two
rounds of interviews over one year, analyzed by a thematic narrative approach. Findings revealed
that immediate feedback, clear goals, and a challenge skill balance were key antecedents of flow. In-
service teachers highlighted principal’s teaching-focused philosophy, technology support, teaching
experience and curiosity. All participants experienced a sense of control, deep absorption, and time
distortion. Two experienced teachers further reported a loss of self-consciousness. Participants’ flow
was disrupted by student-related factors, strong self-consciousness, and technological breakdowns.
In-service teachers reported more complicated factors. To re-enter flow, pre-service teachers
preferred avoidance strategies, whereas in-service teachers used more flexible ones. Flow enhanced
teachers’ teaching confidence while shifting pre-service teachers’ career motivation and promoting
in-service teachers’ professional well-being, post-class reflection, and self-improvement.
Administrators and teacher educators should provide teaching-focused working contexts for in-
service teachers and flow-focused training for pre-service teachers, thereby promoting their flow
experiences and professional development.

Keywords: flow experiences; pre-service EFL teachers; in-service EFL teachers; flow dynamics;
thematic narrative analysis

1. Introduction

Language teaching is regarded as a highly emotional work due to teachers’ constant emotional
experiences and regulation during teaching (Ghanizadeh and Royaei [1]). Previous studies exert
much attention to teachers’ negative emotions, such as anxiety (Tiifek¢i-Can [2]) and burnout (Engin
and Treleaven [3]). Recently, some research has indicated that teachers’ positive psychology plays an
important role in prompting teachers’ professional development and students’ performance and
emotions (Frenzel, Daniels and Buri¢ [4]). Based on the Broaden and Build Theory of Positive
Emotions (Fredrickson [5]), teachers’ positive emotions can promote mental resilience, enhancing
openness and acceptance of stress. Flow, as a key concept of positive psychology, has been found
when teachers guide students to engage in the teaching process (Csikszentmihalyi [6]). Moreover,
flow is seen as a crucial individual resource to support teachers solving the instructional challenges
(Dai and Wang [7]).

Previous research has identified the antecedents and feelings of in-service EFL teachers’ flow
(Csikszentmihalyi [8]; Sobhanmanesh [9]). Moreover, some findings indicated that flow has a positive
influence on teachers’ professional growth (Tardy and Snyder [10]). Recently, Barthelméas and Keller
[11] proposed the three-dimensional flow theory, involving the antecedents, experiential features,
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and consequences of flow. Some scholars highlighted the fragility of flow among in-service EFL
teachers (Nakamura, Tse and Shankland [12]; Khajavi and Abdolrezapour [13]; Dewaele and
MaclIntyre [14]). However, there was no exploration on the re-engagement of EFL teachers’ flow after
disruptions, which is a key aspect of flow dynamics (Nakamura, Tse and Shankland [12]). Moreover,
existing research targeted in-service EFL teachers, overlooking pre-service teachers who are at the
crucial stage of career development (Bal-Gezegin, Balik¢i and Giimiisok [15]).

To fill these gaps, this research adopted a thematic narrative approach to explore the flow
dynamics in pre-service and in-service EFL teachers during teaching. The research questions are: (1)
What triggers flow in pre-service and in-service EFL teachers? (2) What do pre-service and in-service
EFL teachers feel during flow? (3) What disrupts flow in pre-service and in-service EFL teachers, and
how they re-enter flow after disruptions? (4) How does flow affect pre-service and in-service EFL
teachers” professional development? The mapping between theories and research questions (see
Figure 1) was presented. This research suggests that school administrators should create a teaching-
focused environment and make teaching technologies more reliable to promote in-service teachers’
flow. Moreover, teacher education programs should raise pre-service teachers’ awareness of flow and
inform them how to experience and re-enter flow during teaching, so that they can adapt to their
future teaching in the workplaces.

Research Questions Theories

RQ1: What triggers flow in pre-service and in-service |<——>| Antecedents Three-

EFL teachers? dimensional flow
: : : thoery

RQ2: What do pre-service and in-service EFL teachers |<—— Experiential (Barthelmis &

feel during flow? features Keller, 2021)

RQ3: What disrupts flow in pre-service and in-service
EFL teachers, and how they re-enter flow after
disruptions?

L .| Disruption and
re-engagemnet

The perspective
of flow dynamics

/ (Nakamura et al.,
2019)

RQ4: How does flow affect pre-service and in-service

; <«—>| Consequences
EFL teachers’ professional development? q

Figure 1. Mapping the Theories to Research Questions.
2. Literature Review

2.1. Language Teachers’ Emotions: From Negative to Positive

Language teaching is a highly emotional profession as teachers constantly experience and
regulate various emotions in the classroom (Ghanizadeh and Royaei [1]). Previous studies have
mainly focused on teachers’ negative emotions, such as anxiety (Tiifek¢i-Can [2]) and burnout (Engin
and Treleaven [3]). Some scholars have found that teachers’ positive psychology positively influences
their professional well-being, as well as students” performance (Day and Kington [16]; Frenzel,
Daniels and Buri¢ [4]). According to the Broaden-and-Build Theory of Positive Emotions (Fredrickson
[5]), teachers’ positive emotions can broaden their mental resources and foster their greater openness
and tolerance toward stress and pressure. Moreover, flow is found to be experienced by teachers
when they motivate students to pursue and engage in their instructional goals (Csikszentmihalyi [6]).
Furthermore, flow plays an important role in helping teachers cope with instructional challenges (Dai
and Wang [7]).

2.2. Flow Theories: Three-Dimensional Framework and Dynamics

Flow, first conceptualized by Csikszentmihalyi (Csikszentmihalyi [17]), refers to an enjoyable
state of effortless absorption in an activity, mainly characterized by the sense of control, time
distortion, deep absorption, and loss of self-consciousness (Barthelméds and Keller [11]). Time
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distortion refers to the perception that time passing feeling faster than usual. Deep absorption
described a state of complete immersion in the activity. A sense of control means that individuals
have no worries about the ongoing task. Loss of self-consciousness occurs when individuals stop
focusing on themselves. Moreover, three key antecedents have been identified: clear goals, immediate
feedback and a challenge-skill balance (Barthelméds and Keller [11]). This means flow often occur
when individuals are familiar with the tasks, receive feedback on their performance, and perceive a
balance between task challenges and their skills. Some scholars suggested that flow occurs when
individuals perceived the challenge slightly exceed their skills (Jackson and Marsh [18]). However,
Nakamura, Tse and Shankland [12] emphasized that the connection between a challenge-skill balance
and flow is affected by individual traits. Therefore, it is necessary to take individual characteristics
into account when exploring the flow experiences. Based on prior findings, Barthelmés and Keller
[11] proposed the three-dimensional flow theory, which consists of the antecedents, experiential
feelings, and consequences of flow. Moreover, flow experiences are susceptible to various factors,
therefore the re-engagement after flow disruptions should be considered to explore the dynamics of
flow (Nakamura, Tse and Shankland [12]).

2.3. Empirical Studies on EFL Teachers’ Flow

In recent years, extensive empirical studies on in-service EFL teachers’ flow have emerged,
focusing on the antecedents, disruptions, and consequences of flow. First, previous research has
indicated that teachers’ personal cognitive and emotional traits are main contributors to flow
experiences. Tardy and Snyder [10] revealed that ten in-service EFL teachers experienced flow during
moments of high interest, and when unplanned situations happened during teaching. Cohen and
Bodner [19] discovered that teachers with different levels of teaching experience differed in their flow,
with experienced teachers entering flow more easily. Chen et al. [20] found that teachers’ flow
experience changed as their teaching experience accumulated. Sobhanmanesh [9] highlighted the role
of personal curiosity in flow as it enables teachers to tolerate greater challenges during teaching.
Moreover, some scholars emphasized that contextual factors in the workplace facilitate teachers’
flow. Basom and Frase [21] pointed out that teachers consider the principal’s visits as a sign of care
for their teaching, which can motivate professional recognition and involvement, thereby supporting
their flow. In addition, students’ immediate responses (Tardy and Snyder [10]), and peer interaction
(Khajavi and Abdolrezapour [13]) are also found to facilitate in-service EFL teachers” flow. Second,
performance anxiety has been found to cause disruptions in flow (Fullagar, Knight and Sovern [22]).
Similarly, Dewaele and MacIntyre [22] argued that language anxiety and threats to one’s sense of self
and identity can interrupt language teachers’ flow. Furthermore, Khajavi and Abdolrezapour [13]
found that students’ behaviors and thought patterns, and technical obstacles can impede EFL
teachers’ flow. However, despite much research on flow disruptions, little attention has been paid to
how EFL teachers re-enter to flow during teaching. Third, some research revealed that EFL teachers’
flow experiences played a crucial role in their motivation, professional growth, and well-being.
Landh&ufler and Keller [23]asserted that the enjoyment during flow motivated teachers to improve
their professional skills, thereby enhancing professional well-being and meaning in life. They also
suggested that flow can force teachers to engage in self-exploration and search for ways to improve
themselves. Dai and Wang [7] claimed that flow can stimulate teachers’ work engagement, and
change teachers’ career motivation. Tardy and Snyder [10] also found that EFL teachers’ flow shapes
their teaching practices. LandhaufSer and Keller [23]summarized three aspects of positive influences
of flow, including affective, cognitive, and behavioral dimensions.

2.4. Research Gap and Rationale

Despite the solid theoretical foundation for this research, several gaps remain to be addressed.
First, although some scholars have examined flow disruptions, little attention has been paid to the re-
engagement of flow after disruptions. This is a key aspect to understand the dynamic nature of flow.
Secondly, existing studies focused on in-service teachers, overlooking pre-service teachers who are
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in the crucial stage of professional development (Bal-Gezegin, Balik¢i and Giimiisok [15]). To fill these
gaps, this research adopted the thematic narrative method to examine pre-service and in-service EFL
teachers’ flow experiences, involving the antecedents, feelings, disruptions and coping strategies, as
well as consequences of participants’ flow.

3. Methodology

3.1. Research Setting

The pre-service teachers participated in an English teaching program affiliated with the
Department of Foreign Language of a Normal University in Henan Province, China. This program
served as an in-school practicum platform for English education majors, rather than a formal school
setting. It was established in December 2023 to enrich English education majors’ teaching experience.
Approximately twenty children participated in the classes, all of whom were English beginners aged
six to nine. One lesson was held each weekend, and each teaching session lasted for sixty minutes.
The teaching materials were taken from People’s Education Press (PEP) Grade 3 English textbook
(2012), as formal English classes officially started in Grade 3 (Ministry of Education of the People’s
Republic of Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China [24]).

Additionally, three in-service teachers worked in public primary schools in China. Each of their
classes comprised nearly forty students. Both Deli and Ella taught the same school in Zhengzhou, the
capital city of Henan province. However, Francia worked in a remote town in Shaanxi Province.
These regional differences resulted in two main distinctions. The first was teaching tools: Deli and
Ella’s classrooms were well-equipped with advanced teaching facilities, which enabled teachers to
integrate various technologies during teaching. In contrast, Francia mainly relied on technologies to
present PPT slides. Another difference concerned students’ exposure to English. Deli and Ella’s
students were exposed to English earlier than Francia’s students, who learned English in formal
classes. Moreover, Deli and Francia taught Grade 3 English lessons with the 2024 edition of the PEP
textbook, whereas Ella taught Grade 6 English classes with the 2012 edition of PEP English textbook.
According to the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China [25], a new round of English
textbook reform was implemented to Grade 3 English textbooks but was not extended to Grade 6.

3.2. Participants

Purposeful sampling was employed to explore EFL teachers’ flow experiences, as this method
enables researchers to collect the data that are relevant to the research purpose (Creswell [26]). Six
EFL teachers were selected as participants because the chosen cases were information-rich and
themes stabilized by the sixth interview. Three pre-service teachers were English education majors
participating in the teaching program. Before participating the program, pre-service teachers
completed core courses on English teaching methods and lesson design. After entering this event,
they served as teaching assistants, helping the teachers with instruction and observing how the
classes were delivered. Three weeks later, pre-service teachers began preparing for their first classes.
All pre-service teachers reported experiencing teaching anxiety, though they slightly differed. Anna
described herself as a creative teacher. Beth identified herself as sensitive and prone to self-doubt.
Cathy appeared open-minded.

Three in-service teachers worked in public elementary schools. Both Ella and Francia had five
years of teaching experience, whereas Deli had two years of teaching experience. In Deli’s and Ella’s
classes, various technologies were used in their classes to create an engaging classroom atmosphere.
However, Francia mainly used PPT sides or simply on textbooks to deliver her lessons. A notable
feature of Francia’s teaching was her dual-language teacher identity. She was asked to teach both
English and Chinese because her school lacked sufficient English teachers. This phenomenon, in
which young teachers were asked to teach subjects outside their major, was common in remote rural
schools in China (Chang and Wang [27]).
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Table 1. Demographic Information of Participants.

Y f English
Participants Role ear.so School context Grade Location ng.ls
experience level major
Anna pre- 0 on-campus 3 urban yes
service internship
Beth pre'- 0 (')n-campgs 3 urban yes
service internship
Candy pre- 0 on-campus 3 urban yes
service internship
blic ori
Deli In-service 2 pulblic primaty 5 urban yes
school
blic pri
Ella In-service 5 public primaty ¢ urban yes
school
blic pri
Francia In-service 5 pUblic primaty 5 rural no
school

3.3. Data Collection

Data collection for this research lasted for one year, from September 2024 to August 2025. Prior
to the formal collection, the researcher contacted all participants separately to introduce the research
topic and obtain their informed consent. Semi-structured interviews were conducted twice with each
participant online due to geographical constraints. Each interview lasted for about 90 minutes. The
first interview aimed to explore the participants’ flow experiences. During interviews, participants
were asked the following prepared questions: (1) Did you experience flow during teaching? (2) Could
you describe how you were feeling during flow? (3) Could you describe what contributed to the
occurrence of your flow? (4) Could you describe what disrupted your flow and how you coped with
the situations? (5) How did you perceive the significance of flow for your professional growth? To
aid recalling of specific events, the researcher played participants’ teaching videos during interviews.
In the second interview, the researcher asked each participant the questions (see Appendix A) that
had not been included in the first interview but were mentioned by other participants. For instance,
“Did you feel that the new textbook was so challenging that it triggered disruptions in your flow?”
This interview helped to gain a deeper insight into EFL teachers’ flow and find shared patterns and
differences. Furthermore, participants’ teaching documents and videos were also collected to have a
better understanding of their classes and the smooth and disruptive moments during teaching.

3.4. Data Analysis

This research employed a thematic narrative approach to examine interview data, which
allowed the researcher to identify shared patterns across narratives while preserving the integrity of
individual stories (Riessman [28]). This study aimed to identify the recurring patterns in participants’
flow experiences and captured individual differences through illustrative narratives. The analysis
was guided by the three-dimensional flow theory (Barthelmds and Keller [11]), involving
antecedents, experiential features, and consequences. Moreover, the perspective of flow dynamics
proposed by Nakamura, Tse and Shankland [12]was incorporated to emphasize the flow disruptions
and re-engagement.

Before the formal analysis, the researcher first familiarized herself with the data by reviewing
interview transcripts. During the coding process, a hybrid deductive and inductive coding approach
was employed. Initially, four theoretical dimensions served as the analytical framework including:
(1) Antecedents of flow, (2) Feelings during flow, (3) Flow disruptions and coping strategies, and (4)
Consequences of flow. For example, when participants stated, “I felt that time went faster than usual,”
which was identified as the pattern time distortion corresponding to the theme feelings during flow.
However, certain aspects of the data were not fully captured by the theories, such as specific
dimensions of flow antecedents, disruptions and coping strategies, and consequences. To address
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this, data-driven inductive coding was conducted to identify common patterns emerging from
participants’ quotes. For instance, when participants expressed, “students’ indifference embarrassed
me,” “students’ cries made me nervous,” and “students’ distorted values annoyed me,” which were all
grouped into the pattern student-related factor, which were associated with the theme flow disruptions.

Additionally, narrative analysis was employed to describe the whole story of three teachers’
flow experiences, considering the dynamics and situational characteristics of flow (Nakamura, Tse
and Shankland [12]). Three teachers’ flow experiences were selected as representative cases due to
Beth’s flow disruptions caused by strong self-consciousness, Ella’s curiosity for teaching as an
antecedent of flow, and Francia’s flow disruptions due to her identity as a non-English major English
teacher and school limitations. The overall narratives of three representative cases helped to develop

a better grasp of the dynamics of EFL teachers” flow experiences.

3.5. Ethical Considerations and Trustworthiness

This research followed the key ethical principles of respect for persons, concern for welfare, and
justice (Creswell [26]). Before data collection, the researcher obtained permission from the program
organizer in the university’s English department. Informed consent was obtained from all six
participants. Participants were introduced to the research purpose, procedures, and their rights.
Besides, pseudonymous was used to protect their privacy. Moreover, the researcher expressed thanks
for participants’ cooperation by offering small gifts or a modest financial compensation.

To enhance the credibility and trustworthiness of the research, member checking, peer
debriefing and data triangulation were employed. First, the preliminary results were returned to
participants for confirmation and feedback. Second, a qualitative researcher was invited to review
the coding framework and thematic interpretations. Third, data triangulation was achieved through
multiple data sources, with interview transcripts as main data and participants’ teaching videos and
materials as supplementary sources. Prior to interviews, teaching materials and videos were
reviewed to identify salient episodes (e.g., technological breakdowns, pauses, etc.). Moreover, the
videos were replayed during interviews to prompt participants’ recall of specific flow episodes.

The researcher held a master’s degree in English education from the same university as the three
pre-service teachers, which provided an insight of pre-service teachers’ backgrounds. What’s more,
there was no assessment authority over them or conflict of interest because the researcher had
graduated when all pre-service teachers attended the program. Furthermore, the researcher had part-
time English teaching experience, which fostered her empathy with participants. To minimize
researcher influence, interviews prioritized open-ended prompts and minimal the researcher
intervention, followed by probes questions targeting inconsistencies and alternative interpretations.

4. Findings

This section presents a cross-case analysis of six participants” flow experiences, including three
pre-service (Anna, Beth and Cathy) and three in-service EFL teachers (Deli, Ella and Francia). Their
flow experiences are shown through the following four themes: (1) Antecedents of flow, (2) Feelings
during flow, (3) Flow Disruptions and coping strategies, and (4) Consequences of flow. Under the
four themes, “x/y” was used to showcase how many participants clearly mentioned the patterns in
their interviews (e.g., 5/6 means 5 out of 6 mentioned it. Then, three representable cases are narrated.

4.1. Antecedents of Flow

One notable theme concerns the antecedents of flow. All EFL teachers (6/6) indicated that
students’ immediate feedback, clear teaching goals, and a challenge-skill balance facilitated their
flow. As Anna mentioned, “They all raised hands, which gave me a sense of control (A_1_2024/9/21).”
Students’ positive responses increased teachers’ sense of control, thereby facilitating entry into flow.
Clear teaching goals helped teachers enter their flow. As Deli said, “Clear teaching goals made me at
easy during teaching (D_1_2025/6/7).” This suggests clear goals directed their teaching and relax

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202510.1804.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 23 October 2025 d0i:10.20944/preprints202510.1804.v1

7 of 16

themselves, thus helping their flow. Furthermore, the English-major teachers (5/6) mentioned tasks
that slightly exceeded their skills yet remained manageable. Beth stated, “The challenging but
manageable tasks made me attentive (B_1_2024/10/19).” This suggests that challenging but manageable
tasks sustained teachers’ attention, facilitating their flow. By contrast, the non-English-major teacher
(1/6) said she entered flow if teaching content was easy for her. Francia reported, “The easiness of
teaching content built up my confidence (F_1_2025/6/14).” These findings show that teachers with
different background perceived a challenge-skill balance differently.

Additionally, all three in-service teachers (3/6) highlighted the importance of teaching
experience, technology support, the principal’s philosophy of teaching-focused and the curiosity for
teaching. The teachers reported that their flow was facilitated by prior teaching experience. As Ella
claimed, “Familiarity with students’ individual differences and teaching process allowed me to be calm and
flexible in class (E_1_2025/7/12).” Teaching experience enabled the teacher to be more adaptive during
teaching. Moreover, the urban in-service teachers (2/6) spoke of technology support. Deli sated,
“FlexClip 3D animation feature kept everyone immersed (D_1_2025/6/7).” Technologies not only helped
teachers create an engaging atmosphere but also enhanced their immersion during teaching, thereby
facilitating their flow. Besides, the principal’s teaching-focused philosophy was also emphasized. As
Ella mentioned, “Principal’s focus on teaching informs me that I'm doing something meaningful, so I was
more focused on teaching (E_1_2025/7/12).” This indicates that the principal’s teaching-focus
philosophy enhanced teachers’ career recognition and maintained their concentration on teaching.
Finally, one in-service teacher (1/6) highlighted her curiosity for teaching. Ella said, “I saw teaching as
experiments where I kept thinking and adjusting, which drives me to explore more during teaching
(E_1_2025/7/12).” This reflects that teachers’ teaching curiosity sustained attention, thereby helping
her enter flow states.

Table 2. Thematic Analysis of Antecedents of Flow in Participants.

Research

Theme Patterns Frequenc uotes
91 y Q Question

Students They all raised hands, which gave me a

immediate 6/6
feedback sense of control (A_1_2024/9/21).
Clear goals 6/6 Clear teaching goals made me at easy

during teaching (D_1_2025/6/7).
The challenging but manageable tasks
Challenge-skill made me attentive (B_1_2024/10/19).
6/6 . , ,
balance The easiness of teaching content built up
my confidence (F_1_2025/6/14).
Familiarity with students’ individual =~ What triggers

Antecedents of Teac.hing 3/6 differences and teaching process allowed me ﬂo‘./v in pre-
Flow experiences to be calm and flexible in class service and in-
(E_1_2025/7/12). service EFL
Technology 26 FlexClip 3D animation feature kept teachers?
support everyone immersed (D_1_2025/6/7).
Principal’s Principal’s focus on teaching informs me
teaching- 26 that I'm doing something meaningful, so |
focused was more focused on the teaching
philosophy (E_1_2025/7/12).
I saw teaching as experiments where I kept
Teaching 16 thinking and adjusting, which drives me to

curiosity explore more during teaching
(E_1_2025/7/12).
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4.2. Feelings During Flow

Another salient theme concerns EFL teachers’ feelings during flow. The analysis revealed that
all EFL teachers (6/6) felt time passed faster than usual during flow. As Anna said, “When I see the
watch, oh~, 20 minutes passed (A_1_2024/9/21).” Moreover, all participants (6/6) reported experiencing
a sense of control and deep absorption during flow. As Candy mentioned, “I felt that the class was
under my control (C_1_2024/10/26).” Moreover, Deli claimed, “I was fully absorbed during teaching
(D_1_2025/6/7).” Notably, two in-service teachers (2/6) with five-year teaching experience mentioned
the loss of self-consciousness during flow, which wasn’t observed among the pre-service teachers
and one in-service teacher with two-year teaching experience. As Ella explained, “With five-year
experience, I have adapted to the (teaching) process so I can devote myself to it (E_1_2025/7/12).” However,
Deli noted, “I was often distracted by the time allocated for each segment of the class (D_1_2025/6/7).”

Table 3. Thematic Analysis of Feelings during Flow in Participants.

Research
Theme Patterns Frequency Quotes Question
. . . When I see the watch, oh~, 20 minutes
Time distortion 6/6 passed (A_1_2024/9/21).
What do pre-
A sense of control 6/6 I felt that the class was under my service and in
. . for class control (C_1_2024/10/26). .

Feelings during Twas fully absorbed during teachin service EFL
Flow Deep absorption 6/6 was fully abs g & teachers feel

(D_1_2025/6/7).
I didn’t notice the outside and hear the
2/6 bell, and I lost self-awareness
(F_1_2025/6/14).

during flow?
Loss of self-
consciousness

4.3. Flow Disruptions and Coping Strategies

The data indicate that participants’ flow was disrupted by multiple factors. First, all EFL teachers
(6/6) reported that their flow was impeded by student-related factors, like students’ indifference,
talking back to teachers, inappropriate actions, distorted values, disagreement with teachers, and
cries. As Anna said, “Students’ indifference embarrassed me (A_1_2025/6/7).” Students’ indifference
distracted Anna’s attention and reduced her sense of control, thereby impeding her flow. Second, 6/6
teachers said that their flow was stopped by the technological breakdowns. Ella stated, “The
breakdown of technological equipment raised my concern about the completing the class (E_1_2025/7/12).”
This shows that technological breakdowns raised teachers’ concerns about the completion of lessons
and interrupted their flow. Third, 4/6 teachers identified strong self-consciousness as flow
disruptions. Two teachers (2/6) conveyed concerns about potential evaluations from surroundings
on their teaching. Anna noted, “My imagination of student parents’ evaluation distracted my attention
(A_1_2024/9/21).” Another two teachers (2/6) spoke of their internal conflict during teaching. Beth
stated, “My internal conflict about praising student led to my shame (B_1_2024/10/19).” The results
indicate that teachers’ self-consciousness interrupted their attention during teaching, thereby
disrupting their flow.

Interestingly, all in-service teachers (3/6) claimed that their flow was also influenced by some
institutional and situational factors. First, all in-service teachers (3/6) mentioned non-instructional
duties. As Deli complained, “The non-instructional duties made me tired and distracted my attention in
class (D_2_2025/8/24).” This suggests that teachers’ physical and mental states declined due to
overload non-instructional tasks, thereby interrupting their flow. Second, two in-service teachers
(2/6) noted the challenging new textbook. As Francia said, “The increased difficulty of new textbook
induced my teaching anxiety (F_2_2025/8/19).” This illustrates that the higher difficulties of the new
textbook triggered their anxiety during teaching and thus disrupted their flow. Lastly, two in-service
teachers (2/6) emphasized principal’s sporadic visits. As Ella complained, “Principal’s sporadic visits
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distracted my attention (E_2_2025/8/23).” This indicates that principal’s visits interrupted teachers’

attention during teaching since teachers worried if they performed well.

Table 4. Thematic Analysis of Flow Disruptions and Coping Strategies in Participants.

Research
Theme Patterns Frequency Quotes Question
Student-related 6/6 Students’ indifference embarrassed me
factors (A_1_2025/6/7).
T . .
Technological ‘he breakdown of technological .equzpment
breakdowns 5/6 raised my concern about completing the class
(E_1_2025/7/12).
My imagination of student parents’
Strong self- evaluation distracted my attention
consciousness 4/6 (A_1_2024/9/21).
Flow (P125) My internal conflict about praising student
Disruptions led to shame (B_1_2024/10/19).
insti(;z;)nal 3/6 The non-instructional duties made me tired
. and distracted in class (D_2_2025/8/24).
duties What di ;
. The increased difficulty of new textbook at ISTUPES
Curriculum . ) . flow in pre-
reform 2/6 triggered my teaching anxiety X di
(F_2.2025/8/19). service and in-
Principal’s sporadic visits distracted my service EFL
Principals’ visit 2/6 attention (E_2_2025/8/23). teachers, and
; . 5 how they re-
. Devoting myself to solving the technological
Focusing on . enter flow after
roblem-solvin 6/6 problem calmed me down and reduce panic di ton?
P & (E_2_2025/8/23). 1STphion
I .
sff;;;r;sg, 5/6 Ignoring their misbehaviors can reduce my
. . nervousness (C_1_2024/10/26).
misbehaviors
' Adopting a long- Knowing abo.ut poorly leurnefi kn?wledge
Coping ) could be reviewed and practiced in later
. term teaching 3/6 . .
Strategies belief classes alleviated my worries
(D_1_2025/6/7).
. Focusing on the main teaching content
Lowering the .
teachine soals 3/6 reduced my mental stress and sense of quilt
88 (F_2_2025/8/19).
Avoiding eye I avoided eye contact with students, which
contact with 1/6 helped me alleviate my internal conflict

students

(B_1_2024/10/19).

The analysis shows that participants adopted various strategies to cope with flow disruptions.

d0i:10.20944/preprints202510.1804.v1

First, all EFL teachers (6/6) mentioned focusing on problem-solving. As Ella said, “Devoting myself to
solving the technological problem calmed me down and reduce panic (E_2_2025/8/23).” It helped them forget
the uncomfortable emotions (e.g., panic, nervousness, etc.), thereby enabling them to re-enter their
flow. Second, pre-service teachers (3/6) preferred avoidance strategies to alleviate their negative
emotions, thus helping them re-enter their flow. As Beth said, “I avoided eye contact with students, which
helped me alleviate my internal conflict (B_1_2024/10/19).” Moreover, two pre-service teachers (2/6) chose
to ignore students’ misbehaviors as they couldn’t find effective ways. As Candy expressed, “Ignoring
their misbehaviors can reduce my nervousness (C_1_2024/10/26).”

However, in-service EFL teachers tended to use more flexible ways to address flow disruptions.
All in-service teachers (3/6) noted a long-term teaching belief. As Della stated, “Knowing about poorly
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learned knowledge could be reviewed and practiced in later classes alleviated my worries (D_1_2025/6/7).”
This shows that teachers’ worries were relieved when they knew review and practice could be
conducted to consolidate students’ learning. Moreover, two in-service teachers (2/6) mentioned
lowering teaching goals. As Francia claimed, “Focusing on the main teaching content reduced my mental
stress and sense of guilt (F_2_2025/8/19).” This indicates that lowering goals reduced the challenge-skill
mismatch, allowing teachers to reenter flow.

4.4. Consequences of Flow

The final theme concerns the consequences of flow. First, all teachers (6/6) reported that students’
positive responses during flow built their teaching confidence. As Beth noted, “The smooth process
increased my confidence by reducing my anxiety during teaching (B_1_2024/10/19).” This shows that
teachers’ anxiety during teaching was alleviated and confidence could be enhanced through the
perception of teaching success in flow. Second, most EFL teachers (5/6) claimed that their ability to
make adaptive decisions was enhanced. As Anna said, “The immersion state is conducive to my creative
ideas during teaching (A_2_2024/11/11).” This indicates that teachers demonstrated greater
adaptability when they felt immersed during teaching during flow. Third, some EFL teachers (4/6)
stated their intrinsic drive for professional growth was strengthened by the sense of meaning in life
during flow. Francia claimed, “The sense of meaning in life enhanced my intrinsic drive for my professional
growth (F_2_2025/8/19).” Fourth, four teachers (4/6) said that enjoyable experiences motivated them
to reflect on their teaching so that they could experience flow frequently. As Ella mentioned, “The
enjoyable experience motivated me to summarize what made the lesson successful (E_2_2025/8/23).” Fifth, all
in-service teachers (3/6) said that their professional well-being was increased because of students’
active engagement during flow. Della stated, “The active atmosphere reinforced my belief that teacher is
fulfilling profession (D_2_2025/8/24).” Finally, two pre-service teachers (2/6) said that the enjoyment
experienced during flow shifted their career motivation from external recognition to internal
satisfaction. As Candy said, “The enjoyment in flow shifted my career motivation from external recognition
to internal satisfaction (C_2_2024/11/11).

Table 5. Thematic Analysis of Consequences of Flow in Participants.

Research
Theme Patterns Frequency Quotes Question
Teaching The smootP'z process zn'creased my confzc?ence
confidence 6/6 by reducing my anxiety during teaching
(B_1_2024/10/19).
Making adaptive The zmmeT’szoln state zs'conducw'e to my
decisions in class 5/6 creative ideas during teaching
(A_2_2024/11/11).” How does
Professional The sense of meaning in life enhanced my  flow affect
development 4/6 intrinsic drive for my professional growth — pre-service
Consequences drive (F_2_2025/8/19). and in-service
of flow The enjoyable experience motivated me to  EFL teachers’
Post-lesson ) .
reflection 4/6 summarize what made the lesson successful ~professional
(E_2_2025/8/23). development?
Professional well- The active atmo§phere 1jez.nforced my belief
bein 3/6 that teacher is a fulfilling profession
& (D_2_2025/8/24).
T . . .
Career- he enjoyment in flow shifted my career

2 motivation from external recognition to

tivation shift
motivation shi internal satisfaction (C_2_2024/11/11).
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4.5. Three Representable Cases’ Flow Experiences

4.5.1. Beth’s Flow Experience

Beth reported her flow experiences during teaching, despite feeling a little nervous at the
beginning of the class. Before conducting the teaching, she made full preparation, which made her
familiar with the teaching content and process. Moreover, Beth added that students’ positive
responses in class brought her much teaching confidence, thereby helping her enter flow. Then, Beth
recalled she had the sense of control, deep absorption, time flying faster than normal during flow.
However, Beth didn’t experience loss of self-consciousness for not being adapted for teaching.
Furthermore, Beth encountered flow disruptions due to strong self-consciousness. As she said, “When
I praised students with thumb-ups and exaggerated facial expressions, I felt unease (B_1_2024/10/19).” This
is because these actions or words are not a part of her communication in real life (e.g., thumb-up,
‘wow, you're so great). Hence, the unfamiliar expressions triggered internal conflict, thereby
stopping her flow. To address it, she tried to avoid eye contact with students to find inner peace and
reenter the teaching process. Finally, Beth summarized that the enjoyment during flow informed her
that there was no need to be nervous in future classes and motivated her to search for more effective
teaching materials. Moreover, she reported that her career motivation shift from external respect to
internal pleasure during teaching.

4.5.2. Ella’s Flow Experience

Ella often adopted technologies to set up an engaging learning environment during instruction.
For instance, Ella transformed students’ paintings into 3D animation on the Flexclip, which motivated
students’ participation in class and kept her attention to teaching, helping her flow experiences.
Besides, Ella stated that she always devoted herself to improving her teaching due to her strong
teaching curiosity. This constant thinking process enabled her immersed during teaching. As she
said, “I saw teaching as experiments where I kept thinking and adjusting, which drives me to explore more
during teaching (E_1_2025/7/12).” Moreover, Ella also reported her principal’s teaching-focused
philosophy kept her attention through enhancing her professional recognition. As Ella said,
“Principal’s focus on teaching informs me that I'm doing something meaningful, so I was more focused on
teaching (E_1_2025/7/12).”

In addition, Ella noted her feeling of loss of self-consciousness during flow, other than
enjoyment, deep absorption, sense of control, and distortion of time track. However, Ella’s flow was
impeded when technologies went wrong or students misbehaved. To address the situations, Ella
focused on the technical issues, temporarily ignored the problems, lowered teaching goals, or
adopted the long-term teaching belief to sustain the teaching smoothly and re-enter their flow.
Finally, Ella reflected that the enjoyment during flow enhanced her professional well-being and
motivated her post-class reflection. In practice, Ella often experimented with strategies to reach flow
across different groups of students. For example, she found her students in a low-level class, showed
more interest in materials related to familiar lives. Thus, she collected some photos of students’ pets
to attract their attention and engage them in class.

4.5.3. Francia’s Flow Experience

Francia, a non-English-major English teacher, noted that her lack of confidence influenced the
antecedents of her flow. Unlike the other five English education major teachers more attentive when
tasks slightly exceeded skills, Francia expressed that the easy teaching content brought her much
relaxation during teaching, helping her enter flow. As she mentioned, “The easiness of teaching content
built up my confidence (F_1_2025/6/14).” Moreover, Francia mentioned the sense of loss of self-
consciousness other than the common feelings. Francia explained that she had much autonomy
during teaching at school, if students positively responded to her, then she would enjoy the teaching
and sometimes couldn’t even notice the class bell. Furthermore, Francia’s dual-language teacher
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identity led to inner conflict when giving a class about Christmas, because her appreciation for
Chinese culture clashed with the content about Western festivals. Moreover, Francia noted the
increased difficulty of the new textbook induced her teaching anxiety due to her non-major English
teacher identity when seeing many unfamiliar words during teaching. Furthermore, students’
distorted values, such as laughing at the photos of kids with black skin annoyed her, which disrupted
her flow. To re-enter flow, Francia attempted to teach them correct values, which helped her regulate
her emotions and re-enter her flow. Finally, Francia highlighted the immersion and pleasure during
flow brought her a sense of meaning in life and strengthened her motivation to increase English
teaching skills.

5. Discussion

The analysis revealed three new insights into EFL teachers’ flow experiences. First, experienced
EFL teachers reported a loss of self-consciousness during flow whereas less experienced teachers dis
not. Second, in-service EFL teachers encountered more complex, institution-level disruptions during
flow. Finally, teachers employed different strategies to re-enter their flow, depending who they were
and what disrupted them.

This research found that experienced teachers (with five years of teaching experience)
experienced a loss of self-consciousness during flow. This finding is consistent with the core
experiential features of flow proposed by Csikszentmihalyi [8]. Moreover, it also confirmed Cohen
and Bodner [19] conclusion that individuals” experience could enhance their immersion in activities
and facilitated their flow entry. However, pre-service and less experienced teachers’ attention was
likely to be distracted during teaching (Simpson, Vondrova and Zalské [29]). Therefore, they haven't
experienced the loss of self-consciousness as they were unable to completely immerse themselves in
classes.

Unlike previous findings on EFL teachers’ flow disruptions (Tardy and Snyder [10]; Khajavi and
Abdolrezapour [13]; Dewaele and Maclntyre [14]), the present findings revealed that in-service
teachers’ flow was also disrupted by institutional factors. It was discovered that non-instructional
tasks, increased textbook difficulty due to curriculum reform, and principal’s sporadic visits could
interrupt in-service teachers’ flow. This new finding responded to the perspective of high
emotionality of language teachers (Strom and Viesca [30]). Teachers would experience mental stress
or distraction during teaching when unbearable situations occurred because they were often beyond
teachers’ control. Thus, it is necessary to consider more situational and institutional factors in
exploring EFL teachers’ flow experiences.

Another new finding concerns the coping strategies of participants’ flow disruptions in response
to the appeal by Nakamura, Tse and Shankland [12]for the re-engagement of flow. The data indicated
that pre-service teachers tended to use avoidance strategies, like avoiding eye contact with students
and ignoring students’ disruptive behaviors, to regulate their nervousness and embarrassment. This
could be understood from the perspectives that pre-service teachers lacked of teaching confidence
and classroom management experience (O'Neill and Stephenson [31]). When they faced challenges
during teaching, they preferred to adopt avoidance strategies to find their inner peace (Ay and
Gokdemir [32]; Huang and Zhou [33]). Conversely, in-service teachers preferred more flexible
strategies, like focusing on problem-solving, lowering teaching goals, and using the long-term
teaching belief to alleviate stress and anxiety. The difference highlights the crucial role of classroom
management skills and accumulated teaching experience in shaping their coping strategies for flow
disruptions (Korkut [34]).

This research has several limitations. Firstly, this study investigated pre-service and in-service
EFL teachers’ flow experiences in the specific context of teaching. However, individuals’ flow may
differ in different situations (Csikszentmihalyi [17]). Future research could complement these
findings by considering the difference between the two groups of EFL teachers’ flow in other
situations, like leisure time. Secondly, this study explored participants’ flow experience at the specific
stage of professional development. According to Chen et al. [20], teachers’ flow may change as their
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teaching experience increased. Thus, future researchers can conduct longitudinal studies examining
the trajectory of flow experiences among EFL teachers across different stages of career development.
Finally, the participants in this research were from a limited region in China. Future research is
encouraged to be conducted in more different countries and districts to provide a more
comprehensive understanding of EFL teachers’ flow experiences.

6. Conclusions and Implication

The purpose of this research was to investigate the dynamics of pre-service and in-service EFL
teachers’ flow experiences, focusing on the antecedents, feelings, disruptions and coping strategies,
and consequences of flow. First, all participants reported three common antecedents of flow: clear
teaching goals, students’ immediate feedback, and a challenge-skill balance. Moreover, variations
were observed in the perception of a challenge-skill balance and flow dynamics across participants’
professional backgrounds. Second, this study also identified the common feelings during flow
including deep absorption, a sense of control, and time distortion. Third, the data indicated
participants’ flow is impeded by student-related factors and their own strong self-consciousness.
Finally, this study found that teachers’ flow had a positive influence on their professional
development. Flow facilitated EFL teachers’ teaching anxiety reduction, confidence improvement
and pre-service teachers’ career shift from external recognition and internal pleasure. For in-service
teachers, flow facilitated their professional well-being, post-reflection and professional development.

Additionally, several new findings emerged in this research. First, the loss of self-consciousness
was identified as an uncommon feature during flow, and it often occurred among experienced
teachers. For the teachers who had not adapted to their work might have failed to reach the state of
losing self-consciousness. Second, the disruptive factors affecting in-service teachers’ flow were
complicated. They reported some institutional factors (e.g., non-instructional duties, curriculum
reform, principal’s visits) interrupted their flow. Finally, this research displays how EFL teachers re-
enter their flow after disruptions, which has been largely ignored in previous studies. It was found
that pre-service teachers preferred avoidance strategies due to low teaching confidence, while in-
service teachers often utilized more flexible strategies, like focusing on problem-solving, lowering
their teaching goals, and using the long-term teaching belief to alleviate their mental stress and
concerns during instruction.

These findings have some implications for school administrators and teacher educators. School
administrators are encouraged create a teaching-focused environment to promote in-service teachers’
flow experiences. Moreover, teacher educators are suggested to raise teacher candidates’ awareness
of flow and equip them with strategies for experiencing and re-enter flow during teaching, thereby
helping their adaptation to future teaching contexts.
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Appendix A: Examples of Semi-Structure Interview Questions

Appendix. A.1 The First Interview

Did you experience flow during teaching?

Could you describe how you were feeling during flow?

Could you describe what contributed to the occurrence of your flow?

Could you describe what disrupted your flow and how you coped with the situations?
How did you perceive the significance of flow for your professional growth?

Appendix. A.2 The Second Interview

Did you feel that the task slightly higher than your skills helped to enter flow?

Did you feel that the principal’s sporadic visits interrupted your flow? And why?

Did you feel that the new textbook was so challenging difficult that triggered disruptions in your
flow? And why?

Did you re-turn your flow though lowering teaching goals? Could you give some specific
examples?

Did you re-turn your flow though ignore students’ behaviors? Could you give some specific
examples?

Did you feel that flow changed your career motivation from external recognition to internal
pleasure? And why?

Did you feel that flow experiences motivated you put more effort in professional growth? And
why?

Did you feel that flow experiences improved your professional well-being? And why?

Did you feel that flow experiences supported your decision-making during teaching? Could you
give some specific examples?

Did you feel that flow experiences motivated you to reflect your post-lesson reflection? Could
you give some specific examples?
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