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<ABSTRACT>

This study explored maternal wellbeing in the context of intensive maternal involvement in
children's English education in South Korea, a setting characterised by neoliberal educational
pressures. It highlights how individual wellbeing intersects with broader institutional
pressures and social ideologies. The omission of maternal wellbeing in applied linguistics is
surprising because mothers often fulfil conflicting roles such as a study supervisor, language
teacher, emotional and financial supporter across many language education contexts.
Adopting a qualitative research approach, the study employed semi-structured interviews
with nine mothers in metropolitan areas in South Korea, actively managing their children's
English learning activities. Grounded in Oxford's EMPATHICS framework, and
complemented by the perspective of English education as an institution, a thematic analysis
was conducted on the interviews. The findings showed that maternal wellbeing comprises
vicarious pride, reflecting emotional resonance with their children's educational successes
and challenges; empathy-driven decision-making, balancing educational pressures with
emotional care; agency exercised through reflective and resistant strategies against

institutional expectations. Hope emerged as a critical psychological resource, sustaining



mothers' long-term emotional investments. Based on the findings, the study proposed the
Maternal Wellbeing through Vicarious Pride, Empathy, Agency, and Hope (M—VEAH)
framework, providing an integrative approach to understanding maternal wellbeing amid
English fever.

Keywords: positive psychology; maternal wellbeing; EMPATHICS; English education as an

institution; English Fever; thematic analysis

Although families are commonly viewed as sites of care and love, they are not immune to the
pressures arising from neoliberal ideologies and the commercialisation of English education.
In contemporary South Korea, proficiency in English represents a crucial form of symbolic
and social capital, closely associated with socioeconomic success and global competitiveness.
This phenomenon, often referred to as English fever, describes the fervent desire to gain
English proficiency at any cost (Choi, 2023; Krashen, 2006; J. K. Park, 2009). This societal
pressure is accelerated by neoliberalism, that is, an economic ideology that highlights profit
maximising through deregulation, individual competition, and privatisation. The market-
driven competition is extended into other aspects of social and personal life. Within
education, neoliberalism reimages individuals as bundles of skills, functioning according to
the ethics of entrepreneurial self-management, continuously upgrading their skills in response
to market demands (Harvey, 2005; Urciuoli, 2012). Under the neoliberal landscape, English
has become a commodity for enhancing one’s competitiveness and employability in the
global marketplace (J. S. Y. Park, 2011; H. Shin, 2016).

In this demanding context, the responsibility for children’s English education
frequently falls upon families, particularly mothers, who strategically make educational
decisions and manage children’s engagement in learning activities (Chung, 2016; Lee & Koo,

2006). Consequently, mothers often encounter role conflicts as they manage multiple



identities such as emotionally supportive caregivers, strict study supervisors, financial
providers, and effective educational planners (S. J. Park & Abelmann, 2004). Despite some
scholarly attention given to the economic and educational dimensions of this phenomenon, its
impact on mothers’ wellbeing remains largely unexplored. Recently, the research focus in
applied linguistics has shifted from learner wellbeing to teacher wellbeing on topics of
burnout (e.g., Chang, 2022; Nayernia & Babayan, 2019), emotional labour (e.g., Afreen &
Norton, 2024; Gkonou & Miller, 2017), and the interrelationship between teacher and learner
wellbeing (Henry, 2021; Mercer & Gregersen, 2020). Mothers frequently assume the role of
language teachers in many contexts including homeschooling and heritage language learning,
which makes the neglect of maternal wellbeing within applied linguistics notable and

problematic.

This study addresses this gap by explicitly exploring maternal wellbeing within a
highly pressurised EFL context. We adopt the EMPATHICS framework (Oxford, 2016,
2018), which conceptualises wellbeing as a dynamic interplay among multiple psychological
dimensions, including emotions, meaning, perseverance, agency and autonomy, time
perspective, hardiness, identity, character strengths, and self-related factors. By applying the
EMPATHICS model through an institutional lens, which views English education as a
structured social system shaping roles, practices, and beliefs, this study investigates how
mothers in South Korea navigate the neoliberal English education landscape and maintain
their wellbeing within this highly competitive and anxiety-provoking environment. By
examining mothers’ lived experiences, we aim to develop a conceptual framework that
elucidates the complex interplay between individual wellbeing and institutional pressures.
<A> WELLBEING APPROACHES AND FRAMEWORK
Over the last decade, applied linguistics has witnessed a marked shift from deficit-oriented

frameworks of emotion, predominantly foreign language anxiety (Horwitz et al., 1986) to a



strengths-based perspective emphasising the promotion of psychological flourishing such as
foreign language enjoyment (Dewaele & Maclntyre, 2014, 2016), grit (Teimouri et al., 2022)
and resilience (e.g., Zarrinabadi et al., 2022). This shift reflects an ontological and
epistemological realignment: Language learners and educators are no longer viewed as
primarily cognitive processors or victims of stress but as whole persons whose emotional
strengths and wellbeing are integral in language education context.

In positive psychology (PP), Seligman’s PERMA model has emerged as a robust
theoretical framework of wellbeing of human in general. It conceptualised wellbeing in terms
of Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment. In applied
linguistics, empirical research grounded in this framework showed strong associations
between PERMA and other dimensions of learners’ and teachers’ psychological wellbeing,
such as increased foreign language enjoyment, motivation, engagement, resilience, and
teaching effectiveness (e.g., Gregersen et al., 2020; Lan & Saad, 2025; MaclIntyre et al.,
2019).

However, PERMA is fundamentally individualistic and largely treats wellbeing as a
matter of “uncoerced choice, and its five elements PERMA comprise what free people choose
for their own sake” (Seligman, 2011, p. 16). However, humans in contemporary society rarely
have the freedom to make entirely uncoerced choices. Personal choices or pursuit of
wellbeing are inevitably embedded within broader social contexts and shaped by multi-
layered institutional structures. Mothers amid English fever do not simply “choose”
wellbeing; their emotional lives and decisions are deeply conditioned by neoliberal
educational regimes and sociocultural expectations. This limits PERMA’s usefulness for our
study.

We therefore adopt Oxford’s EMPATHICS model (2016, 2018) as a point of initial

analysis and selectively develop it into a context-specific framework. Although we



acknowledge that the model has yet fully addressed the institutional impact on individual
wellbeing, it has the potential to account for such interaction, particularly with the complex
dynamic systems (CDS) perspective of wellbeing, positioning individuals nested in social
context (Oxford, 2018). EMPATHICS was originally developed to conceptualise language
learners’ wellbeing; however, the model has been acknowledged for its potential for broader
educational contexts, including teacher’s wellbeing (Alrabai & Dewaele, 2023; Talbot, 2021).
<B> EMPATHICS

Oxford (2016, 2018) developed PERMA into a more comprehensive model EMPATHICS,
grounded in CDS. From the CDS perspective, individual wellbeing is understood as
inherently situated within interconnected systems, where persons are nested within broader
social contexts, institutions, and cultures, influencing and being influenced reciprocally. The
EMPATHICS framework proposed nine interconnected subsystems: Emotion and Empathy,
Meaning and Motivation, Perseverance, Agency and Autonomy, Time perspective, Hardiness
and Habits of Mind, Intelligences and Identity, Character Strengths, and Self-components
(including self-efficacy, self-esteem, self-concept, and self-regulation).

EMPATHICS has been empirically applied in various second language (L2) settings,
including PP interventions (e.g., Stewart, 2023), project-based modules that foreground
learner authorship (Amorati & Hajek, 2025), and conceptual work on wellbeing in L2 writing
(Byrd & Abrams, 2022). Despite its theoretical significance and methodological applicability,
EMPATHICS has been criticised for conceptual complexity and overlap among its 21
interrelated dimensions (Alrabai & Dewaele, 2023). In response, Alrabai and Dewaele (2023)
proposed a streamlined model called EAMC (Empathy, Emotion, Emotional Intelligence,
Engagement, Motivation and Character Strengths). While it is fully acknowledged that the
conceptual overlap may cause issues of multicollinearity in empirical testing, the

comprehensiveness of the model itself is not necessarily a drawback from a CDS perspective.



Indeed, CDS emphasises the interconnectedness and dynamic interrelationships among
components, suggesting that not all 21 dimensions need to be equally weighted or present in
every research context.

As noted by Alrabai and Dewaele (2023), EMPATHICS is an acronym-based
framework rather than an empirically testable theory. However, we chose EMPATHICS as a
framework of wellbeing because of its distinctive ontological stance and the explicit
integration of agency and autonomy (A) as a key component of wellbeing. The inclusion of
agency is crucial in contexts where individuals must constantly negotiate institutional
constraints. Agency enables mothers not merely to passively endure educational pressures but
to actively engage with, resist, or strategically respond to them, influencing their personal
wellbeing.
<B> Agency
Agency has particular meanings across PP, SLA and sociology. In PP, agency refers to
individuals’ active and intentional engagement in purposive and self-initiated actions, defined
as “the sense of knowing and having what it takes to achieve one’s goals” (Little et al., 2002,
p. 390; cited in Wehmeyer et al., 2011, p. 357). Similarly, Snyder’s (1994, 2000, 2002) hope
theory describes agency as the ability and intention to initiate and sustain goal-oriented
strategies. In SLA, agency refers to “capacity to act volitionally to affect outcomes” (Ryan &
Irie, 2014, p.113). Learners exercise agency by voluntarily controlling their learning
behaviours and assigning personal significance to their learning experiences within social and
contextual constraints (Lantolf & Pavlenko, 2001; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). The
psychological and language learning aspects of agency are motivational, highlighting
individual volition and willingness in the pursuit of goals.

In sociology, agency is understood as a temporally embedded process of social

engagement that enables individuals to respond to and reshape their structural environments



(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). From this perspective, agency unfolds through an interplay of
past experiences (iteration), imagined future possibilities (projectivity), and context-sensitive
present decision-making (practical evaluation). Given that mothers’ experiences in South
Korea are shaped not only by their individual emotions or motivations but also by powerful
social and institutional pressures surrounding their children’s educational success, the multi-
disciplinary perspectives of agency effectively capture the complexity of maternal wellbeing.
<B> Hope

Within the EMPATHICS framework, hope was positioned as a subcomponent of
Perseverance. Although hope was not a pre-established focus in our initial analytical
framework, it emerged as a salient theme across participants’ future-oriented narratives,
expressions of long-term goals, and the ways they sustained emotional investment despite
chronic stress. The hope aspect under Perseverance has stemmed from hope theory (Snyder,
1994, 2000, 2002). According to Snyder’s view, hope was defined as a cognitive-emotional
process involving clearly defined goals, the ability to generate strategies towards achieving
these goals, and the agentic thinking that sees the self as responsible to pursue the goal.
Studies of L2 teacher wellbeing have shown that hope buffers stress and facilitates coping
and growth in demanding contexts such as the covid pandemic (Maclntyre, et al., 2022) and
teaching English as a “non-native speaker” (Hiver, 2016).

As shown in the previous studies, hope serves as a critical psychological resource,
potentially acting as an overarching, integrative theme that links components of wellbeing.
The expansion of hope under P in EMPATHICS resonates strongly to this study, where
mothers navigate continuous pressures, anxiety, and societal expectations around English
education. Also, hope encapsulates motherhood in the context of English education in South
Korea, as it defines the relationship with children and goals and pathway with agentic

thinking.



<A> ENGLISH EDUCATION AS AN INSTITUTION

On top of the conceptual interconnectedness, EMPATHICS has been criticised for
inadequately addressing external contextual factors, despite Oxford's assertion that context is
central to the model (Alrabai & Dewaele, 2023; Mercer & Murillo-Miranda, 2025). Since the
model alone may be insufficient for fully capturing the institutional complexities and broader
social dimensions shaping individual wellbeing, we integrated an institutional perspective to
examine how individual psychological experiences and constructs are shaped by and situated
within broader institutional structures, norms, and cultural expectations.

Recent scholarship in language education has increasingly emphasised sociocultural
perspectives on wellbeing. For example, the Journal for the Psychology of Language
Learning published a special issue on local perspectives on teacher psychology, offering
context-rich insights into teacher wellbeing, motivation and engagement across diverse
contexts, including online teaching (Wang et al., 2025), English for specific purposes (Diert-
Boté & Moncada-Comas, 2025), international English teachers studying in the US (Koné,
2025), and language faculty undergoing institutional financial crisis (Thompson, et al., 2025).
Our study aligns with this turn by conceptualising English education as an institution in South
Korea.

Following sociological perspectives on institutions (Macionis, 2017; Meyer, 1977),
we view English education not simply as a set of classroom practices but as a system of
interconnected structures, practices, and beliefs that have become deeply embedded in
society’s fabric. This institutional framework manifests through explicit organisational
structures, such as schools, universities, private language academies, government education
policies, and testing organisations as well as through implicit norms governing what

constitutes “proper” English education. In this view, English education in South Korea can be



understood as a system that both allocates individuals to particular roles and positions in
society and legitimises particular forms of knowledge, authority, and social organisation.

While English education in South Korea follows modern structures and practices, its
institutional form and ideological framing remain deeply rooted in colonialism. Under
colonial regimes, English was positioned as a tool of cultural and political domination, a
dynamic captured in Phillipson’s (1992) concept of linguistic imperialism. This legacy
continues in postcolonial contexts, where English retains a privileged status (Canagarajah,
1999). In the contemporary era, the historical power structures have been reconfigured
through neoliberal ideologies, which recast English not as an imposed colonial language but
as a commodified skillset and marketable form of human capital essential for participation in
the global economy (J. S. Y. Park & Wee, 2013; Urciuoli, 2012). Under this neoliberal
framing, individuals are positioned as entrepreneurial actors responsible for investing in
English proficiency to enhance competitiveness, while families, particularly mothers, are cast
as educational managers who must strategically navigate the English education system to
secure advantages for their children (Piller & Cho, 2013; H. Shin, 2016).

In this way, English functions simultaneously as a legacy of colonial power and
contemporary neoliberal stratification. It is sustained and legitimised by dominant language
ideologies—widely held beliefs that construct English as inherently superior, globally
indispensable, and economically advantageous (J. S. Y. Park & Wee, 2013; Woolard &
Schieftelin, 1994). In South Korea, English fever exemplifies how these institutionalised
beliefs translate into intense private investment and high-stakes testing regimes (Piller &
Cho, 2013).
<A>RESEARCH CONTEXT
Within the English education context, mothers’ intersecting roles and identities have emerged

saliently. Those invested mothers, often referred to as “manager moms,” play a primary role



in their children’s English education in their pursuit of fulfiling managerial, pedagogical, and
strategic responsibilities to ensure optimal learning outcomes (Chung, 2016; S. J. Park,
2010).

It is worth noting that distinctive roles are often assigned to mothers and fathers
within South Korean families, leading to a gendered imbalance in childcare and education.
While maternal engagement in children’s English education is reported as more action-
oriented, such as relocating to different neighbourhoods or abroad to provide their children
with English education, paternal involvement is peripheral as fathers stay in their occupation
as breadwinners (Finch & Kim, 2012; K. Shin et al., 2019). For instance, wild goose family in
South Korea refers to transnational families where mothers and children relocate to English-
speaking countries for better educational opportunities, while fathers remain in South Korea
to financially support them. This family structure underscores a deep commitment to
educational success and a gendered division of labour within the family: Fathers function
primarily as economic providers, while mothers bear the responsibility for child-rearing and
educational management in a foreign environment (Finch & Kim, 2012; Y. A. Jung, 2024;
Stodolska et al., 2020).

These phenomena reflect broader societal trends shaped by Korea’s unique
intersection of neoliberal market ideologies, familial expectations, and global aspirations. In
this context, English education serves as a crucial mechanism through which families seek to
secure socio-economic stability and upward mobility, placing mothers at the forefront of
managing children’s English learning processes and outcomes.

In applied linguistics, recent scholarship calls for a deeper understanding of how
individual wellbeing interacts dynamically with institutional and socio-cultural environments,
recognising that wellbeing does not operate in isolation but are profoundly shaped by social

contexts (e.g., Mercer & Murillo-Miranda, 2025). This intersection is important in any



context, but particularly in competitive, high-stakes educational systems such as South
Korea's English education context where parental involvement is intense and emotionally
charged. To explore such complex maternal wellbeing, we aim to answer the following
research question:

RQ. How do EFL mothers in South Korea experience wellbeing as they navigate the
neoliberal and institutional pressures surrounding English education?

<A>METHOD

This study adopts a qualitative research design to explore how South Korean mothers
experience and interpret their wellbeing in relation to their children's English education.
Semi-structured interviews were employed as the primary method of data collection to elicit
rich, in-depth accounts of participants’ beliefs, emotions, and decision-making processes
(Gillham, 2005). The interview questions were developed by the authors to ensure alignment
with the overarching research question, while allowing space for open-ended exploration of
maternal experiences and perspectives.

<B> Participants

A total of nine South Korean mothers were recruited through a combination of purposive and
snowball sampling. Initial participants were identified through the authors’ personal and
professional networks and subsequently asked to recommend others who met the inclusion
criteria. Snowball sampling is particularly useful in accessing social groups that share
common practices or social positions—in this case, mothers actively involved in their
children's English education (Noy, 2008). All participants were residents of metropolitan
cities and engaged in some form of direct involvement in their children’s English learning,
including selecting private language institutes and overseeing language learning routines at
home. While this sampling approach does not include mothers from rural or less urbanised

contexts, the decision to focus on metropolitan areas was intentional because they represent a



highly competitive educational environment. This shared context allowed a focused analysis
of maternal wellbeing within a high-pressure educational ecosystem.

The study also focuses exclusively on mothers, reflecting the empirical realities that
mothers are most often the primary decision-makers and emotional labourers in South
Korea’s educational landscape. Previous research has shown that South Korean mothers are
overwhelmingly the primary agents in managing children’s education, particularly in relation
to English learning (S. J. Park & Abelmann, 2004). By focusing on mothers, the study aims to
capture the experiences of those who most directly bear the emotional and logistical burden
of the English education system.

<B> Data collection

Each author conducted three interviews, for a total of nine. Interviews were conducted in
Korean and held online, as the researchers were based in the United Kingdom. They ranged
in duration from 40 minutes to one hour. To ensure consistency across interviews, the authors
followed the shared interview guide (Appendix). The interview guide consisted of open-
ended questions exploring six key areas: (a) mothers’ initiation into and experiences with
their children’s English education, (b) types and extent of their involvement (e.g., selecting
private institutions, home study, online resources), (c) emotional experiences including
fulfilment, stress, and comparisons with other parents, (d) family dynamics and perceptions
of societal expectations, (e) challenges faced and evolution of support strategies over time,
and (f) impact on family life and personal wellbeing. Questions encouraged both concrete
examples and reflective insights about navigating English education in South Korea. Follow-
up questions were asked based on participants’ responses to probe deeper into their individual
experiences and perspectives. This balance between structure and adaptability supported

comparability across interviews while enabling the emergence of rich, participant-led



narratives. All interviews were audio-recorded with informed consent and transcribed
verbatim for analysis.

All interviews were conducted between March and April in 2025. Ethical approval
was obtained from the authors’ institution, and all participants provided informed consent
prior to participation.
<B> Data analysis

We employed an abductive analytical approach (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014), moving
recursively between participant accounts and theoretical concepts to ensure both empirical
grounding and interpretive depth. This iterative process allowed us to develop theoretical
insights while remaining anchored in participants’ lived experiences, moving systematically
between inductive pattern identification and theoretical interpretation.

Following transcription and familiarisation, we conducted open coding to identify
salient patterns, tensions, and recurring concerns expressed by participants in their own
terms. We used NVivo for data coding. All interview data were originally in Korean, and
coding was conducted directly in Korean without translation. Only the selected excerpts in
the article were translated into English. One author produced the initial translations, and the
other two authors reviewed them for accuracy and face validity. This process led to the
development of a preliminary coding scheme grounded in the participants’ own language and
situated experiences.

During this initial process, we identified the EMPATHICS framework (Oxford, 2016)
as particularly resonant with many of the dimensions of wellbeing emerging from the data.
We examined all 21 dimensions of the EMPATHICS framework to ensure comprehensive
mapping of maternal wellbeing. This broad engagement enabled us to identify a subset of
dimensions, particularly vicarious emotions, agency, and hope, as most salient in the context.

Emotion was extended to include vicarious emotions, referred as other-oriented emotional



responses elicited by and congruent with the other’s welfare (empathy) or discomfort
(distress; Batson et al., 1987).

The final coding scheme was thus an integrated, context-sensitive framework that
combined inductive, data-driven codes with selectively applied theoretical categories. This
reflexive approach allowed us to remain grounded in participants’ lived experience while
illuminating broader patterns of maternal wellbeing through theory.

Given the focus on interpretive depth and contextual nuance, we prioritised
collaborative consensus-building and investigator triangulation over statistical inter-rater
reliability metrics (Thurmond, 2001). Two authors independently coded nine full transcripts
using a shared coding protocol. Following initial coding, the coders compared their work
line-by-line, engaging in structured discussions to refine code definitions and resolve
discrepancies. Regular team meetings were held to discuss emerging codes, clarify
interpretations, and address analytical ambiguities. This collaborative approach ensured
interpretive alignment while maintaining the analytical sensitivity essential for understanding
nuanced maternal experiences.

Throughout multiple stages of data collection and analysis, all authors maintained
detailed memos and analytic reflections, which were regularly shared and discussed during
team meetings. These included: (a) emerging codes and their definitions, (b) connections
between empirical patterns and theoretical frameworks, and (c) reflexive notes on researcher
positionality and potential biases. This reflexive practice supported transparency and
auditability while helping to mitigate the risk of theoretical imposition on participants’
accounts.

Based on this analytical process, we selected excerpts that best illustrated the key
patterns (e.g., emotional attunement, hope, and reflexive agency), tensions (e.g., between

personal values and institutional expectations), and dynamics of maternal wellbeing that



emerged across the interviews. These excerpts were chosen for their representativeness and
for the insight they offer into the complex interplay between individual emotional responses,
parental decisions, and broader institutional contexts. We paid special attention to moments
where mothers expressed ambivalence, resistance, or adaptation, revealing how personal
agency operates within neoliberal structural constraints in South Korea. The findings showed
how maternal wellbeing is both challenged and sustained as mothers negotiate between
personal values, children’s needs, and societal expectations surrounding English education.
<A> FINDINGS
Various emotions, such as vicarious pride and anxiety are observed across the mothers’
accounts of supporting their children’s English education. These emotional experiences are
closely linked to maternal wellbeing—some enhancing it, others diminishing it. Among the
most salient emotions, we open the analysis with three anecdotes where the mother’s
vicarious pride is particularly highlighted.
<B> Vicarious pride
Mothers experience a strong sense of vicarious pride while engaging in their child’s English
education. These emotions are deeply entangled with prevailing language ideologies in South
Korea, where English proficiency is widely perceived not only as a practical skill but also as
a marker of cultural capital, social mobility, and elite status. Many mothers feel obliged to
provide English lessons to their child as early as possible believing that early exposure will
enable more “native”-like acquisition. LJ explicates the “shining moment” she experienced
when her child recited the content from English DVDs and books:
<INSERT EXCERPT 1 ABOUT HERE>
EXCERPT 1

LJ: Around the age of six or seven, my child read many children’s books in English

and watched a lot of English DVDs. He memorised the storylines of the books and



films. I was so surprised by this. Watching the DVDs, he memorised all the lines and
the entire storyline, too. The amazing thing was his pronunciation—it was so good.
But, honestly, it was just a shining moment that didn’t last very long.

(...)

I was so surprised and thought, “Oh, what we started when my child was just one
year old is finally paying off”. Seeing him with such good pronunciation and

reciting English as if it was his first language—honestly, [ was so surprised.

Such vicarious pride is particularly evident when children exceed their mothers’
expectations, as shown in SR’s case. When her child returned home with a trophy from their
private English school, she reminisced about how the trophy brought her immense joy and
pride, reflecting her desire and hope that her child would excel in English.
<INSERT EXCERPT 2 ABOUT HERE>
EXCERPT 2

SR: When he got off the bus holding a trophy and said, “Mum, I won this,” I was so
emotional. I almost, I cried on the spot (laughs). It was such a small trophy, but that
moment remains so vivid in my memory.

(...

English education wasn’t something society expected me to do as a mother—it was
just my own ambition. No one told me I had to do this. I just wanted my child to do

well in English, and that’s why I did it.

Vicarious pride is not only externally rewarded as manifested in SR’s case; it is also
strongly reinforced through mothers’ self-driven investment of time and energy and their

children’s subsequent uptake. JH is one of the mothers who proactively invests her time in



guiding her child’s English studies, providing her daughter with carefully selected learning
resources and reading English books together. She recalled feeling particularly thrilled and
proud when she noticed her daughter catching subtle nuances in English such as humour.
Understanding humour in a foreign language often requires not only contextual
comprehension but also cultural knowledge. Since such skills cannot be easily acquired by
simple learning, JH experienced an elevated sense of vicarious achievement:
<INSERT EXCERPT 3 ABOUT HERE>
EXCERPT 3

JH: Right now, I’'m reading the book Diary of a Wimpy Kid with my daughter.

We’ve been following along with the audiobook as well. When she understands the

humour in the book, it’s fascinating. It makes me feel so proud.

<B> Empathy

While mothers exhibit their vicarious desires for their children to speak English well, many
of them simultaneously express empathy, especially regarding the academic pressure placed
on their children. Despite acknowledging the strong tie between English language ability and
social success, GY expressed a concern that such academic pressure might manifest as
educational gaslighting on her child:
<INSERT EXCERPT 4 ABOUT HERE>
EXCERPT 4
GY: Even if someone excels academically, if they can’t speak well, they are often
perceived as not being proficient in English. Without realising it, I think I imposed
that burden on my child. From my own life experiences, I know that being good at
English opens up many opportunities. But I ended up imposing this belief on my

child as if English was a mandatory requirement, rather than a choice. That’s what I



dislike the most, yet I did it so naturally. Looking back, I wonder if I was almost
gaslighting my son educationally—telling him if he couldn’t speak English well,
he’d fall behind, and that fluency in English was the key to a better life. I think I

kept reinforcing that idea without realising it.

GY employed Mom s Guided English as one method to teach English at home hoping
to maximise her children’s exposure to English. The home study programme includes
immersive listening, which can be tedious for learners with limited comprehension skills, as
it requires them to listen to material they do not fully understand for an extended period.
Since GY herself also found the listening component challenging, she began to question
whether the approach was suitable for her child:
<INSERT EXCERPT 5 ABOUT HERE>
EXCERPT 5

GY: It was hard. My child had to do a lot of passive listening, even when he couldn’t
understand the English. It wasn’t easy at all. I started with something simple like
Peppa Pig or Ben and Holly's Little Kingdom. However, some of the more
challenging episodes were fast-paced and difficult to follow, even for me. It was
boring too, yet I kept asking my child to do it. At some point, I started wondering,
“Am I forcing my child to do something that even I find boring?” Time kept passing,

and it felt like my child was not making any progress.

As shown in GY’s narrative, empathy is entangled with feelings of guilt and self-
reflection that question the neoliberal English ideology which standardises success in life.
Such neoliberal ideology is deeply reflected in the anxiety experienced by the mothers, which

we discuss next.



<B> Anxiety

Anxiety is another salient emotion shared by mothers. On the surface, it often arises from the
gap between the mother’s lived realities and the dominant expectations they encounter in
relation to children’s English education, prompting ongoing self-assessment and comparison.
Across the accounts, self-evaluation, doubt, and reflexive adjustment appear as recurring
elements of this anxiety. NR’s uneasiness, for example, manifests such anxiety drawn by the
self-evaluation of her approach. Being a working mum herself, NR had fewer time resources
to (micro-)manage her children’s English education, such as making a tight schedule.
Although she attempted to benchmark a few recommended approaches online, she admitted
that she often felt anxious about not keeping up with every “must-do” step believed to be
necessary for success:
<INSERT EXCERPT 6 ABOUT HERE>
EXCERPT 6

NR: Some people stick to strict schedules and accomplish everything accordingly.

But I’'m not like that. This year, I started following a plan, but I’ve been feeling

anxious about the slow progress. There’s so much information out there, especially

on YouTube about “must-do” for mums who teach their child English at home.

Sometimes, I wonder if I’'m wasting time by missing out on something important.

Similarly, JH’s case demonstrates anxiety stemming from peer comparison. Although
her educational philosophy emphasised guiding her children to develop literacy in their
mother tongue before English, she nevertheless felt anxious when she encountered a friend
whose child had been heavily exposed to English and had exceptional English skills by the
age of four. This comparison served as a catalyst for her decision to increase her daughter’s

exposure to English:



<INSERT EXCERPT 7 ABOUT HERE>

EXCERPT 7
JH: I think I started teaching English due to external pressures. When my daughter
was three years old, I saw another child, just a year older, being heavily exposed to
English. That made me feel anxious. Initially, I focused on reading Korean books to
my daughter without worrying about English. But seeing how well that other child
was doing in English made me nervous, and I eventually started exposing my child
to English. It was an external trigger that made me think, “Am I neglecting
something important?” But I also thought, if we spend too much time on English, we
won’t have time for other things. So, I tried to give my daughter plenty of time to
read Korean books and make sure she had time to play during her elementary school

years.

Amidst her anxiety, JH managed her doubts through reflection, ultimately adhering to

her own parenting principle, which prioritised Korean literacy while still allowing her child a
good amount of pastime. While JH’s management of her anxiety was grounded in self-
reflection, BN exhibited more resistant agency towards normalised pressures, especially the
presumption that mothers should provide English education as early as possible. She resisted
joining mothers’ groups to exchange information about children’s English education, viewing
it as time- and energy-consuming, and instead intentionally distanced herself from the
emotional influence of peer comparison:
<INSERT EXCERPT 8§ ABOUT HERE>
EXCERPT 8

BN: All mothers find themselves in insecure situations with no single right answer.

A child’s success today does not guarantee continued success in the future. Even



when parents gather to discuss and debate, there’s no clear solution. So rather than
engaging in unproductive conversations, I try to listen to my own voice and focus on

what is best for my child.

In this excerpt, anxiety is described as an inherent emotion among mothers supporting
their children’s English education. This anxiety is, however, continually negotiated through
their reflective and resistant agency. Across the narratives, mothers’ accounts illuminate the
extent to which English education is structured through mothers’ unpaid pedagogical and
emotional labour from sourcing materials and organising routines to monitoring progress and
regulating their own emotions in relation to dominant expectations. Despite the institutional
normalisation of maternal labour and anxiety that accompanies it, not all mothers passively
accept these conditions. Some critically reflect on the dominant ideologies shaping English
education and actively choose alternative paths. These acts of resistance and adaptation are
not merely pragmatic but deeply agentic—grounded in personal values, child-centred
priorities, and emotional self-preservation.

<B> Reflective and resistant agency

It is widely considered a norm among Korean mothers to allocate significant financial
resources to their children’s English education, such as sending them to prestigious English
schools and kindergartens. While this reproduces dominant ideologies, some mothers resist
such normalised practices based on their evaluations of what works academically and what
aligns with their emotional and ethical orientations. These mothers’ approaches represent
nuanced agency that is both reflexive and resistant to what may be understood as English
education as an institution. At the same time, however, their choices cannot be separated from
the neoliberal ideology that commodifies English learning as an early investment in human

capital.



DM’s narrative represents this case, demonstrating how her alternative approach,
which is reading aloud English books for her children, has benefited not only her children but

also her own wellbeing:

<INSERT EXCERPT 9 ABOUT HERE>

EXCERPT 9
DM: When other kids started attending English academies, I decided to try a
different approach. In Korea, children usually start going to English academies after
kindergarten or around the first grade. Instead of sending my children to an

academy, I started teaching them English through children’s books.

Interviewer: Why didn’t you send them to an academy? Why did you decide to teach

them at home?

DM: I didn’t want English to feel like a subject to be studied. I didn’t formally teach
Korean either—I simply helped them learn it naturally through books. They figured

out Korean on their own by reading.

DM’s decision not to send her children to an English school was grounded in her
reflections on how they had acquired Korean alphabet and literacy through book reading.
Believing that natural language acquisition operates on the same mechanism, she thought
repetitive exposure to English, accompanied by the combination of sound and text, would
facilitate her children’s acquisition of English. By maintaining her wish for her children to
study English light-heartedly, DM evaluated her approach as successful and developed a
strong sense of self-efficacy. This enabled her to practice reflexive agency and to resist the
trend of sending children to English schools, where they may be stressed from desk-based

learning and over-study at such a young age. We observe that DM’s sustained belief



generated a sense of maternal pride and enhanced her own wellbeing as she felt gratified by
the progress achieved without costly private English lessons. In this way, she resisted the
neoliberal pressure to view English as institutionalised credential.

One neoliberal trend introduced by some of the costliest private English academies in

Korea is entrance exams to study at these academies. In Korean language, shikeom (A 3)
and goshi (3LA]) translate as “exam”. Between the two words, goshi catries a sense of

seriousness and heavier importance, as the word is often used to refer to national exams to
select high-ranking officials, such as judges and diplomats. Due to their selective nature,
exams that are marked as goshi are perceived as difficult and stress-inducing because they
require significant time and dedication to do well. In East Asia, there is a strong emphasis on
scholarly achievement (J. Jung, 2018; Kim & Park, 2000). Passing high-stakes national
exams to enter high-ranking office often serves as a socially recognised marker of class and
reputation. (Kwon et al., 2017).

Goshi for 4-year-olds (4 Al 3LA]) and 7-year-olds (7 Al 3LA]) are known to prepare
pre-school children to pass entrance exams for prestigious after-school institutions (i.e.,
academies) for English study. The goshi is often criticised as a form of child abuse, as it
undermines children’s wellbeing (Heo, 2025). GY highlighted how the pressure to push
young children into such goshi has been normalised in Korea, exemplifying the
institutionalisation of English and the neoliberal ideology that frames English learning as
early-age competition. In contrast, her reflective approach demonstrated her agency in
questioning such highly demanding studies at a young age:
<INSERT EXCERPT 10 ABOUT HERE>
EXCERPT 10

GY: In Korea, there is what we call the “goshi for 7-year-olds,” which some kids

start preparing (for English) at a very young age. But ’'m going against that trend. I



think it’s better to observe my child and provide the right support when he needs it.

BN’s case illustrates a stronger form of resistant agency against the normalised
pressure on mothers to provide their children with English education as early as possible. She
worried that forcing English without sufficient familiarisation could be cognitively
demanding for her son. Exercising agency, she chose to expose her son to English gradually
rather than pushing him to study English every day, hoping that her son would come to
perceive English as familiar and non-threatening. For BN, there was no sense of a critical
period necessitating intense early study. This decision reflects her resistance to the neoliberal
discourse of urgency and early investment in English, focusing instead on her son’s comfort
and developmental readiness.
<INSERT EXCERPT 11 ABOUT HERE>
EXCERPT 11

BN: I didn’t think it was right for my child to suddenly start with ABCs without
much prior exposure. I thought it would be better to create an environment where
English is just naturally present around him. That way, my child could recognise that
English is everywhere without feeling pressured. I decided to keep things at that
level because I didn’t think it was a critical moment for my son yet. Compared to

other parents, my approach may seem relaxed, but I take it very seriously.

As data demonstrates, mothers who practise more reflective and resistant agency to
institutionalised English are able to maintain higher self-efficacy by stepping outside the
demanding process of selecting private academies and preparing for selective school tests.
Their narratives show that neoliberal ideologies of English education are not passively

reproduced. Instead, some mothers reinterpret “being a good mother” by aligning them with



their and children’s ethical and wellbeing-oriented goals. In GY’s reflective agency, for
instance, she explicitly distinguished between meeting institutional expectations of good
mothering and being a supportive presence for her children. This reworking of neoliberal
pressures demonstrates active renegotiation of what constitutes value and success in family
life.
<INSERT EXCERPT 12 ABOUT HERE>
EXCERPT 12
GY: Honestly, I felt ashamed. I used to criticise others for raising their children in
such a strict way, but I realised I was doing the exact same thing. Reflecting on this
made me let go of my own gaslighting tendencies. I don’t want to be a ‘good

mum’—I just want to be a good person for my children.

<B> Agentic decisions guided by hope and perseverance

Hope for children’s future is a powerful driver that sustains affective labour and long-term
investment. The most dominant pattern of hope observed among mothers is for their children
to become a competent user of English, which goes beyond measurable achievement at
school such as grades. Apart from valuing high achievement within institutionalised systems
(e.g., schools), all mothers expressed a shared hope that their children would feel comfortable
using English as a global citizen in the future, as DM explained:
<INSERT EXCERPT 13 ABOUT HERE>
EXCERPT 13

DM: I want my child to be someone who can not only succeed in school but also

feel comfortable communicating in English when they travel or live abroad.

In some families, such hopes impose domestic rules on spare-time activities,



sometimes sacrificing fun, not only for children but also for parents. RH’s case exemplifies
this clearly: even her husband refrained from watching Korean television to maintain an
English-only environment for their children. She admitted that she and her husband
occasionally watched Korean television in secret, illustrating the extent of their obsessive
perseverance in pursuing English proficiency for their children:
<INSERT EXCERPT 14 ABOUT HERE>
EXCERPT 14
RH: If we wanted our children to watch English TV, Korean TV should not be an
option because it’s just too entertaining. Without the option of Korean TV, they
would eventually turn to English TV. Until my kids finished elementary school, we
didn’t have Korean TV at home; only English TV programmes were available. Even
my husband avoided watching Korean TV for the children. Sometimes, though, we

would secretly watch Korean TV together.

Similarly, NR’s case reflects the same hope that her children would feel comfortable
understanding and using English, as shown by the family’s occasional outings to cinemas.
Because she wanted to provide more English input for her children, she and her husband
chose to watch films in the original English version rather than Korean-dubbed versions,
hoping that their children would have greater opportunities to listen to English.
<INSERT EXCERPT 15 ABOUT HERE>
EXCERPT 15

Interviewer: What impact has English education had on your family life, if there is
any?
NR: When we go to the cinema, we always watch the original English versions

without dubbing. Even though the children rely on subtitles (in Korean), we want



them to listen to the sound of the English language as much as possible.

Like many working mothers, NR admitted that she has limited time and energy to
micromanage her children’s English study. Instead of sending her children to private English
lessons, she sought alternative learning resources online and maintained a continued
dedication to guiding her children to learn English “as dust accumulates™. This approach has
worked for her children as she observed leaps in their children’s English proficiency, which
in turn gave her a strong sense of self-efficacy. Although her dedication did not require
significant financial sacrifice, her sustained emotional investment—driven by hopes for her
children—ultimately rewarded her, transforming the effort of supporting and guiding their
English study into a source of enjoyment and wellbeing:
<INSERT EXCERPT 16 ABOUT HERE>
EXCERPT 16

NR: My teaching style is slow and steady—Ilike dust accumulating over time.
Because of this, my children's progress doesn’t always seem immediate, but one day,
you suddenly notice a leap. It’s amazing to see their skills improve, even when we

are only doing a little every day.

Through her children’s gradual improvement in English, NR sustained her affective
investment and guidance in her children’s English education. Her hopes were grounded in the
children’s small yet meaningful achievements, and she maintained her role as a study guide
for her children. Her case manifests a mother’s hope and perseverance, exercised through her
own agency, as she navigates highly competitive educational realities and makes constant
decisions about how to allocate their emotional and financial resources to maximise

perceived gains—her children’s English ability and the better future implied by the asset:



<INSERT EXCERPT 17 ABOUT HERE>
EXCERPT 17
NR: Moments like that remind me that none of the small efforts were wasted. 1

didn’t spend much money or make any huge investments, but I did a good job.

<A> DISCUSSION

This study provides insights into how South Korean mothers navigate their wellbeing amidst
the institutional pressures of English education. Employing Oxford's EMPATHICS
framework (2016, 2018), maternal wellbeing is dynamically constructed through
interconnected psychological components, particularly vicarious pride, empathy, agency, and
hope. Mothers’ emotional experiences, ranging from vicarious joy to profound anxiety, are
deeply intertwined with immediate environment (e.g., peer comparison) and socially
constructed ideologies surrounding English education as symbolic capital. Vicarious pride
stemmed from children's educational successes, significantly contributes to maternal
wellbeing, influencing mothers’ sense of achievement as study managers and connectedness
with their children. This vicarious dimension of emotions can uniquely contribute to
wellbeing research in applied linguistics, highlighting the interdependent nature of teachers’
and mothers’ emotional wellbeing, which revolves around facilitating and witnessing
students’ and children’s growth and success. Given the inherently relational aspect of
teaching and parenting, experiencing vicarious pride or joy constitutes a meaningful
psychological reward and warrants further exploration in future research on teacher and
parental wellbeing. With regards to the theoretical implications, the explicit identification of
vicarious pride suggests that wellbeing frameworks such as EMPATHICS must explicitly
incorporate relational and other-oriented emotional dimensions to fully capture the

experiences of individuals in caregiving or teaching roles.



Empathy emerged as a salient theme in this study, interestingly, often accompanied by
feelings of maternal guilt. This reflects an internal tension between fulfiling societal
expectations for (over)educating children and protecting their children’s emotional wellbeing.
The importance of empathy in language learning and teaching is not new. Teacher’s capacity
to develop empathic relationships with their students has been recognised as an essential
character of competent language teachers (Gkonou & Mercer, 2018). Empirically, Henry and
Thorsen (2019) found the empathetic teacher-student interaction influences students’
motivation and engagement. In this study, mothers showed both affective and cognitive
dimensions of empathy (Mercer, 2016). They showed feelings for their children (emotional
empathy) and perspective taking (cognitive empathy), which led to important educational
decision. They critically evaluated dominant educational practices and deliberately chose less
stressful or alternative educational approaches. Thus, empathy functioned not only as
emotional and reflective responses but also as a critical mechanism through which mothers
negotiated the institutional demands of English education.

The findings also highlight the central role of agency in managing maternal
wellbeing. Agency, from a psychological perspective, involves processes such as self-
reflection, self-efficacy, and intentional decision-making, enabling mothers to consciously
manage and adapt their actions in response to contextual pressures. From a sociological
standpoint, agency is characterised by a temporal interplay of past experiences, present
contexts, and future orientations (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). Bridging these
multidisciplinary perspectives together, the findings demonstrated agency as an active and
contextually embedded, spanning both psychological and sociological dimensions. In this
study, mothers demonstrated considerable reflexivity in their decision-making, selectively
resisting prevailing educational norms by choosing alternative approaches aligned with their

beliefs and resources. Agency further served as a form of self-protection, allowing mothers to



reframe external pressures into meaningful and achievable goals, which in turn helped sustain
their resilience and wellbeing.

The centrality of agency in the findings reveals a critical tension within neoliberal
educational structures. While neoliberalism positions individuals as entrepreneurial actors
responsible for optimising their human capital (Harvey, 2005; Urciuoli, 2012), our data show
that mothers actively challenge this commodification through resistant agency. This
resistance is not a rejection of English education per se, but rather a renegotiation of
neoliberal values that prioritise market competition over children's wellbeing. For instance,
mothers who chose home-based reading over expensive English institutions were not opting
out of the system but redefining success on their own terms—prioritising joy and natural
acquisition over credentialing and test scores. This finding challenges the assumption that
neoliberal pressures uniformly shape parental behaviours, revealing instead how mothers
exercise agency to buffer their families from the most harmful aspects of educational
commodification while still navigating within its broader structures.

Hope emerged prominently across the interview data as a unifying, integrative
psychological resource that mediated perseverance, agency, and investment. Consistent with
the previous research on teachers’ wellbeing (Hiver, 2016; Maclntyre et al., 2022), mothers’
hope was integral to their long-term strategic orientation towards their children’s future
success in English, leading to persistent educational efforts despite emotional burdens and
financial costs. Aligned with Snyder’s (2002) hope theory, mothers articulated clear
educational goals, identified feasible pathways, and maintained motivational drive (i.e.,
agency) even amidst uncertainty. Uniquely, this study illustrates how hope encapsulates
motherhood in language education contexts, encompassing trust in children’s potential,

optimistic outlooks on future success, and persistent forward-oriented thinking.



From an institutional perspective, the findings underscore how neoliberal ideologies
embedded in English language education shape maternal roles and wellbeing. This
sociological framing extends previous critiques of the EMPATHICS framework (Alrabai &
Dewacele, 2023; Mercer & Murillo-Miranda, 2025) by explicitly demonstrating how
wellbeing dimensions interact within broader institutional structures. It therefore highlights
the need for wellbeing frameworks to attend more explicitly to institutional power dynamics
and socio-cultural expectations, offering a more nuanced understanding of how individual
and institutional factors jointly shape wellbeing.

Based on our findings, we propose a theoretical framework for Maternal Wellbeing
through Vicarious Pride, Empathy, Agency and Hope (M—VEAH) for intensive maternal
involvement in language education contexts. By integrating these four critical constructs—
vicarious pride, empathy, agency and hope—the proposed framework offers a comprehensive
lens for understanding maternal wellbeing, broadly applicable to other contexts including
heritage language learning and homeschooling where maternal involvement in language
education is significant. This integrative perspective encourages future empirical
investigation and practical interventions aimed at supporting mothers in their diverse
educational roles.

<A> CONCLUSION

This study has made visible what applied linguistics has long overlooked: maternal wellbeing
within the context of English fever. This study reveals how maternal wellbeing operates at the
intersection of care and capital, where neoliberal ideologies transform English from a
language into a commodity that mothers must strategically manage for their children's
futures. The M—VEAH framework illuminates how mothers do not simply reproduce
neoliberal values but actively negotiate them. Crucially, our findings show that what appears

as individual maternal “choice” in children’s English education is actually structured by



neoliberal institutions that privatise educational responsibility, placing the burden of global
competitiveness on families while obscuring systemic inequalities. The mothers in our study
are not free agents making unconstrained decisions but are navigating the landscape where
their wellbeing is inextricably tied to their success as educational entrepreneurs managing
their children’s human capital.

Mothers are not peripheral supporters but central agents whose emotion-laden efforts
and hope-based resilience sustain children’s learning, and in turn, uphold the very institution
of English education. To ignore maternal wellbeing is to ignore the human foundation on
which this system rests. In order to understand wellbeing in education in its fullest sense,
applied linguistics must expand beyond learners and teachers and recognise the wellbeing of
mothers and, by extension, families. Understanding maternal wellbeing through this
institutional lens reveals that supporting mothers requires not just individual interventions but
systemic recognition of how neoliberal educational structures shape, constrain, and often
exploit maternal labour and emotional investment.

Future research could draw on larger and more diverse samples, including fathers, and
employ a wider range of methods to validate and refine the proposed M—VEAH framework.
Longitudinal studies could offer critical insight into how its subcomponents evolve over time,
particularly as children transition through different educational stages. This study did not
collect the participant demographic information such as the number of children, socio-
economic background, or education level, which restricts the interpretation of how wellbeing
processes differ across social groups. Future research could incorporate demographic data to
enable more nuanced and comparative analyses.

Overall, this research calls for a socially aware and context-sensitive approach to
educational wellbeing. Maternal wellbeing should be understood as one important part of a

broader ecology of family and educational wellbeing, interconnected with childrens’ learning



experiences and institutional context. The findings carry implications for institutional practice
and policy. Schools and language institutions should reduce parental burden by providing
transparent guidance on developmentally appropriate English learning and curbing
assessment practices that intensify premature competition. At the policy level, educational
authorities must publicly discourage early high-stakes English competition and ensure that
institutional messaging does not implicitly shift educational responsibility onto families.
More broadly, the findings invite greater public recognition of how unrealistic expectation
around English proficiency, often shaped by marketised and competitive discourses,
outsource educational and emotional labour to households, particularly mothers. Collective
efforts to ensure clear institutional communication and a fair distribution of educational
accountability are essential for promoting both maternal wellbeing and more equitable
learning conditions.
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<A> APPENDIX: INTERVIEW GUIDE
1. Can you share your experiences related to your child’s English education?
What led you to start your child’s English education?

Are there any particular aspects of English education that you pay special attention
to?

Is there a moment that stands out in your child’s English learning journey?

2. To what extent and in what ways are you involved in your child’s English education?
How has this experience been for you?

How do you support your child's English education? (e.g., enrolling in academies,
studying together at home, using online resources, etc.)

Have you ever felt a sense of fulfilment or stress while participating in your child’s
English education? If so, what contributed to those feelings?



How do you think your family or those around you view your role in your child's
English education?

What are your family members’ (spouse, child, etc.) thoughts on your child’s English
education?

How do you view societal expectations or the expectations of other mothers regarding
your role in your child's English education?

How do you feel about your approach compared to other parents?
Is there a particular moment related to your child’s English education that stands out
to you? Have you encountered any difficult situations or had to make significant

decisions?

What has been the biggest challenge you have faced regarding your child’s English
education?

Have you encountered any unexpected difficulties? How did you handle them?

Has the way you support your child’s English education changed over time? If so,
how?

Have any specific experiences or events influenced your approach to English
education?

How has English education influenced your family life?
Has it affected your family's daily routines, lifestyle, or relationships?

How has supporting your child's English education impacted you personally?



