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Abstract
Research plays a crucial role in shaping the English Language Teaching (ELT) context, especially as demands for teacher professional development increase. This leads to a growing trend towards pursuing postgraduate programs that place greater demands on research competence. While studies on research are prevalent, a research gap remains regarding how ELT teachers – especially those who are graduates – conceptualize their research mindset. This study aims to fill that gap. This is Phase 1 of a larger study, utilizing a qualitative case study design incorporating a narrative frame (N=30) and in-depth interviews (N=4), which were conducted sequentially. Through the lens of Complex Dynamic Systems Theory (CDST), the results show that teachers’ research mindset is not a static entity but a non-linear transition, from viewing research as a mandatory task to voluntary professional engagement. The study also highlights the paradoxes between practical perception, the self-efficacy gap, and diplomatic capability in the research process. The findings initially imply that integrating research into practice in the training program is necessary, as well as building scaffolding pathways to strengthen self-reliance and foster communities of practice to cultivate a sustainable research mindset among teachers. 
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1. Introduction
In the modern era of education, the role of English as a Language Teacher (ELT) is not simply that of a language transmitter; it has expanded to include that of a reflective practitioner and researcher within the classroom (Kamali et al., 2024). The teacher-researcher relationship has become one of the key elements for sustainable professional development. In line with this, a new relationship between teaching and research was proposed, and early studies (Brew, 2001; Hattie & Marsh, 1996) demonstrated the unity of research and teaching, grounded in the common pursuit of knowledge by teachers and students, with an increasing role. Hattie and Marsh’s framework (1996) provided positive and negative relationships between teaching and research. This historical perspective supports the argument for a “teacher-researcher nexus,” where roles are mutually reinforcing. Then, Brew (2001) posits that teachers are active decision-makers whose beliefs are deeply rooted in their own apprenticeship of observation as learners. This illustrates the early acknowledgement of the teacher-research nexus, which lasts until current research concerns (Dao et al., 2022; Heng et al., 2022; Henry et al., 2020; Nguyen et al., 2016; Nguyen et al., 2022)
 However, for a teacher to transition from a mere instructor to a researcher requires not only professional skills but also a certain orientation and intrinsic belief (Nguyen et al., 2022). While research in higher education is extremely important, many graduate students and faculty members still face significant psychological and institutional barriers. Although the concept of “mindset” as famously developed by Dweck (2006) also provides insight into why some people persevere in tackling difficult scientific problems while others give up, the specific concept of mindset about research in the ELT context is still scant. This study examines the role of developing a “research mindset” in graduate students using Complex Dynamic Systems Theory (CDST) to bridge the knowledge gap regarding intrinsic psychological components within the educational context of Vietnam.
2. Literature Review
2.1. Teacher research in English Language Teaching
Borg (2010) defines teacher research as a systematic, public inquiry aimed at the improvement of practice, drawing a clear boundary between engagement in research (production) and engagement with research (consumption). Research engagement is widely conceptualized as encompassing two interrelated but distinct forms: engagement with research (e.g., reading, consuming, and critically evaluating research) and engagement in research (e.g., designing studies, collecting and analyzing data, and disseminating findings) (Borg, 2010; Dao et al., 2022). Johnson và Hepworth (2022) also defined research in teaching as:
…research generated by practitioners working to understand their own practices and their own lives… begins with a puzzle or an issue related to practice that requires development and improvement (Johnson & Hepworth, 2022, p.31). 
From the book of Banegas et al. (2022), the core characteristics of teacher research are performative and agentic. This positions teachers in an inquiry practice with an aim to bridge the gap between educational research and practice. Teachers are encouraged to utilize their knowledge and specific school surroundings to intervene in their teaching contexts (Banegas et al., 2022)
In this case, teacher research is viewed as a form of professional practice, not merely an academic product. In ELT, an inquiry-oriented mindset helps teachers view classroom problems as researchable issues, thereby fostering systematic reflection and evidence-based decision-making (Nguyen et al, 2022). Despite its value for professional development, direct research practice remains a minority activity due to institutional barriers and a technocratic orientation that views research as separate from teaching (Borg, 2010). The transition from consuming research to producing research is a developmental process, not an automatic one, and requires structured support such as mentoring and dialogue guidance (Dao et al., 2022; Nguyen et al., 2022).
2.2. A brief history of teachers’ research mindset in English Language Learning
Mindset, mentioned as a target of concern to unpack individual differences, including capacity, cognition, and ethics (Dweck, 2006). In practice, individuals are capable of the capacity for lifelong learning and development through both nature (e.g., heredity or talent) and purposeful engagement (e.g., experience, training, individual effort, and environmental impact). From Dweck’s perspective, natural abilities serve as a starting point, and “purposeful engagement” facilitates the remainder of the process (Sternberg, 1985). Accordingly, learning and cognition occur interdependently. Elliot and Dweck (1988) developed “Achievement Goal Theory” to construct differences in response by distinguishing between performance goals and learning goals. Individuals seeking to validate their competence are considered to have performance-related goals; in contrast, those with learning goals maintain a perception of developing their current competence. To further understand the origins of these goals, the concept of mindset and theories of intelligence have been studied. Throughout extensive research on this issue, Dweck (2006) indicated that the perspective individuals apply to themselves profoundly affects their way of life, achievements, and goals. This opened a new research direction regarding the interdependence of beliefs, qualities, competence, and psychology, as well as their formation and whether they are fixed or malleable. From this, Dweck (2006) introduced the concept of mindset with two perspectives: fixed mindset and growth mindset. Specifically, those with a fixed mindset apply the concept of stasis to intelligence, while those with a growth mindset believe that intelligence is merely a starting point and is capable of changing over time. 
Dweck (2008) identified two implicit theories of intelligence: “Incremental” and “Entity.” First, aligned with the fixed mindset, entity theory posits that intelligence is a fixed and stable trait that humans possess from birth (Dweck et al, 1995). Individuals with this mindset tend to blame their own intelligence and ability when facing failure, which leads to the risk of poor performance. Conversely, those following the incremental theory possess a growth mindset, believing their intelligence can be molded, changed, and nurtured through effort and persistence; they are also ready to face novelty and challenges, desiring to develop competence and utilize their knowledge effectively (Dweck, 2000). In line with Achievement Goal Theory (Elliot & Dweck, 1988), mentioned above, growth-mindset individuals tend to set learning goals, whereas fixed-mindset individuals choose performance goals. When facing challenges, entity theory views them as threats, whereas incremental theory views them as information, including mistakes or failures (Dweck, 2008). 
The analysis above demonstrates the connection between theories related to intelligence factors and learner achievement. It also shows the foundational nature of these theories for the terminology and classification of fixed and growth mindsets. Consequently, the term “mindset” is often cited as a foundational concept in theories of intelligence (Dweck & Molden, 2007). Overall, mindset is considered and researched as part of a belief system and self-regulation mechanism, providing a more comprehensive view of how mindset affects human motivation and behavior (Ryan & Mercer, 2012).
Mindset plays a crucial role in the learning process and learning outcomes. This is because learners’ beliefs about their own abilities and intelligence significantly mediate how they approach learning and develop knowledge (Dweck, 2006). In other words, mindset can lead to differences in learning outcomes. Factors such as learners’ beliefs, behaviors, needs, and skills are all related to their thinking systems (Dweck, 2006). Mindset in education is divided into two main types: fixed mindset and growth mindset. These two types of mindsets reflect an individual’s belief that learning ability is fixed or can be developed through effort (Ryan & Mercer, 2012; Dweck, 2006). A fixed mindset causes learners to prioritize the validation of competence over its cultivation. Individuals with this mindset often avoid challenges, fear making mistakes, and are susceptible to disengagement when faced with difficulties (Dweck, 2008). A growth mindset encourages learners to believe that abilities can be developed through effort and learning. This perspective is linked to incremental theory and learning goals, rather than focusing solely on results (Dweck, 2000; Elliot & Dweck, 1988). Thus, learners with a growth mindset are more likely to progress and develop academically than learners with a fixed mindset. This is because a growth mindset fosters motivation, perseverance, and a positive attitude towards mistakes. Learners view mistakes and feedback as opportunities to improve their learning (Dweck & Molden, 2007).
[bookmark: _Hlk233273548]2.3. Teacher’s research mindset as a continuous, dynamic, and integrated system under the complex dynamic perspectives
The construct of mindset has undergone a profound theoretical evolution over the last two decades. The analysis identifies Dweck (2006) as the predecessor of the field, establishing the influential dichotomy of fixed versus growth mindsets. This binary framework – categorizing individuals as possessing either fixed or growth mindsets – was instrumental in explaining motivational patterns, wherein individuals are categorized based on their belief in the malleability of human competence. However, a dominant theme emerging from recent scholarship is the problematization of this static framework.
The introduction of Complex Dynamic Systems Theory (CDST) as an explanatory mechanism is crucial here. The review highlights Larsen-Freeman (1997) as the initiator of this paradigm shift in language development, challenging linear models of mastery in favor of a process of becoming. Since language development is often dynamic and context-dependent, accompanying psychological mechanisms like mindset should also be viewed with corresponding flexibility and non-linearity. Therefore, current studies reframe mindset not as a static internal attribute, but as a dynamic psychological orientation that is emergent and context-dependent. From this point, mindsets are not merely possessed but are enacted through continuous interaction with social, institutional, and cultural environments. This change reflects a new trend in educational psychology, which focuses on the developmental process through experience and community collaboration, rather than viewing the research mindset as a fixed characteristic.
A research mindset can be examined as a dynamic and socially situated system of cognition and action toward research. Based on the conceptual framework with Complex Dynamic System Theory (CDST), the research mindset emerges not as a stable individual disposition but as a multilevel construct. Under the lens of CDST, this encompasses initial research experiences, cognitive mediation, behavioral enactment, and situational affordances. 
2.4. Working definition of teachers’ research mindset 
The research mindset is not a static state or a rigid definition, but a developing concept with fluidity and high adaptability. Originating in science education (Wood, 2003) and adapted by Nguyen et al. (2022) for language teachers, this concept has continuously evolved through various stages (Lu et al, 2026). From focusing solely on the primary element of individual perception within the university environment (Wood, 2003), the concept has expanded to the field of language teaching to describe enduring individual dispositions (Taraban & Logue, 2012) closely linked to scientific understanding and readiness for action (Nguyen et al., 2022; Lu et al., 2026). 
Because of its non-fixed nature, the research mindset continually opens new spaces for redefinition and enrichment across diverse professional contexts and empirical data. By placing the cognition and action elements of previous studies into the specific context of language teaching education, Lu et al. (2026) emphasized the importance of recognizing the teacher’s dual roles as both practitioners and researchers. This aims to strengthen the link between research and practice. This perspective aligns with the current needs for teacher development in language teacher education (LTE) “for teachers to engage not only with research to inform their teaching …but also to carry out research in their classrooms” (Lu et al., 2026). Based on this, the present study applies the perspective of language teachers as both practitioners and researchers to explore the characteristics of their thinking and research practices when assuming this dual role, and how they develop and strengthen the relationship between research and practice.
Based on the development process of the research mindset concepts mentioned above, in this study, teachers’ research mindset in ELT is operationalized as a persistent yet adaptive disposition toward evidence-based problem-solving, encompassing their perceptions and actions related to research in ELT. It functions as a dynamic system wherein teachers’ cognition (an awareness of the importance of research to teaching practice, research glasses with an exploratory and evidence-based perspective, confidence, and enthusiasm) and actions (evidence-based teaching practice in ELT, research implementation in the teaching context, willingness to experiment with new techniques and use research findings) related to research in ELT are mutually constitutive and continuously mediated by past experiences (knowledge schemas, seniority, accumulated experience, and academic background) and situated professional context (location and resources, organizational support, social interaction). 
Figure 1
Components of the teacher’s research mindset
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[bookmark: _Hlk233273988]2.5. Current studies on the teacher research and teachers’ research mindset 
Although the relationship between research and teaching is widely acknowledged, much of previous research has focused on the influence of external factors on research productivity or the role of research in professional development (Hattie & Marsh, 1996). In recent years, a significant shift has been observed as research has pivoted toward internal factors and the process of fostering a research mindset (Smith & Rust, 2011; Wilson et al., 2017; Dao et al., 2022; Nguyen et al., 2022; Truong et al., 2025).
These studies have shown that pedagogical interventions at the micro level can promote research thinking, particularly through research-based learning, fostering critical thinking, academic engagement, and a learning community among students and faculty (Smith & Rust, 2011). First, research programs for students, such as the Summer Undergraduate Research Fellowship, demonstrate that direct participation in research can enhance problem-solving skills, academic understanding, and learning motivation (Wilson et al., 2017). Additionally, teacher-learner engagement in research requires structured pedagogical support, such as the Research Engagement Process (REP) model, which utilizes scaffolding and expert guidance to help learners transition from reading research to conducting research (Dao et al., 2022). Practical research experiences and community practice also play a crucial role in developing inquiry-oriented thinking and research identity through academic collaboration and shared problem-solving (Nguyen et al., 2022; Truong et al., 2025).
However, other studies have also shown that the development of a research mindset at the individual level does not necessarily translate into research productivity at the organizational level, as it is influenced by structural constraints within the higher education system (Harman & Ngoc, 2010; Fatseas, 2010; Heng et al., 2022; Nguyen et al., 2016). More specifically, institutional factors and working conditions such as academic qualifications, income, and teaching workload significantly influence faculty research productivity (Henry et al., 2025). In the Vietnamese context, although the government has promoted higher education reform and strengthened research capacity, universities still face many limitations, such as a lack of resources, research infrastructure, and research culture (Harman & Ngoc, 2010; Fatseas, 2010). High teaching workloads and financial pressures lead many faculty members to prioritize teaching over research, resulting in low scientific publication rates at regional universities (Nguyen et al., 2016). Similar challenges are also observed in the Southeast Asian context, where a gap exists between policy discourse and academic practice, even though research and teaching are often seen as complementary (Heng et al., 2022).
2.5. Problem statement
Overall, evidence suggests that the development of research-oriented thinking is a result of the interaction between micro-interventions and macro-structural conditions, highlighting the need to consider both levels simultaneously when studying research engagement in higher education. This reveals research gaps in focusing solely on surface productivity, the dissonance within the research-teaching nexus, and the need for a deeper understanding of how the research mindset of teachers has been defined, and how this understanding should be changed or maintained within the education system and postgraduate training environment. 
2.6. Research aim and research question
Acknowledging the gap mentioned above, the researcher conducted an exploratory sequential longitudinal study, which aims to not only explore teachers’ conceptualization of their research mindset but also examine whether their research mindset changes after completing an official post- graduate program, their Master program. This study consists of two stages with four different phases, conducted sequentially.
In this paper, we present the first phase of Stage 1 of this study, which aims to explore the conceptualization of teachers’ research mindset with the specific question: 
How do teachers, as graduates, conceptualize their research mindset during their Master’s program?
3. Methodology
3.1. The design 
In this current study, we employed a qualitative case study design, as the first phase in stage 1 of another exploratory sequential longitudinal mixed-methods study. 
The narrative frame was used in this to serve a large cohort, allowing broad access to participants’ reflections while maintaining a structured format. Then, in-depth interviews were conducted to gather insights about how they conceptualize their research mindset in the ELT context.
Narrative frames are recognized as a legitimate and increasingly established method in narrative inquiry within EFL and teacher education research (Wicking, 2021). This was first developed by Barkhuizen and Wette (2008) and is defined as a written story template consisting of a series of incomplete sentences and blank spaces of varying lengths (Barkhuizen, 2011). The collection of rich qualitative data from a large number of participants without the constraints of time, geographical distance, or scheduling that typically limit face-to-face data collection (Barkhuizen, 2014). Methodologically, the structured nature of narrative frames helps participants organize their reflections logically and coherently, which is especially valuable when working with respondents with varying levels of academic writing proficiency (Wicking, 2021). Moreover, completing the frames independently, without direct researcher presence, may reduce social desirability bias and encourage more candid responses. Nevertheless, narrative frames also present certain limitations. Participants may perceive the structured format as restrictive or frustrating, and the absence of direct interaction prevents researchers from clarification or elaboration by asking any follow-up questions (Wicking, 2021). Narrative frames were not used as the sole data source (Barkhuizen, 2014) but were complemented by in-depth interviews. In this study, narrative frames therefore functioned both as an initial exploratory tool and as a foundation for the subsequent in-depth interviews (Creswell & Guetterman, 2024). Thus, this is considered appropriate in the study to strengthen the protocols for the following in-depth interview and to overcome the limitations of a small participant sample.
As mentioned in the section on the working definition of teachers’ research mindset in ELT, some empirical studies contributed to the development of teachers’ research mindset (Woods, 2003; Taraban & Logue, 2012; Nguyen et al., 2022; Lu et al., 2026). Narrative frames and in-depth interview protocols were designed based on findings of these empirical studies on teachers’ research mindset with four main clusters. The four clusters consist of teachers’ previous experiences, their cognition, their action in relation to research, and the contextual factors (See Figure 2.1).  
3.2. The context and participants  
3.1.1. The context and participants
Participants are teachers in English Language Teaching and are studying in a Master’s program at a university in the Mekong Delta. They were recruited for many reasons. Firstly, due to the need for teacher professional development up to 2030 (MOET, 2021), an increasing number of teachers, especially core teachers at schools, institutions, or universities, are participating in Master’s programs. Given their current teaching and research roles, as well as their role as future human resources, their research mindset at this stage is extremely important. Secondly, in terms of the context, choosing a Master’s program at a university in the Mekong Delta is for the following reasons. This is not just about enhancing knowledge, but the most crucial transition period for a teacher to become a researcher. Furthermore, this is one of the region’s prestigious and important institutions for training postgraduate human resources. Finally, in the Vietnamese context, the diversity of input (those who have previously completed a graduate thesis and those taking a substitute course) creates a significant gap in readiness. This research is crucial because it helps determine how this difference in background affects the ability to absorb the research mindset during the two years of training.
3.1.2. Sampling
More than 30 participants were recruited by using convenience sampling. They were invited to complete a narrative frame in person. This sampling takes advantage of the availability and willingness of Master’s students who are studying in the same university. 
The participants have finished the three courses in relation to educational research, including courses for research methodology, data collection and analysis, and writing for publication. At the end of these courses, each of them had a proposal and some preliminary data as course outcomes and preparation for their graduation thesis. All of the invited participants passed these courses with an acceptable quality of outcomes.
Based on the results of the narrative frame, which showed their in-depth response and willingness to participate in the next phases, four of the 30 participants (detailed information is presented in Table 1 below) were selected to individually join an online in-depth interview, using purposive sampling. We also tried to ensure that the four participants who were invited also had diverse academic and teaching backgrounds, from a novice freelance tutor to a senior teacher in a public high school.
Table 1
Participant description
	No.
	Coded Name
	Description

	P1
	Hoa
	She is an English teacher at an English language center.
Previously, she mainly learned about research through documents, books, and articles. She had never participated in any research.

	P2
	Huy
	He is a senior English teacher at a High school.
He has never conducted research, only knowing about it through two courses in his Bachelor’s program.

	P3
	Nam
	He is a teacher at an English tutoring center.
He habitually reads short articles about research in various fields from sources such as National Geographic. In addition, he has participated as a participant in research. From this, he has an understanding of research but has never conducted any research.

	P4
	Tâm
	He is currently not officially employed by any organization. He is pursuing a Master’s program immediately after graduating with a Bachelor’s degree.
Previously, he had experience approaching research from courses at the Bachelor’s level and tried applying it to research during his Master’s program.


3.2. Data collection and analysis procedure
Data collection
After being designed, the template of narrative frames was piloted with at least two students (different from the participants of this stage) to test its effectiveness and receive constructive feedback. The results were collected and compared with the study objectives, and the researcher and supervisor carefully considered constructive feedback to rewrite and simplify some sections before sending them to participants. After completing narrative frames, 4 participants were selected and invited to an in-depth interview. Each interview was conducted individually in approximately 90 minutes.
Data analysis
Thematic analysis is a method developed by Braun and Clarke (2006), primarily suitable for qualitative data in psychology, social science, or education. This method can not only organize and describe the data set in detail but also interpret various aspects of the research topic (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) fits this design because of its flexibility to identify broad patterns in how participants conceptualized teachers’ research mindset during the program. 
The analysis process of the data includes six steps. After gathering narrative frames from target participants, I familiarized myself with the data by lining up and rearranging. Then, I generated initial codes after grouping, reading, and analyzing raw data. The third step helped search for themes, and then reviewed them again and again in the next step. Themes, latter, were refined and named. Finally, the report was produced with generated themes and sufficient excerpts. Noticeably, I also asked for my lecturers’ and supervisor’s checks for both the generated codes and themes. These themes played a crucial role in the revision of the in-depth interview protocol, in-depth interview participant recruitment (mentioned in the Sampling section), and data triangulation. Then, after gathering in-depth interview data, this six-step process was conducted again, also under the supervision of the lecturers and supervisors, to analyze the in-depth interview data. The two sources of data were then triangulated to find out the final themes.
 						 4. Results
The research results show that, although all four participants were enrolled in the same Master’s degree program, differences in background, research experience, and current work environment led to differences in how they conceptualized their research mindset. This demonstrates that a research mindset is not a fixed concept but a dynamic system that is constantly changing and influenced by both experience and the current environment.
Theme 1: The research mindset is about continuous improvement to solve real-world problems
Hoa conceptualized her research mindset as being closely linked to innovation and improving the quality of teaching through reflection, inquiry, and independent research. She did not view research as a “distant theoretical field” but rather as a continuous mindset process aimed at finding solutions to problems, especially those in her own classroom. Hoa said:
“I think a research mindset is about continuous improvement and finding new results…it’s a system in which I constantly review my teaching process…to solve problems and improve quality.”
Regarding her perspective on research and teaching, Hoa previously felt that research did “not support teaching much because it was time-consuming”. However, she realized there is a “strong connection when research results can support practical work,” and conversely, a “separation” if it is “merely paper theory.” Although Hoa currently identifies herself primarily as someone who “uses research for her graduate studies”, she believes in her ability to develop her research competence in the future and affirms that research is necessary.
Linking with Hoa’s teaching context and previous experiences, reported in Table 1, and her narrative frame, her research mindset is conceptualized as a tool for classroom improvement, which needs to be practical. This stemmed directly from her purely theoretical experiences from books, which caused the initial confidence gap in her research mindset. Her teaching context at a language center, which is mostly product-driven and demands tangible results, also affected her research mindset and characterized it with innovation and improvement in her teaching quality, with direct and practical effects in her classrooms.
Sharing the same conceptualization approach, Huy has taken the research mindset beyond the realm of knowledge or skills, instead focusing on attitude and emotion. He conceptualized the research mindset as a continuous process of learning and self-evaluation. He said:
“A research mindset includes learning, reflection, application, and self-evaluation.”
But he added the element of “curiosity and dedication to discovering knowledge.” He believes that a teacher needs “an open-minded, inquisitive, and inquisitive mindset.” Like Hoa, for Huy, research must have “practical value and help teachers develop their problem-solving thinking.” However, he faces “time pressure,” especially when balancing teaching and participating in a Master program, which sometimes weakens his thinking. Nevertheless, Huy remains “determined to continue” his research in the future to bring “value to learners and the community.”
Mentioning curiosity and dedication as characteristics of Huy’s research mindset reflected the interaction between his seniority and environmental pressure. As a high school teacher, he also lacked practical research experience like Hoa and experienced the workload at the public school, which limited his research engagement. This acts as a strong external constraint and leaves his research mindset heavily influenced by his own determination, reflected in his internal goal to bring value to his community. 
Theme 2: Research Mindset is the ability to think systematically and logically, inspired by practical values
Nam believed that a research mindset is a process of logical thinking, where teachers “do not perceive, evaluate, and solve problems emotionally or formally.” He emphasized structure and observation skills to adjust teaching methods. He defined it as:
“A research mindset is the ability to think systematically, logically, and flexibly in problem-solving… helping me approach research problems systematically and avoid formalistic research.”
However, he often encountered a conflict when conducting research “does not fit within his time constraints and heavy teaching workload at school.” He felt “lacking confidence in his ability to conduct systematic research” and “does not believe” he “can further develop this ability” due to “lack of opportunities for training.” Because he prioritized teaching, Nam plans “not to continue doing research in the future.”
Nam’s research mindset showed a focus on a logical and systematic approach, shaped by his habit of reading multidisciplinary scientific papers and his experience as a research participant. This experience helped him develop a knowledge schema. Even though he did not directly conduct his own study, as a consumer and participant of educational research, he exposed and understood the nature of research. However, his current teaching context with teaching intensity and a lack of training opportunities, as he mentioned above, hindered his faith in his potential to conduct research independently. 
Tam also shared this view, but took a more practical approach. He conceptualized that “a research mindset must be based on proven evidence and is part of professional development.” He stated:
“A mindset is something sustainable over time… based on existing research, because it has been validated. A teacher with a research mindset is someone who can utilize existing research as well as obtain data themselves within the current teaching context.”
Tam used to think “research is unnecessary for teachers,” but now he believes it is part of “being a professional teacher.” He particularly saw a “strong connection” in the action research model. He also emphasized the “support of modern tools like AI in developing research capabilities”. Regarding research engagement, he “affirms the possibility” of participating in research in the future. However, he was “not entirely sure” about whether to “conduct the research [himself] or simply use” existing research. He also stated that he “would not commit to a long-term engagement unless it was absolutely necessary for his studies or work.”
Tam demonstrated a pragmatic and professional research mindset, reinforced by his current academic context as a full-time Master students. Despite following the same Master program as the three former participants, he showed his background acted as an ideal catalyst with no workload pressure. Lacking current teaching experience, his research mindset was stuck with an academic foundation in his Bachelor program and his self-study using AI and other supporting tools. However, due to his limited teaching practice,  he cannot make sense of the role between teaching and research, and showed his uncertainty with his future commitment to do research.
5. Discussion 
5.1. Unpacking their conceptualization of research mindset with Complex Dynamic System Theory
Under the lens of Complex Dynamic System Theory (CDST) (Larsen-Freeman, 1997; Larsen-Freeman & Hiver, 2025), a research mindset is viewed not as a static trait, but as an emergent, non-linear, and socially situated system. Using the above-identified themes, this study can briefly unpack this system through its interacting components, constraints, and attractors. Furthermore, based on the themes above, a person with an evolving research mindset in an ELT context can be described in the following paragraph.
Environmental factors act as “attractions/constraints” shaping systemic behavior. The large workload and time scarcity are strong constraints limiting research participation. Research is difficult to become a regular activity because the time and effort costs (thinking, completing research) are too high. The difficulties of workload, time scarcity, and the lack of connection between research and classroom reality shared by students have been confirmed in recent studies by Henry et al. (2020) and Heng et al. (2022). CDST views these as strong constraints hindering the development of mindset systems. The study by Lu et al. (2026) adds that teaching location (urban and rural) also creates significant differences in cognition and action due to disparities in resources and cultural support for research. This means that the research mindset may develop gradually with effort and time, but competence needs time and conditions. Therefore, without environmental intervention, such as support from the school or training program, persistently low research engagement or experiences can lead to a decline in research mindset over time, as mentioned in the study by Taraban and Logue (2012). 
Then, non-linearity and transformation in the training process also occur. According to CDST, the system changes when there is a catalyst. Master’s programs act as a catalyst, helping learners shift from being consumers of research to having a more multi-dimensional understanding of research (Dao et al, 2022). Further, a study by Lu et al. (2026) points to a paradox that novice teachers often have a very high cognitive mindset but a lower action-oriented mindset compared to experienced teachers. This reflects the non-linear shift observed in current findings when learners begin to move from viewing research as a mandatory task to a voluntary professional commitment when they realize the practical value in solving classroom problems. This shift demonstrates the emergent nature of the teacher-researcher identity thanks to the training process. Therefore, situational factors are both hindrances (teaching pressure, fixed curriculum) and motivators (passion for discovery, Master’s program). 
In terms of attractor state and professional identity, the majority of participants position themselves as users or consumers of research rather than researchers. The main reason is a lack of confidence in their research abilities (e.g., confident in reading literature but lacking the ability to identify a topic or conduct methodological research) (Nguyen et al., 2022). This causes the thinking system to be “stuck” in the consumer state. Behavior and feedback loops are considered within the system. When faced with difficulties, learners seek social support (colleagues, experts). They receive feedback – reflect – adjust their goals and methods, demonstrating self-regulation and adaptability. The prominent professional identity is that teachers are always thinking, curious, and seeking new solutions to improve teaching (Wood, 2003). This is driven by critical thinking and long-term goals aimed at providing value to learners.
The cognitive component of the research mindset is also presented. Participants see themselves as teachers with critical thinking skills, but still primarily as consumers of research. They value the practicality of research, viewing it as a tool for solving classroom problems. A lack of confidence in their abilities prevents them from taking on the role of a researcher. Then, about the behavioral component, believing that research skills can be developed through learning and practice. Demonstrating perseverance, seeking literature and support from professional networks to improve their abilities. 
In conclusion, the research mindset of teachers participating in this study is pragmatic, highly dependent on social context, and currently in a state of academic transition. This state is facilitated with a growth orientation, when the perception of research shifts from a forced requirement to a necessary professional investment with personal traits like curiosity and passion. 
5.2. Research-teaching paradox and transition emerging from teachers’ research mindset
The above results show similarities with Borg’s (2010) study, where viewing oneself as merely a consumer of research products was mentioned as one of the two main types of teacher engagement with scientific research in the field of education. Furthermore, Nguyen et al.’s (2022) study found that while teachers had graduated with the necessary knowledge and understanding for research, they lacked confidence in their ability to conduct research and had not had much practical experience. The study of Priyadarsini and Kumar (2024) emphasizes that practical research experiences (UREs) and effective mentoring are key catalysts for improving self-efficacy and fostering a research mindset. This explains why Hoa and Huy lack confidence in their own research capabilities, regardless of their trained research skills. On the contrary, Clark and Johnstone’s (2018) study of undergraduate students also indicates that overconfidence sometimes masks actual shortcomings in scientific research and citation skills. This seems different when considering teachers as graduates, as they tend to underestimate their scientific research and citation skills and overestimate the difficulty of the research procedure. 
The lack of a tendency to participate in research due to a preference for teaching demonstrates a negative correlation, as seen in Hattie & Marsh’s study (1996). Simultaneously, the difficulties they shared regarding workload, research not being closely aligned with reality (Ding et al., 2025), or lack of time have also been confirmed in recent studies (Henry et al., 2020; Heng et al., 2022). The current research emphasizes the deep link between research and problem-solving ability, a perspective also found in high school students in the study by Ding et al. (2025), where research is understood as a continuous process of curiosity, progression, and in-depth exploration. For teachers like Nam, who prioritize teaching over research is not only a personal choice but also a consequence of institutional factors such as assessment standards focused on course overall scores rather than research outcomes. Their denial of either the research or teaching role, despite recognizing the relationship between the two, shows the variability of the research mindset when environmental factors become unfavorable. These factors can include institutional and working conditions such as educational qualifications, income, and teaching workload (Henry et al., 2020), or a lack of resources, research infrastructure, and research culture (Harman & Ngoc, 2010; Fatseas, 2010). 
Additionally, the belief that one cannot develop research capabilities or that one’s mindset is always fixed also reflects a fixed mindset (Dweck, 2006). In this case, all past and present difficulties and failures become barriers to future research participation. To overcome the problem of a fixed mindset, the role of Communities of Practice is essential (Dao et al., 2022). Walker et al. (2020) pointed out that collaboration among colleagues not only creates a safe space for experimentation but also helps teachers overcome feelings of isolation and build researcher identity. Conversely, there is still a belief that one’s own ability can be developed, which reflects a growth mindset (Dweck, 2006). In the case of Hoa and Huy, their belief in the potential for future research capacity development is an expression of a growth mindset according to Dweck (2006), which helps them view current challenges as opportunities and affirm their intention to continue participating in research in the future. The fact that students in this study proactively sought support from the professional network when facing difficulties is a positive feedback loop, helping the mindset system to self-adjust and develop sustainably (Wilson et al, 2017; Nguyen et al., 2022). The overview of teachers’ research mindset emphasizes the connection between research ability and inquiry, a factor nurtured through training as participants gradually apply their studies to teaching. They see a deep link between research and their problem-solving abilities, as demonstrated in previous studies (Wilson et al., 2017) and with teaching (Nguyen et al., 2022; Truong et al., 2025). 
6. Conclusion
This study has provided a comprehensive picture of the research mindset of graduate students majoring in English Language Teaching (ELT), affirming that it is not a static psychological trait but a dynamic, non-linear system that emerges from the complex interaction between the individual and the environment. The research results point to three key points in the formation of this mindset. 
The results indicate a clear shift in teacher motivation and identity while revealing the persistent paradoxes between perception and actual competence. The former shift is characterized by a transition from viewing research as a mandatory academic obligation at the undergraduate level to a voluntary professional commitment at the graduate level. The Master’s program acts as a crucial catalyst, helping students move from the position of passive knowledge consumers to multi-dimensional research users, beginning to form the identity of a teacher-researcher. In contrast, the latter paradox persists between perception and intrinsic ability. There exists a gap between appreciating the practical value of research and believing in one’s own research capabilities. Although students possess a positive research mindset and a desire to improve teaching, they remain stuck in the attractor state of a consumer due to a lack of confidence in methodology and pressure from external barriers such as limited time and heavy workload. This leads to the third point – adaptability and nurturing a research mindset. Under the lens of CDST, teachers’ research mindsets are driven by flexibility through social adjustment strategies (like seeking support from colleagues and the use of digital tools). Their perseverance and emotional resilience in the face of difficulties show a growth mindset, suggesting potential for ongoing system evolution.
These findings showed some implications. From the perspective of CDST, the research mindset of teachers is constantly evolving and influenced by their surrounding context. Therefore, after training and acquiring theoretical knowledge of research, they showed a shift. Cognitively, they viewed research as an ongoing process of professional engagement rather than an imposition. In terms of action, it transitions individuals from inactive engagement to autonomous inquiry. This shows that, due to its non-linear nature, the research mindset can be influenced by its surroundings, specifically the training environment. Furthermore, teachers only shift from passive to active engagement and take practical action when they perceive a connection between research and teaching. Therefore, to sustain this non-linear development, designing a training program aligning with individual research topics and teaching practices is crucial. When teachers actively engage in research, their cognition and actions interact, helping them deepen their theoretical understanding and improve their practical skills. In this case, the bidirectional interaction between cognition and action will be directly enacted. 
Furthermore, although they all undergo the same training program, not all teachers believe they will be teacher-researchers in the future. This highlighted the importance of external factors, including scaffolding methods, supervisors, and mentoring. A lack of self-confidence, even after completing part of the training process, can underscore an insufficiency of isolated structural training. Because the research mindset is a continuous and dynamic process, it demands more than a formation stage, but a systematic ecological nurturing through robust communities. 
In short, the research mindset of ELT teachers as graduates is currently situated in an academic transition. To foster the sustainable development of their research mindset, training programs need to focus more on bridging the gap between theory and practice, while establishing a supportive institutional context to help teachers overcome self-reliance barriers, thereby nurturing and maintaining their research mindset for further potential of research engagement within their professional context. 
However, there is a limitation on participants who can only represent the current Master training program at a university, while a research mindset appears in many other contexts with different subjects, like novice-teachers, university students, etc. Therefore, further studies can widen the scope or look at different subjects. Additionally, the current results can only present the first phase of a longitudinal study, so they can merely capture teachers’ research mindset after their in-class courses with limited real research experiences. This leaves room for further studies to clarify whether their research mindset changes after they finish their graduation thesis and return to the teaching context.
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