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SYNOPSIS

There is a widespread belief that teaching is a stressful occupation which may result 

related symptoms. But does the research evidence support this contention? This 

compares the prevalence of stress in teaching compared to other professions. It draws 

 Through the Looking Glass
‘Now here you see, it takes all the running you can do, to keep in the same place. If 

2000). Media reports about ‘teacher stress’, suggest that many teachers in Scotland may 
also feel that they are required to run ever faster just to keep up with their job-related 

teacher stress is increasing or that it is felt by an increasing proportion of the profession 
in Scotland? These questions were addressed by a recent literature review for the 

(Hall, et al

have a clear idea of the major sources of stress facing teachers, the most common 
symptoms of stress, how teachers typically try to cope with stress, and how schools 
can reduce levels of stress’ (p.297). Since then, interest in occupational stress, and 
teacher stress in particular, has grown amongst researchers, policy makers, employers, 
teachers and their professional associations.

employee stress. In addition, 7th November 2001 was designated a National Stress 
Awareness Day with stress-management events, including seminars to help people 
deal with stress in the work place.

Within the teaching profession, the Teachers’ Benevolent Fund has recently 
supported the establishment of Teacher Support Scotland, as an equivalent service 
to the Teacher Support Network in England. The English Teacherline claims to have 



operation (TBF, 2000). The new Scottish service was launched at a symposium held 
in Dunblane on 11 December 2001 at which representatives of the Association of 

role as ‘guardian and protector of the profession and the professionalism of teachers’. 
Teacher ill-health, including stress, has become an issue of concern, worthy of further 

WHAT IS STRESS?

to agree instruments with which stress levels in human beings can be measured. 

on stress cannot be assessed.

either stimulate or threaten the individual. In later work, Selye (1974) distinguishes 

The Shorter Oxford Dictionary In modern 
usage stress has come to imply the subjection of a person to force or compulsion, 
especially through mental pressure or by overwork, which leads to strain or mental 

work as a teacher (p 28).

feelings of oppression or harassment and lead to distress or collapse. Not everyone 
will react uniformly to the same demands: a stimulus to some may reduce others to 

sic
the two components of stress: the pressure imposed and the adaptive resources of 
the individual to withstand the pressure. This remains a useful distinction.

has different implications for teachers and educational managers. 

The engineering model

The engineering model presents stress as the load or demand placed upon a person 

model, teachers are perceived to be passive recipients rather than actors. Some 
operate in situations, such as during probation, working with children with special 
educational needs or in areas of multiple deprivation, which may give rise to demands 
beyond their adaptive limits. 
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The medical model

The medical model focuses on physiological and psychological responses, which can 
arise as a consequence of stress. Such symptoms as depression, tension, irritability, 

But these symptoms are not unique to stress and may be attributed to other medical 
conditions. Again the teacher is portrayed as a passive recipient to whom pressure 
is applied with resultant stress. 

The interactive model

This model perceives stress as interactive and situational. It recognises that on the 

a variety of adaptive resources to help them cope with those pressures. Importantly, 

We believe that this is the most helpful model and it is the one which we have applied 
throughout this review We do, however, acknowledge more recent work by Lazarus 
(1999) which distinguishes between social stress, physiological stress and psychological 
stress and highlights the role played by self-appraisal in determining individual stress 

measure it. The Occupational Stress Indicator
offers a variety of self-report scales which have been norm-referenced against samples 
drawn from various occupations. In the USA, the eponymous Burnout Inventory

events, such as the death of a close relative or redundancy. All of these were mentioned 

Most attempts to measure stress levels in teachers have relied on self-report 
inventories
then open to challenge. At the very least it would be advisable to triangulate sources 

who report high levels of stress also have high sickness and absence rates? Are their 
heart and blood pressures rates elevated? Does contact with particular ‘stressors’, 
such as a particular class, pupil or parent, correspond with changes in physiological 
conditions? We suspect that most teachers would consider such methods intrusive 
and refuse to participate in such studies. Those studies of stress which have employed 
multiple methods have tended to be conducted on volunteers in laboratory conditions 

in the use of diaries and log books to help teachers record events in the classroom. 
These still rely on self-reporting but are more sophisticated than simple inventories. 

Teachers’ Workload and Associated Stress relied upon 

workload (Hall et al, 2000). It would be wrong to dismiss self-reporting but there 
are limitations to the method.

Absence through illness

The amount of stress in teaching, and the number of teachers suffering from stress, 
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whether stress among teachers is increasing or how this level compares with stress 

estimate trends are further hindered by possible changes in teachers’ willingness to 
report stress rather than any real increase in its prevalence. However, absence rates 

Recently Bowers and McIver (2000) followed up a sample of 570 former teachers 
which represents 27.5% of the total number of teachers granted early retirement in 

that teachers in maintained schools in England lose less time from work through 
illness than comparable social service staff, including social workers, staff in day 
nurseries and managerial staff. Teachers’ sickness absence rates are 15% lower than 

is longer. The best estimate of absence as a percentage of working time is 

• Nurses and midwives take about a third more time off work due to sickness 
than do teachers.

training to teachers, e.g. speech therapists and physiotherapists.

However, as Bowers and McIver (2000) point out, these absence rates are by no 
means uniform across the teaching profession, nor can all absences be attributed to 
stress. A teacher in a maintained school in England is more than twice as likely to 
take time off for sickness during the year than a teacher in an independent school. 

more time lost due to illness than that lost by the average teacher in an independent 

in which each operates: pupil-teacher ratios are generally lower in independent 
schools and teachers work on average 17 fewer days per year.

Goss (2001) cites private correspondence with DfES sources which suggests 
that there has been no accurate assessment of the cost of teacher absences. Attempts 
are severely constrained by inconsistencies in the methods of recording sickness 

(2000) report that absences of less than 5 days were not recorded by 5-10% of 

Goss estimates that it costs £819.20 in wages alone per employee per year. This 

in the pharmaceutical industry. It should, however, be remembered that these 

English counterparts.

Retirals

The teacher workforce planning projections contained in The Supply of Teachers
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also retirals. The total number of teachers taking early retiral from education authority 

collected during a period when the number of teachers was declining. In addition, 

domestic reasons into one category and this would require to be disaggregated in 
order to provide a useful source of information on the number of teachers leaving 
as a consequence of stress.

Some help in understanding movements into and out of the teaching profession 
in England is provided by Bowers and McIver (2000). In 1999, they surveyed a 
randomly selected sample of 570 former teachers who had taken early retirement 
on health grounds. Respondents were asked to classify their illness at retirement 
using seven categories. However, individual illnesses often fell into more than one 
category. Overall, the ‘psychiatric’ category was the largest single one (57% of male 

and argue that depending on the particular region teacher retiral because of ill-health 
can vary from as low as 1 in 177 teachers in the 40 to 59 age group to as high as 1 
in 488. Again the results should be read with caution as they are based upon retirals 
in English LEAs. 

Workload

• Pupils’ failure to work or behave

• Poor working conditions, generally in terms of relations with colleagues

• Workload, in terms of overload, underload, or routine work

• Poor school ethos.

Job overload and workload plus little time featured

and the most fatiguing problem in a study of 800 teachers in New Zealand. 
Other factors have also been implicated. Poor school conditions were cited 

major single offences: the repetition of the behaviour rather than the level of the 

that repeated and continuous irritants can be stressful. 

and tertiary colleagues. The two main sources of stress were work ‘overload’ and 
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‘handling relationships with staff’. The researchers believed that stress was more 

people’s perception that teaching in primary schools was less demanding than 

Change

all problematic changes. These included:

• Lack of support from central government

• Lack of information as to how changes are to be implemented

• Diminishing social respect for teaching

• The move towards a national curriculum.

The education system in all four home countries has continued to undergo considerable 

that such structural reforms as devolved management to schools engender overload 

problems inherent in any ‘top down’ systemic change in which a vision of the whole 
may be understood by only a few in key positions. Fullan believes that collaborative 

of engagement with the change.
The relationship between change and workload seems to have been demonstrated. 

Timperley and Robinson (2000) cite research which shows that as local involvement 
in management of schools increased, the percentage of time teachers spent in non-

teachers (Hall et al

week, this gives a picture of the effects of change on the profession.

Raising standards

Another aspect of change associated with stress is the drive to improve school 

Standards in Education (OFSTED) system of inspection has provoked intense debate 

which had been inspected by OFSTED: 451 had been placed under special measures 
as a consequence of inspection and were compared with 482 which had never been 
under special measures (Scanlon, 1999). 

The period after inspection can be quite traumatic and the term ‘post-OFSTED 

depression which can follow inspections (Ferguson, et al., 1999). Scanlon’s research 

a third of those from special measures schools described their sense of depression 
and despondency after the inspection. A high proportion of teachers in both samples 
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rises in sickness and time off work.

School merger

school rolls are falling many schools, especially smaller ones, may feel vulnerable. 
In a qualitative study of two schools which merged, the researchers concluded that 
stress was highest during the period when posts in the newly merged school were being 
assigned. Uncertainty, lack of information, coupled with the possibility of job losses 
and the likelihood of major changes in working practices resulted in acute stress. The 
researchers suggest that sympathetic interviewing, adequate time for forward planning 

How does teacher stress compare with that reported by members of other professions? 

et al., 1999) which indicates that younger 
teachers are more likely to feel stressed, perhaps because at the beginning of their 
careers they had not yet learnt how to cope with working conditions.

chosen at random from primary and secondary schools in four Scottish regions with 
the scores of the general population and people in managerial posts on the components 
of the Occupational Stress Indicator (OSI). The dimensions used were job pressure, 
type A behaviour (ie, aggressive, competitive, striving), locus of control, coping 
strategies, job satisfaction, mental health and physical health. The major points to 
emerge are that teachers are:

Teachers are also:

• More likely to register lower mental and physical health scores than the 
general population or managers.

• More prone to type A behaviour than managers.

• More convinced that the job is controlled by someone else than are 
managers.

However, they are:

• More satisfied than the general population with their career and 
achievement.

• More likely than the general population to cope with stress by using social 
support.
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water company employees, brewery workers, ambulance workers, general 
practitioners, senior civil servants and university lecturers. The only group which 

this factor indicates a greater level of stress. The mean for the general population 

on the OSI were not normally distributed. This makes statistical comparison and 

lack of time were common sources of occupational stress in both groups, but the 
scores remained within the ‘average’ levels when compared to their own norms and 
those from the OSI.

et al. (2000) found that Scottish teachers worked 

There are 14 references to Scottish-based research on teacher stress in the ERSDAT1

graduate degrees in education at Scottish universities. Four were discounted because 
of the professional group or country studied (teachers in Malaysia, nurse tutors, 

number of hours worked by teachers funded by the EIS. The evidence from these 
last two will be reported here.

number of hours teachers worked in schools within four Scottish regional authorities. 
570 teachers from different sectors and levels of responsibility responded. These 
teachers maintained a work diary for a week (in mid-September) and also completed 
an Occupational Stress Indicator 

an average of 42.5 hours of work. Their main activities were teaching, preparation 
and marking. Meetings occupied almost as much time as paperwork in secondary 
schools.

when they felt stressed during the survey week. Most reported between three and 

not synonymous (the former being an objective measure of the length of time spent 
working, while the latter is a perception of the volume of work undertaken) there was 
a connection between the two. The longer the hours teachers worked, the more stress 
occasions were reported. Amount of work was the most frequent cause of stress, but it 
is also clear that the inherent nature of the job including new demands, administrative 

teaching profession in Scotland (Hall, et al.
members, from nursery, primary, secondary and special schools, were asked to complete 

returned by 1189 respondents, 40% of the sample). The following picture emerged.



• Teachers in the survey worked an average of 42 hours in the seven days 
covered by the survey

for 50 hours or more

more

• 98% of teachers reported doing some work outside normal school hours 
during the week, and 91% reported doing some work at the weekend

• 48% of teachers had worked for 10 or more hours outside normal school 
hours between the Monday and the Friday of the survey week. The overall 
average was 10 hours. 

• 41% of teachers had worked for 4 hours or more during the weekend of the 

secondary teachers and 20 hours for primary teachers). But preparation, planning, 

% spent more than 10 hours. Marking occupied 2.9 hours per week on average but 

record keeping was 1.5 hours per week, but this varied greatly depending on sector 
and seniority of staff. It ranged from 1.2 hours per week for classroom teachers to 

workload, ie the volume of work undertaken, had increased recently (71% ‘a lot’ and 
a further 22% ‘somewhat’). The strength of feeling is more apparent amongst those 

played by self-appraisal in determining an individual’s stress level (Lazarus, 1999) 
. The sample of teachers in the second survey believed that their workload has 
increased, when in fact they worked the same number of hours as had been reported 

for the perception of increased workload reported by the second sample may lie in the 
distribution of time to job activities which may have changed during the intervening 
period. The main point it that the majority of teachers thought that they now spent 

Further illumination of the impact of change is provided in an evaluation of the 

stress than before SQH’. 
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• I have spent a lot of my time at home either reading or working on SQH – my 

• I have never been so busy. Were I not what I am, I’d be stressed out by now.

• Too many tasks, too little time.

• I am too tired to think!

• I feel I need to have some life away from work and work-related issues.

• I am also class-committed (and have a husband, daughter, dog, two cats and 
a horse to feed and speak to once in a while!).

teaching headteacher during 
periods of multiple policy innovation. As in the workload survey (Hall et al, 2000), 
headteachers of small schools perceived an increase in the pace of change. One 
pointed out:

Although I agree with the philosophy [of 5-14]
time to cover all the targets. TIME, TIME, TIME – there is not enough hours 
in the day. (Headteacher, 19 pupil school)

Headteachers of small schools also indicated that informal discussions with other 

et al, 1999). Informal 
meetings also served to overcome headteachers’ feelings of isolation which were not 
necessarily associated with geographical remoteness in island and rural areas. 

as anger or depression, which is usually accompanied by potentially pathogenic, 
physiological and bio-chemical changes, such as increased heart rate or release 

1978a, p.2) which may arise as a consequence of various aspects of teaching. These 
demands may be mediated by the teacher’s perception of the demands and also their 

performance and maintain motivation and creativity appears to have been lost in 
the current debate.

associated with trying to interpret such data as we have. We have seen that stress is 

with caution. Throughout this paper we have had to resort to reporting average 

population, but there is no guarantee that teachers’ attitudes towards, or opportunities 
for, such absences or retirements are the same as other parts of the population. It 
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negatively on the Occupational Stress Indicator for ‘factors intrinsic to the job’ but 
positively for their general career satisfaction. This could be interpreted as showing 

not suggest that teachers are working longer hours than they did a decade ago (on 
average), the teachers of today feel as if they are. This may well be because of the 
increase in administration and record keeping, which are reported to be unpopular 
aspects of the work, and also their perceptions of constant change beyond their 
control. Both are factors likely to increase stress. 

Of the three models of stress discussed at the beginning of this paper, the third 
approach—interactive and situational—is perhaps the most helpful. It implies that 
responsibility for the maintenance of acceptable levels of stress in teaching is a two-
way process. Employers have a statutory duty to ensure that the working environment 

their adaptive resources to help them cope with the inherent pressures of their chosen 
profession. In addition, recent appeal court reductions of awards for stress at work 
(Guardian, 2002) have also made it clear that employees who feel under undue 
pressure have a responsibility to inform their employers.

Workload continues to be important. Not only is it implicated in most previous 
research as a cause of occupational stress but it was also a major component of the 

believe that their workload has increased considerably during the past decade, largely 

of changes to the educational system which they have to implement. However, 
as Timperley and Robinson (2000) point out, increased workload, per se, is not 
necessarily a problem: many teachers obviously do cope, largely by working longer 
hours. However, as workload is commonly associated with increased stress, teacher 
burnout and low job satisfaction, it cannot be ignored. The interactive and situational 

the nature of the tasks demanded of them has changed so as to increase the number 
or amount of unpopular tasks over which they have little control, then teachers may 
very well be feeling more stressed as a consequence. A similar effect will occur when 
they are forced to implement changes which have been imposed upon them. When 
the teachers’ scope for adaptation is reduced, the same overall amount of work can 
result in greater perceived stress.

Finally, although we conclude that most teachers believe their workload has 
increased over the past decade and many researchers implicate increased workload 
with rising levels of stress, there is clearly a need for more information to underpin 

published statistics on teachers’ absence rates and reasons for early retiral and 

evidence of the incidence of stress in the teaching profession in Scotland. At 

which may, or may not, be relevant to the Scottish situation.

pre-dispositions and strain scales which apply to teaching and could be 
used to monitor the teaching profession’s capacity to adapt to any proposed 
educational changes. This would enable stress within the teaching profession 



to be more accurately measured using an instrument which takes account of 

now commonly used.

interactions within the classroom. Therefore, we recommend that an 
observational study be undertaken to identify the impact of teachers’ stress 

• Many teachers complained that educational innovation was causing them 
increased stress. We recommend that more monitoring, in particular of the 

• Because there is a lack of evidence on the effectiveness of various strategies 
and interventions aimed at helping teachers and schools reduce teacher stress, 
we recommend that a systematic evaluation of these be commissioned.

Unless these underlying issues are addressed, we suspect that palliative measures, 
such as those proposed by Teacher Support Scotland, will ultimately have little 
impact on recruitment and retention of competent teachers – which is a problem 
that has already arisen in some areas.
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