STRESS ASSOCIATED WITH BEING A STUDENT TEACHER:
OPENING OUT THE PERSPECTIVE
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SYNOPSIS

Studies of student teacher stress have focused almost exclusively on the teaching
practice placement; this has produced at best a partial picture and may have
contributed to an underestimation of the pressures on such individuals. The aim of
the current study was to take a more wide-ranging look at the stress and anxiety
felt by primary teaching students in the course of their training. A questionnaire
survey was followed up by a small number of interviews. It was found that students
experience stresses of various types, both on placement and in college. The writers
draw attention to high expectations, uncertainty and the emotional aspect of becoming
a primary teacher.
INTRODUCTION

The stress and anxiety experienced by student teachers has attracted an increasing
amount of attention over the past ten years or so. However, a brief survey of the
work in the area immediately reveals that it has focused almost exclusively on the
SODFHPHQWH[SHULHQFH:KLOHWKHVHÀQGLQJVKDYHEHHQYHU\LPSRUWDQWLQKLJKOLJKWLQJ
the pressures experienced by individuals in the classroom environment, we may be
in danger of taking this helpful but incomplete picture as the whole scene. It may
reasonably be asked whether school experience is not just one factor amongst many
which may create stress for student teachers. Indeed, many who work in teacher
education will recall examples of students who cope very well with teaching practice,
but who become distressed by other factors. It is in the interests of creating a more
complete picture that the current investigation considers the range of stressors
experienced by student teachers in the course of their training.
Historically, studies of stress in educational settings date back to the 1930’s
/HDFK DOWKRXJKPDQ\ZULWHUVUHIHUWR6HO\H  DVEHLQJDSLRQHHURIWKH
concept. For Selye, stress was essentially a neutral physiological phenomenon; it
FRXOGEHHLWKHUEHQHÀFLDO HXVWUHVV RUKDUPIXO GLVWUHVV ,QWKHOLWHUDWXUHRQVWUHVV
in education, as in everyday use, the term tends now to be associated with negative
consequences, although it is used in different ways, and with different degrees of
precision.
7KHUH ZRXOG DSSHDU WR EH QR VKRUWDJH RI GHÀQLWLRQV RI WKH FRQFHSW YDU\LQJ
from complex medical explanations concerning physiological responses, to simple
one-word statements such as tension or pressure. However, in the literature on stress
DPRQJVWVWXGHQWWHDFKHUVIHZZULWHUVDFWXDOO\LQFOXGHDGHÀQLWLRQRIWKHWHUPPRVW
tend to assume a shared understanding along the lines that stress is an unpleasant
emotional state. Although rarely stated, implicit in the reports is the view that stress
relates to an imbalance between environmental demand and individual resources;
it occurs when the demands placed on an individual exceed that person’s ability to
cope. Despite the fact that such an interpretation can be criticised as being somewhat
VLPSOLVWLF VHHIRUH[DPSOH/D]DUXV WKHDSSURDFKKDVDQREYLRXVDSSHDO
based on ‘common sense’. This point will be revisited later.
To further complicate matters, several studies refer to anxiety rather than stress,
and some refer to both stress and anxiety, without clarifying the relationship between
them. However, they seem to investigate similar phenomena, and there are also
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similarities in approach. Perhaps the most obvious is a reliance on student self-report
of stress or anxiety, (as opposed to clinical measures of physiological or psychological
symptoms). Data are typically collected by questionnaire surveys, interviews or
analysis of stress diaries. Although one may have reservations about a reliance on
self-report data that are unsupported by observational accounts or medical measures,
this ‘person-perception’ approach certainly appears to be the norm.
'HVSLWH WKHVH XQFHUWDLQWLHV DERXW GHÀQLWLRQV DQG PHWKRGRORJ\ LW KDV EHHQ
possible to build up a relatively coherent picture of the stress and anxiety reported
by student teachers. In the following sections the literature is considered under three
KHDGLQJVÀUVWO\WKHH[SHULHQFHVRIVWXGHQWVRQVFKRROSODFHPHQWVHFRQGO\WKHVWUHVV
ZKLFK KDV EHHQ OLQNHG WR VWXG\ LQ KLJKHU HGXFDWLRQ DQG ÀQDOO\ WKH UHODWLRQVKLS
between individual characteristics and stress.
6&+22/3/$&(0(176

Studies have been carried out in the UK (see, for example, Hart, 1987; Grant, 1992),
and also in other countries, notably the USA (Hourcade, Parette and McCormack,
1988; Abernathy, Manera and Wright 1985), and Canada (Morton, Vesco, Williams
and Awender, 1997). Such studies differ in methodology and scale, ranging from the
work of Morton et al., whose sample comprised 1000 student teachers, to the report
by Bruckerhoff and Carlson (1995), which details a case study of one student.
$OWKRXJKWKHUHDUHVRPHGLIIHUHQFHVLQWKHFDXVDOIDFWRUVLGHQWLÀHGUHFXUUHQW
themes in the literature include students’ concerns about being evaluated by tutors,
and the management of children’s behaviour. For example, Hart’s (1987) study of 42
VWXGHQWWHDFKHUVLGHQWLÀHGIRXUPDLQIDFWRUVDQ[LHW\UHODWHGWREHLQJHYDOXDWHGE\
tutors and teachers, class control, teaching practice requirements (such as keeping the
SDSHUZRUNLQWKHÀOHXSWRGDWH DQGSXSLODQGSURIHVVLRQDOFRQFHUQV IRULQVWDQFH
catering for individual differences). Similar factors were found to be important in
a Canadian context by Morton et al. (1997), and in Scotland, Macintyre and Tuson
(1995) also highlighted stress related to placement evaluation.
7KHIDFWWKDWHYDOXDWLRQSUHVVXUHVÀJXUHSURPLQHQWO\DVDPDMRUVRXUFHRIVWUHVV
may be understandable, given that student teachers are assessed more frequently
and more rigorously than experienced teachers. Equally, it is not surprising that the
management of pupils’ behaviour is a source of stress, given what we know about the
VWUHVVH[SHULHQFHGE\TXDOLÀHGWHDFKHUV 6HHIRUH[DPSOH.\ULDFRX ,QIDFW
Grant (1992) has argued that such pressures may affect inexperienced individuals such
as student teachers more, since they are having to work with someone else’s class and
are trying to establish their own reputation. The reactions of the subjects in his study
included emotional exhaustion and depersonalisation, feeling ‘persecuted, a failure,
SK\VLFDOO\ÀQLVKHGGHPRUDOLVHGWKUHDWHQHGYXOQHUDEOHWHDUIXODQGVHOIFRQVFLRXV·
Similar experiences were described by Bruckerhoff and Carlson (1995).
Hourcade et al. (1988) comment on ‘role-reversal’, where student-teachers
JRIURP´DUHODWLYHO\SDVVLYHH[LVWHQFHµDVDVWXGHQWLQFROOHJHWREHLQJDQDFWLYH
teacher in the classroom. One may question whether this is something of an
RYHUVLPSOLÀFDWLRQJLYHQWKHFXUUHQWQDWXUHRILQLWLDOWHDFKHUHGXFDWLRQFRXUVHVLQ
many institutions, but nevertheless, role-reversal may be an important issue; indeed,
we may ask whether many younger teaching students (often those who begin training
immediately upon leaving school) experience another type of role-reversal when
WKH\ÀUVWJRRXWRQSODFHPHQW0DQ\WXWRUVZKRKDYHZRUNHGZLWKÀUVW\HDUVWXGHQWV
ZLOOUHFRJQLVHWKHSKHQRPHQRQRI\RXQJSHRSOHZKRKDYHGLIÀFXOW\LQDGRSWLQJWKH
perspective of the teacher, and who tend to identify still with the pupils.
In many respects, Grant (1992) sums up school experience placements for many
students:
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It is clear that students on teaching practice are in a unique position. They
are expected to show considerable evidence of the learning that takes place
in this short period of time and to do so in a situation which contains varying
GHJUHHVRIXQFHUWDLQW\DPELJXLW\DQGSRWHQWLDOO\FRQÁLFW S
7+($&$'(0,&(/(0(172)7+(&2856(

The fact that student teachers experience many stressors in the school environment
is well established, but it is important to remember that primary teaching students
RIWHQVSHQGRQO\DSDUWRIWKHLUWLPHRQSODFHPHQWWKHÀJXUHLVFXUUHQWO\LQWKHUHJLRQ
of 25% for those on the four-year BEd course. There may be other elements of the
professional training which create stress - those elements which relate to pursuing a
demanding degree course at university or college. Given the shortage of information
in this area, it would be easy to overlook this aspect, or indeed to conclude that the
time spent on campus creates little or no stress. However, many who work with such
students would question this perspective, and indeed there is some evidence which
suggests this may not be the case.
In a recent paper Sumsion (1998) discusses the experiences of two apparently
successful student teachers who decide to discontinue their studies in an Australian
university. Whilst this is a small sample, the account is interesting because the factors
which caused negative feelings and unhappiness in this case were not limited to teaching
practice; indeed, it would appear that the placement experiences were quite positive,
with both individuals receiving good evaluations while in school. For both students,
WKHZRUNORDGDQGWKHZLGHUDQJLQJGHPDQGVZHUHVLJQLÀFDQWIDFWRUV,QDGGLWLRQIRU
one of them, the attitudes of tutors and fellow students caused problems, and the author
highlights feelings of inadequacy and isolation caused by such factors.
Studies which focus on the experiences of stress amongst students following
different university courses provide some helpful leads. Abouserie (1994)
investigated sources and levels of stress amongst 675 second-year students at the
University of Wales who were following a range of courses including education. He
found that students were most affected by stressors related to assessment, particularly
examinations and examination results. Other important sources of stress included
studying for exams, having too much to do, having a large amount to learn, having
a (self-imposed) need to do well, and completing essays or projects. Abouserie also
UHIHUUHGWRQRQDFDGHPLFVWUHVVRUVIRUH[DPSOHÀQDQFLDOSUREOHPVDQGDODFNRI
time for family and friends. A study by Miller and Fraser (1998) suggested that
mature student teachers may be particularly vulnerable in this respect.
Abouserie’s work included a measure of the overall level of stress experienced
E\KLVVXEMHFWV(PSOR\LQJWKH3URIHVVLRQDO/LIH6WUHVV6FDOH GHYLVHGE\)RQWDQD
LQ KLVÀQGLQJVVXJJHVWHGWKDWPDQ\VWXGHQWVH[SHULHQFHGPRGHUDWHRUVHULRXV
levels of stress, and only 12% had no stress problems. In this context, a study
by Humphrey et al. (1998) into physical and mental health amongst students at
Newcastle University (n=956) is also worthy of note. Employing the General Health
Questionnaire (GHQ) a valid and reliable self-completion instrument, the authors
compared their data with those from a national survey, and concluded that their
students were more stressed than British people generally.
In the absence of evidence to the contrary, it seems reasonable to argue that
students following a teaching course at a university or college of education may
H[SHULHQFHVLPLODUSUHVVXUHV0RUHVLJQLÀFDQWO\SHUKDSVWKH\PD\KDYHWRFRSH
with these in addition to those which they experience on placement.
675(66$1'7+(,1',9,'8$/

It is important to acknowledge the consensus amongst many writers on stress that it
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is not the environment per se that is stressful, but the interaction between the person
and the environment. Given this fact it is necessary to recognise that some individuals
are more susceptible to the stressors in their environment than their fellow students.
The issues which arise from studies here include biographical factors, such as age
and gender, and also personality factors, such as self esteem and cognitive style.
For example, both Morton et al. (1997) and Abouserie (1994) found evidence that
female students tended to be more stressed than males. In relation to age, the picture
is not clear, although Miller and Fraser (1998) suggested that older student teachers
may experience more stress during their training. Self-esteem and locus of control
were found by Abouserie (1994) to relate to levels of stress; students having a high
self-esteem tended to be less stressed, as also did those who had internal control
beliefs. Morton et al.  LGHQWLÀHGDWUDLWDQ[LHW\GHVFULEHGDVD¶SV\FKRORJLFDO
disposition to feel overwhelmed’, and this was a good predictor of overall levels
of anxiety in their sample. Not surprisingly, studies of experienced teachers have
DOVRSRLQWHGWRWKHVLJQLÀFDQFHRISHUVRQDOLW\IDFWRUV VHHIRUH[DPSOH)RQWDQD 
Abouserie, 1993).
Clearly such awareness tends to shift the focus away from the stressors that
exist in the environment towards individuals - their subjective interpretation of
the situation, and the effectiveness or otherwise of their coping strategies. This is
an important area to which we return later, but we are also mindful of the point
made by Proctor and Alexander (1992): there are dangers in an over-emphasis on
the individual, since this may lead to ‘remedies’ which focus on the individual’s
FRSLQJVWUDWHJLHVDQGSD\LQVXIÀFLHQWDWWHQWLRQWRWKHUROHVWKDWWKHRUJDQLVDWLRQ
and work environment play in the creation of stress. Consequently, the current
study focuses on the situational factors and aims to identify the range and relative
VWUHQJWKRIWKRVHVWUHVVRUVLGHQWLÀHGPRVWIUHTXHQWO\E\VWXGHQWWHDFKHUVGXULQJ
the course of their training.
0(7+2'2/2*<

The sample comprised BEd primary teaching students at a Teacher Education
Institution in Scotland. Information was gathered by questionnaire survey, with
forms being distributed to all undergraduates in May, 1997. In total, 392 individuals
responded, representing a return of 63%. The breakdown of this was as follows (year
1 to year 4): 124, 102, 102 and 64. All but 23 of the subjects were female.
The instrument employed was a modified form of the Academic Stress
Questionnaire (ASQ) devised by Abouserie, and used at the University of Wales in
his 1994 study of second-year university students. This comprised a list of items
relating to different aspects of student life, for example, teaching and learning,
assessments and their results, and personal and interpersonal factors.
Students were asked to indicate the degree of stress experienced in relation
to each item on a scale from 0 to 7, with 0 indicating no stress, and 7 indicating
H[WUHPHVWUHVV7KHGDWDZHUHDQDO\VHGWRLQYHVWLJDWHZKLFKRIWKHLGHQWLÀHGVWUHVVRUV
caused the greatest levels of stress overall. Following this it was decided to explore
the relationship, if any, between the stressors and factors of age, gender and year
of study.
FINDINGS

7DEOHVKRZVWKHPHDQVFRUHVIRUWKHHQWLUHVDPSOHWKHKLJKHUWKHÀJXUHWKHPRUH
stress perceived by the subjects. As can be seen, assessment of school experience
placement by tutors (x = 5.75) was the highest stressor, followed by unclear
assignments (x = 5.44), working for assignments (x = 5.30), school experience
placement (x = 5.12) and need to do well - self imposed (x = 5.04). The stressors at
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the bottom of the table were home sickness, (x = 1.35), FRQÁLFWZLWKOHFWXUHUV (x =
1.43) and loneliness (x = 1.58).
Table 1: Student responses (n=392) to items in the Academic Stress
questionnaire: mean scores, rank-ordered.
Stressors

Mean

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.



17.
18.
19.
20.
21.

23.
24.



28.
29.
30.
31.




36.

5.75
5.44
5.30
5.12
5.04
4.92
4.86
4.79
4.75
4.31
4.30
4.28
3.95



3.54
3.31
3.17
3.12
2.82

2.80
2.78



2.35
2.19
1.92
1.81




1.35

Assessment of school experience by tutors
Unclear assignment
Working for assignments
School experience placement
Need to do well (self imposed)
Timing/spacing of assignments
Assessment of school experience by schools
Too much to do
Assessment results
Unclear course objectives
Financial problems
Worry over future
Need to do well (imposed by others)
/DFNRIWLPHIRUIDPLO\IULHQGV
/DFNRIWLPHIRUVWXG\
/DFNRIWLPHIRURZQLQWHUHVWV
Amount to learn
Knowing what is important to study
Forgotten assignment
Family crisis
Making choices about career
/HDUQLQJQHZVNLOOV
Boring classes
Uninteresting curriculum
&RQÁLFWZLWKSHRSOH\RXOLYHZLWK
,QWHUSHUVRQDOGLIÀFXOWLHV
&RQÁLFWZLWKFROOHJHV\VWHP
Non-assessed coursework
Personal health problems
Peer pressures
Problems with housing
&RQÁLFWZLWKSHHU V 
&RQÁLFWZLWKVSRXVHSDUWQHU
/RQHOLQHVV
&RQÁLFWZLWKOHFWXUHUV
Home Sickness
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/RRNLQJDWWKHSDWWHUQHYLGHQWLQ7DEOHLWFDQEHVHHQWKDWWKRVHVWUHVVRUVZKLFK
relate to the academic aspects of the student experience tend to be rated more
KLJKO\WKDQWKRVHZKLFKUHÁHFWSHUVRQDORULQWHUSHUVRQDOZRUULHV,QSDUWLFXODULW
is apparent that many of the top 10 stressors relate to assessment or evaluation of
students, either directly or indirectly. It is also possible to identify clusters of items.
For example, numbers 1, 4 and 7 all relate to school experience; items ranked 2, 3,
6 and 9 concern the assessment within college; a cluster of items relating to time
pressures can be seen with numbers 8, 14, 15, 16 and 17 (some of these relate to
course experiences, but others to non-academic concerns); and motivational factors
DUHUHÁHFWHGLQDQG,WHPVUDQNHGDQGZRXOGVXJJHVWWKDWXQFHUWDLQW\LV
an important factor.
A factor analysis was carried out on the data, employing the Varimax method
with Kaiser normalisation; this produced 9 orthogonal factors which were consistent
ZLWK WKH FOXVWHUV ZKLFK KDG EHHQ LGHQWLÀHG RQ D WKHRUHWLFDO EDVLV7KLV WHQGV WR
FRQÀUPWKHYLHZWKDWWKHVWUHVVH[SHULHQFHGE\VWXGHQWVGRHVQRWKDYHLWVVRXUFHLQ
one location, or in one aspect of the student teacher experience.
ANOVA was employed to investigate the relationship between students’ stress
OHYHOVDVUHÁHFWHGLQWKHLU$6VFRUHVDQGYDULDEOHVRIDJHJHQGHUDQG\HDURIVWXG\
2IWKHVHRQO\JHQGHUSURYHGVLJQLÀFDQWWKHPHDQWRWDOVFRUHIRUIHPDOHV Q  
was 123, and for males (n=23) 103 (p <0.01), indicating that females tended to be
more stressed overall than did the males.
It is interesting to compare these results with Abouserie’s study of students
following a range of undergraduate courses; the overall patterns of stressors are
very similar, with both studies indicating the importance of academic stressors as
opposed to personal and interpersonal problems (see Abouserie 1994, p. 327). In
addition, the range of scores is not dissimilar, with means ranging from 1.07 to 5.56
in Abouserie’s study, and 1.35 to 5.75 in this investigation. This would appear to
suggest that the student teachers in this sample are affected by stress factors in a
broadly similar way to students following degree courses in other disciplines.
Certainly what differentiates the individuals in the current study from many
other students is the stress which is associated with placement experiences. Perhaps
predictably, the three items relating to school experience placements are rated highly
DVVWUHVVRUV+RZHYHULWLVLPSRUWDQWWRQRWHWKDWWKHVHDUHQRWUDQNHGLQWKHÀUVW
three places; other stressors, notably those related to assessment within college, are
important too.
Indeed, one might reasonably argue that the most noteworthy aspect of the data
is the number of highly-ranked items related to assessment or evaluation. If this is a
fair interpretation, then it suggests a different perspective on student teacher stress.
Although the literature discussed earlier views placement experiences as being
the main focus, with assessment or evaluation as being just one component of the
experience, the current data tend to focus our attention on assessment itself being a
principal factor, and the placement being one of the locations where this assessment
stress is experienced. In this respect student teachers may be unusual in that they
have to cope with assessment in two different contexts, playing two different roles.
As we shall see, there appears to be a strong personal element to this.
2QHQRWHZRUWK\ÀQGLQJZDVWKHHOHPHQWRIXQFHUWDLQW\ZKLFKZDVUHÁHFWHGLQ
items ranked 2 (unclear assignment) and 10 (unclear course objectives). Uncertainty
has been commented upon by various authors in relation to placement experiences;
KRZHYHUWKHFXUUHQWÀQGLQJVZRXOGVXJJHVWWKDWVXFKXQFHUWDLQW\LVQRWOLPLWHGWR
the placement.
In order to explore further this concern, and other issues raised by the
questionnaire data, it was decided to conduct a small number of interviews with
students (n=12). Because of the numbers involved, and the fact that the participants
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were not selected as a representative sample (having volunteered to participate) it
would be unsound to generalise from the comments. Nonetheless, the responses are
worthwhile insofar as they provide some illustrative material, and suggest possible
issues for consideration. In a semi-structured situation, views were sought on a range
of issues; these included the particular aspects of school experience which they found
most stressful, experiences of stress beyond the school placement, the role played by
assessment in the creation of stress and examples of uncertainty experienced on the
course. The responses provided helpful material; some of this was consistent with
LVVXHVLGHQWLÀHGLQWKHOLWHUDWXUHEXWWKHUHZHUHQRWHZRUWK\DVSHFWVZKLFKSRLQWHG
towards factors not widely reported.
Placement experiences
Comments from students related to the pressures of the placement experience, in
particular the heavy workload and the uncertainties which can make or break a
SODFHPHQW0DQ\UHIHUUHGWRWKHHIIRUWLQYROYHGDQGWKHVDFULÀFHVPDGHWRJDLQWKH
best possible grade. Family, friends and other interests have to take second place:
Basically your life’s on hold for 6 weeks when you’re out.
2QH HOHPHQW ZKLFK ZDV UHÁHFWHG LQ WKH UHVSRQVHV ZDV WKH XQFHUWDLQW\ ZKLFK
surrounds the placement experience.
There are many uncertainties: the relationship with the teacher, the children’s
behaviour - it’s also a matter of luck with the tutor you get.
The questionnaire data had indicated that assessment by the visiting tutor was more
stressful than assessment by school staff. Comments from interviewees pointed to
the limited ‘snapshot’ view which the tutor takes away from an hour or so in the
classroom:
,W>WKHREVHUYHGOHVVRQ@FDQEHWKHEHVWRUZRUVWKRXURI\RXUZKROHH[SHULHQFH
but you’re going to be judged solely on this hour ... the teacher is judging
you over the six weeks.
Assessment by the tutor is much worse. The teacher sees you taking on board
things and developing, but with the tutor it’s such a short period of time.
On some placements, the fact that students receive visits from two different tutors can
help to overcome this problem, and provide a more complete view of the student’s
development. However, this in itself can create extra uncertainties:
A lot depends on which tutors you get. Sometimes the two tutors’ views
vary and you get mixed messages. There is a big stress factor - you put your
life and soul into it to get your A - but then another tutor has got different
criteria. It’s very personal - you act on the advice of one tutor, and another
marks you down.
In fact, the differences in views held, and in criteria applied by different tutors were
to reappear in another context.
Stress within college
The main issue raised by the respondents here concerned the workload, and in
particular the assessment elements. The volume of work (as distinct from the
academic level) was commented on frequently, and particularly the number and
the timing of assignments. In some years of the course students felt there was
no ‘breathing space’ between assignments, and the situation was exacerbated by
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the fact that they often had unassessed tasks to carry out in addition to the formal
assessments:
It’s like a conveyor belt - getting one bit out of the way, and saying, now
what’s next?
There are no slack periods to get myself organised for the next bit. The
assignments are spaced out, but there are all these other tasks - presentations
and things to do.
Some students recognised that such a pattern affected the quality of their work:
At times you feel burnt out - like at this time of year! I’ve just handed in an
assignment, but know I’d have done it better earlier on in the term.
,ZDVVRDQQR\HGDIWHUZDUGV>LHZKHQWKHVFULSWZDVUHWXUQHG@ZKHQ,VDZ
how many spelling mistakes and referencing errors I’d made - it was because
I was so stressed out.
7KHXQFHUWDLQW\SUHYLRXVO\LGHQWLÀHGLQUHODWLRQWRSODFHPHQWVVHHPHGDOVRWREH
DVLJQLÀFDQWIDFWRULQUHODWLRQWRDVVLJQPHQWV
There are some very ambiguous assignments handed out.
Uncertainty is a big thing - uncertainty about what is expected for tasks.
It would appear that in some cases the problem relates to the wording of tasks, and
RQHPLJKWUHDVRQDEO\H[SHFWVWXGHQWVWRVHHNFODULÀFDWLRQIURPWXWRUV&RPPHQWV
from interviewees though indicated that speaking to tutors did not always resolve the
problem, and sometimes they received different messages from different people:
It’s worse when everyone has been to see tutors and got different messages
- it’s clear that even tutors can’t agree.
Such a situation may be more likely to occur when synoptic assignments are set
(that is, where a given assessment task attempts to sample students’ abilities or
performance across a range of different learning experiences), and where tutors
with different subject specialisms offer different perspectives on a given assignment
task. A problem then develops when students who have sought advice from tutors
get together to compare notes, and become aware of differences; this clearly results
LQJUHDWHUXQFHUWDLQW\DQGIHHOLQJVRIDQ[LHW\6RPHVWXGHQWVLGHQWLÀHGWKHUROHRI
the informal networks in this process:
The grapevine doesn’t help. People are not sure, so they talk a lot about it
- mixed messages circulate.
Occasionally individuals chose to avoid this situation by refusing to discuss
assignments with the larger group, believing that the ‘grapevine’ itself is the
problem:
It’s the informal networks ... they exaggerate fears; fears are fed upon in
college.
The emotional experience
During the course of the interviews the strong emotional element which seemed
to accompany students’ experiences on the course was highlighted. This was most
apparent when discussing school experience placements:
:KHQ\RXJHWLQWKHGRRU>DWQLJKW@\RXMXVWEXUVWLQWRWHDUVEHFDXVH\RX·UH
so drained - you’re on a complete emotional roller-coaster.
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Apart from the normal pressures of the classroom environment, it became clear that
there was another factor here: many students interpreted negative feedback on their
classroom performance as being personal criticism of them as individuals.
It’s hurtful. You get over it after a few days ... it’s your teaching skills - yes
- but it’s you that’s being attacked.
I took it all personally ... I didn’t want to go back. It’s a personal thing - if
you don’t get the best mark you feel a failure.
Some students, despite being physically affected, were able to maintain a sense of
perspective on the whole experience:
I was physically sick for two days before it - the demands are so great. In
some ways I could cope because I am a strong person - I could look at myself
and say ‘this is happening to me’ and I could do something about it. But some
people can’t do that.
Others found their self-esteem and motivation suffered greatly:
You know your self-esteem will suffer. You know you’ll be criticised, even
though you’re putting your all into it.
,W·VYHU\GLIÀFXOWWRPRWLYDWH\RXUVHOILI\RX·YHKDGEDGIHHGEDFNWRSLFN
yourself up again. It’s very much like it’s an attack on you - I actually passed,
but I spent a week pulling myself apart afterwards.
The message was quite consistent from those interviewed, but it does raise the
question of why students take the evaluation of their teaching skills so personally.
At a very basic level, it may simply be that when individuals have put as much effort
DVSRVVLEOHLQWRWKHLUSHUIRUPDQFHDQGKDYH LQPDQ\FDVHV KDGWRPDNHVDFULÀFHV
to do this, they are particularly sensitive to criticism. At times there is even a feeling
of helplessness:
What else can I do? I go in at 8.00. I go home at 6.00. I eat my tea over the
computer, and don’t get to bed till late.
But apart from this very natural response, there is another possible explanation
ZKLFKUHODWHVWRWKHFXOWXUHRIWKHGHYHORSLQJSULPDU\WHDFKHU$VLJQLÀFDQWIDFWRU
may be the model of a teacher which is presented to the students, fairly consistently,
WKURXJKRXWWKHIRXU\HDUVRIWKHFRXUVH)URPWKHÀUVWIHZGD\VRI\HDUHYHQ
those students who do not arrive with a sense of vocation begin to be aware of the
expected personal commitment to the values of primary teaching. They learn that
becoming a teacher is much more than learning a set of technical skills; the notion
of teaching as a moral endeavour is strong, and they are expected to embody the
values and beliefs of primary education. For many, their personal and professional
identities begin to merge, (see Nias, 1989 for a discussion of this); once this process
has begun, criticism directed at professional competence can become interpreted as
a criticism of the individual herself. (In an interesting parallel, this phenomenon is
DOVRLGHQWLÀHGE\-HIIUH\DQG:RRGV  LQUHODWLRQWRH[SHULHQFHGWHDFKHUVZKR
were involved in an OFSTED inspection.)
Providing the demands are seen as realistic and achievable, individuals may
feel able to cope, but if we add into the equation the fact that there are very high
expectations of individuals, then the risk of personal failure becomes very real.
Unfortunately, some students commented upon what they saw as the unrealistic
expectations of certain tutors:
College creates an unrealistic ideal of what a primary teacher is ... then you
feel a failure because you don’t achieve it.
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Some supervising teachers were also seen as being over-critical:
The class teacher had such high expectations of you. She made you feel you
couldn’t cope, no matter how hard you tried. You are always trying to be the
best you can - but you’re falling short.
It was suggested by some students that the current emphasis on self-evaluation and
UHÁHFWLRQ DFWXDOO\ FRQWULEXWHV WR WKH SUREOHPV H[SHULHQFHG VLQFH VWXGHQWV ZHUH
constantly being encouraged to critically analyse their performance:
<RXGRDORWRIUHÁHFWLQJRQLVVXHV<RXSLFNXSDOOWKHQHJDWLYHSRLQWVDQG
it’s hard to focus on the positive ... it’s demoralising.
',6&866,21$1',03/,&$7,216

The analysis of the questionnaire data indicated that these students face a variety of
VWUHVVRUVH[SHULHQFHGLQWZRGLIIHUHQWORFDWLRQVZKLOHIXOÀOOLQJWZRGLIIHUHQWUROHV
In addition to the stressors which are experienced on placement, we must consider
those which are related to the academic part of the course. This leads us to suggest
that previous studies of student teachers may have underestimated the overall levels
of stress experienced.
The (limited) qualitative data have suggested some ways in which uncertainty
is created and how it develops, despite well-intentioned attempts to dispel it. Such
uncertainty plays a central role in the creation of stress because it can undermine the
belief of individuals that they are in control of their own progress. The link between
locus of control and levels of stress in educational settings is well established (Fisher,
1994) and this would appear to be a central issue. Obviously, a degree of uncertainty
in the teaching environment is unavoidable, and indeed managing this is one of the
biggest challenges facing any teacher. However, this makes it particularly important
to ensure that extra uncertainty is not created by the way the course is presented
and managed.
In terms of practical changes, one important step would be to address the element
of luck which students believe to be an inevitable part of ‘crit’ visits; this would
help to ensure that the evaluation of teaching performance is perceived as being
more realistic and objective. Morton et al  DUHQRWWKHÀUVWWRVXJJHVWWKDW¶DQ
evaluation philosophy is worth developing to assure students of a fair, objective and
psychometrically sound evaluation.’ This will not be easy, of course; most tutors
who have been involved with the evaluation of students on placement are very
DZDUHRIWKHLQKHUHQWGLIÀFXOWLHVZKHQWU\LQJWREHREMHFWLYH RUPRUHUHDOLVWLFDOO\
fair) while taking into account a wide variety of contextual variables. Certainly we
ZRXOGQRWZLVKWRXQGHUVWDWHWKHGLIÀFXOW\RIVXFKDWDVNKRZHYHUWKHFODULÀFDWLRQ
and sharing of expectations, and greater consistency of approach by tutors would
be suitable starting points.
Building upon the positive partnership agreements which often exist between
schools and teacher education institutions, it may be worth thinking about how
schools can be involved in addressing these problems. One possibility is the
development of complementary assessment of student teaching performance.
According to this model, school staff and tutors would assess different aspects of
a student’s performance, and the evaluations would be combined to provide an
overall teaching mark. Such an approach has merit in that essentially tutor and
teacher are seeing the student’s performance in different ways; to employ a simplistic
analogy, we could contrast the tutor’s snapshot with the teacher’s video recording.
However, there is more to it than this, since teacher and tutor both have background
NQRZOHGJHZKLFKLQHYLWDEO\LQÁXHQFHVMXGJHPHQWVDERXWWKHPHULWRIDVWXGHQW·V
SHUIRUPDQFH6FKRROVWDIIDUHEHWWHULQIRUPHGDERXWDQGSRVVLEO\PRUHLQÁXHQFHG
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by, the contextual variables; they have more opportunity to witness personal and
professional growth, and generally have a more complete picture of how the student
ÀWVLQWRWKHGD\WRGD\OLIHRIWKHVFKRRO4XLWHQDWXUDOO\ DQGLQGHHGKHOSIXOO\ 
WKHLUHYDOXDWLRQRIWKHVWXGHQW·VSHUIRUPDQFHUHÁHFWVVXFKNQRZOHGJH
On the other hand, the tutor may be particularly interested in how the students
are able to articulate their thinking and to justify teaching and learning in terms of
currently accepted theory. Tutors may also have an overview of how students are
performing relative to their peers, or to some other benchmarks. Both perspectives
are legitimate, but both are undoubtedly limited; by combining the two a more
complete picture may be created. Importantly, in terms of reducing stress, students
should be involved in the development of such a scheme, in order to help ensure
their perceptions of validity are taken into account.
In relation to academic studies too, attention should be paid to the dangers of
ambiguity and uncertainty, particularly in relation to assessment. Decisions made
DERXW DVVHVVPHQW SROLF\ LQHYLWDEO\ UHÁHFW PDQ\ LVVXHV UHODWHG WR FRXUVH DLPV
structure and content; however, perhaps the issues raised in this study (some of
which relate to the reliability and validity of assessment) should also be considered
when deciding upon strategies. Certainly one possible area for critical scrutiny is
the use of synoptic assignments, particularly when tasks are of a cross-curricular
QDWXUHDQGDUHPDUNHGE\OHFWXUHUVZLWKGLIIHUHQWDFDGHPLFVSHFLDOLVPV$ÀQDO
point in relation to the reduction of ambiguity, given the inevitability of informal
student networks, would be for course teams to review carefully the documentation
and support offered to students.
Tutor attitudes are obviously of central importance. In fact the hegemony of
teacher educators is worthy of investigation, because of its effects on how students
interpret and internalise their roles; as we have suggested above, this may be a factor
WKDWLQÁXHQFHVOHYHOVRIVWUHVV,QSUDFWLFHLQIRUPDOGLVFXVVLRQVZLWKFROOHDJXHV
would appear to indicate that some tutors consider stress and burnout as inevitable
- even desirable - consequences of the process of becoming a primary teacher:
something akin to a rite of passage perhaps. Therein may lie the greatest danger, and
WXWRUVPLJKWEHQHÀWIURPJUHDWHUNQRZOHGJHDERXWWKHVWUHVVFXUUHQWO\H[SHULHQFHG
by their students. Most importantly, they should be helped to develop a greater
awareness of the emotional risk involved to the individual student, the threat to
self-esteem and personal identity.
From the point of view of course managers, there is a temptation to look for
quick solutions - a module or two that can be incorporated into the course - and
there are many worthwhile possibilities. Stephenson (1995) suggests work on
self-management skills and relaxation techniques. Esteve (1989) outlines several
techniques, including one called Stress Inoculation Training; this is a process of
gradually building up the student’s ability to cope with stressful experiences by
controlled exposure to potentially threatening situations. Particularly interesting is
Abouserie’s (1994) suggestion of enhancing levels of self-esteem as a way to help
students to cope. However, although the incorporation of such materials into the
teacher education curriculum is to be encouraged, by limiting a response to such
provision we are in danger of focusing on the symptoms and ignoring the cause.
The way forward has to be based upon a greater understanding of how this stress is
created, not simply reducing its effects.
Finally, a statement from one of the interviewees would appear to highlight the
question of motivation. The individual concerned was known to be conscientious,
and widely believed to be enthusiastic about the course and about teaching. But she
left with the words:
,PDGHDSURPLVHWRP\PRWKHUEHIRUHVKHGLHGWKDW,·GÀQLVKWKHFRXUVHVR
I’ll do that. But as for enjoying it ...
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Having worked with primary teaching students for many years, we are inclined
to the view that, in practice, it may be the most conscientious students who are at
greatest risk: those who have internalised the role of the primary teacher and who
WU\WROLYHXSWRWKHLGHDO$WWKHULVNRIRYHUVLPSOLÀFDWLRQLWPD\EHWKHEHVWWKDW
suffer most.
,WPD\EHVLJQLÀFDQWWKDWZRUNZLWKH[SHULHQFHGWHDFKHUVKDVLQGLFDWHGDVLPLODU
phenomenon; in their study of teachers undergoing inspection, Jeffrey and Woods
(1996) point out that the more professional and dedicated the teachers were, the more
they seemed to suffer emotional distress. What this does, of course, is to raise again
the issue of individual differences in response to stressful situations. Although the
current study has helped to identify situational stressors - events and experiences on
WKHFRXUVHZKLFKVWXGHQWVWHQGHGWRÀQGPRVWVWUHVVIXOLQRUGHUWRPRYHIRUZDUG
in our understanding it may be necessary to change our approach, and look more
FDUHIXOO\DWWKHPHDQLQJZKLFKVSHFLÀFHYHQWVKDYHIRULQGLYLGXDOV
$FFRUGLQJ WR /D]DUXV   WKH SURFHVV RI DSSUDLVDO LV FHQWUDO WR WKLV WKLV
is effectively an individual’s perception of his or her ability to cope with a given
situation, and there are two elements to consider here. A primary appraisal essentially
considers the question ‘is this worthy of my attention and mobilising my resources?’ It
is bound up with values, goal commitments and beliefs, and focuses on the possibility
of harm, threat or challenge. A secondary appraisal asks ‘what can be done to cope?’;
LWUHODWHVWRLVVXHVRIFRQÀGHQFHDQGVHOIHIÀFDF\)URPWKLVSHUVSHFWLYHLWLVQRW
GLIÀFXOWWRDSSUHFLDWHZK\LQGLYLGXDOVGLIIHULQWKHZD\LQZKLFKWKH\H[SHULHQFH
VWUHVV 6LJQLÀFDQWO\ D IRFXV RQ DSSUDLVDO VKRXOG DOORZ JUHDWHU XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI
the ways in which potentially stressful situations in teacher education cause actual
emotional distress.
&21&/86,21

In essence, this study has helped us to open out the perspective on student teacher
stress, by moving beyond the partial picture painted by previous studies which
looked at placement experiences alone. It suggests to us that student teachers may be
under more pressure than was previously thought. The interviews have highlighted
some important factors, in particular uncertainty and the emotional intensity of the
experiences, and have raised some important questions about the ways in which
students experience their courses.
We believe the focus should now shift towards a critical examination of
the complete teacher education experience from the perspective of the student,
concentrating on emotional aspects and subjective interpretation. As Sumsion
(1998) suggests:
>«@ DQ XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI VWXGHQW WHDFKHUV· HPRWLRQDO IUDPHV RI UHIHUHQFH
and their epistemological perspectives might assist teacher educators to
become more sensitive to students’ emotional well-being. In turn, this might
alleviate some of the emotional distress which can accompany learning to
teach (p. 245)
Moving from a generalised or ‘common-sense’ view of stress to a clearer focus on
individual appraisal should allow us to do this more effectively.
Teacher educators, in common with most professionals today, are under increasing
pressure to ‘produce the goods’; this currently means ensuring individuals can
demonstrate the government’s competences for beginning teachers in the classroom.
Even from that limited perspective we should be asking whether the stress and anxiety
experienced on our courses encourages the development of competent, caring and
UHÁHFWLYHWHDFKHUVRUZKHWKHULQGLYLGXDOVVXFFHHGGHVSLWHLW
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To us, it seems self-evident that increased understanding of student-teacher
stress will help us to ‘improve the product’. But, as educators ourselves, we must
remember that our courses may have an effect on students far beyond the development
of pedagogical skill; their personal identity and sense of self-worth may be very
vulnerable. If teaching is a moral endeavour then there is a moral issue for us here
too.
$&.12:/('*(0(17
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