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Stress has beéome a popular top}c'of.discuséion recently} Many news
stories have reported the severity of streés\experienced by various kinds
of workers. Many of the Air Traffic Controllers' demands in the current -

. -

- strike focus on issues o? @ork-related stress. Theére is no doubt that
stress is a gignificant aspect of many people's work livés, and that it
%; can take a sever; toll on the pople who experience it. l

One group of workers generally acknowledged as being under a great

deal .of stress is public school teachers. Many teaché}s, particularly those}

3 teaching in imner city schools, have argued that they should be given »
N . :

- * tcombat pay' for doing the work they are doing, In this paper, the nature

-

» of stress is defined, the reasons why teachers experience stress are dis-

1
cussed, and suggestions offered about what school administrators can do’ n
)

.

to reduce teacher stress.

-

B The Nature of Stress . -

Stress has almost as many definitions as it has discussants. Hans
Selye, a leading authority'on issues of stress, defined the phénomgp&n{as L
the "nonspecific response of the body to ahy demand." fﬁis definition is
too vague to be useful for most practical purposes. The focus of this .
paper i$ on those responses of teaciiers that are stimulated, or at least
; ﬁaggravatéa, by their school ékperienpes. Thus, stress can be defined as

the present context as "the potentially dysfunctional responses of the

individu * (i.e., the teacher) to the demands of the work place (i.e., the

-

B

schéol)." ' . ,
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Generally, discussions of the stréss phenomenon emphasize its negative
. bl .

t S

bonsequgnéés._ For example, s;r;s; has been linked to the probability of
gettihg’h;art attacks, uicérs, hypertension, etc. Stress has also been
. found to increase the likelihood of drug use, alcoholism, reduced output,
and so forth. But i£ should be remembered that stress can also be functional:
ﬁany of us work more effectively under pressure, and athletes usually per-
form better during competition than in t?aining. Botl these are instances
iq which the huha; body uses moderate amounts of stress to improve its
performancé?é In small. amounts and over short periodslof time, then, stress

can be useful. In large doses and/orx over extended periods, however, stress

can be quite harmful.

. )
-The Causes of Stress

Stress can come from many sources. A single culprit camnot be pin- .

pointed as the uniqde cause of stress in all cases. Factors that cause

+

stress are generally termed stressora, and can be classified under three

" broad headingse

* o Environmental stresssors stem from conditions outside
the work place, and include clients, auditors,
parents, the cummunity at large, etc. , :

e Organizatipnal stressors stem from conditions at the
work place,” i.e., she school, and include character-
istics of supervisors, jobs, etc.

e Individual stressors stem from characteristits of the
person experiencing the stress,-and include family . X
responsibility, personality, age, etc. 3

Since the focus of this paper is the school-related sources of stress,

. o . N b
only organizational stressors will be discussed at length here. It should .

be kept in mind, however, that some stress that teachers experience may

be stimulated by non-school-related factors.
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. Organizaticnal stressore arise from cond1t10ns at' the work place.'

3 ~ 1Y

e Characteristics of the Job " relationships with others, and genexal proper-
ties of the school can all be sources of stress at some point in time or:

another. Data from a study conducted by the author are cited in the follow-

N -

ing elaboration of organizationul stressors.. These data are used for
/ :
. X ]

’ illustrative purposes, as appropriate.

. Characteristics of the Job -

Y

A
3

These stressors stem from specific job duties that the teacher per-
forms, and from the.role 'of teachers in the school milieu. Many job-related

i , . .
stressors have been identified in the past by researchers in the &rea.

These include the following: ° ’
e
e role conflict . // ‘ -
. -~ S NN *

‘e role ambiguity // Ty : *
PR , y . 2-1 . — —
R e role overload )

- - ~-‘g -role urderload

<

e role insufficiency
o respénsibility for people

e repetitiveness

. e autonomy - -

N ©

o feedback - \\ -

Role conflict is one of the most common sources of stress. Role con-

flict occurs when the teacher rece1ves confl:ct1ng demands from people : -

about what he/she is supposed-to do. Thus, the school principal may expect

teachers to do one thing; parents of the students may expecr._another,- Some-

times, the same person holds incompatible expectations of the teacher. For

¢ instance, school administrators often expect teachers to run their classes

-

‘quietly; they often also want teachers to encourage the active R

o 6
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participation of students. Unable to resolve the inconsistencies among

the various demands, the teacher feels in a blnd. (Thus, role confllct s

- >

can be a potent source of stress. :
~Another potentlal stressor is role ambiguity, which occurs when an
- 4
individual is unclear about what is expected of him/her on the job. 1In

the study conducted by the author, for instance, many teachers said they

. d1d not know what to expect in their JObS from one day to the next. These

fee11ngs were directly responsible for much of the stress experlenced by
the teachers. If one does not know ‘what one is supposed to do.one the job,
if one does not know why. one is supposed to do somethlng, and 1f one does
not know the "criteria bg which one will be Judged role amb1gu1ty is
11ke1y to be high, and a teacher prone to the experience of stress.

, Rb}e overload is another job-related stressor. Role overload refers

AN

to haviﬂg too much work to do in the time available, or having work that ° .
it too d1ff1cult for the skills and abilties a teacher has. Role overload
was one of the most severe stressors for the teachers in our stu.y. Many:

teachers had several preparations each day; some teachers noted that they

.never had time. to sit down from the time they came in in the morning to the

3

late afternocgggbecause all their classes ran back-to-back. At least three
things can happen when a.person has too much work tc do: ﬁe/she can%cém-
plete all the work, but do 2 mediccre job; he/she can complete part of the’
LE

work, leaving other-parts undone; or he/she can work round-the-clock, and
be a nervcus wreck. The teachers in our study appeared to opt for the last
alternative most often. But using this strategy over extended periods of
time can be very detrimental, not only to the teacher's physical and

mental health, but to the effective functioning of the school as well.
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R _ Another type of role overload occurs when teachers simply do not have

- . " s . - * Y *,__/
the skills and experiepce to perform theyz_;9§§_§Q§QQ§1£l¥4,_Ihas—fbrm’of& :

et e

e

role o&grload was salient in the work liYes of many teachers in our study.
Most teachers remarked that although they had acquired specific content

2
skills through their education; they felt they did not have the classroom

A 'managément' skills they needéd., Only with experience were these teachers

able to learn how to handle themselves and their students in class. The i

teachers who were new to teaching were, in fact, still overwhelmed by the —

enormity of their jobs. ’

~

- . Somewhat related to role overload is the concept of roleginsufficiency,

wﬂich occurs when teachers have inadequate materials, information, équipe «_':
e ment, etc., to do their jobs pf%perly. For {hstance, some teachers in gu{
L ,study éoﬁplained that they did not have- enough desks in the classroom to

seat all students; another teacher's American History Qook was written in - v

1959, The ‘presence of necessary resources can ease a teacher's werk life

considerably.

-~ Role wniderload occurs when the teacher has skills and abilities that
;'. , were acquired through experience (or in school) that are not being used on
2 the job. Many teachers in our study were teaching subjeﬁts that had little

e

or nothing to do with the fields of their spécialization, "It is stressful

to feel that one's e¢dfication has been wa;ted, and that one'sgjob is irrele- ' N
vant t6 one's skills and training. . N

The extent to which a job entials responsibility for other people has

- glso been found to be stressful., A teacher's job usuall%Eanolves a great —

deal of responsibility for students--teachers can shape the socio-emotional, >

as well as the intellectual, growth of their students. To phé ‘extent that

teachers view their jobs as including responsibility for all aspects’ of the




I
wth"tﬁere—ore, they are likely to feel stressed.

A repetitive job is often stressful, Hav1ng to do the same t&éng
ovet and over again, without any. breaks or changes, can put enormous pressure Lo

s \ ) on a person. A report of work in America noted that many- workers in machine- . ..

;V// paced jobs drank during lunch. When asked about the reasons for their drin- :

;/ king, .the workers rep11ed that that was the only way to cope with the over-
o whelmlng boredom of their JObS. To some extent, a teacher s job is also

:* > “bor1ng., One teacher in our study noted, for instance, that he taught the
same thing over and over aga1n, five times a day. According to the teacher, P

the job had made éhim incredibly bored, and he*would move into another job
. as soon as the opportunlty arose. .
al Autonomy, or decision-making authority on the JOb has also been 11nked
to stress in different ways. The buroen of decision-mak1ng can otcas1opa11y

: be stressful. -On the other hand, decision-making authority can minimize y

the adverse effects of other stresses.. For instance, if the teacher has ~ "..
= : .

) autonomy, she/he <an resolve the conflicts or ambiguities inherent in the

. P

job, Thus, job-related autonomy can serve to .increase or decrease the amount

of stress a teacher experiences.
B \ ' o
Relationships with Others . . L e

o

Relationships with others constitute the second group of organizational

stressors. Three sets of "others" are relevant in this context: -

+eo school administrators

- B
: [ colleagues : ,
7 . e students o
7 » The school principal and the other school administrators are critical
;7 oo in.oetermining whether the wora lives of teachers are stressful or not. o o

-

‘In our study, the school principal emerged as one of the most critical
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influences on whether or not teachers experienced stress. Characteristics
+ .

of supervisors and principals that are associated with stress include:

makisig unilateral decisions; delegating the work to subordinates, bot not

PO

the author1ty to do the work properly, caring only about the performance

" °o*

of sﬁbord1nates and not the1r socio- emotlonal needs; being overly critical:.
N / " v
"and not goang f Tto bat' for subordinates. L
T ., ' v .

o

T CbZZeagues (i. e., other teachers) can also affect the degree of 'stress ,

o .

that teachers experience. In our study, many teachers noted.that one of

thz most effectivé ways for them to handle their work-relatsd stress was

- x

to talk to other. teathers--since the other téachers had had similar‘exper- ;
iences, they 'understood,' Just having an empathic ear to listen to one's
problems was enough to relieve the stress that some teachers felt, Teachers

can also be scurces of stress. One teacher in our study had severe prob-
oA §
lems,w1th'her work life because the other teachers had in effect, ostra-

9

\
cized her, and she felt isolated and lonely. In short, she was under stress.
°

‘Students are also potential stressors. To the extent that students
.. ,

-are obedient, respectful,:and academically-inclined, teachers were less likely
. A\

to experience job-related pressures. The issue of discipline is also rele- .

A

. vant here. Many teachers in our study felt that discipline problems were

handled in~onsistently in their schools, and that this inconsistency under-

P

mined their authority with students. Discipline problems and the ways in

which they are handled by the administration, are among the most- powerfu}l’
]

stressors. . - B °

§ General Properties of the School

2

¢

This is the last group-of organizational stressors, and probably the

least potent as a cause ‘of stress. Although some research has 1nd1cated

- that school character1st1cs (such as school size) can affect the work

‘ ' - \ —

T




experiences of teachers, these stressors were not. very strong in our

- .
- -

- “ \

g . stu‘dy_a' : . L. ) . .ol _—
;o s . . .
- Summary o ' . : ©
R _ . . - R - S
B Many aspects of the work.environment can lead to feelings of stress ° s
@ . o VK .o ‘
Toe ) among teathers. The job, other teachers, discipline issues, characteristics -

!

N

- of the school administration, can all be poténtial stréssors for teachers.
- . o— . .
The grfﬁier the number of stressors present in the sqﬁqo{, and the greater S

A}

N . . .. ~
_the intensity of these stressors, of course, the greater the streSs that

teachers are likely to experience. Furthermore, the pefsistence of these

R4 v

\ ' .
SR stressors over extended periods:-of time is likely to increase the negative
. ' ' Pl

¥ y . ;
/Seffects of stress. - o ' .

Reduce Teacher Stress

. i \

N

Work stress among teachers-is not a problem just for teachers. On

1
. What Administrators‘Can Do To . ) ,1

the contrary, school administrators must be concerned with the ph?nomenon, : N

\

o

not only for humanitarian reasons, but for progmatic reasons as well, Role

stress affeFts a teacher's physical and mental health; it may also lead to . S

*
4

H . a'\ < i
. dysfunctional behaviors among teachers--behaviors-such as reduced efficiency,

R p— " . B

o -

tardiness, absenteeism, and turnover. . .

L)

These dysfunctional behaviors are-costly for the school, Many substi-

B tute teachers must be paid, for example, to make-up -for those teachers who ~ %

are absent, Likewise, turnover is eipensive. Some -reople estimate that an
- . organization loses the equivalent of 2} months' pay for every employee who
turns olver--and this figure applies only to lower level employees in semi-

Ll

skillep joﬁél For jobs that require more training and .experience;, the losses

.

are considerably greater. BEEEEEE’Eggxﬂggrnover“CEEfEi;re hidded (e.g.,
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disruptive to thg/émobth functioning of the school as well. A class that

however, they are easy to overlook. But, in the long run, the costs of R

LI ' ‘: i
Not only are tardiness, absenteeism, and turnovey expéﬁsive, they are
. @ - . Al

’ o e v/ o

?

— .

thenggysfunctional behaviors can add up, and they can be deb{Iitating for .

. the organization's economy. ~ . : X\ . .
- .~ '7 "

is frequently taught by substitute teachers, for instance, is likely to be

less conduciye to learning than one that is usually taught by regular tea-
' -

always changing. . p .
e To thé extent thaf'wof<;fe1ated stress increases the likelihood that
. . 3 .

T - M ( . ¢ . >
- *  teachers will’ manifest these\behaviors, it is in the interests of school -

¢ o

extent that- the stress stems f;oﬁ properties of-the school, it is in the
” . ,

' ] ) . ~ > . .
administrators to.at%empt to- ameliorate such stréss. Furthermore, to the ™ L
B . vy . . . . |
1

.pawer of school administrators to attempt to ameliordte the s;fess. ﬁiven.

. )

chers. 'Likewisp; the overall climdte of the school may suffer considerably

.. . . 'y - - .. - *
. if teachers come to work, late, or if the roster “of available teachers 1is

-

’

ey

—-— ,
- -

the various precursoré and their relative potency in our study, many sugges- -
. . . + s '

LY

tions can be derived about the ways school administrators can begin reducing = -

* stress.

4

e

|

1

|

1

" teacher stress. - . ’ . . 2 - i

There are many school properties that are beyond -the : _ . -.i. e
administrators’ power to’ change ‘and control. For instance, -
the school administrator has rélatively- less direct ..

influence on federal regulations regarding educagtional

priorities than he/she does over the day-to-day function-

ing ot the ‘school) Focusing on those causes of teacher \ .
stress .that are under their direct control minimizes the '

diffusion of administrators' energies and maximizes the

focusing of concerted effort on those stressors that are LI
most susceptible to change. . - .
Many of the teachers' complaints centeréd on their teaching .~ .

“assignmentse-they were assigned to teach subjects with

which they had little familiarity. A good matching of L .-
backgrounds and assignments can probably be. achieved with :
~,lative ease,” and would be instrumental in relieving teacher I
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A schbol as well, . ;

e s memaAmARAR SRS SR
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With respect to their.work loads, different teachers in

our study mentioned different problems. Hithin the same
school, for instance, some teachers had five classes of

the same subject (one preparation), while others had five
totally different preparations. A more equitable distribu-
tion of work loads is probably conducive to stress .
reduction., .

Many teachers felt that they received conflicting demands

from the school administrators. Thinking about the implica-

tions of each demand made on teachers would prooably reduce

some inconsistencies, Furthsrmore, some teachers remarked ' >
that different administrators made demands on them that were -

conflicting. Greater coordinatipn among inistrators about
the demands relayed to teachers would probaPly relieve this .
problem, ’ '

Teachers in our study felt that their jobs were ambiguous. C o
If administrators worKed with these teachexrs to clarify
their job requirement-, or assigned more experienced ¢
teachers to work with the newer teachers in clarifying
their jobs, role clarity.could probably be heightened, and
another potential stressor Temoved—from the work emviron- . o . — - - —
ment,

A strong stressor in our study was qualitative r.le over-
load, Tedbhers reported <hat they had not learned classroom
management s%ills in school, and many remarked that they

had not acquired such basic skills as test constructionm,
grading, etc. NeedleSs to sy, all these are essential to
the smooth functioning of a cluss’ Making in-service programs
available to teachers so they can formally acquire these
skills would be quite beneficial to the teacher and to the

"

{ - Te ..

Since the more experienced teachers are.the omes able to

handle stressful classroom situations better, it may be

beneficizl to make.clacs assignments .in'a-'way that winimizes .
the placement of 'new' teachers in stressful classes, and
maximizes on the experience of the 'older' teachers in

handling these classes. : - ’
Many teachers were concerned because they felt they ~ould not
count on the support and the'backing of the school
administration. A uniformly compliant posture on the part
of the school administration is probably as detrimental to
to.school morale as is:a uniformly belligérent posture. At
the same time, hoWever, it is useful to .foster the perception ) o
that school administrdtors are teachers' friends, .and people :
to whom a teacher can turn when heyshe feels'the need to.

Many geachers reportéd that discipline problems were handled
inconsistently by their school administratoTs, and that this .

- T




undermined the teacher's authority with the students. A '
concerted effort by school administrators to mete out justice

e aally and fairly would be instr.mental in‘alleviating

this source of teacher stress. -

-]

e Teachers veported lower levels of stress when they perceived
their jobs to have high levels of variety and low levels of
repetitiveness and monotony. Thus, if .classroom assignments .
‘are made in ways that some variety is assured, the degree to
stress that teachers experience will be minimized. Of course,
the earlier point of not having too many preparations should
also be remembered here. The ideal would be for teachers to
have some variations in their assignments, without being
completely snowed under with preparations. o

e Many teachers reported that they did not have the resources
they needed to do their jobs effectively and effeciently.
Principals and other administrators have control over the
distribution of some resources. P.yond that, however, they
are in the position to "lobby' school districts for the
allocation of more resources for their schools. A major step
toward relieving teacher step could be achieved if the
resources neécessary to teach well were available to teachers,

e In many ways, prihcipals and other administrators may be able ' -~
to 'buffer' teachers against the harmful effects of stress.
They can provide a sympathetic shoulder to cry on,-lend an- -
understanding ear for airing problems, and generally ‘'be there'
when teachers need the. ) T

These are some ways indicated by our study for administrators to help

in reducing teacher stress. Two additional points are relevant here. First,

stress is a subjective experie~ =, .It is based on how teachers perceive

their work environments. Thesc..re, it is necessary 10 change, not only

the objective environment, but the teachers' perceptions of the objective

-

environment as well, if stress is to be relieved. In many cases, the

objective reality may not be stressful; misperceiving their environment,

however, the teachers may feel stressed anyway. Perceptions and attitudes

‘are often harder to change than is-the outside world., But perceptions are

.

the immediate precursors of stress, and it is thes perceptions that must

be the focus of most change efforts.

Second, it is obviously impossible for any school administrator to

14

-
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impiement all the suggestions listed above immediately and simulteneously.
If teachers feel that the school administration is trying to relieve
their brrden, and if administrators work on reducing the,stressors one at

a time, however a giant step toward rescuing teachers fror intense stress

will have been achieved.

™

: Conclusions

Unaerstanding the dynamics of teacher stress can be usefﬁl.for schoul
administrators'in many ways.' It provides them with a better understanding
of their own and teachers' work lives; it can make them better supervisors
and colleagues for teachers; it can also improve the effectiveness of the
school. If administrators know what causes teacher stress, they can take
action steps to reduce the stress;iat the very leést, they can understand
why teachers react to the school environment in the ways that they do.
1f edch school administrator identifies those aspects of his/her managerial
style and schoo) en&ironment that are most likely to be st;ess-producing
for teathers, and tries to alter these phenomena in ways that stimulate
.stress-reduction for teachers, then the school can, indeed, become a more
pleasant place to work. Not only would a healthier and happier work force
of teachers result in such circumstances, but also a more effective group
~ of teachers. The- school, teachers, stvdents,'ans sbciety as a whole can

all be beneficiaries from the reduction (but not the total elimination) of

stress from thw work place.




