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The focus and aim of this study was:

a) to identify the relative strength of major occupational 
stress factors in teaching

b) to investigate the relationship between such occupational 
stress factors and teacher professional self-esteem.

The role of the teacher in today's climate is complex and demanding.  
Teachers faced with competing expectations from government and school 
systems, unions, parents and the media have frequently been found to 
display symptoms of occupational stress.  Such stress has been described as 
arising "when discrepancies exist between occupational demands and 
opportunities on the one hand and workers capacities, needs and 
expectations on the other".  (NSWTF 1988).  In addition, Rosemarie Otto 
(Otto 1989) noted that stress among teachers was induced by  "alienating 
structures and relationships . . . not only within their school but also at 
the broader level."

Manthei and Solman (Manthei & Solman 1988) reporting on a comparative study 
of New Zealand and N.S.W. teachers, identified seven structural factors 
which led to teacher stress.  These factors (in summary form) are:

1.  Pupil Recalcitrance  -  pupil misbehaviour, and maintenance of 
classroom discipline

2.  Poor Remuneration  -  salary not commensurate with training 
required of teachers

3.  Curriculum Demands  -  implementation problems, and frequent 
changes

4.  Low Professional Recognition  -  disenchantment with other 



members of staff and the school administration, poor 
promotional opportunities

5.  Poor Working Environment  -  class size, shortage of equipment
6.  Community Antagonism  -  undeserved public criticism, lack of 

respect in society for schools and teachers
7.  Time Demands  -  excessive demands of teaching/organisational 

duties, lack of time for adequate preparation of assistance 
with individual pupil difficulties.

Other studies have concentrated on several of these factors.  For example, 
Kyriacou and Sutcliffe (1976) cite poor inter-professional communication 
and co-operation as a major source of stress.  Otto (1986) listed time 
pressures as a source of stress.  Research conducted by the South 
Australian Institute of Teachers indicated lack of time as being the case 
of either moderate or a great deal of dissatisfaction in 75.1% of 
respondents .

Negative community attitudes were also identified as a cause of teacher 
stress.  (Sth Aust. Institute of Teachers 1971).  These are particularly 
relevant to teachers because, according to Pitt and Jennings (1984), 
education systems as social systems have the following major potential 
stress elements:  bureaucratic structure, intensive interaction between 
individuals and a continuous evaluation of process and product.

The Victorian Teacher's Union found that the longer a teacher stays in 
teaching, the more stressed he or she may feel  (VTU 1986).  However, this 
finding has been qualified by the NSW Teachers Federation which claims that 
"older, more experienced teachers experience less emotional exhaustion and 
teacher burnout than do younger less experienced teachers".

Louden (1987) has identified five additional factors as being associated 
with the level of teacher stress:  

a.  Feelings of ineffectiveness  
b.  Professional isolation in the classroom
c.  Involuntary transfer
d  Lack of opportunities for part-time work
e.  The pressure of involvement in educational research and 

development.

Recent research by Greenglass and Burke (1988), and O'Connor and Clarke 
(1990) whilst generally supporting the above findings added the dimensions 
of sex, status, and school systems as factors in the issue of teacher 
stress.

System and community related stress was associated with a perceived lack of 
promotional opportunities and being employed in the government rather than 
the non-government sector.



Frequently studies of teacher stress have shown a relationship between 
teacher stress and burnout (Weiskopf, 1980, Cunningham, 1983, and Fisher 
1984).  Such studies have tended to link organisational stress factors with 
physical symptoms and responses.  Thus Cunningham (1983), defining burnout 
as physical, emotional and attitudinal exhaustion, noted that it manifests 
itself in physical and emotional illnesses.  Schwab (1983) reported 
emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation and loss of feelings of 
accomplishment as being three separate and distinct aspects of burnout.  
Savery and Detiuk (1986) found that school principals reporting feelings of 
stress suffered from hypertension, headaches and depression.

Decrease in job satisfaction and subsequent poor job performance have been 
linked to occupational stress and burnout (Cunningham  1983, Savery and 
Detiuk, 1986, O'Connor and Clarke, 1990).  Weiskopf (1980), in addition to 
reporting high correlations between burnout scores and degree of job 
satisfaction, and performance, also found a significant relationship 
between such scores and negative perceptions by teachers of their own power 
to influence work situations.
These latter findings together with those reported by Schwab (1983) pose 
the possibility of a relationship between occupational stress and teachers' 
professional self-esteem.

A small study was designed in 1990 to investigate such a relationship 
(Kaldas, Warr, Groome and Gray, 1990).  From a group of 22 teachers in 
Government and Catholic primary schools more than 75% of teachers in the 
age range of 20 - 24  reported that the strategies of behaviour management 
left them with negative feelings of professional self-esteem;  on the 
question of workload, more than 75% of teachers with between 4 and 19 years 
of experience reported negative feelings of  professional self-esteem, and 
of the same group 66% reported negative feelings of professional competence 
in relation to the pressure of time management.

METHOD

For the present study, a larger group (186) of teachers in four Independent 
(132 teachers) and three State secondary (54 teachers) schools was given a 
similar questionnaire, in order to investigate:

a.  The level of concern teachers have about professional demands 
and opportunities.

b.  Some effects of perceived discrepancies between these demands 
and opportunities and teachers' capacities, expectations, and needs on 
teacher self-esteem.

c.  Influences of age, years of service and tenure on teacher self-
esteem.

d.  Differences between schools or school systems in which teachers 



are working.

The questionnaire was designed to indicate:

a.  Professional occupational demands:  behaviour management, time 
management, interaction with supervisors, workload and availability of 
resources.

b.  Professional opportunities including career expectations.

c.  Occupational status and expectations including salary and media 
influence.

d.  Tenure and years of service.

The dimensions of this questionnaire investigate those sources of stress 
rated most highly by teachers in a study by Pierce and Molloy (1990).

The teachers responded on a voluntary basis to the questionnaire.  A total 
response rate of 52% was achieved, however this was influenced by type of 
school - with response rate from Independent schools being higher (63%), 
than State schools (42%). The participating schools were from a variety of 
systems and settings: four being co-educational (three State and one 
Independent), and three  single-sex (two boys' and one girls' school); six 
were from the Sydney metropolitan region and one from a large provincial 
city, of the three State schools, one was selective, and one was 
participating in the Disadvantaged Schools Program (DSP).

After initial tabulation the results were converted to percentages to 
provide comparisons between schools, systems, teacher tenure, and years of 
service.

RESULTS

Major findings of this study are reported in rank order from greatest to 
least occupational stress factors, as identified by respondents.

Workload

An overwhelming majority of all respondents (85%) indicated that they 
considered their workload to be too high.  Of the group of teachers with 
between 11-19 years of experience 91% reported this factor as a source of 
stress.  Similarly, 92% of teachers at the State school participating in 
DSP indicated the negative effect of high workload.  

50% of those indicating workload as a source of stress reported that they 
considered that the pressures generated gave them negative feelings 
regarding their professional competence.  Again teachers with 11-19 years 



of experience, and those involved in DSP reported a higher impact on their 
feelings of professional competence (59% in each case).

Time Management

72% of all respondents reported this factor as a significant source of 
stress, with the teachers in the provincial Independent co-educational 
school indicating the greatest impact of this factor (91%).  78% of 
teachers with between 1-3 years experience and 75% of teachers with between 
4-19 years of experience reported time management as a source of stress.

Of those reporting time management as a source of stress 52% indicated that 
it gave them negative feelings about their competence.  Again the 
provincial teachers recorded the highest score  (58%) on negative feelings.  
Whereas, only 42% of teachers in State schools indicated that time 
pressures negatively affected their feelings of professional competence, 
whilst this was the case for 56% of the teachers in Independent schools. 

Salary

This factor was perceived by 62% of all teachers as providing a source of 
stress in terms of the undervaluing of their position and professional 
preparation.  63% of both permanent teachers and those in executive 
positions saw themselves as undervalued, either by their school (in the 
case of those in Independent schools) or by their system (in the case of 
those in State schools).  

Only 25% of casual teachers were content with their salary levels, whilst 
45% of those in part-time employment considered their salaries to be 
adequate.

Some interesting comparisons emerge between the teachers in provincial 
schools and their metropolitan colleagues.  65% of the provincial teachers 
reported dissatisfaction with salary level, whilst metropolitan teachers 
were slightly under the group average at 61%.

The most interesting set of differences came with the comparison between 
the various State schools; where a massive 81% of teachers in the selective 
school indicated dissatisfaction, whilst this was the case for 71% of those 
in the average comprehensive school, but only for 41% of those in the  DSP 
school.  Of the Independent school teachers, those in the Catholic school 
reported the highest level of dissatisfaction with salary - 64%, followed 
by those teaching at the girls' school - 62%.

Resources

Of all teachers, 55% saw inadequate resources as a significant occupational 
stress factor.  65% of teachers in State schools and 60% in co-educational 



schools reported similarly on this factor.  Permanent teachers as a group 
reported the greatest degree of dissatisfaction with resources - 67%.  
Those working in single-sex schools -51%, and in Independent schools  - 52% 
indicated less dissatisfaction with resource provision in their schools.

Comment in the Media

Teachers were asked about whether negative comments in the media affected 
their professional self-concept.  63% of State school teachers indicated 
that it did, and only 45% of Independent teachers reported a similar 
impact.

The level of impact ranged from a low 33% of teachers in an Independent 
boys' school to a high 75% of the teachers in the DSP school.

Interaction with Colleagues

48% of respondents reported feeling threatened at times when interacting 
with work colleagues.  For teachers with 11-19 years of experience - 65%, 
teachers at the DSP school - 63%, and casual teachers - 75%, this was a 
particular problem.

Managing Student Behaviour

46% of all respondents indicated that their behaviour management strategies 
did not work. For 77% of these teachers - i.e., 35% of all respondents, 
their lack of effective strategies affected their confidence and feelings 
of competence.

School population was a significant variable in this factor.  72% of 
teachers in co-educational schools reported that their strategies were not 
effective, whereas in contrast only 37% of teachers in single-sex schools 
were dissatisfied with their management.of student behaviour.  Of these 
teachers, a higher level of negative concern regarding confidence and 
competence was reported by those in co-educational schools.  Of the 
teachers in the single-sex  schools, those in the girls' school experienced 
fewer behaviour management problems and expressed less concern on this 
factor.

DISCUSSION

Occupational Stress Factors

In this study teachers acknowledged the chosen variables as significant 
sources of occupational stress.  The ranking of these factors in the 



present study differed slightly from the rankings indicated by primary 
school teachers in the Kalder et al (1990) study.  There was some 
considerable variation with the rankings reported by Pierce & Molloy 
(1990).

Stress Factor Ratings

   Stress factor          Roe  &  Gray      Kalder  
et  al     Pierce  &  Molloy   

   Workload    1 3
2

   Time Management    2 1
2

   Salary    3 2
               13

   Working Conditions    4 3
4

   Media Recognition    5 6
9

   Staff Conflict    6 5
3

   Behaviour Management    7 7
1

Workload and time pressures were of similar importance in all the studies 
noted.  Teachers, regardless of type and socioeconomic status of school, 
experience significant stress from the demands of their daily work 
activities.

On the question of salary, the disparity between the Victorian study 
(Pierce & Molloy 1990), the results reported by Kalder et al (1990), and 
the results in this present study are of particular interest.  It should be 
noted that teachers in the Pierce & Molloy study were asked to identify one 
"single greatest source of stress", whereas in the present study, teachers 
were asked to comment on all the stress factors indicated in the 
questionnaire.  The authors have no other explanation for this disparity, 
especially in light of the Commonwealth's determining of an Australia-wide 
benchmark for the AST position.  However, the well-attested significantly 
higher cost of living in Sydney - although a factor outside the scope of 



this present study - may have some bearing on the evidenced interest of 
Sydney metropolitan teachers in this stress item.  Of further interest is 
the similar rank position of salary between  the present study, compared 
with Kalder et al, considering that salary increases for teachers in N.S.W. 
occurred in the time between the two studies.

A further large disparity in the rankings of the three studies relates to 
behaviour management strategies.  This issue was ranked as the single 
greatest greatest source of stress by teachers in the Pierce & Molloy 
(1990) study.  It was the least indicated occupational stress factor in 
both the Kalder et al (1990) and the present study.  The methodological 
variations - scope of the question asked (the Pierce and Molloy item 
included student problems and demands in addition to pupil behaviour), and 
constraints of choice (referred to in the paragraph above) - may account 
for some of this difference.

Professional Self-Esteem

The results of this study demonstrate a clear relationship between 
occupational stress factors and teachers' professional self-esteem.

63% of all respondents indicated concern arising from occupational 
(structural) stress factors.  Of these teachers, two-thirds reported 
negative feelings about their confidence and competence as teachers.

Specifically, the questionnaire probed the relationship between 
occupational stress factors and teachers' professional self-esteem on four 
factors:

a.  behaviour management,
b.  time management,
c.  negative media comments, and
d.  workload.

In each of these areas the teacher's own power to influence the work 
situation is limited.  In effect, the teacher's scope to act as a self-
determining professional is restricted, if not almost removed (e.g., in a 
media "teacher-bashing" campaign, or the invidious comparison of eductional 
standards between State and Independent schools).  In the face of 
contemporary calls on teachers to be "more professional", the important 
decisions and iniatives which affect the way in which they can work are 
frequently beyond their control.

The results of this study demonstrate that the shift in the locus of 
control away from the teacher is, in effect, self-defeating, as it has 
resulted in a widespread crisis of confidence within the teaching service.  
In this study, 41% of respondents reported negative feelings about their 
competence as a teacher, arising from stress factors, directly related to 



ways in which their workplace is organised and managed.  Such a crisis of 
confidence, such feelings of lack of professional self-esteem could well 
have a negative impact on teacher performance.

Particularly at risk appear to be teachers with 11-19 years of service and 
teachers in schools with special needs, such as DSP.  These teachers face a 
higher than average workload, and increased responsibilities within the 
changing school, system as well as more constant media surveillance and 
exposure to negative comment.  Teachers at selective State schools and 
elite Independent schools, who experience a pressure for high grade 
academic results, sporting success and cultural enrichment are similarly 
placed.

Implications

This study has important implications for school administrators.  A high 
quality teaching service requires a managerial system that makes it easy 
for personnel to do a good job, rather than one which places unreasonable 
demands on workers regardless of their capacities, needs and expectations.
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APPENDIX

SURVEY ON TEACHER STRESS AND BURNOUT

Please answer questions by putting a circle around the appropriate answer.

Q.1 Do you find that your behaviour
management strategies work? Yes No Sometimes

If no or sometimes, would you say 
that it affects your confidence and
your feelings of competence? Yes No Sometimes

Q.2 Are there times when you feel 
threatened when interacting with 
your work colleagues? Yes No Sometimes

If yes or sometimes, do you perceive
your feelings to be related to
superiority on the party of the colleague? Yes No

Sometimes

If yes, or sometimes, do you view these
feelings as relating to your perception
of your colleagues competence? Yes No Sometimes

Q.3 Do you find permanent teaching more
rewarding than casual teaching? Yes No Sometimes

If you only have casual experience,
do you feel that permanent teaching will
provide you with satisfaction you may not 
receive from casual teaching? Yes No Sometimes

Q.4 Do you find time management with 
your class puts you under pressure? Yes No Sometimes

If yes or sometimes, does the pressure
result in you feeling negative about
your competence as a teacher? Yes No Sometimes

Q.5 Does lack of resources in your school
affect your competence in the classroom? Yes No

Sometimes

Q.6 Do negative comments within the media
affect your professional self concept? Yes No Sometimes



Q.7 Does your salary reflect your perception
of your professional worth within our
society? Yes No Sometimes

.../2

Q.8 Do you feel your workload is too high? Yes No Sometimes

If yes or sometimes, does it cause you
to feel negative about your competence
as a teacher? Yes No Sometimes

Q.9 Are you satisfied with the career
opportunities offered to you within
your particular education system? Yes No Sometimes

Please answer questions by placing an x in the appropriate box.

AGE YEARS OF TEACHING
20-24 1-3
25-34 4-10
35-49 11-19
50-54 20-25
55-64 26-30

30+

PRESENT
Casual
Permanent
Part-time
Executive
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