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Levels of teacher stress are a growing concern across the globe, with both short- and long-term effects 

of stress upon teachers being researched. This Australian study employed the Transactional Stress 

Model (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) as a theoretical framework to guide an inquiry into teacher stress. 

An online survey was used to access a large sample of secondary teachers (N = 535) in government, 

Catholic, and independent schools throughout the state of Queensland. This paper reports findings 

related to two research questions: sources of stress and short-term coping strategies. Key sources of 

stress were identified as lack of time and paperwork. The most common coping strategies reported were 

talking to friends and family and exercise. Findings have implications for teacher practice and school 

administrators.  
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Introduction

For many years, stress has been recognised as a concern among professionals employed in human service 

occupations (Chan, Chen, & Chong, 2010; Lazarus & Launier, 1978; Onwuegbuzie, Jiao, & Collins, 

2007; Travers & Cooper, 1993; Yang, Ge, Hu, Chi, & Wang, 2009), and is of increasing concern for 

those in the teaching profession (Earp, 2010; Rentner, Kober, & Frizzell, 2016). Teaching in today’s 

schools involves both high pressure and serious responsibilities; factors often beyond the control of the 

individual (Sorenson, 2007). Teachers experience frequent exhaustion (Shernoff, Mehta, Atkins, Totf, & 

Spencer, 2011), serious health conditions (Sorenson, 2007), and are expected to have shorter life 

expectancy due to occupational stress in China (Yang et al., 2009). 

Hans Seyle is recognised as one of the foremost researchers into human stress. He proposed the 

general adaptation syndrome (GAS) as a means of conceptualising stress and considered stress to be the 

body’s response to threatening situations (Selye, 1956). As interest in stress has increased, more 

definitions have evolved. For example, Lazarus (1966) offered an interpretation of stress as an imbalance 

between perceived demands and resources, Anderson (1978) viewed stress as troublesome situations or 

thoughts, Wiley (2000) presented the notion that stress was a “biological phenomena that is experienced 

by all persons” (p. 80), whereas Onwuegbuzie et al. (2007) considered stress to be an “umbrella term for a 

number of other concepts such as anxiety, conflict, frustration, and so forth” (p. 212). Since the 1960s, the 

term stress has been used as a construct to describe teachers’ concerns and anxieties. During the 1970s, 

the phrase stress in teaching (Kyriacou & Sutcliffe, 1977) came into usage. Research into teacher stress 

had grown exponentially over the last three decades, with this topic becoming a research issue of global 

significance (Chan et al., 2010). 
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The study reported here adopted notions put forward by Kyriacou (2001) who defined stress as “the 

experience by a teacher of unpleasant, negative emotions, such as anger, anxiety, tension, frustration or 

depression, resulting from some aspect of their work as a teacher” (p. 28). This definition was selected 

because it comprised elements related to teaching, is accepted in the literature, and reflects conventional 

wisdom (Hart, 1994). The study also adopted a particular model of stress in order to provide a framework 

for understanding work-related stress and to drive methodology. Four principal stress models (see 

O'Driscoll & Brough, 2003) were examined: stimulus, response, interactional, and transactional models. 

The challenge for the present study was to select a model that would enable stress to be presented as a 

step-by-step process and align with Kyriacou’s definition. The transactional stress model (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984) fulfilled these requirements. This model presents stress as a cyclic process, with four 

distinct elements: causal antecedents with enviromental and personal variables; mediating processes with 

appraisal and coping components; immediate effects including physiological and emotional responses; 

and long-term effects including psychological well-being, illness, and social functioning. Each of these 

elements is now be examined in respect to key inquiries that provided a research base for the present 

study.  

Research into stress antecedents is extensive. For example, antecedents specific to teaching that have 

been reported include workload, lack of resources, limited access to suitable teaching resources, poor 

collegial interactions and relationships, low salary, disruptive student behaviour, student failure to do 

work, student tardiness, student inability to complete homework, increased parental expectation, other 

staff, and depression (Borg, Riding, & Falzon, 1991; Pithers & Soden, 1998; Travers & Cooper, 1993; 

Yang et al., 2009). From these findings it is clear that a large number of varied influences can affect how 

well a teacher functions. 

The mediating processes related to appraisal and coping were first investigated by Lazarus (1966) 

who devised two forms of appraisal (primary and secondary) that conceptualised how encounters were 

evaluated and what responses ensued. Early coping inquiries (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) focused upon 

the influence of negative emotions. However, the emergence of positive psychology (Folkman, 1997, 

2008; Grebner, Elfering, & Semmer, 2010), has transferred attention on positive emotions that have been 

shown to lead to an upward spiral of well-being (Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002) with lower levels of 

depression and anxiety (Seligman, Rashid, & Parks, 2006). Coping strategies that teachers have been 

known to commonly use include problem-focused forms such as positive peer support (Richards, 2012), 

or emotion-focused forms such as consumption of alcohol, amphetamines, tranquillisers (Watts & Shorts, 

1990), exercise (Kyriacou, 2001), and uncontrolled aggression (Austin, Shah, & Muncer, 2005). These 

findings indicate that encounter appraisal and coping strategies do assist teachers in responding to 

stressful encounters. 

Immediate effects related to physiological and emotional responses to teacher stress include 

behavioural outcomes such as low productivity, increased absenteeism, and high attrition rates (Ingersoll 

& Smith, 2003; Rentner et al., 2016; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2015). Stressed teachers have been observed to 

consume more medicine and suffer more illness than non-stressed teachers (Makinen & Kinnunen, 1986). 

Physiological changes that have been linked to stress include ulcers (Wiley, 2000) and serious health 

concerns (Sorenson, 2007). Long working hours have been reported to affect job satisfaction (Hafeez & 

Akbar, 2015). These findings point to the fact that stress can affect teachers in multiple ways. 

Long-term effects to teacher stress have been connected to psychological well-being, illness, and 

social functioning. Examples include job dissatisfaction, reduced job commitment, and anxiety (De 

Nobile & McCormick, 2007), excessive strain leading to burnout (Brough et al., 2009), desire for career 

change (OECD, 2014), illnesses such as heart disease, hypertensive diseases, gastrointestinal disorders, 

insomnia, depression, and alcoholism (Furnham, 1992), and excessive stress being linked to self-

destructive behaviour (Leung et al., 2009). Such findings show that the protracted effects of stress can 

have disturbing consequences for teachers if not monitored. 
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The Present Study 

The prime aim of the present study was to capture sources of stress reported by Queensland secondary 

school teachers and to identify the magnitude to which teachers perceived they were affected by these 

circumstances. The study was framed by five research questions.  

From the perspective of Queensland secondary teachers: 

1. What sources of stress are identified in the workplace and in personal lives? 

2. What physical symptoms of stress are experienced? 

3. What are the current impacts of stress upon personal well-being, job satisfaction, and coping 

ability? 

4. What coping strategies are employed to support the management of teacher stress? 

5. What are the long-term effects of stress upon career, health, and social functioning? 

This paper reports on research questions 1 and 4. 

Methodology 

The online survey has been acknowledged as a reliable and trustworthy means of data collection (Gay, 

Mills, & Airasian, 2006) and particularly valuable when a sample is dispersed over a wide geographic 

area (Klieve et al., 2010) Examining stress in the workforce is a very sensitive and personal issue and as 

such alternative approaches (e.g., face-to-face interview or phone interview) may not allow respondents 

freedom to fully express their personal concerns. The present study therefore used an online survey to 

collect views around stress from secondary teachers throughout the state of Queensland, Australia. 

Survey content comprised a demographic section followed by six sections where closed and open-

ended questions addressed each element within the transactional stress model (Lazarus & Folkman, 

1984). The survey section on sources of stress contained an adapted version of a Teacher Stress Inventory 

(TSI) developed and verified by Jin, Yeung, Tang, and Low (2008). Five of the original 27 TSI items 

were substituted with items sourced from Australian research conducted by McCormick (1999) to better 

suit the Queensland teaching context. Three items were added to the TSI to capture teacher observation of 

newly emerging sources of stress consisting of Physical exhaustion, Introduction of the National 

Curriculum, and Time spent reporting on student results. These items were considered current issues in 

Queensland. Participating teachers were required to rate each source of stress on a 6-point Likert scale (no 

stress to extreme stress). The next section incorporated nine coping statements obtained from Richards 

(2012), which were rated using a 5-point percent scale (0% of the time – 100% of the time) with 

increments of 20% for each choice. A supplementary section followed with two open-ended questions: To

what extent does stress impact upon your ability to cope as a teacher? and Please describe other ways 

you cope with stress?

Griffith University Research Survey Tool, LimeSurvey, was used to prepare the survey content. 

University ethics approval was obtained during this design period. Following pilot testing, the survey was 

activated (see Klieve et al., 2010) for a period of 8 weeks towards the end of the school year. Teachers 

accessed the online survey via links that were made available through the Queensland College of 

Teachers (QCT), the statutory government body that regulates, enhances, and promotes the teaching 

profession in all educational systems throughout the state. QCT not only emailed the link to all registered 

teachers inviting secondary school teachers to participate in the survey, but also disseminated the link via 

their newsletter (QCT Enews) and homepage. Interested teachers were recruited by accessing the portal 

where they located additional information about the study and provided consent by completing the 

survey. 

Descriptive statistics using SPSS 20.0 (IBM, 2012) software were applied to the survey data to 

produce mean and standard deviation. Qualitative responses to open-ended questions were manually 
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coded to derive dominant themes and percent. The combination of these approaches aimed to provide a 

balanced perspective of the research issue and reveal meaningful findings to the research questions. 

Results 

A total of 543 surveys were returned. Eight surveys were discarded as insufficient information was 

supplied for the demographics section. In total 535 surveys were analysed for this study. Table 1 contains 

a breakdown of the characteristics of the sample. The sample was mostly female (71%), was middle aged 

(44.7 years), had extensive teaching experience (61%), with greater than one half having acquired a 

bachelor degree or higher qualification (68%), and were typically employed as classroom teachers (60%). 

Almost one half of respondents were employed in cities (49%). 

The sample has three distinct characteristics of importance. First, the sample displays a gender ratio 

of 1:2.33 males to females.  The gender ratio of Queensland teachers is 1:3.1 (QCT Annual Report, 2014). 

Second, the average age for the sample is 44 years, the same as the average age of Queensland teachers 

(QCT website, 2014). Third, the percent of respondents with at least four years of teacher education is 

95%. In Queensland, “the great majority of registered teachers (86%) have at least four years of teacher 

education” (QCT website, 2014, p. 22). In summary, the demographics of the sample aligned closely with 

the general Queensland teaching population. 

Table 1. Characteristics of the Sample 

Characteristic Number Percent 

Gender 

 Female 391 71 

 Male 

Age 

154 28 

 20-30  73 15 

 31-40 105 20 

 41-50 153 29 

 51-60      165 31 

 61+        28  5 

Number of Years Teaching 

 1-2  41  7 

 3-10 161 30 

 11-20 126 23 

 21+ 204 38 

Type of School 

 Government              375 71 

 Catholic 78 15 

 Independent 62 13 

 Other  5  1 

School Location 

 Metropolitan              260 49 

 Regional/Provincial Centre              175 30 

 Rural/Remote 86 16 
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Qualification 

 Graduate Certificate 11 2 

 Graduate Diploma              132 24 

 Bachelor Degree              291 53 

 Master Degree 74 14 

 Doctor Degree  5   1 

                           N = Missing data results in some percentages not adding up to 100%. 

Sources of stress

Table 2 displays rank-ordered data for the 30 items related to sources of stress. As mentioned previously, 

26 of these items were drawn directly from the work of Jin et al. (2008). Each item was coded denoting 

origins of stress attributed to the job [(C) Curriculum, (T) Teaching and (Non-T) Non-teaching duties] or 

pressure from other people [(St) Student,(R) Recognition, and (O) Others]. This code classification also 

was drawn from Jin et al. 

An examination of item data reveals a total of 17 items with scores higher than the mean score of all 

items (M = 3.19). Too much time spent marking had the highest overall mean score (M = 3.86) and was 

subsequently a key stressor. This was followed by Demands from my employer in the form of paperwork

(M = 3.79), Overloaded curriculum (M = 3.75), and Lack of time for lesson preparation (M = 3.75). 

When considered as a whole, these four demands are usually completed by teachers in outside of work 

hours, and consequently place extra demand on these teachers. 

Table 2. Teacher Stress Inventory Results 

Sources of stress items  Mean     SD 

Too much time spent marking (e.g., worksheets, final submissions) (T) 3.86   (1.1) 

Demands from my employer in the form of paperwork (A)  3.79     (1.1) 

Overloaded curriculum (C) 3.75  (1.1) 

Lack of time for lesson preparation (T)  3.75    (1.0) 

Teaching the syllabus in the allotted time (C) 3.66  (1.1) 

High expectations of teachers (e.g., good teaching performance) (T)  3.64    (1.1) 

Poorly motivated (St) 3.63  (1.0) 

Introduction of the National curriculum (ACARA) (A)  3.54    (1.2) 

Feeling responsible for student’s exam results (e.g., NAPLAN) (C) 3.52  (1.1) 

Too much time spent on reporting student results (A)  3.45    (1.1) 

High expectations from the Principal regarding your teaching (T) 3.31  (1.2) 

High expectations from Principal (O)  3.31    (1.2) 

Lack of recognition for good teaching (R) 3.29  (1.2) 

Maintaining class discipline (St)  3.28    (1.1) 

Pressure from societal change (O) 3.26  (1.1) 

Pressure from Governmental education policies (O)  3.26    (1.1) 

Noisy classes (St) 3.22  (1.1) 

Lack of participation in decision making(R)  3.19    (1.5) 

Fast pace of school day (T) 3.16  (1.4) 

Providing senior classes extra support for exam preparation (C)  3.10    (1.1) 
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Low ability (St) 3.05  (1.0) 

Refusal to complete homework (St)  3.03    (1.2) 

Extracurricular activity requirements (Non-T) 3.02   (1.2) 

Ill-defined syllabus (C)  3.01    (1.2) 

Attendance at school meetings after hours (Non-T) 2.99  (1.0) 

High expectations from parents (e.g., good academic results) (O)  2.98    (1.1) 

Having to cover lessons for absent teachers  (Non-T) 2.97  (1.4) 

Late submissions of work (St)  2.97    (0.9) 

Supervisory duties (e.g., yard duty, toilets, hall) (Non-T) 2.87  (1.1) 

Lack of promotional opportunities ®   2.71    (1.4) 

   Coding: (St) Student, (C) Curriculum, (Non-T) Non-Teaching, (T) Teaching, (R) Recognition, (O) Others, (A). 

The initial ten items displayed in Table 2 can be examined according to the aforementioned codes. 

The initial cluster comprises items classified as the Teaching code [Too much time spent marking (M = 

3.86), Lack of time for lesson preparation (M = 3.75), and High expectations of teachers (M = 3.64)]. The 

next cluster of items all relate to the Additional code [Demands from my employer in the form of 

paperwork (M = 3.79), Introduction of National Curriculum (M = 3.54), and Too much time spent 

reporting student results (M = 3.45)]. Finally, the last cluster contains items related to Curriculum code 

[Overloaded curriculum (M = 3.75), Teaching the syllabus in the allotted time (M = 3.66), and Feeling 

responsible for student’s exam results (M = 3.52)]. When averages for each code cluster are compared, 

the Teaching code items displayed the highest average (M = 3.79). This result suggests that items related 

to teaching were deemed most stressful. Examples of teaching activities were marking, lesson 

preparation, and high expectations of teachers.  

Coping Strategies 

This question was addressed by three inquiries: first, the rating of six coping items drawn from Pang 

(2011); second, responding to the question “What coping strategies are employed to support the 

management of teacher stress?” and finally offering additional coping strategies that supported stress 

management. Quantitative and qualitative data are presented and discussed separately. 

Participating teachers rated six coping items on a 6-point Likert scale (0% of time = 1, 20% of  

time = 2, 40% of the time = 3, 60% of the time = 4, 80% of the time = 5, 100% of the time = 6). As shown 

in Table 3, good friends and family was the highest rated item, with use of humour, a positive attitude, 

and seeking solitude receiving somewhat lower ratings.  

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Coping with Stress Items 

Statistics n Mean SD 

Friends and family 431 4.70 1.400 

Sense of humour 432 4.39 1.223 

Positive attitude 427 4.03 1.302 

Solitude 428 4.02 1.460 

Problem to be solved 418 3.89 1.460 

Days off 424 2.66 1.832 

Coping with stress (av.) 404 3.95 0.894 
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In response to an open-ended question, participating teachers offered additional coping strategies 

they used. Table 4 reveals that Exercise (20%) was the most common strategy followed by Drinking

alcohol (11%), and Talking with others (9%). 

Table 4. Additional Coping Strategies 

Coping Strategy Number of responses Percent 

Exercise 79 20 

Drinking alcohol 43 11 

Talking with others 34  9 

Hobbies 20  5 

Eating 20  5 

Discussion on Sources of Stress 

Data from the present study indicated that the chief source of stress was lack of time. This finding is 

evidenced by a number of indicators that were time-related and can be categorised into two groups. The 

first group of indicators comprised everyday responsibilities such as marking, paperwork, and lesson 

preparation. These responsibilities were rated most stressful because they require constant daily attention, 

and if overlooked could easily amass. The second category of indicators comprised macro-requirements 

that are curriculum aligned and focused on an overloaded curriculum and teaching the syllabus in the 

allotted time.  

Evidence from other inquiries that supports these finding can be traced back to the earlier works of 

Kyriacou & Sutcliffe (1978b) who found that lack of time was one of four main source of stress for 

teachers; to Spooner (1984) who recognised that teachers had insufficient time to complete work; to 

Trendall (1989) who determined that continual time pressure was a main concern for teachers; and to 

Griffith, Steptoe, and Cropley (1999) with their finding that time was a prominent source of stress for 

both secondary and primary school teachers. Similar findings were revealed by Okebukola and Jegede 

(1992) in a study of science teachers and by Miller and Travers (2005) in a study of ethnic teachers in  

the UK. 

The second finding derived from the present study data concerned paperwork demands. This issue 

for teachers is an ongoing as teaching incorporates the constant and systematic collection of evidence 

pertaining to curriculum planning, student achievement, and student work samples. Routinely, paperwork 

is either collated as physical files or electronic documents and is used to inform parents of student 

progress or to update student data for record keeping and planning purposes. The finding about paperwork 

demands was reported many years ago by Lortie (1975) who identified clerical duties as a key source of 

stress for teachers. Queensland research into teacher stress conducted by Sampson (1982) recognised 

paperwork as the third most stressful indicator. Sampson established that as teaching experience 

increased, so did levels of stress associated with paperwork. Sampson concluded that “there has been an 

increase in demand placed upon teachers in the last 15 years from paperwork” (p. 94). The present study 

supports Sampson’s finding and extends understanding of stress associated with paperwork to be ever 

present and ongoing. One explanation for paperwork being the main stressor for secondary teachers in the 

present study is that the quantity of paperwork has continued to increase across the decades. This 

perspective is supported by the observation that current electronic versions of communications such as 

email, teaching resources, and webpages did not exist three decades ago. A second explanation is that 

over the same time period, teachers have experienced a “noticeable increase in high-stakes accountability 

demands, administrative tasks and standardization” (Van Droogenbroeck, Spruyt, & Vanroelen, 2014,  

p. 106) resulting in more responsibility and the need for supporting evidence. 
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Attending to paperwork has been a contentious issue for teachers as was clarified by Johnson et al. 

(2005) in an investigation of work-related stress across 26 occupations. It was observed that for teachers 

the amount of required paperwork to be completed was often done at the detriment of time teaching or 

lesson preparation. Over two decades ago, Smith and Bourke (1992) concluded that teachers spent so 

much time attending to paperwork that the time factor became more stressful than the paperwork itself.  

A more recent affirmative finding was that administrative work was a chief concern voiced by teachers 

(LaBarbera & Hetzel, 2016). 

Discussion on Coping Strategies 

Data from the present study data revealed that two associated strategies, accessing friends and family and 

talking with others, were most frequently used by participating teachers to deal with stress. This finding 

points to interaction and sharing concerns with other individuals is an effective coping strategy. Support 

for this strategy can be traced back to Lazarus and Folkman (1984) who recommended direct actions or 

problem-focused as mechanisms for an individual to use against perceived harm. Using a problem-solving 

style of coping strategy to deal with stress has also been recommended by Janis and Mann (1977), 

Srivastava (1991), and Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2011). 

Sharing problems with others has been identified in the literature as a valuable coping strategy for 

teachers (Kyriacou, 1981, 2001; Kyriacou & Pratt, 1985). The present study’s finding of accessing friends 

and family and talking with others is reinforced by previous research that identified social support as an 

effective means of stress impact reduction (Easthope & Easthope, 2007; Griffith et al., 1999; Lopz, 

Bolanda, Marino, & Pol, 2010; Johnstone 1993; Punch & Tutteman, 1996; Richards, 2012; Tripken, 

2001; Yang et al., 2009). This finding is similar to that reported by Pang (2012) who posited that personal 

factors such as teacher beliefs were more influential in moderating teacher stress than organisational 

factors advocated by schools. Adopting a buddy system to help problem solve and share ideas for stress 

reduction in the workplace also has been recommended (Botwinik, 2007). 

Exercise also was identified in the present study as an effective coping strategy. This strategy has 

been recognised across a range of research inquiries into stress reduction and health promotion (e.g., 

Cohen & Wills, 1985; Howard & Johnson, 2004; Punch & Tuettemann, 1996; Kessler & McLeod, 1985; 

Van Dick & Wagner, 2001). Additionally, exercise has been identified as a palliative action response 

designed to offset stress (Kyriacou, 2001). 

Limitations

The limitations of this study need to be considered when interpreting these findings. First, the survey was 

distributed in the same year as the introduction of a National Curriculum. This co-occurrence of events 

may have influenced stress responses in and survey ratings provided by participating teachers. Second, 

this study relied predominately on self-report Likert items to asses stress. This reliance may be considered 

with some caution because self-report measures may not provide a full picture of the stress experience 

due to their subjective nature (Caulfield, Chang, Dollard, & Elshaug, 2004). Third, the vast majority of 

participants in the sample were female. Although the study is representative (i.e., percentage of female 

teacher in the survey aligns well with the percentage of female teachers in the state), findings should not 

be generalised to male teachers. Equally so, the over-representation of mature aged teachers in the sample 

means that findings may not apply to younger teachers within this profession. 

Implications for Teachers 

Findings from the present study point to the need for teachers to be reassured that they are not alone if 

they are affected by stress. Talking with others about stress should be encouraged at school and at home. 

Knowing that support resources and services are available and that accessing these supports is acceptable 
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within the profession also should be promoted. Teachers in the study indicated that paperwork is ever 

present and requires completion in out of school time. If informed, school administrators working within 

a whole school approach may be able to provide opportunities for school teams to reflect on paperwork 

demands and put forward a range of strategies to reduce demands at the local level. 

Implications for Future Research 

A number of potential areas for future research into teachers stress emerge from this study. Data gathering 

via online survey could be extended to interview in order to provide a more in-depth examination of 

sources of teacher stress and reasons for choosing particular coping strategies. Moreover, technology now 

allows teacher stress inquiries to expand data collection beyond self-report to more objective 

psychometric assessment. For example, in a recent longitudinal study McIntyre et al. (2015) have 

demonstrated the benefits of time-relevant electronic reporting of teacher stress levels. 

Conclusion

The present study makes a meaningful contribution to understanding current teacher stress within a 

Queensland context. In doing so findings from this study show that teaching remains a demanding 

occupation and that a certain degree of teacher stress is a part of daily practice in schools. Sustained 

monitoring of health and well-being by teachers and active professional support for teachers in today’s 

schools is needed in order for quality teaching and learning to be upheld in a world that is ever changing 

and ever challenging for teachers and the schools and families they serve. 
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