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Abstract: Two teacher-researchers, in different districts, conducted studies of teacher wellbeing. 
One was a self-study and the other district-wide. The self-study identified specific sources of 
workplace stress for one teacher and initial steps she is taking to alleviate it. The other teacher 
surveyed 458 teachers about their work and its effect on their wellbeing. She then took her findings 
and recommendations to district and school administrators. Both teachers documented high levels 
of teacher stress and burn-out associated with untenable workplace expectations. We find the 
notion of workplace “imbalance” (Hascher et al., 2021) useful in evaluating and defining teacher 
wellbeing, and support Dreer’s (2023) call for additional research on the outcomes of teacher 
wellbeing. 
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Despite modest improvement in teacher well-being since the pandemic (Doan et al., 2023), 
teachers in Utah and the U.S. overall are still stressed, overworked, and burned out (Gallup, 2022; 
UT State Legislature, 2021), more so than any other profession surveyed. We know that workplace 
stress and dissatisfaction is reduced when teachers believe they are valued, administrative 
expectations are clear, and they can do their best every day–the very things that do not describe 
many school settings (Collie & Mansfield, 2022). 

Understanding teacher wellbeing is difficult because of the extraordinary demands on 
teachers in the place called school, demands that have only increased since Goodlad’s (1984) 
landmark study. No two schools are alike. Moreover, schools are “complex ecologies” that present 
“ambiguous contexts” where problems defy simplistic solutions. In a healthy school ecology, 
teachers’ “individual characteristics and belief systems are acknowledged as crucial to how they 
interact with factors within the environment” (Daly et al., 2022, p. 3). However, this perspective 
on teachers is challenged when outside legislative and policy mandates and cultural values place 
constraints on teachers’ autonomy and professional growth (Taylor, 2020). These constraints mean 
that teaching is often more of a compliant than an activist profession (Sachs, 2016). Lingering 
effects of the pandemic, chronic teacher shortages, and ongoing political attacks on teacher 
autonomy all contribute to unprecedented reports of teacher stress and burnout (Gallup, 2022). 
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The notion of teacher wellbeing itself is complex, and definitions vary (McCallum et al. 
2017). For our purposes we find useful Hascher and colleagues' (2021) proposal that teacher 
wellbeing stems from two things: finding a “positive imbalance” in one’s work domain. These two 
components lead to a definition of teacher wellbeing based on the context (or domain) of teaching 
(the school culture, one’s workload, professional resources, colleague support, and so on); and the 
idea that teaching involves both positive and negative experiences. Viewed this way, teacher well-
being is not just a state of mind but a process of assessing from day to day one’s place in the 
ecology of school.  While outside the scope of this paper, a closely related concept is teacher 
resilience (Day and Gu, 2014). We mention it because there is good reason to believe that teacher 
resilience directly supports teacher wellbeing (Haschler et al., 2021).  

This paper presents two teacher research studies that focus on teacher wellbeing. One is an 
autoethnographic study by an elementary teacher. The other is one teacher’s study of teacher 
wellbeing in her district. Both studies touch on two overarching questions: What is the effect of 
school policies and practices on teacher wellbeing? How can understanding teacher wellbeing lead 
to improving it?  

The two studies below were carried out by the teachers using a practitioner (teacher) 
research framework. The studies were capstone projects for a Master of Education degree, 
supervised by this paper’s third author. The capstone focuses on equipping teachers with critical 
abilities to identify and address workplace sources of concern. This perspective on adult learning 
(andragogy) incorporates self-directed reflection and problem-solving with an eye to transforming 
one’s knowledge and practice (Fletcher, 2015). Teacher research tends to lead to greater 
professional fulfillment, autonomy, and self-efficacy.  It also expands our knowledge of teaching 
and learning, benefits their colleagues and students, and supports teachers’ self-determination 
(McNiff, 2017). In our master’s program we have found teacher research an ideal vehicle for 
professional growth and transformation (Zuber-Skerritt, 2015). The ability and autonomy to 
identify and resolve problems in one’s own work is inherently liberating and leads to greater job 
satisfaction and resilience (Worth & Van den Brende, 2020). Viewing the teacher-as-researcher 
counters the prevailing paradigm of teacher-as-technician and one-size-fits-most curricula 
(Feldman, 2017). 

What follows are summaries of the two teachers’ studies. The first is a recently concluded 
study of workplace stress, and the second is a district-wide study of teacher stress and wellbeing. 
 

AUTOETHNOGRAPHY OF WORKPLACE STRESS 
The workplace stress self-study comes from an elementary teacher in a large suburban 

school district (84,700 students) in the intermountain west. She is a late career teacher who 
returned to teaching after raising children. In 10 years since resuming her career, she has taught 
three different elementary grades under three different principals. Her school has been under threat 
of closing the last two years, and several teachers have been laid off. Those that remain have had 
to take on multiple roles. Now, the school is transitioning to a dual-language immersion (DLI) 
magnet. The teacher’s assignment this year is as 2nd Grade team lead. She is expected to teach all 
non-DLI students, behavior students, English Language Learners, students with IEPs, and any 
speech and resource students. These assignments are in addition to regular meetings and teacher 
support activities. 

The exploratory question for her study was “What is it about my workload that is causing 
me stress?” To document her workload, four data tools were used: a Journal, a Time Inventory, a 
version of the Perceived Stress Scale (PSC) (Cohen et al., 1983), and a brief Workload Survey. 
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 For three weeks she journaled and completed the time inventory. At week four she took 
the PSC and Workload Survey. Combining those results with the Journal and Inventory data, she 
made some changes in her teaching and time management. After three more weeks she took the 
PSC and Survey again and reflected on whether the changes she made were having any impact. 
The following summary highlights her findings. 

Journal entries were based on three Prompts: 1) What specific challenges did I face in the 
classroom today that contributed to my stress levels? 2) Were there any challenging behaviors that 
occurred today and how did they impact my overall stress levels? 3) What aspects of my workload 
felt particularly overwhelming/stressful today? Sample entries include (Prompt number in 
parentheses): “Sept 5: only 7 out of 22 students were listening and following along…” (1); “Sept 
10: Student G was using other students as pillows and laying on them” (1); “Sept 24: Student T 
pretended to be a cat. He would not stop and had to be taken out of the classroom” (2); “Sept 10: 
I had to prepare sub plans for our mandatory ½ day data dive and did not have time to correct 
student writing journals” (3). 

Analysis of all journal entries produced common themes, which she identified as stressors. 
For Prompt 1 about specific classroom challenges there were three consistent student behaviors: 
inappropriate talking, laying on the floor, and misusing classroom materials (pencils, seats, erasers, 
etc.). Prompt 2 (challenging behaviors) highlighted one student in particular who was defiant and 
disengaged almost every day. Entries about this student include, “Sept 12 student F refused to 
engage throughout the day. He kept saying he ‘didn’t care’; and, “Sept 13 student F repeatedly 
refused to do work, threw his paper on the floor and grumbled”. She notes more challenging 
student behaviors this year than any previous one, to the point where sometimes she has to briefly 
step outside and calm down. Prompt 3 (about workload) clearly documented work expectations 
that exceed the time available to complete them during the school day. Required meetings, 
correcting papers, planning daily lessons, and putting in grades constantly required her to choose 
which she would do at school and which she would take home to complete. 

Related to Prompt 3 is the Time Inventory (see Figure 1). After completing this for three 
weeks, she noted two things. One, keeping detailed track of her time was adding to her stress. 
Second, each week she spent between 7 and 11 extra hours at home completing work needed for 
school, such as lesson planning. She knew she was spending time at home doing schoolwork, but 
did not realize how much time. 

In Week 4 she took the PSS and Workload Survey. PSS scores are grouped into ‘low’ (0-
13), ‘moderate’ (14-26), and ‘high’ (27-40) perceived stress values. The brief Workload Survey 
had three statements, rated from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree): 1) I can complete my 
assigned workload during my contracted work hours. 2) Overall, I achieve a good balance between 
my work life and my private life. 3) I have an acceptable workload. At Week 4, her PSS was 28 
(‘high’) and the average response to Survey statements was 1.7. 

To alleviate some of the stress, she implemented measures designed to improve classroom 
climate and better manage her time, since these were the two overall sources of stress. In class, she 
reviewed the rules students helped formulate at the beginning of the year. They discussed grade 
level expectations, and that school was a place to learn. Consequences for specific behaviors, such 
as laying on the floor or not paying attention, were identified. Student F, who presented daily 
challenges, required dedicated, individual attention and reminders.  In the area of time 
management, this teacher implemented some simple things like closing her door after school and 
having a task list for her half hour prep time. Prioritizing planning over grading helped free up one 
night a week at home. She also stopped attending every workshop or training 
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Figure 1 
Time Inventory 

 
offered. These efforts produced some improvement in the remaining three weeks of the study. 
Student misbehaviors decreased and they began self-correcting more frequently. Better time 
management helped her better prepare for class and lessen the amount of time she had to work at 
home. 

However, her PSS score after Week 7 was 26 (at the high end of ‘moderate’) and the 
response to each of the Workload Survey statements was now just ‘1’. Comparing these results 
with the 2022 Educator Exit Survey (Dickson et al., 2022), she realized that her results matched 
the same job stressors the Exit Survey teachers gave as reasons for leaving the profession. While 
recognizing the limitations of her study, clearly this teacher’s situation is untenable. Applying the 
two-part definition of wellbeing presented above, this teacher has a “negative imbalance” at work. 
There are simply too many administrative expectations, coupled with challenging students, for her 
to effectively teach and find professional fulfillment in her work. 
 
DISTRICT STUDY OF TEACHER WELLBEING 

The other teacher-researcher in this paper works in a suburban school district in the same 
region (population 33,100 students). She is a 26-year veteran teacher who has taught in Title I 
schools her entire career. Her interest in teacher wellbeing stems from seeing veteran colleagues 
leave education for other fields and noticing symptoms of stress and burn-out in herself. The 
research she conducted immediately following the pandemic gave her a new perspective on 
schools and teaching. 
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In 2021 she surveyed 458 district teachers (Etherington, 2021). That survey asked how 
teachers spent their time during the school day, how much time they spent on work outside of 
school, and how their work affected them emotionally. Teachers reported spending as many as 15 
non-contract hours per week to complete their work. They also consistently reported three sources 
of stress: use of technology, parent disengagement, and feeling overworked, overwhelmed, and 
exhausted. Each of those areas revealed interrelated sub-themes. For example, although students 
had fallen behind academically during COVID, teachers were expected to move on with grade-
level curricula, which created conflict with parents and students who could not catch up. When 
asked for some possible solutions, teachers suggested reducing non-instructional work demands, 
more aides, smaller class sizes, and time to adequately prepare for class.  

 With these findings, this teacher met several times with her superintendent and others in 
positions of authority at the district office to discuss the findings of her study and her concerns 
about how sources of teacher stress are not being addressed. She created and presented a system 
that would give district teachers an avenue to share concerns and feedback with the superintendent 
in a safe and anonymous space. This plan was at first met with interest but ultimately dismissed. 
Despite clear evidence that the district needs to address teacher exhaustion and stress, little has 
changed in the last three and a half years.  

Instead, the administration has created new goals they claim will invest in teacher 
wellbeing, with more details “becoming available” in the next few years. Some of the current 
systems will remain–blanket systems that encourage teachers to fix their own problems during 
their own time. For example, during the 2023-24 school year, this teacher, along with teachers in 
some other buildings, were identified as “wellness representatives” and asked to promote various 
activities designed to improve teacher wellbeing. Since these activities were in addition to 
everything else already required of them, she decided not to participate or ask teachers to “do one 
more thing.”  

This teacher’s findings mirror those of the teacher self-study above and teacher wellbeing 
research nationwide: teachers continue to experience increased workloads and extra assignments 
without the additional time or resources to take care of them (Lin et al., 2024). This contributes to 
a “negative imbalance” at work, with associated mental health problems, job burnout, and 
unprecedented teacher turnover. 

CONCLUSION 
Both teachers’ studies present specific examples of what is well-documented in the 

literature. But they beg the question of what specifically can be done to improve teacher wellbeing. 
First, there needs to be more deliberate research into the outcomes of teacher wellbeing (Dreer, 
2023). Second, teachers need to enlist their colleagues in advocating for meaningful workplace 
change, gaining the commitment of building and district administrators, and promoting widespread 
support for teacher wellbeing. Finally, there is the ecological question of how teacher wellbeing 
derives from and contributes to a healthy school culture. The over-emphasis on academic 
achievement, testing, and “teacher effectiveness” frequently comes at the expense of both teacher 
and student wellbeing (McCallum, 2021). Until teaching is seen as more than just managing 
students and the content they need to learn, teacher wellbeing will not improve. 
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