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Abstract

Stress is a growing concern in today’s society. It has been described as a force which affects human beings
physically, mentally, socially and spiritually. In considering job stress, its effect on the performance and
productivity of workers cannot be over-emphasized. High levels of stress can be harmful to teachers and may
negatively affect their teaching, personal lives and most importantly, their students. This paper focuses on
personality, work characteristics and job stress in a bid to mitigates the effects on teaching profession. Though
research evidence indicates that work environment and personality characteristics determine to a large extent,
workers reaction to stress, there are uncertainties on specific work and personality characteristics that make
teachers susceptible to stress. The major purpose of this paper is to delineate personal and work related factors
that might influence the level of stress experienced by teachers. It will help teachers to know the personality
factors that may influence their stress level and probably seek for counselling intervention to reduce or manage
it. It will attempt to provide information on the influence of work- related factors on teacher stress level and
ways of ensuring an enabling environment where they can function effectively. It was recommended that
awareness should be created among teachers about signs, causes and effects of stress so that necessary steps
could be taken to reduce it. Seminars and workshops should be organized by education administrators
periodically to enlighten teachers on different ways of coping with stress and government should make
provision for recruitment of more teachers so that their workload could be bearable and experience reduction in
their stress level. However, the influence of other factors like gender, marital status, school ownership, rank e.t.c
on teacher stress level could be considered for further studies .
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INTRODUCTION by the demands of work moderated by the level of
Job stress describes the harmful physical and control and support which the person has in his job.
emotional  responses that occur when the

requirements of the job do not march the capabilities, Transactional theories, in contrast, focus on the
resources, or needs of the worker (NIOSH, 1999). thought and feelings of the individual in response to
Dollard (2001) identified a range of theoretical their interaction with their environment, and the
approaches which seek to explain job stress-in terms meanings they ascribe to what happens. They
of stimulus-response combinations, sociological or emphasize the importance of the individual coping
psychological paradigms, or emphasis on factors in resources (Dollard, 2001). An example is the effort-
the environment or in the individual as the sources of reward imbalance model, according to which stress is
stress. According to Cox, Grffiths and Rial - experienced by an individual who perceives that the
Gonzalez  (2000), most current theory is effort required at work is not matched by the rewards
psychologically based and conceptualizes job stress received. Since these perceptions are clearly

in terms of a negative psychological state, and the influenced by the individual’s own values and
dynamic interaction between the person and their aspirations, personal variables are seen as significant
work environment. Dollard (2001) examined in detail (Guglielmi & Tatrow, 1998). A further example is the

two psychological theories of Job stress, interactional cognitive model where the individual cognitive
and transactional approaches. Interactional models appraisal of the stressor is identified as the sources of
emphasize the work environment and an individual stress, rather than the objective stressor itself
interactions with it as the source of stress: burnout, (Dollard, 2001).

for example a state of emotional, physical and

attitudinal exhaustion (Kyriavov, 2001), is a model Although these theories are not mutually exclusive,
frequently used to analyze stress in social service they differ in emphasis on whether the locus of stress

occupations such as teaching (Whitehead, Ryba and lies primary in the individual perception (transaction)
Driscoll, 2000). Job-person fit is another interactional or in the work environment and the individual
model; which attributes stress to a mismatch between interaction with it (interactional). This key difference

work and the individual needs, goals aspirations and is highlighted by Kenny & Cooper (2003), who refer
values. Another example is the demand control/ to two competing conceptualizations of work-related
support model, which suggests that stress is caused stress: stress as personal trouble, in other words
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originating in the individual attitudes, abilities
personality, and so on or stress as public trouble,
caused by the work environment and therefore a
matter of public responsibility. They assert that the
difference between them are crucial in the
development of work place interventions.

In this context, it is revealing to examine the
definition of stress adopted by National Occupational
Health and Safety Agencies, since these definitions
represent official government policy on occupational
stress. The European Commission (2002) defined
work-related stress as a pattern of emotional,
cognitive, behavioral and physiological reaction to
adverse and noxious organization and work content,
work organization and work environment. The
emphasis is on the work place as the source of stress.
The United States National Institute  for
Occupational Health and Safety (1999) on the other
hand, defined work related stress as the harmful
physical and emotional response that occur when
requirements of job do not match the capability,
resources or needs of the worker, and expressed that
working conditions are a primary factor but the
personal factor are also influencing. This is the job
person fit model which is still interaction, but placing
more emphasis on the individual. While they differ in
emphasis, both these definitions clearly view stress as
public trouble.

In contrast, the transactional or personal trouble
approach has been predominant in New Zealand and
Australia, where in comparison with the United State
and the European Commission, national policies
defined stress as primarily due to factors within the
individual rather than in the work place, and adopt an
essentially cognitive model. In Australia, the
definition of stress used by the National Occupational
Health and Safety Commission is the body’s natural
response to pressure of stressful situations we find
ourselves in and which we are not certain we can
cope with effectively (NOHSC, undated). In new
Zealand, the Occupational Health and Safety
service’s guidelines defined work stress as the
awareness of not being able to cope with the demands
of one’s environment, when this realization is of
concern to the person, in that both are associated with
a negative emotional response (occupational safety
and health Service 1998 & 2003). This approach
places the locus of the problem even more
unequivocally in the individual than the Australia
definition, and is at the other end of the public-
personal trouble continuum from the position adopted
by the European Commission.

These definitions underpinned as they are by
conceptualizations of the origins and causes of work
place stress as located in the individual or in the work
place, form the basis on which national and
workplace policies and practices are developed and
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implemented, and reflect the different socio-political
and cultural contexts in which research into work-
related stress is conducted. It is likely that an
individual’s perception of stress and its causes are
shaped at least to some extent by the dominant public
discourse about workplace stress in the media, in
government policy and in the workplace: these
definition are thus more of academic interest. They
are the influential product of powerful social and
political forces, as Kenny and Cooper (2003) pointed
out yet their assumption are rarely if ever, subjected
to critical scrutiny or public date.

The personal trouble approach is wide spread, and
has been of concern to many researchers into teacher
stress especially in the U.K Cole and Walker (1989)
emphasized the dangers of this position, namely that
it comes close to blaming the individual, for their
stress-stress as a personal failure, as an essential
inadequacy in the victim. Dunham (1998) also warn
of dangers of focusing stress interventions on
teaching on the individual, rather than the
organization. In New Zealand this view is echoed by
Manthei and Solman (1988), who contended that
while individuals can be taught to cope with stress
more effectively, these techniques do nothing to
change the stressors themselves.

Wainwright and Calnan (2002), on the other hand,
challenged the contemporary conceptualization of job
stress, and argued that the current discourse is based
on selective interpretation of the empirical evidence,
much of which is itself based on questionable
prepositions; that it represents a reframing of the
historical antagonism between worker and employer,
in form of the ability or inability of the individual to
withstand the evasive demands of work. This, they
argued, merely maintains the status quo and
undermines the individual’s sense of agency, rather
than encouraging the development of more
emancipator modes of interpretation and opposition.

Stress in Teaching Profession

Research studies on teacher stress, anxiety and
mental health have been appearing in literature since
1933. Hicks (1933).in a survey of six hundred
classroom teachers revealed 37% of the respondents
are unusually nervous in the classroom. He went
further to say that another 24% has suffered nervous
breakdown. Coates (1979) reported that 75%o0f the
subjects in his studies experienced severe stress. He
went further to say that male teachers experience
more stress than female teachers. Studies have
consistently concluded that teaching is a stressful
occupation, and that a significant number of teachers,
perhaps even a majority are affected by job stress.
(Dunham, 1998 Guglielmi & Tatrow, 1998;
Kyriacov, 1989, 1998, 2001 and Rudow, 1999).
Comparative studies have echoed these findings; for
example, Johnson, Cooper, Cart Wright, Donald,



Taylor and Millet (2005) examined 26 occupations in
the United States and concluded that teaching was
one of the most stressful.

Malik, Mueler and Meinhe (1998) identified teachers
as an occupational group that functioned under
conditions of high stress. Smith and Bourke (2000),
UK National Union of Teachers (2000) and the UK
Health and Safety Executive (2000) reported that two
out of every five teachers were highly stressed as
against one in every five in other occupations such as
nursing, management, road haulage and security.
Jarvin (2002) asserted that teachers are highly
stressed and that stress impacts greatly on teacher
retention. The National Association of Head Teacher
(NAHT,  2000) observed that dominate
representations of teachers has become that of a
highly stressful occupation.

Effects of Stress on Teachers

Concern with the effects of job stress on a person’s
productivity, absenteeism, and health-related
problems have increased dramatically during the last
decade (Vagg & Spielberger, 1998). School teachers
are not excluded from this concern. According to
Adams (1999), high levels of stress can be harmful to
teachers and may negatively affect their teaching,
personal lives and most importantly, their students.
While most teachers agree that teaching is rewarding,
it is a difficult career because of the few resources,
too much paper work, crowded classrooms, students
with emotional problems, low salary and high-stakes
standardized testing (Strauss, 2002). Humphrey &
Humphrey (1986) estimated that teachers make more
than 400 decisions a day.

There is also almost universal agreement about the
effects of stress. Although researchers (Guglielmi &
Tatrow, 1998 Wainwright & Calnan, 2002)
questioned the reliability of finding about causality,
research across several discipline in the field of
occupational stress has consistently confirmed the
relationship between stress and negative emotional,
cognitive, behavioural and psychological responses
(Travers & Cooper, 1998; Kinman, 2001; Hogan,
Carlson & dua, 2002). These responses include
fatigue, substance abuse, appetite disturbances, heart
disease, stroke, cancer, musculoskeletal and
gastrointestinal  problems, anxiety, depression,
accidents and suicide. (European Commission, 2002
); hypochondriac, loss of concentration, recall and

creativity, inability to learn new things,
indecisiveness, destructive behaviour, and refusal to
seek help (Levi, 2002), headaches, sleep

disturbances, low morale, irritability and relationship
problems (National Institute for Occupational Safety
and Health, 1999).

These findings are corroborated in the research
literature on teacher stress. According to Hinton and
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Rotheller (1998), research findings indicate that the
most prevalent physiological stress responses among
teachers are (In descending order) fatigue, skeleton-
muscular tension and pains, heart symptoms and
hypertension,  headaches,  digestive  disorders,
respiratory problems, sleep disturbances, and voice
loss. New Zealand teachers in Whitehead and Rybas
(1995) study reported a range of similar physical
responses including sinus problems, headache and
backache, and as well as emotional responses such as
guilt, resentment, frustration, self pity, loss of
confidence and feeling overwhelmed. Other common
responses listed by Brown and Ralph (1998) include
reduction in work performance and output, inability
to manage time or delegate, feelings of alienation and
inadequacy, loss of confidence and motivation,
increasing introversion, irritability with colleagues,

unwillingness to cooperate, frequent irritational
conflicts at work, withdrawal from supportive
relationship, inappropriate cynical  humour,

persistent negative thoughts, increased substance use,
loss of appetite, frequent infections and accident-
proness.

Work Characteristics and Job Stress

Much of the research literature on the causes of
teacher stress has focused on the highly interpersonal
nature of teaching, and the compulsory sector has
identified disruptive behaviour by students, dealing
with parents, and conflict with colleagues to be
among the major sources of stress reported by
teachers (Kyriacou, 2001;Griffith, Steptoe &
Cropley, 1999): these findings have also being
echoed in the new Zealand compulsory sector (Dewe,
1986;Manthei & Solman, 1988; whitehead & Ryba,
1995; Hawe, Tuck, Manthei, Adair & Moore, 2000).
Most of this research has also identified other major
stressors, such as workload and time pressure, role
conflict and ambiguity, the working environment, and
organizational and educational change.

Shanker (1985), in considering the revolution in the
teaching profession, emphasized that the revolution
takes place on teachers’ salaries, discipline, class size
and professionalism. He stated that good teachers
could be retained in profession when the government
or the authorities concerned are able to rectify
situations that cause job dissatisfaction.

In his study of the phenomenology of teacher stress,
Biase (1985) found that the stressors which figures
most prominently is student discipline According to
Biase, there are many related stressors so far as
student discipline is concerned. Some of these are
role conflict, controlling disruptive students,
unproductive conferences, with parents and decrease
in work motivation, involvement and satisfaction.
Biase emphasizd that student problems constitute one
of the major factors contributing to the “emotional
drain” teachers typically reported. He stated that the



frustration and anxiety associated with discipline are
frequently “taken home” by teachers, thus carried
over into  the teacher’s personal lives. Biase
concluded that problems may develop into complex
organizational stressors and undermine overall
organizational performances.

In Nigeria, Igbalajobi (1998) investigated sources of
occupational stress among teacher of handicapped
children and found lack of equipment in the school,
inadequate salary, pupils unwilling to learn, lack of
encouragement by the government and parents, and
lack of jobs for pupils after leaving the as major
sources of stress. In the same vein, Alege (1998)
highlighted some of the sources of stressors that
hinder the performance of teachers in the classroom
as overcrowded classroom, involuntary transfer, poor
incentives, lack of teaching materials, poor physical
environment to mention a few. He emphasized that
the stressors are from the administrative sector which
relate. to government policy making and
implementation in the pursuance of educational
objectives.

Some researchers have argued that structural rather
than interpersonal factors are responsible for teacher
stress: Manthei and Solman, for example, in their
1998 study of a group of New Zealand state schools,
cited several other studies in support of their
contention that the major sources of stress for
teachers are structural, and need to be recognized as
such. As an example, they pointed out that reducing
class size would have a significant effect on two of
the major stressors reported by teachers, disruptive
student behaviour and the physical working
environment. in other words, organizational
structures determine the extent of the impact on
teachers of the interpersonal stressors inherent in
their role.

Personality Characteristics and Job Stress

It make intuitive sense that individuals may perceive
and respond to identical stressors in different ways,
because of differences in personality; however, the
dimensions of these personality variables and the
nature of their interrelationship have not been
established with reliability (Guglielmi & Tatrow,
1998; woods, 1989). Bright (2001) argued that while
there is good evidence that people vary in their
perceptions of stress, the case for variations in
reactions to stress is clear, and needs further
investigation. There is also the danger that
overemphasis on personal factors will result in the
victim being blamed (Woods, 1989); the personal
trouble approach.

Factors which have been suggested as moderators of
stress include individual values, attitutedes beliefs,
and perceived ability to cope (Capel, 1998;Kyriacou,
1998; Blix, Cruise Mitchell & Blix 1994). Identified
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the well-known Type A and B personality factors:
according to this theory, Type A people are busy,
rushed, tense, self-confident and aggressive; and
more prone to stress, whereas type B people, on the
other hand, are slower, calmer, more secure, and less
likely to experience stress. People with type A
personalities (driven and competitive people) respond
with more agitation to stress than others. They often
get aggressive, impatient and irritable if people
interfere with their work and seem to be more at risk
from stress-related illness (Harris & Hartman, 2002;
Nhundu, 1999; Rout & Rout, 2002).

Another personality factor is locus of control, which
has been identified as a significant personal factor
(Travers & Cooper, 1998 Byrne, 1999; Capel, 1998).
It refers to the extent to which individuals generally
perceive that they can influence what happens to
them. People with an internal locus of control believe
that they are in control of their own fortunes while
people with an external locus of control believe that
their fortunes lie in the hand of others (Sappington,
1989). Lefcourt (1982) pointed out that people can be
external in some situations (such as policies) and
internal in other situations (such as school).
According to this view, individuals who have an
external locus of control and believe that they have
little if any control over their lives; are more likely to
experience stress and burnout. Some of the major
findings (based upon Lefcourt, 1982, 1983, 1984 and
Phares, 1976) show that internals actually do seem to
exercise more control over their lives than do
externals. They persist in working longer in the face
of failure and are better able to work for long-term
goals than are externals. Internals tend to gather more
information about any situation in which they find
themselves, and to use that information better, than
do external. They cope better with stress than do
externals. They have fewer psychological and
physiological problems and they perform better under
stress than do externals. They are more likely to try to
tackle the source of the stress than are externals.

Self esteem has also been suggested as an important
personality variable. Gordon (1968) found that from
40 to 70% of the terms used by individuals to
describe themselves had evaluations overtones — the
terms had good or bad connotations. This would
suggest that an important part of how we see
ourselves has to do with how positively or negatively
we evaluate ourselves. Correlations suggests that
high self-esteem is associated with the following:

i Good physical and psychological health and
resistance to the effects of stress
(Coppersmith, 1967; Turner & Vanderlippe,
1958 Waston & Clark, 1984).

ii. Satisfaction with jobs, schools, and personal
life (Brophy, 1959; Pervin, 1967).



Confidence that one’s efforts will be
rewarded with success in various areas
(Bandura 1986; Phares, 1976).

Competence in school, job and sovial
situations (Howell & Dipboye, 1986).

V. Positive moods and low levels of depression
(Bandura 1986; Epstein 1979).

A willingness to disagree with others and
low levels of distress when criticized
(Cohen, 1959; Thomas & Burdick, 1954).

Vi.

The relationship between self-esteem and stress has
been documented in many studies (Chaplain, 2001;
Monat & Lazarus, 1991; Dick & Wagner, 2001; Jaye,
2002). People with high self esteem are less prone to
react with stress on negative environmental events
than people with low self-esteem (Cooper, Dewe &
O’ Driscoll, 2001).

Byrne (1999) also noted the possibility that stress and
burnout may affect self-esteem, as well as vice versa.
Blix (1994) found that feeling able to cope appeared
to be related to lower levels of stress in university
teachers, and suggested that self-esteem is an
important factor in coping ability; however, as they
pointed out, the cross-sectional and self-reported
nature of their methodology does not permit any
casual relationships to be established. It is, for
example, entirely possible that the severity of the
stressors for the relationship they reported: that is, a
very stressful work environment results in lowered
self-esteem and a reduced sense of being able to
cope.

Extraversion is another personality traits that can be
considered. Introversion — extroversion, according to
Eysenck & (1968) describes an individual’s general

orientation to sociability and sensation seeking
versus reserved and careful behaviours due to
differences in their excitation and inhibition

processes in the central nervous system. Extroverts
have a lower level of cerebral cortex arousal when in
a non-stimulating resting state than do introverts.
Consequently, extraverts seek out highly arousing
social behaviour because their cortical arousal is well
below their desired level when doing nothing. In a
sense, highly extraverted people are simply trying to
avoid unpleasant boredom. On the other hand,
introverts typically operate at an above-optimal
cortical level. They select solitude and non-
stimulating environments in an effort to keep their
already high arousal level from becoming too
aversive.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Teaching is a stressful occupation High levels of
stress can be harmful to teachers and may negatively
affect their teaching, personal lives and most
importantly  their  students. It is therefore
recommended that awareness should be created
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among teachers about signs, causes and effects of
stress so that necessary steps could be taken to reduce
it. Seminars and workshops should be organized by
education administrators periodically to enlighten
teachers on different ways of coping with stress and
government should make provision for recruitment of
more teachers so that their workload could be
bearable and experience reduction in their stress
level.
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