
(Extract from Managing teacher stress, Rogers,W, p8)

Russell et al, (1987) note that researchers have consistently found that
individuals who possess high levels of social support are in better physical
and mental health than those who do not. Teachers classified as 'burnt out'
spent less time with their fellow workers than did other teachers. In one
study (Schwab et al. 1984), a random sample of school teachers in New
Hampshire found that higher levels of social support from colleagues were
associated with lower levels of burnout. This is confirmed by Australian
research on peer support (see Bernard 1990).

Having worked with many teachers who either had had multiple days 
off for ‘stress-related illnesses’ or who had been on Workcare claims for
stress, I have observed a mix of anger and powerlessness in their feelings
about the situation.

Anger is felt towards a bureaucracy they felt had let them down 
or a principal who had not ‘understood’, or even towards themselves 
at having ‘failed’ in teaching. There is a greater sense of acute failure and 
‘self-downing’ than people in other professions (say, bank clerks)
experience in similar situations. Blame of ‘self’ or ‘others’ is a typical
reaction, because one may see oneself as the victim of others’
machinations. Often the acutely stressed teacher perceives that ‘others’
have ‘planned this’, ‘done that’ or ‘are saying this about me’ and
consequently an objective assessment of the individual’s condition and
future is difficult.

Powerlessness is just as self-defeating. Low self-esteem is related 
to damaging beliefs about oneself or one’s role. ‘I’ll never make a good
teacher.’ ‘No-one understands me.’ ‘I always fail.’ This passive role –
almost that of victim – is exacerbated by these self-defeating beliefs.

When help is offered, such teachers increase this self-immolation by
saying: ‘I tried that and it didn’t work’ or ‘That would never work for me’,
‘I’m different – it’s just not in my personality to do that’. In the Melbourne
University (1989) study ‘Teacher stress in Victoria’, it was noted that
teachers on Workcare offered ‘self-defeating’ patterns of explanations that
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showed a tendency towards blaming external factors when things did 
not go well. They also tended to engage in self-blame.

There are certainly unthinking, immature and unreasonable senior staff
members, colleagues and bureaucrats, but of course it is never as simple 
as ‘it’s all their fault’ (‘they’ being the ministry of education, the school, the
principal or the students) or ‘it’s all my fault’. Blame of self or others, while
‘natural’ (even convenient), works against change of self or change 
of systems. 
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