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Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to explore how seven potentially stressful school context variables 
(potential stressors) predicted senior high school teachers’ experiences of teacher self-efficacy, 
emotional stress, emotional exhaustion, engagement in teaching, and motivation to leave the 
teaching profession. A total of 523 Norwegian teachers in senior high school participated in the 
study. Four of the potential stressors were significantly but differently related to self-efficacy and 
emotional stress and indirectly to emotional exhaustion, engagement, and motivation to leave the 
profession. The study shows that different potential stressors predict emotional exhaustion, en-
gagement, and motivation through different psychological processes. SEM-analysis indicated two 
main routes to teachers’ motivation to leave the profession: 1) one route from time pressure via 
emotional stress and exhaustion to motivation to quit and 2) another route from lack of supervi-
sory support and trust, low student motivation and value conflicts via lower self-efficacy and low-
er engagement to motivation to quit. 
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1. Introduction 
Although the quality of education is emphasized globally many countries experience a shortage of qualified 
teachers (e.g., Ingersoll, 2001; Hong, 2012). This problem is increasing because of teacher attrition—the depar-
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ture of teachers from their teaching jobs. Many teachers leave school for non-retirement reasons. One reason for 
leaving the teaching profession is stressful working conditions (Weiss, 1999). Indeed, recent research in differ-
ent countries indicates that teaching is a particularly stressful occupation and that teacher stress is an interna-
tional phenomenon (Chan, 2002; Johnson, Cooper, Cartwright et al., 2005; Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012; Mont-
gomery & Rupp, 2005; Stoeber & Rennert, 2008). Teacher stress may have devastating consequences both for 
the teachers and the quality of education. Possible consequences of teacher stress are reduced teacher self-   
efficacy (Klassen, Wilson, Siu et al., 2013), lower job satisfaction (Collie, Shapka, & Perry, 2012), lower levels 
of commitment (Klassen et al., 2013), higher levels of burnout (Betoret, 2009), and increased teacher attrition 
(Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011a). 

One purpose of this study was to explore how different potential stressors at school predicted senior high 
school teachers’ experiences of emotional stress and teaching self-efficacy. Another purpose was to examine 
how teacher stress and teacher self-efficacy were related to emotional exhaustion, engagement in teaching, and 
motivation to leave the teaching profession.  

2. Theoretical Framework 
2.1. Teacher Stress 
Teacher stress is often defined as the experience by a teacher of unpleasant emotions resulting from aspects of 
the work as a teacher (Collie, Shapka, & Perry, 2012; Kyriacou, 1987, 2001; Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012). This 
conceptualization of teacher stress has led researchers to explore aspects of the work situation that may be expe-
rienced as stressful. Such aspects are often termed stressors (Betoret, 2006) or job demands (Hakanen, Bakker, 
& Schaufeli, 2006). A number of potential stressors have been identified in empirical studies including student 
misbehavior or discipline problems, time pressure and workload, poor student motivation, large student diversity, 
conflicts with colleagues, lack of administrative support, and value conflicts (e.g., Betoret, 2009; Fernet, Guay, 
Senécal et al., 2012; Friedman, 1995; Hakanen et al., 2006; Klassen & Chiu, 2011; Kokkinos, 2007; Skaalvik & 
Skaalvik, 2009, 2011a, 2011b). Several of these stressors were also found in two recent semi-structured inter-
view studies. Shernoff, Mehta, Atkins et al. (2011) interviewed 14 urban US teachers and found nine main 
sources of stress, for instance: disruptive student behavior, excessive workload, student diversity, limited re-
sources and support, school-level disorganization, and accountability policies. In an open ended interview of 34 
Norwegian teachers and former teachers Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2015) found seven categories of stressors that 
was identified by more than half of the teachers: disruptive student behavior, workload and time pressure, stu-
dent diversity and working to adapt teaching to students’ needs, lack of autonomy, lack of shared goals and val-
ues, problems and conflicts related to teamwork, and lack of status. Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2015) reported that 
teachers at different ages experienced the same stressors at school, but that senior teachers needed increasingly 
more time to recover from stress.  

Teacher stress has in quantitative research been defined and indicated differently by different researchers. 
Some researchers define stress in terms of perceived stressors in the school environment, for instance disruptive 
student behavior, and measure stress by asking teachers about the sources of stress in the school environment 
(Collie, Shapka, & Perry, 2012; Gilbert et al., 2014; Klassen & Chiu, 2010, 2011; Klassen et al., 2013; Yoon, 
2014). For instance, one item used by Collie et al. (2012) was “How great a source of stress is maintaining class 
discipline?” Other researchers identify potential stressors in school and ask to what degree teachers perceive the 
potential stressors to be present in the school environment. (Fernet, Guay, Senécal, & Austin, 2012; Helms-Lo- 
renz, Slof, Vermue, & Canrinus, 2011; Skaalvik, 2007; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010, 2011a). For instance, one 
item used by Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2011a) was “My teaching is often disturbed by students who lack discip-
line”. Instead of asking directly about stress or how great a source of stress each potential stressor is these re-
searchers estimate statistically to which degree the potential stressors are associated with outcomes like stress, 
job satisfaction, engagement, burnout, and motivation to leave the teaching profession. For instance, in a SEM 
analysis of data from 806 Canadian teachers, Fernet et al. (2012) found that teacher self-efficacy was negatively 
predicted by teachers’ perception of student misbehaviour (β = −.46). Using a third approach some researchers 
ask more generally to what degree teachers feel stress at work, feel overburdened etc. (e.g., Schwarzer & Hal-
lum, 2008). We conceptualize such measures as general indications of emotional stress which may result from 
perceived stressors in the school environment. 

In this study we defined teacher stress as the experience of unpleasant emotions (which we term emotional 
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stress) resulting from aspects of the work as a teacher (which we term potential stressors). Our approach was to 
measure both the perception of potential stressors at work (e.g., the perception of having discipline problems) 
and the experience of emotional stress. This approach allows us to estimate how different potential stressors 
contribute to emotional stress.  

2.2. Teacher Self-Efficacy 
Teacher self-efficacy is in contemporary educational research founded on social cognitive theory (Bandura, 
1977, 1997, 2006). According to Zimmerman and Cleary (2006) self-efficacy is a belief about what a person can 
do and how well he or she can do it (see also Bong & Skaalvik, 2003; Skaalvik, 1997). Within this perspective 
self-efficacy is seen as a multidimensional construct and as the most central mechanism of human agency—the 
ability to influence intentionally one’s functioning and life circumstances (Bandura, 2006). It determines how 
environmental opportunities and impediments are perceived and therefore influences peoples’ goals, values, and 
behavior (Bandura, 2006; Schunk & Meece, 2006). Bandura emphasizes that people with low self-efficacy tend 
to magnify possible problems and threats and dwell with their shortcomings. Thus, we may expect teacher self- 
efficacy to be negatively associated with teacher stress.  

Based on social cognitive theory Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy (2001: p. 783) defined teacher self-  
efficacy as a teacher’s “judgment of his or her capabilities to bring about desired outcomes of student engage-
ment and learning, even among those students who may be difficult or unmotivated.” Skaalvik (2007, p. 612) 
offered a similar definition as “individual teachers’ beliefs in their own ability to plan, organize, and carry out 
activities that are required to attain given educational goals.” 

The most influential source of teacher self-efficacy is previous mastery experiences—previous experiences 
with succeeding or failing on activities which are similar to the present activity. Other sources are vicarious ex-
periences (e.g., observing other teachers mastering similar challenges), verbal persuasion (e.g., social support 
from colleagues and the school administration), and physiological arousal (e.g., a teacher noticing heartbeat 
when facing a challenge). Moreover, self-efficacy is a situation specific construct and fluctuates depending on 
for instance the perceived difficulty of the task, which resources are available, the perception of obstacles, and 
the time allocated for the task. Therefore, a teachers’ self-efficacy may be influenced by his or her perception of 
stressors (obstacles) in the environment which may make the task more difficult to conduct. For instance, a math 
teacher who based on previous experiences expect the students to be active and motivated for working with 
mathematics problems will likely have higher self-efficacy for teaching mathematics than a teacher who expect 
the students to be unmotivated and to pay little attention to the instruction. Supporting this expectation recent 
research indicates that teacher self-efficacy is negatively related to teachers’ perception of stressors in the school 
environment, for instance discipline problems (Collie et al., 2012; Fernet, Guay, Senécal, & Austin, 2012; Gil-
bert et al., 2014; Klassen & Chiu, 2010, 2011; Klassen et al., 2013; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010; Yoon, 2014). 

A number of international studies show that teacher self-efficacy predicts higher teacher engagement and job 
satisfaction, lower levels of burnout, and less intention of leaving the teaching profession (e.g., Avanzi, Migli-
oretti, Velasco et al., 2012; Brouwers & Tomic, 2000; Collie, Shapka, & Perry, 2012; Gilbert, Adesope, & 
Schroeder, 2014; Klassen & Chiu, 2010; Klassen et al., 2013; Saricam & Sakiz, 2014; Skaalvik, 2007; Skaalvik 
& Skaalvik, 2010, 2014). These results are in accordance with the notion that self-efficacy determines how en-
vironmental opportunities and impediments are perceived and that it influences peoples’ goals, values, and be-
havior (Bandura, 2006).  

2.3. Emotional Exhaustion 
Emotional exhaustion is characterized by low energy and chronic fatigue and is regarded the que dimension of 
burnout (Maslach, Jackson & Leiter, 1996; Pines & Aronson, 1988). Burnout is conceptualized as resulting from 
long term occupational stress (Jennett, Harris, & Mesibov, 2003) and is often described as a syndrome of emo-
tional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment (Brouwers & Tomic, 2000; Maslach 
and Jackson, 1981; Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1996). Several studies show that measures of burnout among 
teachers predict both subjective and objective health as well as teachers’ motivation and job satisfaction. For in-
stance, Hakanen, Bakker, & Schaufeli (2006) showed that both exhaustion and cynicism (depersonalization) 
correlated negatively with self-rated health as well as work ability among Finish teachers. Available research 
also shows a negative relation between burnout and motivation for teaching (e.g., Hakanen et al., 2006). More-
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over, Leung and Lee (2006) found, in a study of teachers in Hong Kong, that the exhaustion dimension of burn-
out predicted teachers’ intentions of leaving the profession. We expected that emotional exhaustion would be 
positively predicted by emotional stress. We also expected that emotional exhaustion would predict engagement 
negatively and motivation to leave the teaching profession positively. 

2.4. Work Engagement 
Work engagement refers to a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedi-
cation, and absorption (Bakker, Albrecht, & Leiter, 2011; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010). Bakker et al. (2011) par-
ticularly emphasize the experience of energy (vigor) and the perception of the work as a significant and mea-
ningful pursuit. Previous research shows that teacher engagement is positively predicted by teacher self-efficacy 
and negatively predicted by emotional exhaustion (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2014). Research evidence also shows 
that work engagement is associated with positive outcomes, for instance lower intentions of leaving the teaching 
profession (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009; Bakker & Bal, 2010; Demerouti & Cropanzano, 2010). We expected 
that the potential stressors would be indirectly related to engagement, mediated through teacher self-efficacy. In 
turn, we expected engagement to predict motivation to leave the teaching profession negatively. We also ex-
pected that emotional stress would predict engagement indirectly, through emotional exhaustion. 

2.5. Motivation to Leave the Teaching Profession 
As noted in the introduction, many teachers leave school for non-retirement reasons. Because the high attrition 
rate may have serious consequences for the quality of education it is important to understand the reasons that 
teachers leave the teaching profession. In an analysis of leavers (teachers who left the profession during the first 
five years) and stayers (teachers who were still teaching after five years), Hong (2012) found that the leavers had 
weaker self-efficacy beliefs compared to stayers and that they reported receiving less administrative or supervi-
sory support. Teachers’ intention or motivation to leave the profession is also strongly predicted by job dissatis-
faction and by stressful working conditions (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011a; Weiss, 1999). Skaalvik and Skaalvik 
(2001a) also found that time pressure and discipline problems were indirectly related to teachers’ motivation to 
leave the profession and that the indirect relations were mediated through emotional exhaustion and lower job 
satisfaction. They also found that supervisory support and positive relations with colleagues predicted lower 
motivation to leave the profession, mediated through stronger feeling of belonging and higher job satisfaction. 
Liu and Onwuegbuzie (2012) also reported stress as a primary reason for wishing to leave the teaching profes-
sion. 

2.6. The Present Study 
In the present study we explored relations between senior high school teachers’ perception of seven potential 
stressors in school and their teaching self-efficacy as well as their experiences of emotional stress, exhaustion, 
engagement, and motivation to leave the teacher profession. A problem with previous studies of stressors in the 
teaching profession is that most studies include only a few stressors making it difficult to estimate the relative 
impact of different stressors. Moreover, previous research on teacher stress has focused on elementary and mid-
dle school teachers whereas research on teachers at the senior high school level is lacking.  

The potential stressors included in this study were: discipline problems, time pressure, low student motivation, 
conflict with colleagues, lack of supervisory support and trust, student diversity, and value conflict (a teachers’ 
feeling that the prevailing goals and values at the school are incompatible with her or his personal goals and 
values). We expected that the perception of stressors would be negatively related to teacher self-efficacy and 
positively related to emotional stress. Based on our analysis (see above) we also expected the perceived stressors 
to be indirectly related to exhaustion, engagement, and motivation to leave the teaching profession—mediated 
through self-efficacy and emotional stress. The unpleasant emotions which characterize emotional stress may 
include anxiety and are energy-consuming. We therefore expected emotional stress to predict emotional exhaus-
tion positively and engagement negatively. In contrast, we expected teachers with high self-efficacy to be more 
engaged in teaching than teachers with low self-efficacy whereas we expected emotional exhaustion to predict 
engagement negatively. We also expected that teachers’ motivation to leave the teaching profession would be 
positively predicted by emotional exhaustion and negatively by engagement. These predictions are illustrated in 
a theoretical model in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Theoretical model of relations between the study variables. 

3. Method 
3.1. Norwegian Senior High School 
Senior high school in Norway starts the year the students are 16 years of age and is a three year education from 
grade 11 to 13. It is voluntary but 92 percent of the population enters senior high school (Statistics Norway, 
2016). The dropout rate has been high the last years—29 percent of the students do not graduate within five 
years (Statistics Norway, 2015).  

3.2. Participants and Procedure 
A total of 523 teachers from nine senior high schools participated in this study. The nine schools were drawn by 
random from all senior high schools in three counties in central Norway. The schools ranged from small schools 
with 30 - 40 teachers to larger schools with more than 100 teachers. Participation was voluntary both for the 
schools and the individual teachers. All schools we asked agreed to participate. A particular period of time dur-
ing working hours was set aside for all teachers to fill out the questionnaire at the same time. When the ques-
tionnaires were filled out they were put in envelopes and sealed at the spot in order to assure the teachers that 
they were anonymous. We distributed 645 questionnaires and received 523. Thus, 81 percent of the teachers 
working full time participated in the study. Forty-two present of the participants were females whereas 58% 
were males. The age of the participants ranged from 23 years to 66 years with a mean age of 47.3 years. The 
experience as a teacher ranged from one to 44 years with a mean of 15.6.  

3.3. Instruments 
3.3.1. Discipline Problems 
Discipline problems were measured by a three-item scale previously tested by Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2011a). 
The items were: “My teaching is often disrupted by students who lack discipline,” “Some students with beha-
vioral problems make it difficult to carry out lessons as planned,” and “Controlling students’ behavior takes a lot 
of time and effort”. Responses were given on a 6-point scale from “Completely disagree” (1) to “Completely 
agree” (6). Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2011a) reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .87 whereas we found an alpha value 
of .83 in the present study. 

3.3.2. Student Diversity 
A three-item scale measuring teachers’ perception of student diversity was developed for the purpose of the 
present study. Student diversity was defined as variation in abilities among students in the same class. Because 
about 90 percent of the student population enters senior high schools we expected a large variation in abilities. 
The items measuring student diversity were: “In my classes there are large variations in students’ abilities,” “In 
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my classes there are large variations in students’ needs,” and “In my classes there is a huge difference between 
the best and the poorest students.” Responses were given on a 6-point scale from “Completely disagree” (1) to 
“Completely agree” (6). Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .90. 

3.3.3. Time Pressure 
Time pressure was measured by a five-item scale. Three of the items are previously tested with a Cronbach’s 
alpha of .81 (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011a). These items were: “Preparation for teaching must often be done after 
working hours,” “Life at school is hectic and there is no time for rest and recovery”, and “Meetings, administra-
tive work, and documentation take much of the time that should be used for teaching preparation.” The two ad-
ditional items were: “Teachers are loaded with work,” and “To provide a good education teachers would need 
more time with the students and for preparing their teaching.” Responses were given on a 6-point scale from 
“Completely disagree” (1) to “Completely agree” (6). Cronbach’s alpha for the five-item scale was .83. 

3.3.4. Poor Student Motivation 
Not only discipline problems but also poor student motivation has been reported as potential stressors in school 
(see above). The teachers’ perceptions of poor student motivation were measured by a four-item scale developed 
for the purpose of this study. The items were: “Many of my students show little interest in schoolwork,” “Many 
of my students give up once they meet a challenge,” “I find it difficult to make all students work seriously with 
schoolwork,” and “Many of my students show little effort at schoolwork.” Responses were given on a 6-point 
scale from “Completely disagree” (1) to “Completely agree” (6). Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .89. 

3.3.5. Conflict with Colleagues 
Positive relations with colleagues have been shown to positively predict job satisfaction and to work as a buffer 
against burnout (e.g., Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011a; Pines & Aronson, 1988). In this study we measured lack of 
support, negative relations, and conflicts with colleagues. Conflicts with colleagues were measured by three 
items developed for the purpose of this study: “Even if I should need it I cannot expect any support from my 
colleagues,” “I have a tense relation to my colleagues,” and “I often have conflicts with my colleagues.” Res-
ponses were given on a 6-point scale from “Completely disagree” (1) to “Completely agree” (6). Cronbach’s 
alpha for the scale was .79. 

3.3.6. Lack of Supervisory Support and Trust  
Lack of supervisory support and trust were measured by a four-item scale. The scale was a modified and ex-
tended version of a scale measuring supervisory support (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011a). The items were: “My 
relationship with my supervisors is characterized by a lack of trust and respect,” “I have a tense relation to my 
supervisors,” “In educational matters, it serves no purpose to seek help and advice from my supervisors,” and “If 
I have problems with the students I meet little understanding and support from my supervisors.” Responses were 
given on a 6-point scale from “Completely disagree” (1) to “Completely agree” (6). Cronbach’s alpha for the 
scale was .77. 

3.3.7. Value Conflict 
According to Sahlberg (2010) teachers are often driven by values. However, teachers may have different goals, 
values, and beliefs. As pointed out by Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2011a, 2011b) teachers may differ in their beliefs 
about what goals should be pursued, what content should be emphasized, and what educational means and me-
thods should be used. Furthermore, Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2011a) suggest that a teacher who feels that the pre-
vailing goals and values at the school are incompatible with her or his personal goals and values, which we term 
value conflict, may experience what Rosenberg (1977, 1979) referred to as contextual dissonance, which may 
result in a feeling of not belonging, a feeling that one does not fit (Rosenberg, 1977, 1979). Whereas Skaalvik 
and Skaalvik (2011a) found that a high value consonance positively predicted teachers feeling of belonging we 
expected value conflict to predict higher levels of emotional stress and lower levels of self-efficacy. Value con-
flict was in this study measured by a three-item scale which was modified from the value consonance scale used 
by Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2011a). The items were: “The goals and values which are emphasized at this school 
do not fit my personal educational values,” “My colleagues and I have quite different opinions about what is 
important in education,” and “My colleagues and I have quite different opinions about what constitutes good 
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teaching and education.” Responses were given on a 6-point scale from “Completely disagree” (1) to “Com-
pletely agree” (6). Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .77. 

3.3.8. Emotional Stress 
Emotional stress was defined as the experience by a teacher of unpleasant emotions resulting from aspects of the 
work as a teacher (se Teacher stress). It was measured by a five-item scale developed for the purpose of this 
study. The items did not refer to any particular school contexts or stressors in order to discriminate between 
possible sources of stress and the resultant experience of stress. The items were: “I experience a lot of stress in 
my work,” “I am often anxious when going to work,” “Working as a teacher is extremely stressful,” “I often 
worry that I shall not manage my job,” and “A teacher always has to be on alert.” Responses were given on a 
6-point scale from “Completely disagree” (1) to “Completely agree” (6). Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .79. 

3.3.9. Teacher Self-Efficacy 
Teacher self-efficacy was measured by a multidimensional 24-item Norwegian Teacher Self-Efficacy Scale 
(NTSES; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2007; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010). The scale has six dimensions measured by four 
items each. The dimensions are self-efficacy for: instruction, adapting education to individual students’ needs, mo-
tivating students, keeping discipline, cooperating with colleagues and parents, and coping with changes and chal-
lenges. An example of an item is “How certain are you that you can wake the desire to learn even among the 
lowest achieving students?” (motivating students). Responses were given on a 7-point scale from “Not certain at 
all” (1) to “Absolutely certain” (7). The scale shows good validity both in Norway and Italy (Avanzi, Miglioretti, 
Velasco et al., 2013). The scale was originally developed for use in elementary school and middle school and is 
not previously tested in senior high school. Because teachers in senior high school have less contact with parents 
the dimension “cooperating with colleagues and parents” were changed into “cooperating with colleagues”. The 
original scale is displayed elsewhere (Skaalvik, 2007; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010). Cronbach’s alpha for the 
scale was .92 whereas alphas for the six subscales were .86, .91, .93, .92, .82, and .83 respectively. 

3.3.10. Engagement 
Engagement for teaching was measured by the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES; Schaufeli & Bakker, 
2004). The scale has three dimensions of work engagement: vigor, dedication, and absorption. Vigor is charac-
terized by high levels of energy and mental strength whereas dedication refers to experiencing enthusiasm, in-
spiration, pride, and challenge. Absorption refers to being concentrated and involved in one’s own work. We 
used the short 9-item version of the scale (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010) which is previously tested on Norwegian 
elementary and middle school teachers (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2013). An example of an item is “At my work, I 
feel bursting with energy” (Vigor). Responses were given on a 7-point scale from “Never” (0) to “Every day” 
(6). In the present study the scale had a Cronbachs’ alpha of .89. 

3.3.11. Motivation to Leave the Teaching Profession (Quit) 
The teachers’ motivation to leave the teaching profession was measured by a 3-item motivation to leave scale 
(Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011a). The items were: “I wish I had a different job to being a teacher”, “If I could 
choose over again I would not be a teacher” and “I often think of leaving the teaching profession”. Responses 
were given on a 6-point scale from “Completely disagree” (1) to “Completely agree” (6). Cronbach’s alpha for 
the scale was .90.  

3.4. Data Analysis 
We first estimated zero order correlations between the study variables. We then conducted a confirmatory factor 
analysis of the seven stressors to ensure that they were separate but correlated variables. Lastly we tested the 
theoretical model by means of structural equation modeling (SEM analysis) using the Amos 23 program.  

4. Results 
4.1. Zero Order Correlations 
Table 1 shows zero order correlations among the study variables. Looking first at the school context variables  
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Table 1. Zero order correlations and descriptive statistics. 

Study variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

1) Discipline problems --- .41 .25 .45 .09 −.02 .03 .29 −.09 .26 −.1 .17 

2) Diversity  --- .24 .36 .01 −.03 .01 .22 −.07 .16 .01 .12 

3) Time pressure   --- .23 .01 .14 −.02 .61 −.11 .58 −.11 .18 

4) Low student motivation    --- .11 .1 .15 .31 −.27 .29 −.27 .29 

5) Conflicts with colleagues     --- .31 .41 .12 −.11 .15 −.19 .19 

6) Lack of supervisory support      --- .41 .14 −.25 .23 −.25 .24 

7) Value conflicts       --- .11 −.27 .12 −.23 .21 

8) Emotional stress        --- −.28 .72 −.3 .38 

9) Self-efficacy         --- −.28 .51 −.31 

10) Emotional exhaustion          --- −.43 .46 

11) Engagement           --- −.52 

12) Motivation to quit            --- 

M 8.2 14.7 19.5 13.1 2.8 7.3 5.3 17.6 117.5 17 51.1 6.4 

SD 3.6 3.2 3.5 4.9 1.4 3.9 2.3 4.8 15.1 7.1 8.6 3.6 

Note. All correlations higher than .08 are significant (p < .05). 
 
(potential stressors) the most striking result is that most of these correlations are weak and close to zero. How-
ever, there are a few moderate correlations ranging from r = .31 to r = .45. Discipline problems are moderately 
correlated with student diversity (r = .41) and time pressure (r = .45). A possible interpretation is that discipline 
problems increases in classes with high student diversity and that it causes time pressure because dealing with 
discipline problems is time consuming. Value conflicts, that the prevailing educational goals and values at the 
school are not compatible with the teachers’ personal goals and values, are moderately correlated with both con-
flict with colleagues and lack of supervisory support (r = .41 for both). These results support the notion that 
teachers are driven by values and that cooperation between teachers with different educational goals and values 
may constitute a challenge. The low correlations between the school-context variables indicate that there is no 
serious covariance problem in conducting structural analysis (see below).  

The zero order correlations between the outcome variables—emotional stress, teaching self-efficacy, emo-
tional exhaustion, engagement in teaching, and motivation to quit—ranged from moderate to strong. The 
strongest correlation was found between emotional stress and emotional exhaustion (r = .72). The strongest cor-
relations with motivation to quit were found for engagement (r = −.52) and emotional exhaustion (r = .46). 

4.2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis 
To make sure that the seven potential stressors could be treated as separate but correlated exogenous variables 
we first conducted a confirmatory factor analysis defining seven primary factors: discipline problems, time 
pressure, low student motivation, lack of supervisory support, conflict with colleagues, value conflict, and stu-
dent diversity. None of the error variances in the measurement model were allowed to correlate. The model had 
good fit to the data (χ2 (254, N = 523) = 554.711, p < .001, CMIN/DF = 2.148, RMSEA = .048, IFI = .950, TLI 
= .935, and CFI = .949) and all regression weights in the model were significant at p < .001. We also tested the 
measurement model for self-efficacy by means of structural equation modeling defining six factors correspond-
ing to the six dimensions in the scale. The model is previously tested (Skaalvik, 2007; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 
2010) but not for teachers in senior high school. The model had good fit to the data (χ2 (237, N = 523) = 647.656, 
p < .001, CMIN/DF = 2.733, RMSEA = .058, IFI = .950, TLI = .936, and CFI = .949) and all regression weights 
in the model were significant at p < .001. 
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4.3. Structural Equation Modeling 
The relations between the variables were further investigated by means of structural equation modeling testing 
the theoretical model displayed in Figure 1. The SEM model defined the seven potential stressors as exogenous 
variables. We deleted non-significant paths one by one starting with the path with the lowest regression weight. 
The final empirical model, showing standardized regression weights, is displayed in Figure 2. Three of the po-
tential stressors were, in the model context, not significantly related to any of the endogenous variables. For 
simplicity, these variables—conflict with colleagues, discipline problems, and student diversity—are not in-
cluded in Figure 2. The model had acceptable fit to the data (χ2 (954, N = 523) = 2206.751, p < .001, CMIN/DF 
= 2.313, RMSEA = .050, IFI = .905, TLI = .891, and CFI = .904). Indirect and total effects are shown in Table 
2.  

Time pressure predicted emotional stress very strongly (β = .76). None of the reminding stressors were di-
rectly related to emotional stress when controlled for the effect of time pressure. Teacher self-efficacy was nega-
tively associated with value conflict (β = −.15), lack of supervisory support (β = −.19), and low student motiva-
tion (β = −.31). Also, these three potential stressors were indirectly but weakly associated with emotional stress 
(Table 2). The indirect relations were mediated through teacher self-efficacy.  

Teachers’ feeling of exhaustion was positively and strongly associated with emotional stress (β = .69). It was 
also negatively associated with teacher self-efficacy. The negative association was mediated through emotional 
stress (Table 2). Engagement was positively and strongly related to self-efficacy (β = .51) and negatively and 
moderately related to exhaustion (β = −.33). Motivation to leave the teaching profession was negatively related 
to engagement (β = −.45) and positively related to exhaustion (β = .33). 

None of the potential stressors were directly related to engagement. Also, only low student motivation and 
lack of supervisory support were directly but weakly related to exhaustion (β = .10 and .18, respectively) and 
only low student motivation was directly but weakly related to teachers’ motivation to leave the teaching profes-
sion (β = .13). However, Figure 2 and Table 2 reveal indirect associations between four of the potential stres-
sors and exhaustion, engagement and motivation to leave the teaching profession. Time pressure was indirectly 
and strongly related to exhaustion (standardized indirect effect = .529) and moderately related to both engage-
ment (standardized indirect effect = −.176) and motivation to quit (standardized indirect effect = .15). Also, en-
gagement was indirectly and negatively related to value conflict (standardized indirect effect = −.083), lack of 
supervisory support (standardized indirect effect = −.163), and low student motivation (standardized indirect ef-
fect = −.206).  

4.4. Gender Differences 
To explore gender differences we tested differences in statistical means between male and female teachers by  
 

 
Figure 2. Structural model of relations between workplace stressors, teacher 
self-efficacy, emotional stress, exhaustion, engagement, and motivation to 
leave the teaching profession (quit). 
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Table 2. Indirect and total effects on emotional stress, exhaustion, engage-
ment, and motivation to quit. 

Latent variables Standardized  
indirect effects 

Standardized  
total effects 

Emotional stress   
Low student motivation .060 .061 

Lack of supervisory support .037 .037 

Value conflicts .030 .030 

Emotional exhaustion   
Time pressure .529 .529 

Low student motivation .043 .146 

Lack of supervisory support .025 .207 

Value conflicts .021 .021 

Self-efficacy −.136 −.136 

Engagement   
Time pressure −.176 −.176 

Low student motivation −.206 −.206 

Lack of supervisory support −.163 −.163 

Value conflicts −.083 −.083 

Self-efficacy .045 .551 

Emotional stress −.232 −.232 

Motivation to quit   
Time pressure .150 .150 

Low student motivation .132 .258 

Lack of supervisory support .136 .136 

Value conflicts .040 .040 

Self-efficacy −.266 −.266 

Emotional stress .332 .197 

Emotional exhaustion .150 .479 

 
independent samples t-test. We also used Cohen’s d to estimate effect size. Cohen’s d is a measure of the dif-
ference in statistical means between two groups in terms of standard deviation. According to Cohen (1988) a 
difference that is lower than .2 standard deviation is considered not to be significant. A difference between .2 
and .5 standard deviations is considered significant, but small whereas a difference larger than .8 standard devia-
tion is considered large. For a difference to be considered significant we required both p < .05 and d > .19. 

Our analysis revealed few and small gender differences (Table 3). We found significant gender differences 
for two of the seven potential stressors. Female teachers experienced stronger time pressure compared to male 
teachers (p < .001, d = .46) whereas male teachers reported higher levels of value conflict than female teachers 
(p < .01, d = .28). We also found significant gender differences for two of the outcome variables. Female teach-
ers both reported higher levels of emotional stress (p < .001, d = .54) and higher levels of emotional exhaustion 
(p < .01, d = .27) compared to male teachers. 
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Table 3. Statistical means for male and female teachers. 

Study variables Males Females t p Effect size 

Time pressure 18.57 20.17 5.25 <.001 .46 

Low student motivation 12.99 13.05 .14 >.05 .01 

Lack of supervisory support 7.32 7.34 .1 >.05 .01 

Value conflicts 5.71 5.06 −3.1 <.01 .28 

Conflicts with colleagues 2.85 2.75 −.79 >.05 .07 

Student diversity 14.45 14.81 1.24 >.05 .11 

Discipline problems 8.04 8.21 .55 >.05 .05 

Self-efficacy 118.85 116.64 −1.61 >.05 .14 

Emotional stress 15.84 18.46 6.24 <.001 .54 

Emotional exhaustion 15.87 17.8 3.1 <.01 .27 

Engagement 50.51 51.71 1.53 >.05 .14 

Motivation to quit 6.61 6.27 −1.07 >.05 .1 

Note. Equal variances not assumed for estimation of t. Effect size <.20 is regarded as not significant, effect size 
between .20 and .49 is regarded to be significant but small, effect size between .50 and .79 is regarded to be sig-
nificant and moderate, and effect size >.80 is regarded to be large. 

5. Discussion 
In this study, we measured senior high school teachers’ perception of seven potential stressors (or potentially 
stressful working conditions) at school. The potential stressors were: discipline problems, time pressure, low 
student motivation, conflict with colleagues, lack of supervisory support, value conflict, and student diversity. 
These potential stressors were chosen because they are found to increase stress-related outcomes in previous re-
search. The correlations among the seven potential stressors were weak to moderate. A possible interpretation of 
this finding is that one source of stress does not necessarily generalize into other sources of stress and that each 
source of stress should to be addressed separately in order to reduce teacher stress. 

The SEM analysis revealed that only four of the seven potential stressors—time pressure, low student motiva-
tion, lack of supervisory support, and value conflict—were significantly associated with the outcome variables. 
Time pressure or workload strongly predicted emotional stress. Also, time pressure was the only out of seven 
potential stressors that in the SEM model was directly and significantly related to emotional stress. The items 
measuring emotional stress refer generally to stress, stressful conditions, being on alert, and being anxious. 
Therefore, it is unlikely that the finding that time pressure was the only predictor of emotional stress was caused 
by the way we measured emotional stress.  

Both previous international research and research among Norwegian teachers confirm that time pressure is an 
important source of stress which predicts emotional exhaustion and burnout (e.g., Kokkinos, 2007; Skaalvik & 
Skaalvik, 2011a). The present study supports these results. However, the analysis also reveals that the associa-
tion between time pressure and exhaustion is an indirect one, mediated through a general experience of emo-
tional stress. Emotional exhaustion was in turn associated both with lower levels of engagement and stronger 
motivation to leave the profession (see also Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011a). This finding underscores the impor-
tance of discriminating between the prevalence of potential stressors in the school environment and teachers 
general experiences of emotional stress. 

The SEM analysis revealed that time pressure was not significantly related to teachers’ self-efficacy. This re-
sult is in accordance with previous findings by Betoret and Artiga (2010). These researchers found that work-
load was unrelated to instructional self-efficacy and very weakly related to management self-efficacy (r = −.13). 
Taken together, these findings indicate that a heavy workload does not reduce the teachers’ expectations of be-
ing able to carry out the tasks, but that the workload and the possible experience of not having the time to do all 
tasks properly may lead to emotional stress. 
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Three of the potential stressors—value conflict, low student motivation, and lack of supervisory support— 
were negatively related to teacher self-efficacy. These school context variables explained 21 percent of the va-
riance in teacher self-efficacy, which again was a strong predictor of engagement. Value consonance—the feel-
ing that the prevailing goals and values at the school are in accordance with the teachers’ personal values—have 
in previous research been shown to predict teachers feeling of belonging and job satisfaction (Skaalvik & Skaal-
vik, 2011a, 2011b). The importance of value consonance was in the present study supported in that value con-
flict—the feeling that the prevailing goals and values at the school are not in accordance with the teachers’ per-
sonal values—negatively predicted self-efficacy directly and engagement indirectly. Lack of supervisory sup-
port also predicted teacher self-efficacy negatively. This is in accordance with social cognitive theory in which 
verbal persuasion is viewed as one source of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). Low student motivation also pre-
dicted teacher self-efficacy negatively. A possible interpretation is that motivating the students is seen as an im-
portant part of the instructional process. Therefore, experiencing students to be unmotivated may be interpreted 
as a personal failure to motivate students for schoolwork, which may lead to a lack of self-efficacy for teaching. 

Three of the potential stressors—discipline problems, student diversity, and conflict with colleagues—were in 
the SEM model unrelated to all outcome variables and are therefore not included in Figure 2. The finding that 
discipline problems were unrelated to the outcome variables were particularly surprising because previous re-
search show that disruptive student behavior is predictive of overall job stress and emotional exhaustion as well 
as lower levels of commitment and teacher self-efficacy (Betoret & Artiga, 2010; Collie et al., 2012; Fernet et 
al., 2012; Klassen & Chiu, 2010, 2011; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011a). However, all these previous studies either 
involved elementary and middle school teachers only or teachers from a mixture of school levels with a majority 
of elementary and middle school teachers. In the present study, both the zero-order correlations and the SEM 
analysis indicated that student lack of motivation was a more powerful predictor of the outcome variables than 
disruptive student behavior. A possible explanation of this finding may be low student motivation in Norwegian 
senior high school manifest itself in other ways than disruptive behavior, for instance by students paying less at-
tention, showing lack of involvement, and not doing their homework or assignments at school. Such behavior 
may not be perceived as discipline problems by the teachers. However, this is merely a speculation that needs to 
be examined in future research. 

Two recent interview studies also identified student diversity as an important stressor among elementary and 
middle school teachers (Shernoff et al., 2011; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2015). Moreover, in a study of elementary 
and secondary school teachers Betoret (2009) found that student diversity predicted teacher self-efficacy nega-
tively and emotional exhaustion positively. However, in the study by Betoret (2009) student diversity was not 
entered as a separate variable in SEM analysis. Student diversity was in the present study positively but weakly 
correlated with emotional stress, exhaustion, and motivation to quit but not significantly related to these va-
riables when controlled for other potential stressors in the SEM analysis. A possible explanation is that student 
diversity was positively correlated with time pressure and lack of student motivation. Another possible interpre-
tation may be that the emphasis on adapting teaching to individual student’s needs and abilities traditionally has 
been greater in elementary school and middle school than in senior high school which is not compulsory. 
Therefore, student diversity may be experienced as more demanding and stressful in elementary school and 
middle school than in senior high school.  

Positive relations with colleagues is in previous research in elementary school and middle school shown to be 
positively related to belonging and job satisfaction and negatively related to emotional exhaustion (Droogen-
broeck, Spruyt, & Vanroelen, 2014; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011; Zembylas & Papanastasiou, 2006). In the 
present study, the SEM analysis showed that negative relations and conflicts with did not relate significantly to 
any of the outcome variables. A possible explanation is that teachers in elementary school and middle school 
often work in teacher teams whereas teamwork is less practiced in senior high school in Norway. Therefore, 
work-related stress and teacher self-efficacy may be less dependent on relations with colleagues in senior high 
school than in elementary school.  

Interestingly, only one of the potential stressors was directly related to teachers’ motivation to leave the pro-
fession. Low student motivation was directly but weakly associated with motivation to quit. Thus, the school 
context variables, which we term potential stressors, seem to affect teachers’ motivation to quit indirectly, 
through emotional exhaustion and engagement. The SEM model indicated two main routes to teachers’ motiva-
tion to leave the profession: 1) one route from time pressure via emotional stress and exhaustion to motivation to 
quit and 2) another route from lack of supervisory support and trust, low student motivation and value conflicts 
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via lower self-efficacy and lower engagement to motivation to quit.  
This study has both important theoretical and practical implications. Theoretically, the findings imply that 

different potential stressors in school affect teachers’ motivation for teaching through different psychological 
processes. We suggest that some stressors—in this study time pressure—affect teachers’ motivation through stress 
responses and emotional exhaustion whereas other stressors affect teachers’ motivation through lower self-effi- 
cacy and lower engagement. A practical implication that may be drawn both from this study is the urgent need 
to reduce the time pressure in the teacher profession. One measure to reduce the time pressure may be to reduce 
the number of teaching hours or the number of students in each class. Whereas these measures have great eco-
nomic implications other measures are less dependent on economy. Such measures include working to establish 
shared goals and values at school, which may also result in more positive relations between the teachers and 
between the teachers and the school administration. 

This study has several limitations. We only included seven potential stressors in the study. Although the po-
tential stressors were chosen because they have been highlighted in previous studies, future research should also 
explore alternative stressors. Moreover, this study was designed as a cross sectional investigation and longitu-
dinal studies are highly needed. Also, the participants in this study were teachers in senior high school and simi-
lar studies need to be conducted including elementary and middle school teachers. 
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