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Abstract 
This qualitative interview study explored primary and middle school teachers’ 
perceptions of job demands, how they responded to the demands, and which 
strategies they used to cope with the demands. The participating teachers re-
ported multiple demands, resulting in high levels of stress and emotional ex-
haustion. Several of the demands could be traced back to structural and orga-
nizational conditions at the schools. The analyses also showed that the teach-
ers used five main strategies to cope with the demands: hard working strate-
gies, recovering strategies, reducing the workload strategies, job crafting 
strategies, and help seeking strategies. 
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1. Introduction 

Research during the last couple of decades has shown that, although rewarding, 
teaching is a stressful occupation and teacher stress is an international pheno-
menon (Chan, 2002; Johnson, Cooper, Cartwright, Donald, Taylor, & Millet, 
2005; Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012; Montgomery & Rupp, 2005; Skaalvik & Skaal-
vik, 2017a, 2017b; Stoeber & Rennert, 2008). Conditions in the school environ-
ment that are associated with stress are workload or time pressure, student di-
versity, discipline problems, low student motivation, value conflicts, lack of rec-
ognition, lack of shared decision making, lack of autonomy, conflicts with col-
leagues, parents, or the school administration, lack of administrative support, 
low pay and low status (e.g., Betoret, 2009; Fernet, Guay, Senécal, & Austin, 
2012; Friedman, 1995; Hakanen, Bakker, & Schaufeli, 2006; Klassen & Chiu, 
2011; Kokkinos, 2007; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009, 2011, 2015). Such conditions 
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are, in the research literature, termed stressors or job demands. In an interview 
study of 30 teachers, Skaalvik & Skaalvik (2015) found three categories of con-
sequences of teacher stress: 1) exhaustion and psychosomatic symptoms, 2) re-
duced accomplishment and loss of self-efficacy, and 3) negative affect and loss of 
self-esteem. Teacher stress is also associated with attrition (Borman & Dowling, 
2008) and, among working teachers, with the motivation to leave the teaching 
profession (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2018). 

Although much research is done examining stressors in the teaching profes-
sion, research exploring organizational antecedents of stressors and teachers’ 
strategies to stay in control is generally lacking. This study focuses on teachers’ 
perceptions of job demands and their strategies to coop with job demands in the 
school environment. One purpose was to explore how the teachers explained 
work-related stress in open-ended interviews. Another purpose was to explore 
what teachers are doing in order to stay in control or to cope with stressful 
working conditions. 

2. Theoretical Framework 
2.1. The Job Demands-Resources Model (JD-R Model) 

The Job Demands-Resources model (JD-R model; Demerouti, Bakker, Nach-
reiner, & Schaufeli, 2001) proposes that in all occupations one may distinguish 
between two categories of work characteristics: job demands and job resources. 
In this study we were occupied by perceived job demands. Job demands may be 
defined as physical, social, or organizational aspects of the job that require sus-
tained physical or mental effort (Demerouti et al., 2001: p. 501). Examples of job 
demands offered by Bakker and Demerouti (2006) are: work overload, unfavora-
ble physical environments, and emotionally demanding social interactions. Im-
portantly, as noted by C. Skaalvik (2020), job demands are not necessarily nega-
tive and work-related challenges may even be stimulating. However, demands 
may turn into stressors when high and sustained efforts are required to meet the 
demands (Bakker & Demerouti, 2006). The JD-R model builds on the assump-
tion that sustained job demands may lead to a health impairment process, often 
described as a depletion of energy, emotional exhaustion, burnout, and health 
problems (Bakker & Demerouti, 2006). Supporting these assumptions, Hakanen 
et al. (2006), in a study of Finish teachers, found that a latent job demand varia-
ble was associated with teacher burnout, and C. Skaalvik (2020), in a study of 
Norwegian school principals found that time pressure and demanding parents 
was associated with emotional exhaustion. 

2.2. Striving for Control 

The assumption that people are pursuing control over their life is underlying 
several motivational theories. For instance, White (1959) assumed that people 
are motivated to understand and master the environment in order to make it 
more predictable and controllable. White’s idea was further developed by Harter 
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(1982) and termed competence motivation. Harter proposed that motivation, in 
part, resulted from the belief that one could exert control over the environment. 
Self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) is also based on the assumption 
that people have a basic psychological need for autonomy and control. Schunk, 
Pintrich and Meece (2010) describe autonomy as the need to feel a sense of con-
trol, or to perceive an internal locus of causality. The pursuit of control is also 
evident in self-worth theory (Covington, 1992). According to Covington (1992) 
the need for self-worth may generate behaviors aimed at controlling how one’s 
achievements are attributed by others. This may result in self-handicapping be-
haviors but also hiding how much effort one put into a task (S. Skaalvik, 1995). 

That people are pursuing control is also a central idea in social cognitive 
theory. Bandura (1997) claims that “People have always striven to control events 
that affect their lives” (p. 1) and that “The striving for control over life circums-
tances permeates almost everything people do throughout the live course” (p. 
1-2). In social cognitive theory the striving for control is not seen as an inborn 
drive—people seek control in order to make the environment predictable and for 
the benefit they gain by being in control (Bandura, 1997). Social cognitive theory 
not only claim that people strive for control, but that they, through the exercise of 
human agency, reflective thought, and self-regulation have the capacity to influ-
ence their environment and their life circumstances. In Bandura’s words, “To be 
an agent is to influence intentionally one’s functioning and life circumstances.” 

2.2.1. Personal, Proxy, and Collective Control 
Social-cognitive theory distinguishes among three different forms of agency or 
control — personal, proxy, and collective (Bandura 1997, 2000). Personal con-
trol refers to agency exercised personally. The exercise of personal control re-
quires that one has, or is able to acquire the sufficient knowledge and skill, but 
also that one believes that one is able to exercise control (self-efficacy). Bandura 
reminds us that if people believe that they are not able to change the circums-
tances or influence their situation, they will likely not attempt to do so. He 
claims that “Among the mechanisms of personal agency, none is more central or 
pervasive than people’s beliefs about their capabilities to exercise control over 
events that affect their lives” (Bandura 2000: p. 1175). 

An alternative to personal control is to seek proxy control. Seeking proxy 
control means that people try to get other people, who possess the necessary 
competence and influence, to act on their behalf to effect the desired changes 
(Bandura, 1997). If people lack the necessary knowledge or skills to exercise 
personal control, they may seek proxy control (Bandura, 1997). Also, people 
who doubt their personal capabilities to exercise personal control may, regard-
less of their actual capability seek proxy control. Furthermore, people may also 
seek proxy control for the sake of convenience. It may be easier or quicker to 
seek proxy control than to spend time acquiring the necessary knowledge and 
skills. However, people vary in how comfortable they are with being dependent 
on other people (Bandura, 1997). 
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A third form of control, collective control (or collective agency) means that 
goals are pursued through collaboration. Bandura (2000) maintains that many of 
the outcomes people seek can only be obtained through shared effort and many 
situations can only be changed through collective agency.  

To summarize, social cognitive theory proposes three forms of control: per-
sonal, proxy, and collective. People choose these forms of control for different 
reasons: judgments of personal capability, convenience, habitual behavior, access 
to resource persons, and what the situation or the goal requires. In the actual 
teaching situation teachers are traditionally alone with their students. During 
lessons, teachers in traditional schools therefore must exercise personal control. 
However, many schools in Norway are “open area schools” and in some of these 
schools, teachers are working in teams sharing the responsibility for a larger 
group of students. In such schools some degree of proxy or collective control 
may be exercised even during the teaching sessions. We also expect that teachers 
may seek some degree of proxy control between or after teaching sessions, for 
instance seeking advice from colleagues or the school leadership. 

2.2.2. Primary and Secondary Control 
Rothbaum, Weisz and Snyder (1982) discriminate between primary control and 
secondary control. In their conceptualization, primary control means that 
people change or try to change the existing realities—the situation, the social 
structures, the goals, the work tasks etc. In contrast, secondary control means 
that instead of changing the situation, people try to make the best out of the 
seemingly unchangeable situation and to reduce the negative consequences of 
the situation. Imagine a teacher with discipline problems in his or her class. In 
this case, primary control means that the teacher was able to reduce the discip-
line problems in one way or another, whereas secondary control means that the 
teacher somehow found a way to accept the situation and do the best out of it, 
but without reducing or being able to reduce the disruptive student behavior. 
Theoretically, both primary and secondary control may be exercised as personal, 
proxy, or collective control. 

2.2.3. Positive and Negative Control 
In a study of adults with severe reading problems, S. Skaalvik (1995) discrimi-
nates between positive and negative control. Thinking back on their schooldays, 
the informants reported that the reading problems made the school situation 
threatening, both because the acquisition of information in school was heavily 
based on student reading and because they feared being perceived as stupid by 
their classmates. The informants used two main strategies to control their school 
situation. S. Skaalvik (1995) termed these strategies positive and negative con-
trol. Positive control was aimed at changing the situation, either by improving 
their reading skills or by acquiring information by other means than reading the 
textbooks, for instance by asking classmates and parents to retell the content of 
the textbooks. By aiming to change the situation, positive control resembles what 
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Rothbaum et al. (1982) termed primary control. Compensating for their lack of 
reading skills by seeking help from their classmates was also termed positive 
control because it helped improving their academic performances. This strategy 
required that they were open about the problems. The examples show that posi-
tive control might be exercised both as personal and proxy control. 

By negative control, S. Skaalvik (1995) refers to trying to hide both the reading 
problems and the following problems with mastering the requirements in 
school. This strategy was termed negative control for two reasons. Firstly, it was 
not functional in solving the problems, which in this case would be improving 
either the students’ reading skills or their general academic performances. Se-
condly, it resulted in additional problems like tension and anxiety—the infor-
mants reported a continuous anxiety that their deficiencies would be exposed. 
They were constantly occupied by avoiding answering questions in class and 
hiding their written work. Hence, in the informants’ school situation negative 
control cannot be exercised as proxy control or collective control. 

2.2.4. Types of Control—A Comparison 
Whereas the distinction between personal, proxy, and collective control refers to 
who is participating and who is contacted in order to exercise control, the dis-
tinction between primary and secondary control, but also between positive and 
negative control, refers to the goal of the control—what the control aims at 
achieving. Primary control and positive control overlap each other in that the 
control aims at changing the situation, for instance to make the tasks less chal-
lenging or by improving one’s skills. Secondary control and negative control also 
overlap in that the aim of the control is to make the situation livable even if one 
cannot change it.  

2.3. The Present Study 

The purpose of the study was, through open ended interviews with six teachers 
in elementary school and middle school, to explore teachers’ perceptions of job 
demands (e.g., challenges in their work and obstacles in achieving their goals) as 
well as their strategies to cope with their work situation. More specifically, we 
attempted to shed light on the following research questions: 

1) Which challenges and obstacles did the teachers describe? 
2) How did they describe their emotional reactions to the obstacles? 
3) Which strategies did they use in order to control their work situation? 

3. Method 
3.1. Participants 

The participants in this study were six teachers working in elementary school 
and middle school in Norway. Both Norwegian elementary school (grade 1 - 7) 
and middle school (grade 8 - 10) follow a national curriculum. Pupils attend 
their local school and permanent level grouping is not allowed. The teachers 
therefore encounter great variation in the students’ abilities.  
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The teachers were recruited in order to ensure variation in gender and age of 
the teachers, at which level they were teaching (elementary school and middle 
school) and classroom schools verses open area schools. We started the sampling 
process by choosing three primary schools and three middle schools. Two of the 
primary schools were open area schools and one was a classroom school whereas 
one of the middle schools was an open area school and two of the middle schools 
were classroom schools. At each of the schools we then invited one teacher to 
participate. This was done in order to ensure the variation. For instance, at one 
elementary school with separate classrooms we invited a female senior teacher 
and at one elementary open area school we invited a young male teacher.  

For an overview of the participants, see Table 1. Three of the participants 
were females (Hanna, Jane, and Mary) whereas three were males (Jon, Richard, 
and Sam). Two of the teachers were defined as young (27 - 34 years), two as 
middle aged (35 - 50 years), and two as senior teachers (51 - 63 years). Three of 
the teachers were working in elementary schools and three in middle schools. 
Also, three of the teachers were working in classroom schools and three in open 
area schools. Open area schools were defined as schools were at least all students 
at the same grade level were thought in the same open area whereas classroom 
schools were defined as schools with separate classrooms for each class.  

 
Table 1. Overview of the participants.  

 Hanna Jane Mary Jon Richard Sam 

Age       

Young     X X 

Middle aged X X     

Senior   X X   

Grade level       

Elementary X  X   X 

Middle school  X  X X  

Architecture       

Separate classrooms  X X  X  

Open landscape X   X  X 

Teaching assignments       

Teaches most subjects in one group   X X   

Teaches few subjects in several groups X X   X X 

Educational setting       

Alone with the students in separate classrooms  X X  X  

Several teachers share responsibility for 
large groups of students in open areas 

X     X 

Alone with one class of students in a large 
open area with several classes 

   X   
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3.2. The Interviews 

Individual interviews were conducted in a semi-structured format. Semi-structured 
interviews were used because they allow the participants to express their 
thoughts and experiences in their own words. We started each interview by ask-
ing a general question about the respondents’ thoughts about working as a 
teacher. This question was asked without any ques. We used follow-up questions 
such as: “Can you tell me more about that?” and “Can you elaborate on that?” 
Then, the interviewer asked open-ended questions about the teachers’ educa-
tional goals and values, possible challenges in their work, and their reactions to 
the challenges and obstacles. The interviews lasted approximately 90 minutes 
and were conducted in an office or empty classroom chosen by the respondent. 
Before the interview, the teachers were informed that participation was volunta-
ry, that they could withdraw from the interview at any time, and that they did 
not have to answer questions if they felt uncomfortable. The interviews were 
taped and transcribed. 

3.3. Data Analysis 

The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. In a first stage of 
the analysis, the transcripts were read several times by both authors to become 
familiar with the data. Thematic analyses were then conducted. We read the text 
over again searching for expressions concerning: 1) goals and values, 2) chal-
lenges and obstacles, 3) emotional and physical responses to the challenges and 
obstacles, and 4) strategies or attempts to cope with job demands or control the 
work situation. The statements in each of these themes were first categorized 
according to the wordings of the teachers. These categories were then narrowed 
down to fewer categories which encompassed similar meanings or thought 
processes (Creswell, 2005). The strategy statements were classified according to 
the respondents’ statements about how they attempted or tried to control their 
work situation, irrespective of how well they felt that they succeeded. The coping 
categories were also analyzed to find if they fitted any of the control categories 
that were discussed in the introduction: personal, proxy, and collective control 
as well as primary (or positive) and secondary (or negative) control.  

4. Results  
4.1. Educational Goals, Perceived Demands, and Emotional and  

Physical Responses  

In this section we provide a brief description of the educational goals, perceived 
demands, and emotional and physical responses to the demands for each partic-
ipant. A summary of these descriptions is presented in Table 2.  

4.1.1. Hanna  
Hanna teaches social science and Norwegian at 6th grade in an open area with 86 
students and five teachers. The teacher team has a shared responsibility for all 
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students although each teacher has the main responsibility for their “own” sub-
jects. Hanna prefers to teach Norwegian and social science by means of lectures 
for the entire group of 86 students. Following these lectures, the students are 
working with assignments and all teachers in the team are helping and advising 
students during these sessions. When Hanna is talking about educational goals, 
she focuses solely on student academic achievement and dissemination of know-
ledge. She describes the goal structure of the school as achievement oriented and 
her colleagues as overly ambitious. She also expresses high personal ambitions 
related to student achievement.  
 
Table 2. Job demands and physical and emotional responses described by the partici-
pants. 

 Hanna Jane Mary Jon Richard Sam 

Primary educational goals       

Student academic achievement - 
performance orientation 

X X X    

Social, emotional, and professional  
development - learning orientation 

   X X X 

Job demands       

Organizational demands X X  X X X 

Dysfunctional teamwork or  
lack of collegial support 

X X X  X X 

Disruptive student behavior X  X  X X 

Difficult to develop positive  
teacher-student relationships 

 X   X X 

Work overload /time pressure X X X  X  

Student diversity   X  X X 

Documentation requirements   X  X  

Conflicts with the school principal    X  X 

Demanding parents  X  X   

Lack of autonomy and  
teacher codetermination 

X   X  X 

Physical and emotional responses       

Physical and emotional  
exhaustion 

X X X X X X 

Psychosomatic symptoms  
(e.g., headache, back pain) 

X X X    

Sleeping problems X X     

Low job satisfaction      X 

Fair of failure  X X  X  

Stress explicitly mentioned  X X  X X 
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Hanna describes several demands related to this teaching strategy. Firstly, she 
says that the shared responsibility for a large group of students results in conti-
nuous conflicts with her colleagues. Secondly, in the open landscape, many stu-
dents have problems concentrating during the lectures, resulting in what Hanna 
describes as disruptive student behavior. Additionally, she experiences a strong 
time pressure and work overload, that she partly attributes to her own ambitions 
and partly to the performance goal structure at school. She says: 

It’s stressful to feel that I’m not really done with the work, because I can al-
ways do more. Even if I have been working a whole week, on Sunday I still start 
wondering if I should have done a little more. The principal tells us that we must 
learn that good is good enough, but several of my colleagues do not agree. They 
believe that it should be extremely good to be good enough. 

Hanna says that she loves working as a teacher. She particularly mentions 
working with the children and that every day brings new experiences. Neverthe-
less, she feels emotionally exhausted and attributes this development to long 
working days and disruptive student behavior. She also describes psychosomatic 
responses to her work situation and says: 

I have had long periods where I have felt dead tired and I have a lot of head-
aches. I am falling asleep with a headache and it is there when I wake up.  

4.1.2. Jane  
Jane teaches English and French in 8th grade in a classroom school. Because she 
teaches only English and French, she teaches many classes, but have each class 
only a few hours a week. Like Hanna, Jane emphasizes student academic 
achievement as her main educational goal. Like Hanna she has high ambitions 
regarding student achievement and is a hard-working teacher. Additionally, she 
works in a performance-oriented environment and describes the parents as de-
manding and expecting high grades. She says: 

The last days I have worked eight hours at school and three to four hours at 
home at night. The principal has assigned me many tasks in addition to the 
teaching.  

Jane is also concerned that a positive teacher-student relationship is important 
for optimal student learning and achievement. She underscores the importance 
of a good chemistry for student learning.  

Like Hanna, Jane describes multiple demands in her job situation. She teaches 
a few school subjects in several classes and finds it tiring to relate to so many 
students. In addition, she finds it difficult to establish a good relationship with 
the students when she has each student for only a few hours a week. Jane also 
experiences an extremely high workload, which she partly attributes to many as-
signments in addition to her teaching responsibilities, partly to her own ambi-
tions, and partly to demanding parents. She also describes teamwork as de-
manding. She says that there are twelve teachers at 8th grade. These teachers 
form a teacher team, meeting one hour a week to plan the activities for the next 
week. She feels that the most experienced teachers provide too strong guidelines 
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for the teaching. She expresses this as “being run over”.  
Like Hanna, Jane likes working with the students. But she also underscores 

that teaching is a demanding occupation. She characterizes her work as energy 
tapping and says that she feels mentally and physically exhausted. Jane says that 
she often experiences a fear of failure. She also experiences psychosomatic res-
ponses and has sleeping problems. She says: 

My work is energy tapping and I often doubt that I will be able to continue 
working as a teacher. I also have a lot of tension in my body and my back is stiff. 
Last Autumn, after the summer vacation, I felt that I did not have the energy to 
start teaching again. 

4.1.3. Mary 
Mary is teaching most of the subjects in a fourth-grade class in a classroom 
school. She therefore gets to know each student well. Like Hanna and Jane, 
Mary’s primary concern is on student academic achievement and dissemination 
of knowledge. She is also concerned about activating the students and fostering 
self-regulation. She says:  

I really like to impart knowledge and organize teaching that activates the stu-
dents. It is stimulating to see the students become more self-driven. 

Already in the beginning of the interview, when asked a general question 
about her thoughts of working as a teacher, she mentioned five job demands: 
time pressure, documentation requirements, disruptive student behavior, stu-
dent diversity, and dysfunctional team collaboration. The time pressure is partly 
due to the rigid documentation requirements. For instance, the teachers were 
required to document meetings with parents, conversations with students, the 
content of activity days, and details concerning developmental work. She says: 

I feel that I am weighed down by the provision that everything we do must be 
documented in writing. It takes both time and effort and I often wonder who 
reads it and what benefit it has for the students. 

Mary is concerned about adapting the education to individual students’ needs. 
She therefore spends a lot of time preparing different assignments for different 
students. Nevertheless, she often feels that what she is able to do is not sufficient. 
She is particularly concerned about bright students who do not get enough of 
challenges in school. Mary also explains that teachers at the same grade level are 
expected to form teams. According to Mary, her team collaborate in developing 
a rough plan for the school year, but the team members are unwilling to disclose 
details regarding their teaching arrangements. Instead they compete about get-
ting the best results. 

Mary also says that she has always enjoyed working as a teacher. She particu-
larly emphasizes working with the students and seeing that they learn and make 
progress. At the same time, she says that the total amount of work becomes too 
demanding and that she is physically and mentally tired. She says that by the end 
of the school day she sometimes “feel more dead than alive”. She also says: 

I am not good at dealing with many things at the same time. When I have too 
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many tasks at the same time, I feel stress, get hot and hectic, and get a headache. 

4.1.4. Jon 
Jon teaches Norwegian, history, and social science in 9th grade in an open area 
middle school. The 9th grade students are organized in four classes and unlike 
Hanna’s school, in Jon’s school each teacher is responsible for their own group 
of students, even though they are all in the same room. However, all teachers at 
the same grade meet each week to plan the content and the activities for next 
week.  

Jon is a student-centered teacher. He is concerned about intellectual as well as 
social and personal development of the students. He emphasizes the teach-
er-student relationship and individual student progress as important means for 
motivating the students. Therefore, he emphasizes the interaction with the stu-
dents as the most important source to achieve his educational goals. He says: 

The most important thing for me is the meeting with the students. It is the in-
dividual student who is in focus of my teaching. I also vary the teaching so that 
all students can develop their qualities. 

Jon says that he has many ideas for his own teaching. But because all the 
teachers at each grade level are required to have the same content and activities 
in their teaching, Jon spends a lot of time arguing for his ideas. Sometimes, after 
spending much time preparing his teaching, he has to alter his plans because he 
does not get the team to agree on his ideas. He describes this as a serious job 
demand and says that he is dead tired of the way teaching is organized. Addi-
tionally, Jon describes the collaboration with the principal and the parents as 
strenuous and stressful. 

Despite these demands, Jon describes his work as meaningful, flexible, exiting, 
and unpredictable, which he enjoys. He put in many hours in the evening pre-
paring for his teaching and says that the planning gives him pleasure and adds to 
his job satisfaction. Nevertheless, sometimes he is physically exhausted after a 
school day. He says: 

What we do is simply physically exhausting. You may be tired after a school 
day and feel like your head is swimming. But in recent years, the work has not 
drained me of energy. I think it is due to experience. I can often predict what will 
happen and can therefore prepare myself for how I will cope with the challenges. 

4.1.5. Richard 
Richard teaches Norwegian, mathematics, and social science in 9th grade in sev-
eral classes in a classroom middle school. He therefore teaches many students, 
but each group of students only a few hours a week. Like Jon, he is a stu-
dent-centered teacher. He is concerned about motivating the students and fo-
cuses on individual improvement. He says: 

There is so much potential in the students, and my task is to help them in 
their development, help each student to make progress, to experience mastery, 
and to be motivated for the schoolwork. 
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I should have had more time with the students.  
Richard tells about multiple demands in his job. Because he teaches few sub-

jects in several classes, he feels that he meets each student too infrequently and 
to shortly each time. He therefore finds it difficult to develop a personal rela-
tionship with the individual students and describes the organizational model as a 
major barrier to achieving his educational goals. He says: “I should have had 
more time with the students”. Like Mary, Richard tells about rigid documenta-
tion requirements that take a lot of time. Because he wants to prioritize the ac-
tual teaching and the preparations for it, he often postpones the documentation, 
which he refers to as paperwork. It therefore accumulates and contributes to a 
lot of stress. Another job demand that he describes as a major challenge, is one 
student with severe disruptive behavior. Richard also complains about the or-
ganization of the teachers in mandatory teams—one team for each school sub-
ject and one team for each grade level. This results in many meetings that he 
feels adds to the time pressure. He describes the meeting as dysfunctional be-
cause they give little opportunity to address problems that he would like to ad-
dress.  

Richard says that he experiences a lot of stress at work. He experiences that 
the requirement for documentation and the student with behavioral problems 
constitute a barrier to goal achievement. He further says that the stress reappears 
in the evening when he thinks of all the documentation that has accumulated. 
This makes him physically and emotionally exhausted. He says: 

The job stresses me from eight in the morning to four in the afternoon. I do 
my best to discriminate between work and leisure, but in the evening the job is 
still in my mind. Then I start thinking about everything that should have been 
done and feel physical and emotional exhausted. 

4.1.6. Sam 
Sam is teaching a sixth-grade class in an open area elementary school. Four 
teachers have a common responsibility for teaching a large group of 72 students. 
Sam emphasizes the importance of a collegium where they can share experiences 
and develop common educational goals and values. Sam is a student-centered 
teacher emphasizing the importance of a mastery-oriented learning environment 
stimulating the progress of the individual students. He says: 

I thrive when students thrive and when they develop academically. I place 
great emphasis on my relations with the students and on developing a positive 
social environment. 

Sam describes six different but overlapping demands in his job situation. He 
characterizes the organizational model with four teachers being responsible for a 
larger group of students as a straitjacket where he has little autonomy and is de-
prived of the control over his own teaching. Being forced to work together with a 
large group of students has in his conceptualization resulted in much conflict 
because the teachers have different ideas about what constitutes good education. 
He also notes that the organizational model, where he must relate to a large 
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group of students, makes it difficult to develop close relations with the students. 
Sam also describes the behavior of some students as disruptive and attributes the 
behavior problems to the organizational model with too many students in the 
same area. Additionally, Sam perceives the principal as authoritarian and calls 
for co-determination for the teachers. It is, for example, the principal who has 
decided the organizational model and who does not allow a discussion about it. 

Sam experiences the job demands as obstacles in achieving his educational 
goals, which results in stress, exhaustion, and lower job satisfaction. He says:  

I feel stress at work when it is noisy, and the students are walking around in 
the landscape. I get angry and feel that I have not done a good job. I was com-
pletely exhausted at Christmas time, due to a combination of conflicts in the 
teacher team and that I did not see the point of what we were doing. 

4.2. Coping Strategies 

In this section we provide a brief description of the coping strategies used by the 
participating teachers. A summary of these strategies is presented in Table 3.  

4.2.1. Hanna 
Hanna is ambitious and achievement oriented, but also describes the school 
structure as performance oriented. Her primary strategy is hard work and in-
creased effort. As already noted, she said that even if she had been working a 
whole week, on Sunday she still started wondering if she should have done a lit-
tle more. Also, as noted above, she described emotional exhaustion and psycho-
somatic symptoms as the result of the hard work. From time to time, when she 
was unable to continue the same pace of work, she used sick leave (asking her 
doctor for sick leave) as a secondary strategy. She also was treated by a physio-
therapist twice a week. At the time of the interview she had recently reduced her 
teaching position by 20 percent. She said: 

I do not have many sick days, but I have had to take the occasional day off 
when it was at its worst. I also go to physical therapy to be able to stay at work. 

4.2.2. Jane 
Jane is also ambitious and achievement oriented. Like Hanna, her main strategy 
is hard work. The intense work erodes her health, and to gather strength she 
chooses to apply for sick leave for shorter periods. She says:  

It happens that I am absent from school because I am tired, but it is not often. 
I must take-care of myself, otherwise I will not last long. 

4.2.3. Mary 
Mary, describes her work as intense, partly due to the documentation require-
ments. She also describes herself as physically and mentally exhausted. Her pri-
mary strategy is to lie down on the couch and rest when she comes home from 
work. The job demands and health problems have led to her being 20 percent on 
sick leave at the time of the interview. She says she plans to apply for 20 percent 
disability benefits.  
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Table 3. Coping strategies. 

Strategies Hanna Jane Mary Jon Richard Sam 

Increased effort –  
hard work 

X X     

Sick leave X X X    

Physiotherapy X      

Reduce the  
teaching position 

X  X    

Rest after working hours 
(e.g., on the couch) 

  X    

Argue for one’s ideas    X   

Exercise    X   

Procrastination 
(e.g., postpone paperwork) 

    X  

Help seeking     X X 

Keep accounts  
of one’s duties 

     X 

4.2.4. Jon 
Jon, describes his work as physically exhausting. When he feels exhausted, his 
primary strategy is exercising (jogging). He also says that his primary job de-
mand is that all the teachers at each grade level are required to have the same 
content and activities in their teaching. However, there is little agreement about 
educational goals and means in his team. He therefore spends much time ar-
guing for his ideas, which in his perception sometimes works and sometime not. 
Regarding his actual teaching, he seems to attribute the results to controllable 
causes and look for alternative means when he does not succeed. He says: 

When I have gotten into a situation I do not master, I solve it by changing di-
rection. I cannot remember that I have been in a situation where I have not 
found a way out. 

4.2.5. Richard 
Richard has no adequate strategy to reduce the workload. He responds to the 
documentation requirement by postponing what he terms “paperwork”. This 
strategy results in an accumulation of paperwork that still needs to be done. Ri-
chard also has no strategy to change the lack of student motivation he expe-
riences. He says: 

It is often the case at school that you give and give, and then you do not get 
anything back. That feeling is not good, but it is only to realize that this is how it 
is.  

Richard also had one student with severe behavior problems. For this job de-
mand his strategy was to seek professional help at the municipal special educa-
tion service. However, he did not receive any help before the end of the academ-
ic year.  
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4.2.6. Sam 
Sam’s strategy to avoid extra assignments, that he is given by the school princip-
al, is to keep account of the time he spends on various tasks. When asked to take 
on extra tasks, he presents the account and asks the principal to decide which of 
the current tasks he should drop. He also shows help seeking behavior regarding 
students with learning difficulties by asking the internal special education service 
at school for help. Regarding students with disruptive behavior he has no strate-
gy. 

5. Discussion 
5.1. Job Demands  

Supporting previous research (e.g., Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012; Skaalvik & Skaal-
vik 2017a, 2017b; Stoeber & Rennert, 2008), all six teachers emphasized that the 
work as a teacher made them physically and emotionally exhausted, and four of 
the teachers explicitly characterized the work as stressful. Three of the teachers 
also told that they experienced psychosomatic symptoms. 

5.1.1. Three Categories of Job Demands 
The interviews revealed that the teachers perceived multiple job demands. The 
teachers mentioned ten partly overlapping obstacles or job demands and each 
teacher mentioned between four and seven demands (see Table 2). Nine of the 
demands may be seen as constituting three major categories of challenges and 
obstacles: time pressure, demanding social interactions, and lack of autonomy. 
1) The time pressure or work overload has in previous quantitative research 
been identified as a major demand that is strongly associated with emotional 
exhaustion (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017c). The time pressure has been attributed 
to an increasing number of work assignments in the teaching profession (Bu-
chanan, 2010; Hargreaves, 2003). Additionally, the present study indicates that 
the time pressure may be increased by rigid requirements for documentation, 
student diversity, and demanding parents, as well as high ambitions regarding 
student achievement. 2) The teachers also mentioned several demanding social 
interactions: dysfunctional teamwork, conflicts with the school leadership, and 
disruptive student behavior. Disruptive student behavior has in previous re-
search been identified as a major job demand in the teacher profession (Klassen 
& Chiu, 2011; Klassen et al., 2013; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011), and as a demand 
that is associated with emotional exhaustion and cynicism (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 
2010). Additionally, three of the teachers emphasized difficulties establishing 
close personal relationships with the students as a major problem. 3) In our anal-
ysis, the third category consists of lack of individual autonomy as well as a lack of 
codetermination for the teaching staff. Autonomy is in self-determination theory 
also regarded as one of the basic psychological needs. 

5.1.2. Physical and Organizational Models Contributing to the Demands 
Five of the six teachers emphasized physical and organizational models as con-

https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2021.126096


E. M. Skaalvik, S. Skaalvik 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2021.126096 1288 Creative Education 
 

tributing to the job demands. Several of the challenges and obstacles, that we 
classified as demanding social interactions and lack of autonomy, may be traced 
back to physical and organizational models or solutions:  

1) A common feature mentioned by all participating teachers, was the re-
quirement that all the teachers at the same grade level should form a teacher 
team. Teamwork or collaboration was mandatory and scheduled, but without 
clear guidelines for the work. Four of the teachers also emphasized that, in each 
school subject, they were required to follow a common plan for their teaching. 
The interviews indicate that the mandatory teamwork may result in different 
demands: conflicts between the team members, meetings that are perceived as a 
waste of time because they are poorly prepared, and lack of autonomy due to 
dominating teachers and the requirement to follow a common plan for the 
teaching. A possible interpretation is that the developing of a collective culture 
with common goals and values is a requirement for mandatory teacher coopera-
tion to be fruitful. None of the participating teachers reported such a culture at 
their school. 

2) Three of the teachers, who were teaching in open area schools, attributed 
both disruptive student behavior and concentration problems among the stu-
dents to large groups of students being taught in an open area. They said that the 
teachers lost track of the students, and some of the students walked around in 
the open landscape. Other students had difficulty concentrating on schoolwork 
due to the lack of peace and order.  

3) Two of the three teachers who taught in open areas described an organiza-
tional model where 4 - 5 teachers had a common responsibility for 70 - 80 stu-
dents. According to these teachers, this organizational model resulted in several 
job demands. One of the teachers, who was concerned about a positive teach-
er-student relation, said that having co-responsibility for so many students made 
it difficult to develop close relations with the students. Both teachers said that 
the organizational model increased the conflicts between the teachers, who had 
quite different ideas about education. Also, they both felt that this way of orga-
nizing the education increased the lack of individual autonomy that is already 
described as a result of the mandatory teamwork. We suggest that, like the re-
quirement for teacher cooperation during preparation for teaching, shared re-
sponsibility for the actual teaching requires the development of a collective cul-
ture characterized by common goals and values.  

4) Four of the teachers were teaching only two or three school subjects. They 
were teaching these subjects in several classes. They were therefore teaching a 
large number of students, but had each student only a few hours a week. Two 
problems seem to be associated with this organizational model, that is common 
in Norwegian middle school. Firstly, the model prevents the teachers from get-
ting to know the students well, developing a close relationship with them, and 
providing the social (emotional and instrumental) support that the students 
need. Secondly, one teacher emphasized that it was tiring to relate to so many 
students.  

https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2021.126096


E. M. Skaalvik, S. Skaalvik 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2021.126096 1289 Creative Education 
 

Despite all the demands, the teachers expressed high job satisfaction, which 
they attributed to working with the students. This is in accordance with previous 
research (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011, 2012) that also shows that job satisfaction is 
positively associated with motivation to continue teaching. Nevertheless, both 
the results of this study and of previous research reveal an urgent need to reduce 
the total demands on the teachers. For instance, previous research show that job 
demands are, directly and indirectly, associated with motivation for leaving the 
teaching profession (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017a, 2018) and with actual teacher 
attrition (for a review, see Räsänen, Pietarinen, Pyhältö, Soini, & Väisänen, 
2020). 

5.2. Control Strategies 

The analyses showed that the participating teachers used five main strategies to 
control or master their work situation. We term these strategies: hard working 
strategies, recovering strategies, reducing the workload strategies, job crafting 
strategies, and help seeking strategies.  

5.2.1. Hard-Working Strategies 
Two of the teachers used hard-working strategies to meet their own ambitions as 
well as the expectations that they felt were directed towards them. These strate-
gies represent personal control. The teachers described work environments that 
were demanding and exhausting due to work overload. The hard-working strat-
egies do not change these realities. Rather, they represent attempts to make the 
best out of the situation without changing it, which characterizes secondary 
control. The hard-working strategies also resulted in additional problems which 
characterizes negative control, for example emotional exhaustion and psycho-
somatic responses. 

5.2.2. Recovering Strategies 
Four of the teachers reported using what we term recovering strategies—strategies 
aimed at regaining their strength and energy. In periods when they felt ex-
hausted, three of the teachers asked their medical doctor for sick leave. Other 
examples of recovering strategies were seeking physiotherapy, resting on the 
couch after work, and exercising. Thus, the teachers used multiple recovering 
strategies. These strategies represent different forms of personal control al-
though they involve services from medical doctors and physiotherapists. They 
are also not changing the situation that leads to exhaustion and psychosomatic 
responses. Thus, they may best be classified as secondary control.  

5.2.3. Reducing the Workload Strategies 
Three of the teachers also used strategies aimed at reducing or controlling the 
actual workload. The strategies aimed at reducing the workload were reducing 
the teaching position by 20 percent to get one extra day off, and to keep account 
of the work tasks and use the account as a bargaining chip to avoid additional 
tasks. Reducing the teaching position by 20 percent actually changes the re-
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quired workload and therefore resembles a primary control. However, the strat-
egy is costly in terms of reduced income. We therefore tend to classify this strat-
egy as a negative control. On the other hand, keeping account of what one is 
doing may change a situation where one is often given additional assignments 
that lead to work overload. It therefore represents an attempt to use primary 
control. However, the bargaining strategy did not put the teacher in control of 
his work situation. 

5.2.4. Job Crafting Strategies 
Two of the teachers used strategies that may be classified as job crafting strate-
gies – strategies aimed at controlling the content of the job or how the job is 
performed. One teacher said that he had many ideas for his teaching, and be-
cause all teachers at the grade level were required to follow a common teaching 
plan, he used the meetings arguing for his plan. This is the way he sought to craft 
the work as close to his own ideas as possible. This strategy may be perceived 
both as personal and collective control, and as an attempt at primary control. 
Another teacher, who was required to do a lot of documentation, used procras-
tination as a strategy. He pushed away the paperwork to concentrate on the 
teaching and the preparation for teaching. However, this strategy only worked 
for a limited time. The paperwork piled up and became even more demanding 
when it finally had to be done. The strategy therefore did not change the situa-
tion in the long run and is therefore best classified as a secondary, but negative 
control.  

5.2.5. Help Seeking Strategies 
Two of the teachers addressed both disruptive student behavior and learning 
disabilities by seeking help from the school’s special educator or the special edu-
cation service in the municipality. These strategies represent attempts of both 
proxy control and a possible primary control. Unfortunately, none of these 
teachers received the help they sought before the end of the school year.  

5.3. General Discussion 

This study indicates that teachers experience multiple demands at work and that, 
for many teachers the sum of the demands results in stress and emotional ex-
haustion, or more generally, in a health impairment process (Demerouti et al., 
2001). In social cognitive theory being an agent is defined as influencing inten-
tionally one’s functioning and life circumstances (Bandura, 2006). Unfortunate-
ly, this study indicates that the teachers see few opportunities to control or alter 
important aspects of their work situation. The analysis of the interviews reveals 
few attempts at proxy or collective control. Rather, the teachers described at-
tempts to cope with the demands on their own (personal control). The inter-
views also indicated that the teachers made little us of primary control, which 
would be characterized by attempts to change the demanding situation or reduce 
the job demands. Instead, they used a variety of secondary control strategies 
aimed at being able to live with the demanding circumstances at work. The few 
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attempts at primary control that the teachers told about were partly inadequate 
(e.g., procrastination), partly costly for the teachers (e.g., reducing the teaching 
position), and partly did not work well because they were based on help and 
support that they never received (e.g., the special education service). 

The lack of primary control that was described by the teachers may partly be 
interpreted as a result of structural and organizational conditions over which 
teachers 1) had no influence or 2) believed that they had no influence (see sec-
tion 5.1.). In both cases, primary control may appear impossible. What appears 
possible is to find ways to live with the unchangeable situation, which leads to 
secondary control. The infrequent use of proxy and collective control may also 
be understood as a result of structural and organizational conditions that were 
perceived as unchangeable. If the structural conditions cannot be changed, 
seeking help and collaboration may not appear as a possible solution. Another 
possible interpretation is that the particular schools were the teachers were 
working had not developed a collective culture characterized by common goals 
and values and a supportive collegial environment. This interpretation is sup-
ported by several statements referring to competition among the teachers as well 
as a lack of agreement about educational goals and means.  

As noted above, there is an urgent need finding measures to reduce the level 
of stress in the teaching profession. Moreover, teachers need decision latitude to 
craft their own working situation, make it meaningful, and reduce stress. Based 
on the present study we propose several measures. To the extent that it is possi-
ble, the educational goals, values, and means should be clarified before choosing 
organizational models. For example, research shows that a close and positive 
teacher-student relationship is highly valued by the students and that it is asso-
ciated with student motivation (Bakx, Houtert, van de Brand, & Hornstra, 2019; 
Federici & Skaalvik, 2014a, 2014b). In order to develop such a teacher-student 
relationship it is important to choose organizational models that facilitate such a 
development. These models must be chosen to fit the goals and values whereas 
the present study exemplifies organizational models that do not fit the teachers’ 
goals. As illustrated in this study, teachers may have different goals and values 
for their teaching, making it difficult to fit organizational models to their goals 
and values. An important task for the school leadership should therefore be to 
work to develop a collective culture characterized by common goals and values 
as well as general principles for teaching practices. Such an endeavor must be 
built on ongoing discussions in the teacher collegium. However, it is also crucial 
to maintain some degree of teacher autonomy. Within the framework of com-
mon goals and values, it is therefore important to clarify the boundaries of 
teacher autonomy which we perceive as a basic psychological need with strong 
impact on engagement (see Deci & Ryan, 2000). Another implication of this 
study is that the school leadership should reduce unnecessary meetings and do-
cumentation that takes time that might rather be used for professional learning 
and preparation for teaching. Also, our analyses indicate that collaboration in 
teacher teams requires clear guidelines for the collaboration as well as a common 
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perception of educational goals and values. In our conceptualization, developing 
such guidelines and common perceptions of goals and values are core tasks for 
the school leadership. 

The present study has several limitations that call for future research. We only 
interviewed six teachers. Therefore, although we found multiple demands and 
coping strategies, more research is needed to explore other demands and strate-
gies, which demands and strategies are most frequently mentioned by the teach-
ers, and which strategies actually are suited for reducing the health impairment 
process related to job demands. Both quantitative and longitudinal researches 
are called for. We also should point out that the teachers in this study were still 
working as teachers. However, international research also reveals that teacher 
attrition—the departure of teachers from their teaching jobs—has become a 
global problem (e.g., Chang, 2009; Hong, 2012; Ingersoll, 2001). Leaving the teach-
ing profession is therefore a strategy that could not be investigated in this study. 

Although the number of participants in this study was small, we may conclude 
that teachers both perceive multiple demands and use multiple coping strategies. 
However, we should note that the number of participants does not allow analys-
es of systematic relations between perceived demands and such variables age, 
gender, and grade level. Such analyses call for survey designs with large and rep-
resentative samples. 
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