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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to introduce a report of the ILO.

The report presents a review of the current literature on occupational stress and burn-out
in teaching within an occupational health framework as of late 1994 in many high-income
countries in Europe, North America and Asia and the Pacific. It also addresses conceptual and
methodological issues, such as weaknesses in survey designs and the establishment of
causality in determining the basis for stress. Additional insights concern the failure to
consider fully the teachers’ experience in the organizational context of the school, the impact
on the school’s health and the effects of stress on education provision.

The nature of the problem is defined as both psychological and physical, with different
types of hazards contributing to various forms of harm, including social well-being. Based on
the available evidence, teachers are particularly at risk from occupational stress, with some
25-33 per cent of teachers reporting that their work is “highly stressful”. There is consensus
that teachers from pre-primary through secondary levels have stress/depression rates
considerably higher than those in tertiary education. As for age and length of service, higher
levels of stress seem to be experienced by student and newly qualified teachers.

The main sources of stress relate to organizational issues (career and salary, school
organization and management), job design and work orgnizations (high workload, time
pressures, lack of control over work and pupil behaviour, poor working conditions and lack of
teaching resources) and the societal context (poor relationship with parents and the commu-
nity and lack of support from society). Of these, the classroom situation and pupil behaviour,
aggravated by negative perceptions of teachers, are especially important.

Teachers experiencing stress display a wide range of non-specific symptoms of ill health,
engage in maladaptive coping behaviours (increased smoking and drinking), are at high risk
of depression and related mental disorders and may suffer work-related physical disorders.
Burn-out is a major problem. Consequences for the school include increased absenteeism and
job turn-over; lowered performance and negative attitudes towards students. The health of
the school as an organization influences stress levels and ‘moderates its effects on teacher
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health and work behaviour.

The authors conclude by recommending that national agencies and international bodies,
such as the ILO, develop and publish guidance for teachers on the management of stress at
work. The guidance should be set firmly within an occupational health framework, and deal
with organizational, as well as individual, based approaches.
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