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Abstract

Minimizing teacher stress is an essential aspect of effective teaching and supporting a healthy school climate. Previous
research has indicated that teachers who experience elevated levels of occupational stress may have a negative perception of
their school’s climate, poor mental/physical health, poor relationships with their students, and are less likely to stay within
their occupations. In addition, recent research has shown that Americans have experienced an increase in stress levels since
the beginning of 2020 due to COVID-19-related stressors. This study sought to expand on previous research that investigated
how teacher occupational stress is associated with teachers’ perceptions of school climate. This study also examined how
COVID-19-related stressors are associated with teachers’ perceptions of school climate. Data from 111 elementary, middle,
and high school teachers in the Southeastern United States were collected using self-report surveys on school climate, teacher
occupational stress, and COVID-19-related stress. Linear regression analysis revealed that teacher occupational stress was
not significantly associated with teachers’ perceptions of school climate; however, a negative association between teachers’
COVID-19-related stress and their perceptions of school climate was observed. This finding suggests that as teachers’
COVID-19-related stress increased, their perceptions of school climate tended to decrease. The findings of this study provide
insight into how to better support teachers’ well-being so they can effectively perform their jobs and contribute to positive

outcomes for students.
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Introduction

The stressors teachers experience within their occupations
have become a topic of concern among researchers (Dicke
et al., 2020; Koth et al., 2008; Mitchell et al., 2010; Smith,
2020; Thapa et al., 2013). According to the National
Foundation for Educational Research (2019), teachers
experience greater occupational stress in comparison to
other professions, with at least 20% of teachers feeling
stressed most or nearly all the time. Other scholars have
estimated even more prevalent stress, with one out of three
teachers reporting feeling stressed or extremely stressed
(Geving, 2007). It has also been found that the more stress
teachers experience, the more likely they are to view their
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school’s climate in a negative light (Dicke et al., 2020;
National Foundation for Educational Research, 2019).

This is important because recent studies have found that
Americans have experienced an increase in stress-levels
within as all aspects of their lives throughout the COVID-19
pandemic (Galea et al., 2020; Park et al., 2020; Salari et al.,
2020). The severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2
(SARS-CoV-2; COVID-19) produced a global pandemic that
resulted in widespread lockdowns and restrictions across the
USA and around the world, causing unprecedented stressors
to permeate the education system and putting teachers on
the frontline of supporting students during the pandemic
(Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2020; Herman et al., 2021; Park
et al., 2020; Pressley et al., 2021). Since teaching has been
regarded as a highly stressful occupation even “under the
best of circumstances” (Herman et al., 2021, p. 483), adding
on the stressors brought about by the pandemic raises the
question of how effectively teachers were able to cope while
still maintaining their highly stressful jobs and how teach-
ers perceived their schools’ climate during the pandemic.
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Additionally, better understanding of teachers’ stress dur-
ing the pandemic might give school psychologists greater
insight into how to support teachers as schools continue to
face the long-term challenges brought about by the COVID-
19 pandemic.

This study expands on existing research showing that
teachers’ occupational stress is associated with their per-
ceptions of school climate. This study also examines how
COVID-19-related stress may also be associated with teach-
ers’ perceptions of school climate during the unique historical
time this study was conducted. More specifically, with the
prolonged effects that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on
education, it is important to note that understanding teacher’s
occupational stress and COVID-19-related stress can help to
identify which teachers are stressed, why they are stressed,
and how to support them in order to promote students get-
ting back on track. Therefore, a basic understanding of their
stress and perceptions of their school’s climate is important
as it may provide insight to school psychologists as they work
with schools to create a prosperous environment for educators
and students throughout this current transitional time brought
about by COVID-19.

Teacher Occupational Stress

Teacher occupational stress is defined as “the experience
by a teacher of unpleasant emotions, such as anger, anxi-
ety, tension, frustration, or depression, resulting from some
aspect of their work as a teacher” (Kyriacou, 2001, p. 28).
The four main sources of teacher occupational stress are
school organization (e.g., lack of administrative support,
poor school climate), high job demands (e.g., excessive
paperwork, insufficient time), work-related resources (e.g.,
limited decision-making power), and social and emotional
competence (e.g., lack of collegial interactions; Haydon
et al., 2018). Furthermore, Travers (2017) suggests that
teachers become stressed when there is an imbalance in
work demands and teachers’ ability to cope and respond ade-
quately to such demands. Studies prior to the beginning of
the pandemic have shown that 20 to 30% of teachers report
experiencing high levels of stress due to their occupations
(Borg & Riding, 1991; Geving, 2007; Kyriacou & Sutcliffe,
1979; National Foundation for Educational Research, 2019;
Thomas et al., 2003).

Occupational stress has been associated with poor mental
and physical health, poor teacher-student relationships, and
decreased retention in the field (Hagermoser Sanetti et al.,
2020; Haydon et al., 2018). Notably, high occupational
stress is noted as one of the main reasons why 25 to 50%
of teachers leave the profession within their first 5 years of
teaching (Algozzine et al., 2011). Not only do teachers’ high
levels of occupational stress impact teachers individually
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(Hagermoser Sanetti et al., 2020), but it also affects the
quality of the school’s climate and the students within their
classrooms (Dicke et al., 2020). For example, findings from
Madigan and Kim (2021) suggest that teacher stress is asso-
ciated with worse academic achievement and lower qual-
ity student motivation. Additionally, it has been found that
teachers who experience high levels of stress are less likely
to implement evidence-based interventions, which leads to
poor outcomes for students, and subsequently more teacher
stress and a dysregulated school climate (Hagermoser San-
etti et al., 2021).

Since teachers already experience a high level of occupa-
tional stress, it is important to consider the different stressors
that they may have experienced as a result of COVID-19,
such as social isolation, fear of contracting COVID-19, fear
of a close family member or friend contracting COVID-19,
or potential job or financial loss. The addition of COVID-
19-related stressors could have made it even harder for them
to cope with the changes within their jobs during the pan-
demic, potentially exacerbating stress among an already
stressed workforce of educators (Herman et al., 2021; Press-
ley et al., 2021). In fact, multiple articles published since the
beginning of the pandemic have found that teachers have
experienced a significant increase in their levels of stress,
anxiety, and depression (Baker et al., 2021; Carver-Thomas
et al., 2021; Herman et al., 2021; Santamaria et al., 2021).
This is significant because before the pandemic, teachers
were already at a 6% higher risk for mental health disorders
as compared to other occupations, and the increasing of this
risk because of the pandemic could lead to more physical
consequences of stress for teachers (Hagermoser Sanetti
et al., 2021).

One of the main contributions to teacher occupational
stress during the pandemic has been an increase in teacher
workload (Carver-Thomas et al., 2021). School district
leaders within the state of California have estimated that
the workload of teachers has doubled due to the pandemic
because of the transition to online/hybrid learning models
and having to support students’ social/emotional needs
more often (Carver-Thomas et al., 2021; Sokal et al., 2020).
Teachers were also tasked with training students and their
parents or guardians to engage with online learning or to
maintain student learning in families without access to tech-
nology. A study conducted early in the pandemic found that
increasing job demands were associated with declines in
mental health among teachers, who reported greater diffi-
culty coping with stress and adequately performing their
jobs (Baker et al., 2021).

Baker and colleagues (Baker et al., 2021) also found that
about half of the participating teachers considered a lack of
connection to students and colleagues as their most difficult
challenge when teaching during the pandemic. The shift to
distance learning forced teachers to remodel in-class lessons
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and materials to an online format that students were expected
to complete without the resources of a standard classroom
(Baker et al., 2021). Again, this shift potentially exacerbated
their workloads and caused their stress levels to increase
(Carver-Thomas et al., 2021). In the Carver-Thomas and
colleagues’ study (Carver-Thomas et al., 2021), one school
district leader described the impact of distance learning on
teachers as, “They’re having to completely re-shift the in-
person learning into a blank screen of students, little voices,
or no voices sometimes at all.... I think the whole spirit, the
drive, the impact that they would be able to get every single
day is gone for them. You’re not seeing any light bulbs going
off. It’s just [a] blank screen in front of you” (p. 13).

Teacher motivation may have significantly decreased due
to a lack in personally being able to see their teaching have
a positive impact on their students; thus, potentially making
their work lives more stressful and less rewarding during the
pandemic (Carver-Thomas et al., 2021). Understanding the
recent stressful experiences of teachers may enable school
psychologists develop consultative methods that will help
teachers celebrate their successes and cope with stressors,
even if they are unable to see the positive impact they have
on their students in-person.

The Coronavirus Pandemic

At the end of 2019, the world began battling COVID-19
which rapidly spread across the world in a matter of months.
According to the World Health Organization (2021), there
have been almost 400 million confirmed cases and almost
6 million total deaths across the world with about 20% of
those cases arising from the USA. Not only has COVID-19
brought about serious health concerns due to its rapid rate
of infection and fatalities, but it has also created immense
and ongoing social, economic, and political problems around
the world.

The increased need for “social distancing” which reduces
physical contact among people was crucial in slowing the
spread of COVID-19 within the USA. (Greenstone &
Nigam, 2020). The extent of social distancing varies across
each state of the USA., but mainly includes governmental
measures such as temporary closure of schools, universi-
ties, and non-essential businesses, bans on public gathering
and travel, increased home-office, virtual schooling, wearing
face masks, and maintaining distance from others as much
as possible. From national lockdowns to economic crises,
COVID-19 has not only taken the lives of nearly 6 million
people thus far, but it has also attacked societies at their core
with every aspect of daily life being altered. Even though,
as stated by the World Health Organization (2021), social
distancing and the development of COVID-19 vaccinations
have become critical tools in battling COVID-19, the many

other problems the virus has brought will continue to affect
us, one of those being its effect on the education system.

COVID-19 and Education

While school closures were recommended by public health
professionals and government leaders to slow the spread of
the virus, the consequences of these closures were unclear
at the time. As Dorn and colleagues (Dorn et al., 2020) sug-
gest, the US education system was not designed to withstand
extended periods of shutdowns like those imposed by the
COVID-19 pandemic. Many professionals turned to other
historical events (e.g., SARS-CoV-2, natural disasters) to
predict the potential outcomes of the school closures caused
by COVID-19. For example, the natural disaster of Hur-
ricane Katrina in 2005 resulted in 1.5 million people from
the Gulf Coast being displaced from their homes, including
about 163,000 children and likely causing significant dis-
ruption to their access to education (Redlener et al., 2010).
Long-term school closures, inaccessibility to school, and
ongoing familial struggles contributed to 14-20% of Loui-
sianan and Mississippian students never returning to school
following Hurricane Katrina (Redlener et al., 2010).

Despite tremendous efforts of teachers, administrators,
and parents to keep education going, it is expected that
school closures and remote learning will have resulted in
significant learning loss of students that will likely present
problems in the next few years (Santamaria et al., 2021). In
a systematic review of learning loss and dropout rates dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic, learning loss was exacerbated
by school closures and distance/hybrid learning approaches
used during the high of COVID-19; moreover, learning loss
was consistently higher among students with lower socio-
economic status (Moscoviz & Evans, 2022). On top of this,
dropout rates ranged from 1 to 35% across the world, sug-
gesting that school closures and other COVID-19-related
stressors may have cut short many students’ educational
careers (Moscoviz & Evans, 2022).

Due to the unexpected changes in daily life resulting from
national lockdowns, some students did not have the ability to
attend school online regularly or even at all due to their home
environments. Early within the pandemic, it was reported that
only 60% of low-income students were regularly logging into
online instruction (Geoghegan, 2021). Additionally, in 28
states in the USA, K-12 distance learning was not mandated
in 2020, and even when provided, online learning may not be
as effective as in-class instruction specifically for K-12 stu-
dents (Dorn et al., 2020). Because of this, it is estimated that
COVID-19 has resulted in 55.3 million students experiencing
dramatic learning loss and about 648,000 high school students
have dropped out (Dorn et al., 2020). Significant increases in
mental health issues among youth are also expected (Gruber
et al., 2021; Kuhfield & Tarasawa, 2020). There was an 81%

@ Springer



Contemporary School Psychology

increase in referrals for children to receive mental health ser-
vices in 2021 compared to 2019 (Lacobucci, 2022).

As students return to more traditional in-person learn-
ing formats, teachers encounter students who are perform-
ing below grade-level expectations (Dorn et al., 2020). In
turn, this presents challenges for educators and exacerbate
their already high levels of occupational stress as they cre-
ate lesson plans for students in the same grade but are on
vastly different educational levels depending on the amount
of instruction received during the pandemic. This produces
a greater need for school psychologists to not only support
students’ academic and social-emotional functioning, but
also to support teachers’ increased stress during the tran-
sition back into traditional education. Thus, a systemic
approach to fostering resilience and support within the
broader school climate may be the focus of intervention for
school psychologists.

COVID-19-Related Stress

The measures taken to inhibit the spread of the COVID-19
virus within the USA dramatically altered the daily lives of
Americans and are likely to have caused a substantial impact
on their physical, mental, social, and financial well-being
(Park et al., 2020). Nationwide, Americans had to navi-
gate school closures or transition to online learning, worry
about employment insecurity and financial ramifications, all
while also being concerned for the health and safety of their
families. Individuals within the USA reported experienc-
ing an increase in stress in all areas of their lives due to the
COVID-19 pandemic outbreak, and these stressors could
have created various psychological problems (Galea et al.,
2020; Park et al., 2020; Salari et al., 2020). The most fre-
quently experienced stressors were learning about the sever-
ity and rapid spread of COVID-19, uncertainty about the
length of social distancing requirements, changes to social
and daily life, and rated the most stressful—financial/job
security (Park et al., 2020). It was also found that individuals
who had higher stress levels 6 months prior to the start of
the pandemic experienced a higher burden due to the pan-
demic than people with lower stress levels (Brailovskaia &
Margraf, 2020). Since teaching has been regarded as a highly
stressful occupation (Johnson et al., 2005), adding on these
personal stressors brought about by the pandemic raises the
question of how effectively teachers were able to cope while
still maintaining their highly stressful jobs.

School Climate
Previous research has shown that a positive school climate is

linked to the academic success and psychological well-being
of students (Thapa et al., 2013). School climate incapsulates
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an overall evaluation of the school and all the elements influ-
encing it (Cohen, 2006). More specifically, school climate
reflects the perceptions of the social, emotional, and aca-
demic experiences of school life by students, administrators,
teachers, parents, staff, and the community (Smith, 2020).
School climate can either be negative or positive, disinvit-
ing or inviting. The National School Climate Council states
that positive school climates foster “youth development and
learning necessary for a productive, contributive, and sat-
isfying life in a democratic society” (Cohen et al., 2009, p.
182). To do so, students, families, and teachers must work
together to nurture and provide an educational environment
that benefits learning and development.

Teacher Occupational Stress and School Climate

Stress has been hypothesized as one of the most signifi-
cant teacher barriers (Hagermoser Sanetti & Luh, 2020).
When teachers are stressed, they tend to view school climate
negatively (Thapa et al., 2013). School climate is linked to
the social interactions and quality of relationships among
students and teachers while also being linked to the aca-
demic achievement of students (Koth et al., 2008; Mitchell
et al., 2010; Thapa et al., 2013). Thus, when teachers are
stressed, their relationships with students may be inhibited,
and students may be more likely to feel as if their needs
are not being met (Hagermoser Sanetti & Luh, 2020; Koth
et al., 2008; Thapa et al., 2013). Positive student—teacher
relationships are positively associated with students’ aca-
demic engagement and mental health (Ye et al., 2022). On
top of this, positive student—teacher relationships have been
found to moderate difficulties with online learning, which is
significant in terms of the online/hybrid education approach
most schools have taken during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Ye et al., 2022). Based on the evidence that occupational
stress in teachers has been associated with their perceptions
of school climate, it is possible that COVID-19-related
stress in teachers may demonstrate a similar association with
school climate.

The Impact on Students

Many families were able to adapt to create effective routines
and educational environments for their children; however, oth-
ers were unable to cope effectively, and their children’s educa-
tion suffered (Dorn et al., 2020; Pelacz & Novak, 2020). For
example, Harris and colleagues (Harris et al., 2020) found that
children who live in poverty or who identify as racial minority
group members were less likely to be able to engage in high-
quality remote learning. Regardless of if students were able
to attend school online, it is suggested that the elements of
school climate are complex and are unable to be met through
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online education (Dorn et al., 2020; Thapa et al., 2013). Some
individuals may have perceived the pandemic as highly stress-
ful and since high levels of stress have been associated with
poorer perceptions of school climate, students and teachers
may have had similar perceptions. In addition, students’ phys-
iological stress regulation (i.e., cortisol) has been linked to
teacher occupational stress, meaning students in classrooms
of stressed teachers overall tend to experience heightened
stress (Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 2016). Since teachers’ per-
ceptions of school climate have been linked to how students
perceive the environment (Mitchell et al., 2010), the disruption
of the school climate during the pandemic and the potentially
increased stress among teachers due to COVID-19 may be
ultimately associated with poorer outcomes for students.

The Current Study

It has been well established that teachers’ occupational stress
has been associated with negative perceptions of school cli-
mate (Hagermoser Sanetti & Luh, 2020). The goal of this
study is to expand on existing research showing that teach-
ers’ occupational stress is associated with their perceptions of
school climate, and to assess if COVID-19-related stress may
also be associated with teachers’ perceptions of school cli-
mate. The current study’s research questions are as follows: (1)
What are the typical levels of teachers’ occupational stress and
COVID-19-related stress? (2) How is teachers’ occupational
stress associated with teachers’ perception of school climate?,
and (3) How is teachers’ COVID-19-related stress associated
with teachers’ perceptions of school climate, after controlling
for occupational stress. It was hypothesized that teachers will
have a high level of occupational stress (Borg & Riding, 1991;
Geving, 2007; Kyriacou & Sutcliffe, 1979; National Founda-
tion for Educational Research, 2019; Thomas et al., 2003).
Additionally, it was hypothesized that there will be an inverse
correlation between occupational stress and teachers’ percep-
tions of school climate, with higher occupational stress associ-
ated with a negative perception of school climate (Hagermoser
Sanetti & Luh, 2020; Koth et al., 2008; Thapa et al., 2013).
Finally, this study is one of the first to examine a relation-
ship between teachers’ COVID-19-related stress and percep-
tions of school climate. Since occupational stress has already
been associated with teachers’ perceived school climate, it
was hypothesized that COVID-19-related stress may exhibit a
similar relationship with perceived school climate.

Method
Procedure and Participants

This study surveyed K-12 teachers regarding perceived
school climate, occupational stress, and COVID-19-related

stress in the fall of 2021. Surveys were completed elec-
tronically through Qualtrics software. Approval from the
university IRB was obtained, and all participants provided
informed consent. Participants included 111 teachers with
a majority of the sample including white women. It is also
important to note that a majority of the sample taught in-
person during the 2021-2022 school year and used a hybrid/
in-person format during the 2020-2021 school year. Addi-
tional demographic characteristics of the sample are pro-
vided in Table 1.

Measures
Occupational stress

The Teacher Stress Inventory-Short survey (TSI-S) was
used to measure distinct stress factors related to the teach-
ing occupation (Fimian, 1984, 1987). This measure yields
a total stress score and 5-factor scale scores regarding
sources of teachers’ stress: time management (4 items),
work-related stressors (3 items), professional distress (3
items), student discipline and motivation (3 items), and
professional investment (2 items). Intensity of stress is
rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 =no strength, not notice-
able; 5 =major strength, extremely noticeable). In this
study, occupational stress was an average of all TSI-S
items, with higher scores indicating more frequent or
intensive occupational stress. Initial factorial and content
validity examinations were conducted with the full-length
TSI, which found each scale contributed reliably and
meaningfully to the measure (Fimian, 1984). The TSI-S
has demonstrated adequate internal consistency reliability
(alphas ranging from 0.76 to 0.90) in past research with
teachers (Fimian, 1987). In the current study, Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.70.

COVID-19 stress

The Pandemic Stress Index (PSI; Harkness, 2020) was
used to measure stressors related to the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The PSI is a measure consisting of questions
emphasizing what the participant did and experienced
during the COVID-19 pandemic, with items measured
both dichotomously and continuously. Harkness (2020)
recommends adding items customized to the population of
interest, so additional items were added for the purpose of
this study (see Supplementary Materials). In the current
study, there were 11 items measuring COVID-19 Behav-
ioral Stress (e.g., “practicing social distancing,” “fol-
lowing media coverage related to COVID-197), 20 items
measuring COVID-19 emotional stress (e.g., “fear of get-
ting COVID-19,” “fear of giving COVID-19 to someone
else”), and one item measuring overall COVID-19 Impact
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Table 1 Demographic characteristics of participating teachers

Demographic Sample
N %
Total 111 100
Gender
Boy/man 27 243
Girl/woman 84 75.7
Race/ethnicity
Latinx or Hispanic 2.7
Asian or Asian American 4.5
African American or Black 14 12.6
White 89 80.2
Age
20-30 12 10.8
30-40 25 22.5
40-50 44 39.6
50-60 18 16.2
Older than 60 12 10.8
Level of education
Some college 2 1.8
Bachelor’s degree 51 45.9
Graduate degree 58 52.3
Grade level
Elementary 30 27
Middle 48 432
High 23 20.7
Elementary and middle 3 2.7
Middle and high 7 6.3
Subject taught
Core academics 78 70.3
Electives 33 29.7
Years of teaching experience
0-2 7 6.3
3-5 10 9
6-10 19 17.1
11-20 40 36
21 or more 35 31.5
Years at current school
0-2 22 19.8
3-5 40 36
6-10 17 15.3
11-20 22 19.8
21 or more 10 9
Teaching format 2021-22
In-person 108 97.3
Hybrid (in-person and online) 3 2.7
Teaching format 2020-21
In-person 35 31.5
Online/remote 5 4.5
Hybrid 68 61.3
I did not teach this year 3 2.7
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(i.e., “How much did COVID-19 (coronavirus) impact
your day-to-day life?””). COVID-19 behavioral stress and
COVID-19 emotional stress items were measured dichot-
omously, coded as 0 =no (not experienced) and 1 =yes
(experienced) and summed; the maximum scores were 11
for COVID-19 behavioral stress and 20 for COVID-19
emotional stress. The overall COVID-19 impact item was
measured on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (Not at all) to
5 (extremely).

School Climate

The Delaware School Climate Scale-Teacher/Staftf (DSCS-
T/S) survey was used to measure perceived school climate
(Bear et al., 2019). The DSCS-T/S is a 39-item measure of
six aspects of school climate: Teacher—Student Relations,
Student—Student Relations, Student Engagement School-
Wide, Clarity of Expectations, Fairness of Rules, School
Safety, Bullying Schoolwide (reverse-scored), Teacher-
Home Communications, and Staff Relations (Bear et al.,
2019). Participants were asked to respond on a scale from
1 (disagree a lot) to 4 (agree a lot). A sum score of all
items was calculated, with higher scores indicating more
positively perceived school climate. As examined by Bear
and colleagues (Bear et al., 2014), this survey demon-
strated strong internal consistency across grade-level,
position, gender, and race/ethnicity groups (range 0.92
to 0.95, with overall alpha of 0.94 for all teachers/staff
combined) and evidence of strong concurrent validity in
a sample of 5086 teacher/staff respondents. In the current
study, the internal consistency as measured by Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.95.

Demographic Questionnaire

All participating teachers were asked to provide
demographic information such as age, race/ethnic identity,
gender identity, and level of education at the end of the
survey. Participants also indicated their years of teaching
experience, grade level they are currently teaching, if they
are a first-year teacher (starting in August 2021), and if they
taught full time during the previous two school years (i.e.,
2019-2020, 2020-2021).

Analysis

IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 27) was used to conduct all
data analyses. To examine Research Question 1, descriptive
statistics (M, SD, range [minimum and maximum scores])
were obtained for occupational stress and COVID-19 stress.
Research Question 2 was investigated using linear regression
analysis. The dependent variable was teachers’ perception of
school climate; the independent variable was the teachers’
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perceived occupational stress. Additionally, a univariate
analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to examine
whether there are significant differences in school climate
perceptions across various groups (e.g., race and ethnicity,
level of education, years of teaching experience). Variables
demonstrating significant differences in school climate
would be included as covariates in the regression analysis.
Hierarchical regression analysis was used to investigate
Research Question 3. In step 1, occupational stress was
entered as a predictor of school climate; in step 2, COVID-
19 stress was also entered as a predictor. As described above,
relevant demographic variables were intended to be included
as covariates in step 1; however, as is soon described, there
were no significant demographic variables.

Results
Descriptive Statistics

Bivariate correlations and descriptive statistics (M, SD) were
calculated for all study variables (see Table 2). Teachers’
average score on occupational stress was 3.24. Given that
occupational stress was measured on a 5-point scale ranging
from 1 to 5, this suggests that the typical levels of teachers’
occupational stress for the sample were moderately high.
Additionally, the teachers’ average scores for COVID-
19-related stress were as follows: M =6.99 for behavioral
COVID-19-related stress; M =8.82 for emotional COVID-
19-related stress; and M =3.15 for overall COVID-19 impact.
Given that the maximum score for behavioral COVID-19
stress was 11, this suggests that teachers’ average level
behavioral COVID-19-related stress was relatively high
(M =6.99). On the other hand, typical levels of emotional
stress were low to moderate (M =28.82), given that the
maximum score for emotional COVID-19 stress was 20.
Additionally, the overall COVID-19 impact score was high
for the sample (M =3.15), given that it was measured on
a 5-point Likert scale ranging from O to 4 (i.e., maximum
score possible =4). The bivariate correlations showed that
occupational stress was not significantly associated with
school climate, COVID-19 behavioral stress, and overall

COVID-19 impact. However, occupational stress was
significantly inversely associated with COVID-19 emotional
stress (r = -.21, p = .042). Additionally, school climate was
significantly associated with COVID-19 behavioral stress (»
=-.23, p =.025) and COVID-19 impact (r = -.34, p = .001),
and school climate was marginally associated with COVID-
19 emotional stress (r = -.21, p = .050). As shown in Table 2,
all three COVID-19 variables were significantly associated
with each other at p < .001.

Linear Regression

Research Question 2 was investigated using linear regression
analysis. Teachers’ perception of school climate was entered
as the dependent variable; the independent variable was
teachers’ perceived occupational stress. Prior to conduct-
ing the regression analysis, a univariate analysis of variance
(ANOVA) was conducted to examine whether there are sig-
nificant differences in teachers’ school climate perceptions
across various demographic groups (e.g., gender, age, race
and ethnicity, level of education, building-level, and years
of teaching experience). Any variables that demonstrated
significant differences in school climate would then be
included as covariates. The univariate ANOVA revealed no
statistically significant differences in teachers’ perceptions
of school climate based on the demographic characteristics
they reported. Specifically, the omnibus effect of gender in
predicting perceived school climate was not statistically
significant, F(1)=0.19, p=.67. Additionally, the omnibus
effect for race, F(3)=0.36, p=.78; age, F(4)=0.34, p=.85;
building-level, F(4)=0.79, p=.55; years of experience,
F(4)=0.09, p=.99; and level of education, F(2)=0.76,
p=.48 were not statistically significant. Because no demo-
graphic groups demonstrated statistically significantly dif-
ferent perceptions of school climate, no follow-up analyses
(i.e., post-hoc tests of significance) were conducted, and no
demographic variables were entered as covariates.

The results of the regression analysis revealed that
the overall model was not statistically significant, F(1,
97)=1.31, p=.256. Specifically, the direct association
between teachers’ occupational stress and their percep-
tions of school climate (B= —2.53, p=.256) suggests that

Table 2 Bivariate correlation
matrix and descriptive statistics

for study variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 M (SD)

1. Occupational stress 1.00 3.24 (0.62)

2. COVID-19 behavioral stress —.08 1.00 6.99 (2.14)

3. COVID-19 emotional stress —.21% A 1.00 8.82 (4.99)

4. COVID-19 impact .004 A49EE AT 1.00 3.15 (1.06)

5. School climate -.12 - 23% -.21 —34%* 101.62 (15.81)

*p <0.05
#4p <0.01
*#kp <0.01
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teachers’ occupational stress was not a significant predictor
of their perception of school climate in the current study.
This finding is contrary to the present study’s hypothesis, as
previous research has demonstrated a significant association
between teachers’ occupational stress and perceived school
climate.

Hierarchical Regression

Research Question 3 was investigated using hierarchical
regression analysis. In step 1, teachers’ perception of school
climate was entered as the dependent variable; the predic-
tor variable was teachers’ perceived occupational stress. In
step 2, occupational stress was again entered as a predic-
tor of school climate and COVID-19-related stress factors
(behavioral COVID-19 stress, emotional COVID-19 stress,
overall COVID-19 stress) were entered as predictors. Since
there were no significant demographic variables found in the
previous analyses, no demographic variables were included
as covariates within the regression.

In step 1 of the hierarchical regression, about 1% of the
variance in school climate was accounted for by occupa-
tional stress (R?=.011), and the overall model was not sta-
tistically significant F(1, 90)=1.05, p=.309. After adding
the additional variable as predictors in step 2, there was a
significant increase in the proportion of variance accounted
for in school climate (AR2 =.138), F(3,87)=4.70, p=.004.
The model ran in step 2 accounted for about 15% of the
variance in school climate (R*>=.149) and yielded an over-
all regression model that was significant, F (4, 87) =3.82,
p=.007.

Contrary to hypotheses, teachers’ occupational stress,
behavioral COVID-19 stress, and emotional COVID-19
stress were not significantly associated with teachers’
perceptions of their school climate. However, the over-
all impact of COVID-19 stress (B= —3.72, p=.019) was
significantly inversely associated with teachers’ perceived
school climate. As hypothesized, as teachers’ overall
COVID-109 stress increased, their perception of school cli-
mate decreased (i.e., teachers viewed their climate more
negatively) (Table 3).

Discussion

In the current study, the relationship between teachers’ per-
ceptions of school climate and teachers’ occupational and
COVID-19-related stress was investigated. Previous research
has found that teachers’ occupational stress has been asso-
ciated with negative perceptions of school climate among
teachers (Hagermoser Sanetti & Luh, 2020). The main pur-
pose of this study was to expand on previous findings that
teachers’ occupational stress is related to their perceptions of
school climate and to investigate if COVID-19-related stress
follows a similar pattern.

Review of Findings

Descriptive statistics showed that the sample reported
moderately high levels of occupational stress, high levels
of COVID-19 behavioral stress, low/moderate levels of
emotional COVID-19 stress, and a high COVID-19 impact
score. This is congruent with previous research that teachers
are likely to experience high levels of occupational stress
(Borg & Riding, 1991; Geving, 2007; Kyriacou & Sutcliffe,
1979; National Foundation for Educational Research, 2019;
Thomas et al., 2003). In addition, the sample’s average per-
ception of their school climate was on the higher end of the
scale indicating that teachers generally had positive percep-
tions of school climate.

Association Between Occupational Stress and School
Climate

The linear regression examining Research Question 2
showed that occupational stress was not significantly cor-
related with school climate. This finding was in contrast
with previous research that demonstrated teachers’ occupa-
tional stress was inversely associated with school climate
perceptions, such that increases in occupational stress were
associated with decreases in the quality of the school cli-
mate (Hagermoser Sanetti & Luh, 2020; Koth et al., 2008;
Thapa et al., 2013). However, of note, the non-significant
association was found in the expected direction, meaning

Table 3 Direct associations
between school climate,
occupational stress, and

COVID-19-related stress

Model 1 Model 2
Variable B SE B Sig B SEB Sig
School climate
Occupational stress —-2.53 222 256 —-3.36 2.26 .140
Behavioral COVID-19 stress —-0.81 0.85 344
Emotional COVID-19 stress -0.15 0.33 .658
Overall impact of COVID-19 stress —3.72% 1.56 .019

%p<0.05
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as teachers’ occupational stress increased, their perception
of their school climate decreased, but not in a statistically
significant manner. Interpretation of the sample’s average
occupational stress levels and perceptions of their school
climate suggests that maybe a significant correlation was not
found because our sample had a more positive view of their
climate. Thus, even in the presence of heightened job stress,
teachers in the current study may have maintained positive
views about their school’s climate. More research is needed
to determine why teachers who are stressed might view their
school climate in a positive light. It is possible that teach-
ers could be burnt out from having to contribute even more
energy to building and maintaining a positive school climate
throughout the pandemic and through the transition into the
“new normal” as Travers (2017) suggests in his review of the
causes and prevalence of teacher stress. On the other hand,
our measure might not have been a valid indicator of teach-
ers’ actual stress or maybe they experience higher stress, but
another confounding variable was present but not measured
in this study that would have better explained the variance
in school climate perceptions (e.g., gratitude, coping skills,
student—teacher relationships, staff relations).

COVID-19-Related Stress

Out of all three of the COVID-19 stress variables, overall
COVID-19 impact was the only COVID-19-related stress
variable that was found to be significantly inversely corre-
lated with school climate as hypothesized. Given that teach-
ers generally experience heightened stress compared to other
professions (National Foundation for Educational Research,
2019) and the widespread and unprecedented stressors
brought onto the educational system by the COVID-19 pan-
demic (Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2020; Park et al., 2020),
combined with the strong evidence that increased stress is
linked with poorer views of school climate (Dicke et al.,
2020; National Foundation for Educational Research, 2019),
we anticipated that stress from COVID-19 would be signifi-
cantly inversely associated with teachers’ perceptions of the
quality of their school’s climate.

It is important to understand the differences in the types
of COVID-19 stress we measured in order to interpret why
not all three stress variables were significant. Behavioral
COVID-19-related stress includes physical behaviors that
the participants changed (e.g., social distancing, self-iso-
lation, changed travel plans, etc.). Notably, most of these
behavioral changes that teachers may have experiences were
likely to have occurred outside of the school setting itself,
and because they are outside of school control (i.e., it is not
the fault of the school setting itself that teachers may have
needed to cancel travel plans), it makes sense that behavioral
changes may not be directly associated with teacher’s per-
ceived school climate.

Emotional COVID-19-related stress includes experi-
ences and challenges that the participants undertook during
the pandemic such as being fearful, anxious, depressed, or
worried. It is possible that timing played a factor in why
emotional stress was not significant because at the time the
data was collected in the Fall of 2021. At that point, the
pandemic had been ongoing for about a year and a half, and
teachers may have become accustomed to the “new normal”
of the changes caused by the pandemic. In other words, the
behavioral changes and emotional stressors of the pandemic
may have become more habitual in nature, and thus teachers
may have adjusted to these changes as normal daily occur-
rences, rather than as chronic stressors. In another recent
study, Herman and colleagues (Herman et al., 2021) found
that teachers demonstrated high levels of coping in regard
to their stress during the pandemic. In some ways, this may
demonstrate that teachers have learned to cope with and
adapt to the life changes required by the COVID-19 pan-
demic in a way that did not directly correlate with how they
viewed the school climate as a whole.

This could also be an indication of why the overall
COVID-19 impact (i.e., how substantially teachers felt that
the COVID-19 pandemic had disrupted their lives overall)
was significant, as participants indicated that COVID-19 was
highly impacting their lives due to the long ongoing timeline
of the pandemic. This reveals that subjective evaluations
of how impactful COVID-19 has been on their lives was
directly correlated with how teachers viewed their school
climate, similar to how subjective evaluations of occupa-
tional stress have been previously found to be associated
with school climate (Dicke et al., 2020; National Foundation
for Educational Research, 2019). Additionally, our results
are consistent with multiple articles published since the
beginning of the pandemic which have found a significant
increase in teachers’ levels of stress, anxiety, and depres-
sion (Baker et al., 2021; Carver-Thomas et al., 2021; Her-
man et al., 2021; Santamaria et al., 2021). This is one of
the first studies to examine the association between teach-
ers’ COVID-19-related stress and perceived school climate;
thus, our hypotheses were exploratory and based primarily
on the established association between occupational stress
and school climate perceptions.

Despite working in a high-stress profession and one that was
particularly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., school
closures, online learning), our results suggest that teachers in
the current sample were generally quite resilient when it came
to the relationship between their COVID-19-related stress and
their perceptions of school climate. This aligns with previous
research suggesting that teachers’ resilience can be amplified
by high quality relationships within the school setting, social
support, years of experience, self-efficacy, and personal
characteristics (e.g., intrinsic motivation, sense of agency;
Beltman et al., 2011).
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Implications

To our knowledge, only a handful of studies have empiri-
cally examined how COVID-19-related stress is associated
with teachers’ school experiences and their mental well-
being, and additional research is necessary to understand
the potential long-term effects of the pandemic on educa-
tional stakeholders. Our findings suggest that COVID-19
has a clear association with how teachers perceive their
school climates. This suggests that external factors out of
the school’s control contribute to teachers’ perceptions of
school climate. These findings further indicate that school
climate is a multidimensional concept that may draw influ-
ence from a wide range of sources which might not always
be easily identifiable.

In addition, our findings also imply that the relation-
ship between teacher occupational stress and school cli-
mate is more dynamic than described in previous research.
Researchers need to be aware of this because identifying the
ways in which teachers view their school climate positively
while also being stressed out by their occupations could
provide insight into how to increase teacher retention rates.
Such understanding could thus have direct implications for
the current national teacher shortage (U.S. Department of
Education, 2022). Furthermore, our findings suggest that
teacher occupational stress and teacher perceptions of school
climate may not have a linear relationship as previously
thought. Instead, these two variables may exhibit a more
parabolic (u-shaped) relationship suggesting that low and
high levels of teacher stress are detrimental to their percep-
tions of school climate, but a moderate level of teacher stress
may be beneficial. Such a relation would be aligned with
Yerkes-Dodson Law, which indicates that some arousal (i.e.,
stress) can motivate action and goal-oriented behavior, while
extremely low and high levels of arousal may be debilitat-
ing in terms of motivating goal-oriented behavior. Although
more research is needed, it is possible that moderate levels
of stress may contribute to occupational productivity among
teachers (Mellifont et al., 2016). More investigation into the
relationship between teacher occupational stress and school
climate could provide more insight into how to better sup-
port teachers in terms of their stress levels and how to foster
a more positive school climate.

Results of the current study may also help to inform
school psychologists and other educators on how to identify
different sources of stress for teachers and how to help them
cope. It is important for school psychologists and educa-
tors to be aware of the associated outcomes of the stress-
ors teachers may be experiencing due to the pandemic, and
for administrators to regularly assess their teachers’ levels
of stress and to provide outlets (e.g., focus groups, train-
ing in mindfulness, or coping skills) to support them when
needed. Not all stressors might be important indicators of
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the health of a school’s climate, but they do indicate the
overall well-being of teachers and the quality of their mental
health which is an important aspect in making sure they can
perform their jobs effectively. Helping teachers learn how to
better cope with the stressors caused by their jobs and their
outside lives might be beneficial as schools around the world
are transitioning back into the “new normal.”

Limitations and Future Directions

There are several limitations to this study. First, this study
was conducted about a year and a half after the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Because of this, it is hard to deci-
pher whether COVID-19 had a significant impact on teacher
stress especially since there was no comparison value from
before the onset of the pandemic; further, because this was
a correlational study, the directionality of significant asso-
ciations or potential causality of changes in these variables
cannot be claimed. Due to the timely nature of this study, the
COVID-19 stress measure that was used was one of few that
were available for research purposes at the time the study
was administered, and also this measure lacked sufficient
research support as COVID-19 research is a new and devel-
oping topic of psychological research. Additionally, despite
replicating previous research methods, occupational stress
and school climate were not significantly correlated with
each other. This may be due to not having a big enough
sample even though we had more than enough participants
based on the a priori power analysis we conducted prior to
the study.

Our sample was also lacking in racial and ethnic diversity
as a majority of the participants were White women from
the Southeastern United States. A larger and more diverse
sample is necessary to generalize the study’s findings more
broadly to all teachers, as the current findings may only gen-
eralize to teachers that are similar to those who participated
in the current study. The generalizability of these findings
would be especially improved if a national sample of teach-
ers was collected across all regions of the USA, and future
studies may also conduct cross national studies to examine
how teachers and educational systems have responded to
the pandemic differentially around the world. Addition-
ally, exploring if similar findings occur for professors and
students within higher education could also be beneficial,
as higher education practices were also disrupted by the
pandemic.

Another limitation of the current study is that teachers
completed self-report questionnaires, as participants may
have exaggerated symptoms to make their situation seem
worse, or they may have under-reported the severity of their
issues to minimize their problems. Additionally, partici-
pants could have misremembered their past experiences or
misinterpreted the questions asked within the survey. This
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is a potential issue in the current study because the survey
was conducted about a year and a half after the onset of the
pandemic, potentially causing participants to misremember
the experiences or the extent of the experiences they had
throughout the pandemic. Additionally, this study’s use of
a frequency COVID-19 stress measure may not be a strong
measure of stress as experiences encapsulated within the
measure (e.g., fear of getting COVID-19 versus being hos-
pitalized for COVID-19) may have various levels of inten-
sity in the amount of stress they caused to the participant;
however, they were scored equally (i.e., each indicated item
counted for 1 point on the summed score). Future direc-
tions could include longitudinal studies following teachers’
COVID-19-related stress as the pandemic diminishes and
mandates and restrictions are lifted. Interviews that docu-
ment teachers’ experiences throughout the entire pandemic
could also be a helpful tool if there is an instance in the
future where isolation and online education are needed
again.

Evaluating how other variables such as teacher coping
skills, teacher resources, and student—teacher relationships
affect levels of teacher stress and teachers’ perceptions of
school climate might give educations more information into
how to better support teachers’ well-being. Measuring stu-
dent stress as well as their perceptions of school climate
could also be a helpful tool in deciphering the differences
between teacher and student perceptions of school climate,
differences in stress, where the differences occur, and how to
use this information to better promote and foster a healthy,
positive climate within schools.

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic greatly impacted ways of life
within the USA and around the world. With the necessary
lockdowns, restrictions, and mandates in order to decrease
the spread of the virus, it greatly disrupted the education
system causing significant barriers and challenges teach-
ers had to face. Research has already shown that teaching
is regarded as a high-stress profession, and the significant
additional stress they were/are experiencing due to the pan-
demic is of great concern. In addition, school climate is an
important aspect of child development and student success.
Understanding what contributes to a positive school climate
is essential to promoting students getting back on track. Due
to this, it is important that we understand how to pinpoint
and better understand how to regulate teacher stress so there
is more retention within the field, teachers are more willing
to support their students, and teachers are more likely to
view their school climates in a positive light. As Bill Gates
once said, “Students deserve great teachers. And teachers
deserve the support they need to become great.”
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