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Overview of Thesis 

 

Teaching has been reported to be one of the most stressful professions in the UK 

(HSE, 2000).  There is vast international literature that has documented for many 

years the negative implications that stress and burnout can have on educators’ 

health and well being and the wider systems and individuals’ connected to their 

work.  The research also clearly documents that the development of school support 

systems can mediate the negative effects of stress for educators (Zellars & 

Perrewe, 2001).  Given that teachers are one of the UK’s largest groups of public 

sector employees (Bowers, 2001) and that the education system is once more in a 

period of rapid change, it makes this piece of research timely in the current context 

of education policy and practice.  This study calls for policy makers to recognise that 

stress in the education system is becoming an increasingly worrying trend and one 

that with the right kind of support systems in place could be alleviated in the future.   

 

Focus of thesis 

Two papers form this thesis.  A flexible design consistent with an interpretive 

approach and a social constructionist philosophy has been adopted.   
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The purpose of paper one was to generate new understandings and gain insights 

into participants’ experiences regarding school staff stress, school support systems 

and the implications of this.  The findings from the first paper informed my second 

paper.  In paper two I worked with school staff to develop and evaluate a support-

based intervention in order to address the gaps in support that staff identified in the 

first paper.   

 

 

This thesis was conducted in a large secondary community college, with a specialist 

subject status.  This was located in a unitary authority in the South West of England.  



All participants that took part in this research were employed as teachers, support 

staff and/or members of middle or senior management team at the school.  

 

Paper one findings 

The findings in this study showed school systems to be complex environments, 

affected greatly by a range of internal and external factors.  Participants’ 

experiences indicated that stress and burnout are a function of the quality of work 

life in the education system for many, with negative implications associated with 

those closely connected to them and the education system. 

This paper contributes to the existing body of knowledge in this area by drawing 

participants from across the school meso system, as opposed from one part of the 

system, ensuring that all those working at different levels within the school were 

represented.  A key issue uncovered by this study and adding to the existing 

literature in the field is the hierarchical nature of schooling.  This hierarchy served to 

maintain the causes of stress experienced by my participants.  These causes were 

systemic in nature as the issues raised were common across my participants and 

originated from the way the school system was organised and operated.   

The implication of this is that the focus of support needs to be aimed at adapting the 

school environment to reduce the main areas of stress faced by teachers and 

support staff and helping teachers to deal more positively with the stress factors 

within the environments and systems in which they work.  The evidence also 

showed that my participants had a limited knowledge of the wider roles of the EPS 

and this may be significant area for the local authority in which this research was 



conducted to focus on in the future.  This paper’s contribution is timely given the 

current context of education policy and practice 

 

Paper two findings 

The focus of this paper was developing and evaluating, in collaboration with 

participants, a staff support-based intervention.  The staff’s support intervention of 

choice was a series of short training workshops focused on developing a better 

understanding of stress, promoting EHWB, assertiveness and methods of support.   

 

There were four stages to the creation of the intervention: Development of the 

intervention (through a focus group and the collaboration of school staff); 

Recruitment of participants (conducted through the senior management team 

through emails and staff reminders); Implementation of the intervention (five one 

hour, after-school workshops, using a range of teaching strategies, including 

practical skills; Outcomes (gained through an open pre and post training 

questionnaire which considered the practical strategies the participants had adopted 

from the workshop and applied to their practice). 

 

Despite working with staff including teachers, non teachers and senior staff to 

design the intervention, attendance at the after-school training workshops was poor, 

with only five members of the school’s support and special needs team attending.  

There were no teachers or members of the senior management team present.  

However those staff that did attend the training intervention provided positive 

feedback and found it useful in their practice.  The questionnaires suggested that 



the training increased staff’s knowledge of how to manage their stress and to 

promote their well-being.  Staff also stated that they were able to apply the practical 

strategies provided directly to their practice.  

 

One of the main purposes of paper two was to begin the process of change in 

participants’ perceptions and practice.  As a direct result of conducting this piece of 

research the school of focus have set up a staff well-being forum, open to all staff, 

to meet on a termly basis to discuss matters relating to staff EHWB and support.  

The school are also considering setting up staff consultation groups for the teaching 

assistants in the future, in addition to creating a staff well being notice board, a 

suggestion box, having a staff well being awareness day, creating a staff well being 

policy and also providing yearly drop in sessions for staff on stress management.  

 

The role of the EP 

EPs are well placed to offer their services to schools in supporting them with 

examining professional support systems.  EPs are experienced researchers and 

could conduct small pieces of individual school-based research looking at those 

areas of the workplace where stress is experienced the most and be able to identify 

gaps in staff support systems.  EPs are equipped with the training and experience to 

provide bespoke packages of support for individual schools that may include staff 

training aimed at prioritising staff support and EHWB both in policy and practice.  It 

seems then that EPs are well placed to work in collaboration with schools to 

develop their staff support systems in this area of staff development and school 

improvement.   
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