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Summary 

Teaching is a sophisticated profession of passion that extends beyond the academics of 

teacher and learner. The work of a teacher is complex and challenging as there is no limit to 

the ever-changing roles and responsibilities expected from a teacher. South African teachers 

are expected to manage various challenges and cope effectively with stressors such as poor 

learner discipline, administrative demands due to continuous changes made to curriculum and 

unrealistic learner performance expectations on teachers by the Educational Department.  

The many uncertainties experienced, an inability to effectively cope with various 

demands forced upon teachers and the adapting to changes and challenges appear to 

contribute to undesirable, sometimes detrimental consequences on teaching and learning. An 

intensive review of relevant literature indicates that the teaching profession is an extremely 

stressful occupation. Exposure to these stressful conditions has psychological consequences 

for some teachers. 

This study included 209 teachers from eight schools (primary, secondary and special 

education schools), under jurisdiction of the Gauteng Department of Education in the 

Vereeniging, Sedibeng East District in the Gauteng province. The data were obtained in two 

measurement sessions from the same group of participants (longitudinal) referred to as Time 

1 and Time 2.   

The study aimed to investigate whether teacher stress could be effectively managed 

through or positively influenced by adaptive coping strategies and a sense of personal control 

and whether these factors could enhance their psychosocial well-being at work. In relation to 

that, the study’s aims included the following objectives: (a) study the existing research 

findings in literature pertaining to the stated variables, (b) determine by means of structural 

equation modelling the statistical relationships between the stated variables at two occasions, 

four months apart, (c) determine direct and indirect effects between the variables, (d) identify 

latent profile (LPA) groups in participants for perceived stress and perceived personal 

control, (e) determine whether profile memberships could be predicted by and correlate with 

participants’ performance on the other variables used in the study, (f) determine whether, of 

the variables mentioned, could predict the intention to leave the profession and (g) investigate 

if a four months’ time interval had an effect on participants’ scores on the variables 

measured. 

The comprehensive, critical literature review conceptualised the following concepts, 

their antecedents, consequences and influential relationships: perceived stress, coping and 
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coping strategies, perceived personal control, flourishing at work, psychosocial well-being 

and intention to leave. 

The findings of the study were amongst others, that it identified four latent stress 

profiles for teachers, namely stress resisters, manage stress, overloaded and highly stressed. 

Those identified as stress resisters and manage stress scored significantly lower on two 

coping strategies, namely denial and disengagement, and self-blame, than those who showed 

stress-overloaded and highly stressed profiles. Results further indicated two latent profiles of 

personal control, labelled as doubtful personal control and confident personal control. Mental 

health of teachers was predicted by low negative stress and active coping. Low mental health 

at work and high negative stress predicted the intention to leave the teaching profession.  It 

appears that teachers who experience positive stress are more mentally healthy, experiencing 

higher emotional well-being, psychological well-being and social well-being at work over 

time.  

 

Key terms: coping and coping strategies, flourishing at work, intention to leave, perceived 

personal control, psychosocial well-being, stress. 
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Introduction 

Teachers enter their profession with great optimism and excitement, having expectations for 

their chosen career. Unfortunately, their once clear vision for the future and determination 

towards their mission soon changes when confronted with seemingly continuous stressors in 

the educational environment. Various factors contributing to the stress that teachers 

experience may include overcrowding of classrooms due to a lack of qualified and 

experienced teachers, student misbehaviour, low self-motivation among learners and time 

constraints. These stressors can either motivate the teacher or result in discouragement, 

negativity, a sense of hopelessness or even burnout (Jackson, 2004). This study was 

conducted in the field of education, where teacher stress appears to be high and have a 

significant effect on adjustment, adaption to change and, as such, influences teachers’ 

psychosocial well-being and the quality of their work. It is generally assumed in this research, 

that a sense of perceived personal control and adaptive coping skills of teachers may decrease 

their stress experience and foster their psychosocial well-being. 

This chapter serves as the theoretical and conceptual background of the study. The 

constructs investigated in this research and their theoretical frameworks are described, as well 

as the research question, aims and methodology used. Since the literature background of the 

research is given in this chapter, some duplication thereof may occur in other parts of the 

thesis. The problem statement pertaining to teacher stress that motivated this study is 

discussed below. 

Problem Statement and Research Rationale 

Rothmann (2015) states that educators are regarded as change agents in the conceptual age 

and thus valuable human capital for the South African educational society. Every effort 

should thus be made for them to feel and function well in the classroom.  

However, the unstable nature of the local teaching profession demands from teachers to 

cope effectively and adequately with ongoing changes, demands and challenges, causing 

them to experience continuous pressure and stress (Jackson & Rothmann, 2005). According 

to Chan (2006), uncertainties experienced, an inability to effectively cope and adapt to 

changes and challenges, together with ongoing transformation and transition within the South 

African education system, can contribute to unproductive outcomes and may have 

detrimental consequences on teaching and learning and for teachers themselves. The 

seriousness of the situation was indicated in the local press (Marais, 2016) where it was 



3 

 

reported that 5 000 South African teachers resigned in 2015 and that close to 30 000 teachers 

left the profession since 2011. In 2014, about 14 000 teachers resigned, of which nearly 4 600 

teachers resigned from teaching in November 2014 (Nkosi, 2015). Approximately 410 000 

South African teachers are employed by the Department of Basic Education, placed across 

nine provinces that are responsible for educating more than 12.9 million learners (Mhlanga & 

Maarten, 2018). Poor discipline, administrative demands due to the new curriculum, negative 

management and the pressure on teachers by the Department of Basic Education were 

reported as the causes of unbearable teacher stress.  

The effects of such work-related stress on teachers is becoming a great concern and a 

matter that seriously needs to be addressed (Kokkinos, 2007; Monyatsi, Kamper, & Steyn, 

2006; Van Dick & Wagner, 2001; Willers, 2009; Yong & Yue, 2007). Yet, Folkman and 

Moskowitz (2004) state that in such a difficult situation, the question arises: why do some 

teachers apparently cope better with demanding conditions or stressful situations than others? 

Research done by Mearns and Cain (2003) found that not all teachers experience the stressors 

or perceive stressful situations usually associated with chronic stress, to such an extent that 

they feel powerless or inadequate. Studies indicate that these teachers are able to manage 

their stressful environment through utilising resources (Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2011) 

and applying adaptive coping strategies (Valle, Huebner, & Saldo, 2006). In this regard, 

Skinner et al. (2011) argue that a person’s sense of perceived control is a powerful resource 

when coping with stressful experiences. The authors state that research on perceived control 

reported the role thereof in supporting salutary mastery-orientated coping in most stressful 

life events, while indicating the vulnerabilities induced by a sense of helplessness and loss of 

control, as well as the effects of these feelings in undermining how people deal with 

challenges and difficulties. An impetus for the study came from Compas (2009, p. 96) who 

succinctly state,  

The controllability of stress appears to be information that may be 

processed at an automatic and a conscious level and serves to shape 

and organise the ways that individuals mobilise their responses. 

However, change in the nature of perceptions of control and the ways 

in which the objective and perceived controllability shape coping 

responses across development is not known and is an important 

agenda for future research.  
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This study aimed to investigate whether teacher stress could be effectively managed through 

or positively influenced by a sense of perceived control and by adaptive coping strategies and 

whether these factors could enhance their psychosocial well-being. The specific research 

question was, therefore, proposed as: what are the relationships between stress in the teaching 

context, coping strategies, a sense of perceived control, psychosocial well-being and 

flourishing at work, will these relationships change over a given time period and would these 

variables predict the intention of teachers to leave the profession? This research question will 

be further clarified in a following section by means of the aims of the research.  

Stress and Teachers’ Experiences thereof  

Stress and the perceptions thereof by teachers as part of their work context, will be described 

below. 

Stress   

Stress is a part of our daily lives that can be considered a modern-day societal dilemma due to 

its often-debilitating nature and this seems particularly true in the teaching profession 

(Chaaban & Du, 2017). Stress is an occurrence to be recognised and addressed in various 

professions and the teaching profession is no exception (Olivier & Venter, 2003). Various 

conceptualisations of stress exist in line with the theoretical approaches from which they 

stem. The General Adaptation Syndrome was Selye’s (1956) seminal model, which defined 

stress from a bio-homeostatic approach. The theory of Lazarus and Folkman (1984), 

however, indicates that stress is a wholly psychological rather than a physiological 

phenomenon in which psychological stressors have a greater impact on functioning. Recent 

views on stress either combine the bio-psychosocial aspects of experiencing stress or focus 

more on the psychological effects thereof, as the following conceptualisations will show. 

According to Kassin, Fein, and Markus (2014), stress is an unpleasant state of arousal 

that arises when one perceives that the demands of a situation threaten the ability to cope with 

it effectively. This stimulus, generally, is called a stressor, which could be any factor that 

causes stress. Moss (2008) views stress as any objective condition or change in the work 

environment that is perceived as potentially harmful, threatening, challenging or frustrating, 

or any set of circumstances related to work that requires change in the individual’s ongoing 

life pattern. On the other hand, Chung (2001) argues that stress is a mental and physical strain 

that people experience when they pursue a goal, while Greenberg and Baron (2003) state that 
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stress is the pattern of emotional states, cognitions and physiological reactions occurring in 

response to stressors.  

Stress thus originates from various sources, has an impact on both the physical and 

mental states of the individual (Dougall & Baum, 2012) and occurs when the individual 

perceives a situation to be threatening or challenging, evoking a feeling of inability to meet 

demands or achieve goals (Steyn & Kamper, 2006). Moorhead and Griffin (2004) further 

view stress as being a person’s adaptive response to a stimulus that places excessive 

psychological or physical demands on the individual and state that the way in which an 

individual interprets, reacts to and manages stressors (perceived as positive or negative), can 

have an influence on their emotional, physical and/or mental state (also see Aldwin, 2011; 

Frazier, 2002; Frazier, Steward, & Mortensen, 2004; Torres & Pritchard, 2006).  

The well-known and extensively researched transactional model of stress and coping of 

Lazarus and Folkman (1984, see Figure1), indicates individual differences in appraisals of 

stress, where these appraisals arise when the environmental demands exceed the individuals 

coping resources, especially in situations that are personally significant, such as the teaching 

context (Aldwin, 2011; Folkman, 2011; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Skinner & Zimmer-

Gembeck, 2011). The transactional model can be defined as a dynamic stress process, with 

the focus on interpretation of stressors rather than on the stressful environment (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984; Smith & Baum, 2003). The appraisals of stress determine whether the 

environmental circumstances are stressful and are likely to be influenced by person-based 

factors in such a way that it will influence how an individual chooses to cope with the 

stressor (Pierre, 2013). Consequently, two types of appraisal are considered, namely primary 

and secondary appraisals (Endler & Parker, 2000; Folkman, Lazarus, Gruen, & DeLongis, 

1986), in which primary appraisal concerns immediate action to negative experiences, while 

secondary appraisal relates to coping responses (Folkman et al., 1986; Lazarus & Folkman, 

1984; Smith & Baum, 2003). Torres and Pritchard (2006) explain that the appraisal of 

stressful circumstances can affect the perception of having control over the stressor, which 

plays an integral role in effectively managing stress. The transactional model is depicted in 

Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Transactional model of stress and coping adapted from Lazarus and Folkman 

(1984) 

 

As indicated by the transactional model, stress could be either disruptive or adaptive. 

As far as the latter is concerned, Sapolsky (1996) states that the body’s stress response was 

designed to improve physical and mental functioning to meet life’s demands for the purpose 

of survival, while Lazarus (1974) notes that stress is an inevitable aspect of life that is crucial 

in the development of strengths needed by individuals to survive and flourish. Crum and 

Lyddy (2014) indicate how the adaptive nature of stress has been disregarded in recent times 

in favour of stress-is-debilitating belief systems or mindsets. The authors state that the effects 

of stress could be resourceful rather than toxic and are not pre-determined but vary, based on 

a complex set of factors. Therefore, stress could adaptively lead to bio-psychosocial thriving 

and/or stress-related growth. According to Crum and Lyddy (2014), the stress-is-debilitating 

mindset contrasts with a stress-is-enhancing mind-set that could lead to enhanced health, 

coping, performance and well-being. For the purpose of this research, one wonders whether a 

sense of personal control over the stress experienced and the stress outcomes could be part of 

such a stress-is-enhancing mindset. 
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Teachers’ stress 

The reality of the teaching context is that the demands on South African education and 

schools increase and evidently, so does the incidence of stress within the teaching profession. 

The question arises as to whether adequate resources and supportive measures are in place to 

ensure prevention and effective management of teacher stress, resulting from the significant 

transitions undergone in the South African educational system over the past two decades 

(Naidoo, Botha, & Bisschoff, 2013). Paulse (2005) emphasises that the South African 

education system has undergone fundamental changes due to political changes in the country 

and teachers have to adapt to the new reality. Teachers, thus, increasingly report that their 

work environment is stressful and that they are struggling to cope with daily job demands and 

challenges. Compared to research conducted on teacher stress in other countries, South 

African studies indicate that teachers are exposed to a variety of stressors and that they 

experience higher levels of stress than experienced in other occupations and teachers in other 

countries (Chang, 2009; Grenville-Cleave & Boniwell, 2012; Kokkinos, 2007; Kyriacou, 

2001; Steyn & Kamper, 2006; Van Dick & Wagner, 2011). South African teachers are 

exposed to a wide variety of multi-dimensional stressors within the work environment, such 

as inadequate working conditions, role conflict and ambiguity, pupil misbehaviour, time 

pressures, the threat of burnout, work pressure, little involvement in decision making, 

stereotypes and discrimination, as well as inadequate remunerations (Jackson, Rothmann, & 

Van der Vijver, 2006). Kyriacou (2001) states that environmental stressors that teachers 

experience on a daily basis include working with unmotivated learners, poor discipline, time 

constraints, unfavourable working environment and heavy workload, while Grenville-Cleave 

and Boniwell (2012) identify poor socio-economic status, increasingly diverse learners, 

adverse working conditions and a lack of emotional and social support, as challenges that 

teachers confront. Teacher stress is a combination of negative emotions, such as anxiety, 

tension, anger and frustration in a stressful environment that may influence detrimentally 

their optimal functioning at both psychological and physical levels. This is alarming and is 

triggering a greater interest among researchers to examine this study field closely, while also 

giving rise to an increased recognition of the relationship between mental and physical health 

and work-related stress (Steyn & Kamper, 2006; Williams & Gersch, 2004). Psychological 

effects of teachers’ response to chronic stress are among other factors, reduced psychological 

well-being (Bach, 2000) and burnout (Jackson & Rothmann, 2005; Mearns & Cain, 2003).  
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Stress appears to be a fundamental aspect of adjustment and adaptation to 

environmental change and challenge and, as such, it plays a critical role in human behaviour 

(Dougall & Baum, 2012). However, Chang (2009), Kyriacou (2001) and Van Wyk (1998) 

find that research done worldwide indicates that teachers' stress is becoming endemic, which 

could have serious implications for the physical and mental health of teachers. Illustrating 

this, studies by Smith (2009) and Van Wyk (1998) found that teachers in South Africa have 

more medical insurance claims than persons in other professions, have a four-year shorter life 

expectancy than the national average and often blame stress as the reason for sick leave from 

school. It was reported that more educators are seeking medical boarding, absenteeism has 

increased and educators resign due to a lack of job satisfaction (Naidoo et al., 2013). Naidoo 

et al. (2013) also indicated that more than 4 500 teachers resigned during 2007 and 2008, 

while 1 800 died and more than 500 were discharged because of ill health (Naidoo et al., 

2013). It was further reported that 5 000 teachers resigned in 2015, that close to 30 000 

teachers left the profession since 2011 and that most teachers resign and leave the profession 

before reaching the set retirement age of 65 (Marais, 2016). The impression that working as 

an educator may, due to negative experiences, result in illness and emotional burnout, is thus 

supported by much evidence (Van Dick & Wagner, 2001). 

Despite the bleak picture painted above, stress remains a call toward adjustment and 

adaptation to environmental change and challenge and this is done by means of coping. 

Coping with stress is an ongoing process that develops over time and based on an evaluation 

of personal coping resources, individuals can adjust or modify their initial appraisals of a 

given situation (Aldwin, 2011). According to Lazarus and Folkman (1984, as mentioned in 

Aldwin, 2011; Kassin et al., 2014) the stress-and-coping process is an unceasing transaction 

between an individual and his or her immediate surroundings, which in this study refers to the 

teacher and the demanding educational context in which they have to operate. Engelbrecht, 

Swart, and Eloff (2001) state that the specific stressors at work, the appraisal of stressors and 

the teacher’s perceived coping ability have a significant influence on teachers stress level, 

while Compas (2009) and Skinner and Zimmer-Gembeck (2011) indicate the importance of a 

perceived sense of personal control and perceived controllability of the stressors to shape 

responses to the stress experienced and the ability to cope, which will be discussed below. 

Coping and Coping Strategies 

Stress and its potential illness or wellness related outcomes was explained above. At the 

centre of the stress-illness/ wellness relationship, is the process of coping (Litt, Temen & 
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Affleck, 2011), or “the cognitive and behavioural efforts used to regulate distress, manage the 

problem causing distress and sustain positive well-being during stressful situations” 

(Folkman, 2011, p.76). The coping construct stems from several different theoretical 

approaches, such as (1) The original psychodynamic theories that focused on defence 

mechanisms as means by which the ego unconsciously dealt with the anxiety of stress 

situations. The theoretical debate on whether coping is conscious and voluntary or 

unconscious and involuntary is still present in current coping theory; (2) The coping styles 

approaches that focused on typical ways of dealing with problems and claiming that coping is 

rooted in personality; (3) The dual process model, which argues that individuals seem to 

alternate between several dichotomies in a situation such as positive and negative appraisals, 

approach and avoidance coping, etcetera. Coping tends to be a complex set of different 

strategies that may be directed at various aspects of the stressor and that show changes over 

time; (4) the cognitive or process theories that focus on specific strategies in given situations.  

Such strategies are thought to be guided by the appraisals of the situation, are conscious, 

flexible and responsive to situations and contextual factors (Aldwin, 2011; Ironson & 

Kremer, 2011).   

From the various theoretical approaches flowed a myriad of coping descriptions, such 

as coping refers to how individuals mobilise, coordinate, manage and direct their actions and 

behaviour during challenging conditions, threat or loss (Aldwin, 2011); coping are efforts of 

self-regulation in times of duress (Carver & Scheier, 1999); coping is an ongoing process 

between the individual and the situation where the perceived ability of the individual will 

determine how effective the stressor is managed (Meehan, Peirson, & Fridjhon, 2007); and 

coping is to diminish the physical, emotional and psychological strain that is associated with 

stressful circumstances (Cronje, Temane, & Wissing, 2011; Tuncay, Musabak, Gok, & Kutlu, 

2008). 

Furthermore, conceptual frameworks or models of coping abound, such as the dual 

process model of Stroebe (2011); the hedonic adaptation to positive and negative events of 

Lyubomirsky (2011); the meaning making model of Park (2011); the five steps model of 

positive coping of Aspinwall and Taylor (Aspinwall, 2011); the functional components model 

of Ironson and Kremer (2011); and the multi-level, multivariate model of Litt et al. (2011). A 

few of the older models were the stress resistance model of Holahan and Moos (1990) and the 

conservation of resources model of Hobfoll (1989; 2011). An example of a conceptualisation 

of the coping process is that of Holahan and Moos (1994), as depicted in Figure 2. The 
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authors identify factors within the individual’s environmental system, which are prominent 

social supports and resources, as well as in their personal system, which includes 

psychological traits and demographic attributes, all of which are relatively stable and 

influence life circumstances (Carr, 2011). These factors affect both health and well-being 

directly and indirectly by means of appraisal and coping processes. The central function of 

coping is depicted by its position in the schematic outline, with the bi-directional pathways 

indicating the possibility of reciprocal feedback occurring at any stage of the stress and 

coping process (Holahan & Moos, 1994). 

 
 

Figure 2. The coping process adapted from Holahan (1996, p.27) 

 

Coping, furthermore, has been called a process of adaptation and a stabilising factor that 

maintains psychosocial functioning during stress (Moos & Schaefer, 1993), as well as 

individuals’ use of adaptive strengths and capacity for resiliency and constructive action in 

the face of challenge (Holahan & Moos, 1994). According to Aldwin (2011) coping is an 

adaptive process that potentially mediates the effects of risk or adversity during the 

development of competence (Aldwin, 2011). Effective coping enables individuals to resolve 
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problems, relieve emotional distress, strive to succeed and accomplish goals (Brown, 

Westbrook & Challagalla, 2005). Adaptive coping has also been referred to as positive 

coping (Compton, 2005), constructive coping (Weiten, 2013) and problem solving coping 

(Heppner & Lee, 2009), while Carver (1997) identifies venting, positive reframing, proactive 

coping and active problem solving, as adaptive coping skills that individuals most frequently 

use in their efforts to manage stress. Weiten (2013) proposes the following features of 

constructive or adaptive coping based on research, namely it involves confronting problems 

directly, is task relevant and action-orientated; it is based on realistic appraisals of the stress 

and available coping resources, in which some short lived self-deception may be adaptive; 

and it entails the recognition and regulation of potentially disruptive emotional reactions to 

stress. According to Chesney, Neilands, Chambers, Taylor, and Folkman (2006) adaptive 

coping refers to situations in which there is a fit between the perceived controllability of the 

stressor and the choice of coping strategy to be utilised, given a specific situation. Such 

coping strategies are described below.  

Coping strategies 

Previously in this chapter, the stressors inherent in the teaching context were indicated and 

again the question emerges of, given the fact that all educators face similar stressful 

conditions, in the educational environment, why do some apparently function well and are 

able to cope, while others do not? The answer may be found in the nature of coping strategies 

applied by teachers. Coping strategies are cognitive, emotional or behavioural ways that 

people use to adjust in effective ways to challenges and to build resources for further positive 

coping (Compton, 2005). Coping actions or strategies are determined by people’s attributes, 

knowledge of coping options and subjective beliefs about the usefulness of options 

(Ebersöhn, 2007). Ebersöhn and her colleagues found that effective coping strategies of 

teachers decrease the effects of stress, enhance the development of skills and competencies to 

meet the demands of teaching and assist in identifying and understanding the sources of stress 

(Ebersöhn & Eloff, 2002; Ferreira, 2013; Ferreira & Ebersöhn, 2012). The effectiveness of 

coping strategies also depends on the characteristics of the particular situation, the 

appropriateness of the strategy and the skill with which it is carried out, according to Passer, 

Smith, Holt, Bremner, Sutherland, and Vliek (2009), who further stated that “people are 

likely to adapt well to the stresses of life if they have mastered a variety of coping techniques 

and know how and where to apply them most effectively” (Passer et al., 2009, p.740). After a 

review of numerous coping strategies, Skinner, Edge, Altman and Sherwood (2003) 
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concluded that there are five types of strategies, namely problem solving, support seeking, 

avoidance, distraction and positive cognitive restructuring. 

Coping, however, has traditionally been divided into two main responsive strategy 

categories that include thoughts and actions that individuals use in stressful situations 

(Folkman, 2011; Lam, Alvarado, & Lee, 2014; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Zambianchi & 

Bitti, 2013), namely problem-focused coping, referring to those responses that are directed at 

utilising cognitive and behavioural strategies in order to diminish stress by overcoming the 

source of the problem, thus managing the problem itself (Chesney et al., 2006; Folkman, 

2011; Kassin et al., 2014). Problem-focused coping addresses the perceived stressor in order 

to manage and/or modify the actual problem, using strategies such as planning, active coping 

and suppressing competing activities (Lam et al., 2014; Mayordomo-Rodríguez, Meléndez-

Moral, Viguer-Sengui, & Sales-Galan, 2014). Problem-focused coping strategies attempt to 

confront and deal directly with the demand of the situation or to change the situation so that it 

is no longer stressful. It seems that creativity, wisdom and conscientiousness are individual 

qualities that are important for facilitating problem-focused coping strategies.  

Emotion-focused coping, referring to responses concentrating on the regulation of emotion 

generated by the stress appraisal process, such as anger, sadness, anxiety, fear, eagerness and 

excitement (Folkman, 2011; Lam et al., 2014). Emotion-focused coping attempts to decrease 

the duress caused by the stressor; it involves strategies such as seeking emotional support, 

acceptance, denial and positive reinterpretation (Lam et al., 2014). Some forms of emotion-

focused coping involve appraising the situation in a manner that minimises its emotional 

impact, while other forms involve either avoidance or acceptance of the stressful situation 

(Passer et al., 2009). Emotion-focused coping strategies have in the past been regarded as less 

favourable and/or effective, but Stanton (2011) clearly indicates how these views have been 

disproved and that aspects of regulating emotions during stress, such as emotional processing 

and expression are crucial to effective coping.  

According to Mayordomo-Rodríguez et al. (2014), both problem- and emotion-focused 

coping can facilitate each other, although individuals use both coping strategies when needed, 

problem-focused coping strategies are mostly employed and more often associated with 

favourable adjustments to stressors (Passer et al., 2009). Furthermore, for all the coping styles 

a distinction may be made between functional and dysfunctional strategies (Carr, 2011) as 

shown in Table 1.  
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Table 1 

Functional and dysfunctional coping strategies adapted from Zeidner and Endler (cited in 

Carr, 2011, p.216) 

 

Type Aim Functional Dysfunctional 

Problem-

focused 

Problem 

solving 

 Accepting responsibility for 

solving the problem 

 Seeking accurate information 

 Seeking dependable advice 

and help 

 Developing a realistic action 

plan 

 Following through on the 

plan 

 Postponing competing 

activities 

 Maintaining an optimistic 

view on one’s capacity to 

solve a problem 

 Taking little 

responsibility for solving 

the problem 

 Seeking inaccurate 

information 

 Seeking questionable 

advice 

 Developing unrealistic 

plans 

 Not following through on 

plans 

 Procrastination 

 Holding a pessimistic 

view of one’s capacity to 

solve the problem 

Emotion-

focused 

Mood 

regulation 

 Making and maintaining 

socially supportive and 

empathic friendships 

 Seeking meaningful spiritual 

support 

 Catharsis and emotional 

processing 

 Reframing and cognitive 

restructuring 

 Seeing the stress in a 

humorous way 

 Relaxation routines 

 Physical exercise 

 Making and maintaining 

destructive relationships 

 Seeking meaningless 

spiritual support 

 Unproductive wishful 

thinking 

 Long-term denial 

 Taking the stress 

seriously 

 Drug and alcohol abuse 

 Aggression  

Avoidance-

focused 

Avoiding 

source of 

stress 

 Temporarily mentally 

disengaging from the 

problem 

 Temporarily engaging in 

distracting activities 

 Temporarily engaging in 

distracting relationships 

 

 Mentally disengaging 

from the problem for the 

long term 

  Long-term engagement 

in distracting activities 

 Long-term engagement in 

distracting relationships  

 

According to Carr (2011), dysfunctional coping strategies may result in short-term relief, but 

in the long run, it seems ineffective to resolve stress-related problems. In situations where 

stress is uncontrollable, emotion-focused coping strategies, such as maintaining socially 
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supportive friendships are appropriate and internal working models of such relationships 

(attachment bonds) are essential for developing of this skill.  

Donnelly and Amaya-Jackson (2002) argue that ways in which an individual handles 

stress is an endless changeable process, shaped by the context from which the stress is 

generated. This means that coping is influenced by situational factors and events that 

individuals are daily faced with. Aldwin (2011) is of the opinion that coping is responsive to 

situational demands and is influenced by both personality and situational characteristics. Such 

an interactive coping process generally results in change which can be either positive, 

negative or sometimes a combination of both. According to the Coping Consortium (as cited 

in Aldwin, 2011), research that focuses on actual stressful interactions and the resulting 

coping processes, could promote knowledge regarding the ways individuals – specifically 

teachers – manage to cope with stress and can be valuable with regard to the development of 

positive resources.  

In this study, the relationship of stress, coping strategies, perceived personal control and 

psychosocial well-being will be investigated, as well as the mediation/moderation value of 

coping in the relationship between stress and indicators of psychosocial health (Litt et al., 

2011). Litt et al. furthermore, state that “ the individual at any given moment in response to 

stressors can feed back to alter these environmental stressors, as well as one’s internal state 

and in turn alter appraisals and the choice of subsequent coping responses” (2011, p. 387). 

Thus, the teachers’ stress, perceived personal control, coping and psychosocial well-being 

will be assessed on two occasions in this research, in order to investigate the changeability of 

responses as was assumed by Litt et al. (2011). 

As was indicated before, perceived personal control or controllability of the stressor, 

are variables seen by various researchers as resources in the coping process. These variables 

will be discussed below.  

A Sense of Perceived Control 

Teachers are continuously confronted with events, situations and adversities that are 

emotionally, cognitively and physically challenging and that influence their ability to 

function well within their given work environment. Many teachers however, find ways to 

cope by turning to internal strategies, actions and processes, which assist them in making 

sense of the stressful context they find themselves in and in managing stressors, which 

challenge their ability to maintain control over given situations (Fishman, 2014). It is 
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generally assumed that circumstances perceived as overwhelming are more distressing than 

those situations perceived as somewhat more personally manageable (Frazier, 2002).  

Perceived personal control was traditionally defined as the beliefs or perceptions that 

one has the ability, resources or opportunity to influence one’s environment in order to 

achieve positive or more favourable outcomes or to avoid negative effects through one’s own 

actions (Fishman, 2014; Kassin et al., 2014; Liu & Yussen, 2005; Thompson & Schlehofer, 

2008; Wallston, Wallston, Strudler, Smith, & Dobbins, 1987). Regulatory beliefs launch and 

guide coping behaviour and such beliefs that regulate actions are control beliefs, or the sense 

that I can do it, referring to an expectation that the individual can produce desired outcomes 

by having a sense of control over the challenge (Aldwin, 2011). Much of the literature that 

examines and describes how individuals who experience perceived personal control act 

during stressful encounters, ties in well with research on coping that examines acquired 

personal and social resources, different kinds of coping and how coping contribute towards 

an individual’s physical, psychological and social functioning (Aldwin, 2011; Folkman & 

Moskowitz, 2004; Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2011). Effective coping and problem-

solving skills, presumably, reinforce a sense of perceived personal control that in turn will 

decrease anxiety and stress (Hogendoorn et al., 2014). Perceived personal control is 

considered an influential personal resource, which an individual can utilise when faced with 

challenging or daunting circumstances (Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2011).  

Perceived personal control (PPC) has been conceptualised in different ways. Averill 

(1979) introduced a tripartite structure of PPC that includes three dimensions, namely 

behavioural control, decisional control and cognitive control. Behavioural control refers to 

the belief that action can be taken to change the situation, decisional control refers to the 

belief that there are different courses of action that could be chosen to change a situation and 

cognitive control refers to understanding and finding meaning in a situation and to using 

patterns of thinking that can reduce the stressfulness of a situation (McAllister, Wood, Dunn, 

Shiloh, & Todd, 2012). 

Thompsons’ (1981) typology distinguished between behavioural and cognitive control 

and emphasise that the perception of control is more significant than the actual control 

(Berkenstadt, Shiloh, Barkai, Katznelson, & Goldman, 1999, Thompson, 1981). The 

perceived ability to avoid negative outcomes may result from personal beliefs that one has 

control over adverse events, whilst the perceived ability to cope with negative outcomes may 

stem from beliefs about direct or indirect coping strategies that one uses to reduce distress 



16 

 

(Bryant, 1989; Thompson, 1981). Thompson accounts for the time dimension by adding the 

category of retrospective control referring to beliefs about the causes of a past event, to the 

control typology. 

The two-process model, as proposed by Rothbaum, Weisz, and Snyder (1982), 

distinguished between primary control and secondary control. The two-process model 

focused exclusively on an individual’s judgement about control over negative events and 

control over feelings in response to negative events. Primary control involves taking action to 

achieve desired outcomes, whereas secondary control refers to changing oneself to adapt to 

the environment or accepting one’s circumstances as they are (Bryant, 1989; Thompson, 

2011; Thompson & Schlehofer, 2008). According to Bryant and Thompson, acceptance 

increases a sense of control and reduces the discrepancy between desired and achieved 

outcomes. Thompson and Schlehofer (2008) stated that this approach to personal control 

suggests that direct action in the environment and adjusting to the environment are both 

valuable sources of perceived personal control. The two-process model emphases the 

important role of control strategies that individuals use to get desired outcomes or handle 

stressful situations and identifies sources of personal control enhancement that may 

strengthen the sense of personal control that is necessary for behaviour change (Thompson & 

Schlehofer, 2008). 

Bryant’s (1989) four-factor model of perceived control evaluate a person’s perceived 

ability to avoid negative events (primary negative control); cope with negative events 

(secondary negative control); obtain positive events (primary positive control), and savour 

positive events (secondary positive control). This four-factor model explains an individual’s 

self-evaluation of perceived control and distinguishes between perceived primary control 

(over events) and secondary control (feelings) separately in relation to positive and negative 

experiences (Bryant, 1989).  

Thompson and Schlehofer (2008) suggest that perceived control consists of two 

dimensions, namely locus of control, referring to beliefs of either internal or external 

motivation and reinforcement; and self-efficacy, the belief of acquired personal ability to 

enact effective response. Internal locus of control is defined as the degree to which an 

individual expects important sources of reinforcement to be within his or her control and not 

influenced by external factors such as chance and fate (Carr, 2011). Internal locus of control 

refers to personal beliefs about the locus of reinforcements and whether individuals, in 

general, can obtain positive outcomes and goal achievement through their own action 
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(Bandura, 1997). Self-efficacy is viewed as an individual belief that one is capable of the 

specific behaviour required to produce the desired outcome in a given situation; it is regarded 

as a state of mind that varies from one specific task and situation to another (Kassin et al., 

2014). Kassin et al. stated that self-efficacy guides our lives since we generally pursue 

courses of action which we believe will lead to desired outcomes and have little incentive to 

act in ways which we believe involve failure. The authors further held that the efficacy 

beliefs and expectations of certain consequences determine our behavioural performance that 

leads to specific outcomes.  

According to Skinner et al. (2011), the core of control is the experience of exerting 

efforts to obtain desired outcomes. The perception that one has the ability, resource and 

opportunity to exercise personal control, has been a pervasive idea in psychological research 

and theory that involves overlapping constructs, such as self-determination, specifically the 

autonomy factor; self-regulation and self-control; self-efficacy, as briefly discussed above; 

internal locus of control, also indicated above; manageability as in a sense of coherence 

(Antonovsky, 1979); and mastery, as in the work of Jahoda (as cited in Compton, 2005) and 

Ryff (1995). 

While personal control refers to the extent to which an individual has a sense of control 

over the outcome of a current perceived stressful situation, self-determination or autonomy 

refers to an individual’s sense that one’s actions and decisions are freely chosen and 

expressive of one’s true self (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  

It seems that the degree to which individuals exercise self-control over behaviour and 

emotions during stressful situations are influenced by internalised beliefs about the 

individual’s ability to exercise self-control. To be in control of your life or to be able to 

change aspects of your life implies regulating and directing specific actions in order to obtain 

self-defined goals or outcomes (Baumgardner & Crothers, 2010). The ability that one has to 

change by controlling and regulating feelings, thoughts, emotions and actions to achieve 

personally significant outcomes and enhance well-being, is known as self-regulation. Self-

control and self-regulation both involve the personal ability an individual has that enables 

him or her to achieve desired future goals (Baumgardner & Crothers, 2010).  

Compton (2005) defines mastery as a successful adaptation to situational demands and 

expectations. To experience mastery, a person must feel that a situation can be controlled or 

changed and that he or she has the skills and ability to influence the situation (Full Frame 
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Initiative, FFI, 2013). Environmental mastery was deemed by both Johoda (as cited in 

Compton, 2005) and Ryff (1995) as essential for mental health and seen as a sense of 

competence and the ability to choose and influence situations and environments that are 

conducive to meet personal goals. An individual who feels little or no control over, or ability 

to change his or her life or situation, will likely have difficulty accomplishing goals and be 

facing challenges in various areas including relationships and work environment (FFI, 2013). 

Mastery can be seen as a motivator for perseverance and personal change.  

Manageability is defined as “the extent to which an individual perceives that the 

resources at one’s disposal are adequate to meet the demands posed by the various stimuli 

that bombard one” (Antonovsky, 1984, p. 118). Resources at their disposal may refer to 

resources under the individual’s (teacher’s) own control or resources offered by others, such 

as friends, family, colleagues, local education department, or anyone upon whom the teacher 

can count and trust. A teacher with a perceived sense of manageability will not feel that their 

life is out of control; instead he or she will, by their resources or with the support of 

legitimate others, feel that they are able to cope (Antonovsky, 1984).  

A surprising element of perceived control is that some individuals seem able to 

maintain a degree of control even within circumstances that seem to leave little opportunity to 

achieve desired outcomes. Having a sense of control has adaptive effects and is associated 

with emotional well-being, reduced impact of stressors and increased the ability to cope with 

daily stress (Greenaway, Haslam, Cruwys, Branscombe, & Ysseldyk, 2015; Thompson & 

Schlehofer, 2008; Thompson & Spacapan, 1991).  

A sense of perceived control is a valuable asset as it motivates individuals to take action 

and avoid stressful situations; it also encourages problem-solving and focuses attention to 

solutions; hence, preparing the individual for future successes (Thompson, 2011). A 

perceived lack of control can result in the development of anxiety disorders (Hogendoorn et 

al., 2014) and according to Thompson and Schlehofer (2008), individuals presenting low 

personal control are more likely to choose a passive approach, tending to develop the need to 

want others to act on behalf of them. 

The personal control construct has been mostly researched and applied in the field of 

health psychology, especially regarding coping with health threats and adapting to a broad 

range of health problems (McAllister, Wood, Dunn, Shiloh & Todd, 2012). The role of PPC 

in the stress-illness/ wellness relationship has also been investigated with findings that feeling 
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in control can reduce the experience of stress during difficult times (Taylor, 2011) and that 

perceived personal control over stressful events is associated with emotional well-being, 

effective coping, behaviour change towards good health and a salutary lifestyle (Little, 

Snyder, & Wehmeyer, 2006). The lack of research in other fields, however, has prompted 

Thompson (2008) to call for research focusing on the practical, effective ways to enhance 

personal control in a variety of settings, such as schools, worksites and communities, 

according to the tenets of positive psychology.  

In this study, PPC will be conceptualised and measured along the lines of Averill’s 

(1973) and Bryant’s (1989) models that have both been operationalised. Furthermore, in line 

with the arguments of Skinner and Zimmer-Gembeck (2011) about the powerful influence of 

a sense of perceived personal control on primary coping of individuals, but also on other 

variables in the stress-health and well-being relationship, this study will investigate the 

relationship of PPC with stress, coping and psychosocial well-being, the latter being 

discussed below. 

Psychosocial Well-being 

The teaching environment presents many social and emotional challenges that can have an 

impact on the overall well-being of teachers. Well-being entails physical, cognitive, 

emotional, social and spiritual wellness dimensions, which can be viewed as a broad state of 

positive health (Diener & Lucas, 1999). Furthermore, well-being is regarded as a dynamic 

process that includes all that is positive, desirable and good for a person, namely a 

meaningful social role, being happy and hopeful, living according to good values, effective 

coping, positive social relationships and support, and security (Diener & Lucas, 1999; 

Peterson, 2006). Psychological well-being, however, implies a comprehensive and more 

detailed concept of well-being (Linley & Joseph, 2004) and refers to how an individual 

engages with life and its various challenges (Keyes, Shmotkin, & Ryff, 2002), personal 

growth (Linley & Joseph, 2004) and the use of personal strengths and capabilities (Wissing & 

Van Eeden, 2002). The source of psychological well-being is intrinsic and personal (Linley & 

Joseph, 2004).  

According to the Anderson and Mendenhall (2005) and Koen, Van Eeden, and 

Rothmann (2013) the term psychosocial refers to the integrated experience or connection 

between people’s psychological aspects (thoughts, emotions and behaviour) and social 

experiences (relationships, traditions, culture). The term psychosocial, therefore, implies a 
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situation in which the person’s psychological and social factors interact (Reber & Reber, 

2001) and, thus, psychosocial well-being focusses on the location of psychological well-

being, accentuating the “context of the individual within community and culture, rather than 

the individual in isolation” (Linley & Joseph, 2004, p.721). Seifert (2005) and Baumgardner 

and Crothers (2010) refer to psychosocial well-being as a dynamic concept that includes the 

individual’s psychological, social and emotional dimensions together with health-related 

behaviour. The World Health Organization (2004) conceptualised psychosocial well-being as 

a state of well-being in which the individual recognises his or her abilities that enable him or 

her to cope with daily stressors, without influencing work efficiency and allowing him or her 

to contribute towards the community.  

Based on the Keyes’ (2005) model of complete mental health, with features of 

subjective well-being (Diener, 2000) integrated with the markers of high psychological well-

being, as indicated by Ryff (1989) and with Keyes’ (2002) concepts of social well-being, 

Baumgardner and Crothers (2010) describe psychosocial well-being as a global combination 

of emotional, psychological and social well-being. Keyes’ (2004, 2005 & 2007) model of 

optimal mental health indicates that emotional well-being, psychological well-being and 

social well-being contribute in equal measures to the mental health of an individual and 

Keyes (1998, 2002, 2005), defines mental health as the presence of sufficient levels of 

emotional, psychological and social well-being and the absence of psychopathology. The 

Keyes model could also be seen as a model of psychosocial well-being, in which emotional 

well-being comprises individual happiness or subjective wellness, life satisfaction and mostly 

positive emotions. Psychological well-being includes features of well-being identified by 

Ryff (1989) as self-acceptance, personal growth, purpose in life, autonomy, positive relations 

with others and environmental mastery and social well-being involves social acceptance, 

social actualisation, social contribution, social coherence and social integration, as proposed 

by Keyes and Lopez (2002). The Keyes model of complete mental health is considered as the 

most inclusive, comprehensive and multi-faceted framework for understanding psychosocial 

well-being (Keyes, 2002, 2013; Keyes, Wissing, Potgieter, Temane, Kruger, & Van Rooy, 

2008). Within this model, Keyes refers to the positive end of the well-being spectrum as 

positive mental health or flourishing and the negative pole of the continuum as low mental 

health or languishing (Joshanloo, Wissing, Khumalo, & Lamers, 2013). Positive mental 

health is conceptualised by a combination of hedonic or pleasure related (emotional well-

being) and eudaimonic- or actualisation-related (social and psychological well-being) 
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dimensions (Kok, 2013). Mental illness and well-being are not the opposite ends of a single 

continuum, but fit into the two-continuum multilateral model of well-being as developed by 

Keyes (2009, 2011, 2013), in which emotional well-being indicates states of positive feeling; 

whereas, psychological and social well-being, in turn, indicate positive functioning.  

This model of positive mental health has been applied by both Keyes (2005) and 

Rothmann (2013) in the workplace, where better work-related outcomes were found among 

those who were flourishing. Positive mental health is therefore associated with better general 

and work functioning, with those individuals who are flourishing reporting lower absenteeism 

from work, high morale, job satisfaction, engagement and other indicators (Keyes, 2002). 

However, the stress and high work demands experienced by teachers have been found to 

impact negatively on their psychosocial well-being (Kittel & Leynen, 2003).  

In this study, psychosocial well-being is conceptualised as the manifestation of 

emotional, psychological and social well-being using the Keyes model (2009, 2011), as well 

as the Rothmann (2013) adapted version of the Keyes model, namely flourishing at work. 

The relationships between psychosocial well-being, stress, perceived sense of control and 

coping strategies were investigated. As mentioned before and in line with the work of Keyes 

(2009), Litt et al. (2011) and Skinner et al. (2011), psychosocial well-being of teachers was 

assessed on two occasions (with the other variables) to examine its variability over time. 

Intention to Leave the Teaching Profession 

South Africa is currently experiencing an alarming situation where teachers are resigning 

from the profession in droves (Marais, 2016). In 2014, about 14 000 teachers resigned, of 

which nearly 4 600 teachers resigned from teaching in November 2014 (Nkosi, 2015). 

Approximately 410 000 South African teachers are employed by the Department of Basic 

Education, placed across nine provinces that are responsible for educating more than 12.9 

million learners (Mhlanga & Maarten, 2018).  

The unstable nature of the South African teaching profession demands from teachers to 

cope effectively and adequately with ongoing changes, demands and challenges, causing 

them to experience continuous pressure and stress (Jackson & Rothmann, 2005). 

Uncertainties experienced, an inability to effectively cope and adapt to changes and 

challenges, together with ongoing transformation and transition within the South African 

education system, can contribute to unproductive outcomes and may have detrimental 
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consequences on teaching and learning and for teachers themselves (Chan, 2006; Steyn & 

Kamper, 2006).  

In a work context, such as the one for teachers depicted above, one can expect that 

apart from teachers that have left the teaching profession, many have an intention to leave. 

Intention to leave refers to a teacher’s conscious and intentional frame of mind to part ways 

with the educational institution where they are employed (Tett & Meyer, 1993). Kahumuza 

and Schlechter (2008) viewed intention to leave as the strength of an employee’s viewpoint 

that he or she no longer wants to work for his or her organisation. Park and Kim (2009) added 

that intention to leave the profession is considered as the final cognitive decision making 

process, whereby employees/teachers actively search for alternative employment 

opportunities. 

Although a teacher’s intention to leave may not translate into actual behaviour, 

intention to leave a profession is regarded as an antecedent to actual career change (Griffeth, 

Hom, & Gaertner, 2000). According to Darling-Hammond (2010), teachers typically leave a 

school for two main reasons: to leave the profession (attrition) or to leave one school for 

another (migration within the profession). Work stress was found to be one of the clearest 

predictors of teacher attrition (Borman & Dowling, 2008; Brownell, Smith, McNellis, & 

Miller, 1997). Teachers’ stress and the great number of teachers exiting from the educational 

context are alarming, threatening quality education and subsequent student performance 

(Steinhardt, Smith Jaggars, Faulk, & Gloria, 2011).  

Research Question and Objectives  

Based on the above exposition of the literature about teacher stress in the South African 

teaching context, as well as positive psychological variables, such as perceived personal 

control, adaptive coping strategies and psychosocial well-being that may have a salutary 

influence on teachers’ stress levels, the research questions that came to mind was: Would 

there be beneficial or any other relationships between teachers’ perceived stress levels, their 

coping strategies, their perceived sense of personal control, psychosocial well-being and their 

flourishing at work? Would their levels of stress, coping strategy, perceived personal control, 

psychosocial well-being and flourishing at work show significant variations after an interval 

of four months and would the variables mentioned predict teachers’ intention to leave the 

profession? 
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Research objectives were to: 

 Study the existing research findings in literature pertaining to the stated variables; 

 Determine by means of structural equation modelling the statistical relationships 

between the stated variables at two occasions, four months apart; 

 Determine direct and indirect effects between the variables; 

 Identify latent profile (LPA) groups in participants for perceived stress and perceived 

personal control; 

 Determine whether profile memberships could be depicted by or correlate with 

participants’ performance on the other variables used in the study; 

 Investigate whether variables used in this study would influence the intention to leave 

the profession. 

 Determine whether a four months’ time interval had an effect on participants’ scores 

on the variables measured. 

The research design and methods will be explicated next. 

Research Methodology 

Research methodology is concerned with how the research design is implemented and how 

the research is carried out. The methodology specifies when and how often to collect data; 

construction of data collection measures; identification of the sample or test population; 

choice of strategy; selection of statistical tools; and presentation of findings (Creswell, 2009; 

Y520, nd). In this study, a literature review as well as empirical research were conducted. 

Literature study 

The literature study will conceptualise the following concepts, their antecedents, 

consequences and possible relationships: stress, coping and coping strategies, perceived 

personal control, flourishing at work, psychosocial well-being and intention to leave. 

Empirical study 

The research design, methodology and procedures of this quantitative study, will be described 

below. 

Research design 

The research design was a pre-experimental research design with a combination of cross 

sectional and time series one group designs, which means that a cross sectional survey was 
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done with the same group of participants on two occasions, with an interval of four months, 

after which the same variables were measured. The research methods were primarily 

quantitative in nature.  

Characteristics of the research design components 

Pre-experimental research is used when there are variables that cannot be ethically or 

practically manipulated, including categorical variables, such as gender, ethnicity, personality 

and quantitative variables, such as age, intelligence and individual traits (Y520, nd). Pre-

experimental research lacks the manipulation of an independent variable and cannot be used 

as the basis for cause and effect relationships (Thyer, 2012). The researcher investigates 

conditions that naturally occur or that have already occurred. This enables the researcher to 

study how variables are related (Y520, nd). 

A cross-sectional research design is of value to researchers for exploratory research 

purposes. Cross-sectional research designs cannot ensure the equivalence of groups as it 

involves intact and existing groups and not the random selection of subjects and/or 

assignments to groups (Y520, nd). The advantages surrounding this type of research design 

includes the collection of data on variables, attitudes and behaviours. It enables the researcher 

to gather data from a large number of participants. A cross-sectional research design, 

however, is static, time bound and it is difficult to rule out rival hypotheses (Y520, nd).  

The one group pre- and post-test research designs are longitudinal designs where data are 

repeatedly collected from the same group of participants over a period of time (Thyer, 2012; 

Y520, nd). The researcher is able to measure changes in variables that occur between the pre- 

and post-test. The changes that possibly might occur can be due to history, maturation, 

instrument decay, data collection characteristics and/or bias, testing, statistical regression, 

attitude of participants and problems with implementation (Y520, nd). In this study, the 

measurement of variables with the same group was done twice, four months apart.  

A time series research design involves the collection of data on the same variables at regular 

intervals (weekly, monthly, etc.) (Y520, nd). This design is especially useful for the 

establishment of a baseline measure that is able to describe the changes that occur over time. 

This design will allow the researcher to keep track of specific tendencies and estimate future 

short terms trends. Data are mostly presented in the form of graphs or charts where the 

horizontal (x) axis is divided into time interval, whilst the vertical (y) axis indicates the 

dependent variable values (Y520, nd). The advantages of a time series research design 
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include easy data collection of which the results are easily interpreted and presented (Thyer, 

2012; Y520, nd). The disadvantages of time series research designs are the possibility of 

change with regard to the method of data collection (Thyer, 2012; Y520, nd). It is also more 

difficult to indicate multiple variables at a time and is dependent on qualitative research to 

explain fluctuation. This design assumes that present tendencies will continue unchanged. 

Participants in and procedure of the study 

For the purpose of this study, approximately 200 teachers from eight schools that included 

primary, secondary and special education schools, under jurisdiction of the Gauteng 

Department of Education in the Vereeniging, Sedibeng East District in the Gauteng province, 

South Africa, were approached for voluntary and partially anonymous participation in the 

study. Further inclusion criteria were that the teachers gave written consent, mark the 

questionnaires with the last four digits of their cell phone number for questionnaire 

identification purposes and were language proficient in English to answer the questions posed 

in the questionnaires. 

After receipt of the Gauteng Department of Education’s permission to conduct the 

research, the principal of each school, together with the School Governing Body, were 

approached through letters and personal contact, requesting their permission to conduct the 

study in their schools. After receipt thereof, the researcher, together with a research assistant, 

visited the schools at a convenient time, as agreed with the principal, to meet the teachers and 

to give them clear information about the nature of the research and their rights as participants 

therein. Consent letters that clearly described the nature of the research were made available 

and interested teachers could sign these within four days and return them to the research 

assistant at an agreed-upon time and place. Thereafter, booklets with the questionnaires to be 

completed were given to consenting participants and after two weeks, the questionnaire 

booklet was collected by the researcher. Teachers who participated in the research were 

provided with the researcher’s contact details where she was available to assist them in any 

way possible. Where practically possible and teachers at a school could be assembled in a 

group, the researcher could personally administer the questionnaires. In the initial meeting 

and the original consent letters, the necessity of doing a second measurement in four months’ 

time was stated and teachers’ consent obtained for such a follow up assessment. 
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Data collection 

Each participant (teacher) received a booklet in English, containing a biographical 

questionnaire and the following validated self-report questionnaires: 

A biographic questionnaire (BQ) developed by the researcher to obtain information about the 

teachers’ gender, years of teaching experience, educational background, grades and subjects 

taught and the type of school where they are presently teaching. 

The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) of Cohen and Williamson (1988) to determine the 

educators’ experience of stress associated with teaching. The PSS is a widely used 

psychological instrument for measuring the perception of stress. It is a ten-item measure of 

the degree to which situations in one’s life are appraised as stressful. Items were designed to 

tap into how unpredictable, uncontrollable and overloaded respondents find their lives 

(Cohen & Williamson, 1988). The scale also includes a number of questions about current 

levels of experienced stress. The questions in the PSS ask about feelings and thoughts during 

the last month and in each case, respondents are asked how often they felt in a certain way 

(Cohen & Williamson, 1988). Participants respond by making use of a five-point Likert scale 

ranging from 0=never to 4=very often. Higher scores indicate more perceived stress. 

Evidence for validity shows that higher PSS scores are associated with greater vulnerability 

to stressful life-event elicited depressive symptoms (Cohen & Williamson, 1988). The 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the PSSs internal reliability is .75 (Cohen, Kamarck, & 

Mermelstein, 1983). The PSS has been used in a South African study by Hamad, Fernald, 

Karlan and Zinman (2009), with findings that adults in South Africa demonstrate rates of 

perceived stress at or above levels elsewhere in the developing world. Scores range from 0 to 

40 and the test had a Cronbach’s alpha of .72 (Hamad et al., 2009, p.8). The rationale for 

using the perceived stress scale was to determine the teachers’ global perceptions of 

perceived stress and although it can be generalised to any situation that the participant might 

have encountered, teachers were requested to focus on their job-related experiences over a 

period of about one month.  

The Perceived Personal Control (PPC) questionnaire of Berkenstadt, Shiloh, Barkai, Bat-

Miriam-Katzelson and Goldman (1999) developed for the measurement of an individual’s 

sense of perceived personal control. Based on the work of Averill (1973), Taylor (1983) and 

Thompson et al. (1993), three separate control dimensions were distinguished and 

incorporated in the questionnaire, namely behavioural control (the availability of an 
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influential response), cognitive control, (the processing of information to make a potentially 

threatening situation less stressful) and decisional control (the opportunity to choose among 

various courses of action) (Smets, Pieterse, Aalfs, Ausems, & Van Dulmen, 2006). The PPC 

asks respondents to indicate their subjective perception of how much control they believe to 

have over a problem using nine items with a three-point response scale (0=do not agree, 

1=somewhat agree, 2=completely agree). A total score is calculated by adding the item scores 

(ranging from 0-2) divided by the total number of items. Higher scores indicate a 

respondents’ greater sense of perceived personal control. Measuring the effect and/or 

influence of perceived personal control on the outcome of genetic counselling, Berkenstadt et 

al. (1999) found, that the reliability of the scale was good before counselling, where the 

Cronbach’s alpha of the total scale was .83 and also after counselling where it was .86, thus 

validating the structure of the PPC concept. Smets et al. (2006) aimed to assess the 

psychometric properties of the PPC further. Data were used from two samples and 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient ranging from .79 to .81were reported. McAllister, Wood, Dunn, 

Shiloh and Todd (2012) validated the PPC in an UK population and found internal 

consistency of .83, good convergent validity and sensitivity to change of the scale. This scale 

has not been used in South African research.  

The Brief COPE inventory (Carver, 1997) is a self-report questionnaire used to determine and 

assess a broad range of coping responses of educators’ when dealing with perceived daily 

stress. The Brief COPE inventory consists of 28 items measuring 14 theoretically identified 

coping responses, with two items each that deal with ways people use to cope with the stress 

they are experiencing in their lives. The items measure the extent to which the participant 

uses a specific coping strategy (active coping, planning, positive reframing, acceptance, 

humour, religion, using emotional support, using instrumental support, self-distraction, 

denial, venting, substance use, behavioural disengagement, and self-blame) as well as how 

much or how frequently they engage in the specific coping strategy on a four-point Likert 

scale (1 = not at all; 4 = very much). The Brief COPE scale can be sub-divided into three 

main scales, namely positive reframing, venting and self-distraction (Carver, 1997). Despite 

the fact that the scales have only two items each, their reliability all meet or exceed the value 

of .70, regarded as minimally acceptable. In a study by Louw and Viviers (2010), the Brief 

COPE inventory was used in South Africa to explore the factors that enable police officers to 

cope more effectively with emotional stress. It was found that the Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficients for reliability in this study were between .86 and .92. The rationale for using this 
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scale is its psychometric quality and conciseness. The Brief COPE scale can be used to assess 

teachers’ responses known to be adaptive or less so in coping, by means of measuring for 

example problem solving, positive reframing and the use of instrumental or social support, 

denial, etc. 

Mental Health Continuum – Short Form for adults (MHC-SF) (Keyes, 2007; 2011; 2013). 

The (MHC-SF) is based on the original 39-item LF and both were developed with the 

specific purpose of measuring emotional, social and psychological well-being in the upper 

range of the mental health continuum (Keyes, 2011; 2013). The MHC-SF is a 14-item self-

report measure of positive mental health, which places individuals’ level of well-being along 

a continuum from languishing to flourishing. The three subscales, emotional well-being 

(three items), psychological well-being (six items) and social well-being (five items) 

constitute a multilateral model of well-being. Emotional well-being (EWB) is defined in 

terms of an individual’s subjective well-being, including satisfaction with life, positive and 

negative affect. The level of self-acceptance, personal growth, purpose in life, positive 

relations with others, environmental mastery and autonomy experienced by an individual is 

included in the psychological well-being (PWB) subscale. Social well-being (SWB) measure 

issues related to social integration, social contribution, social coherence, social actualisation 

and social acceptance. The frequency of emotional, psychological and social well-being 

during the previous month is rated on a six-point Likert scale (0=never and 5=every day). 

The MHC-SF has produced good internal consistency coefficients of more than .80 and high 

discriminant validity (Keyes, 2005, 2006; Keyes et al., 2008). Keyes et al. (2008) found an 

internal reliability score of .74 for the total MHC-SF in a validation study done with 

Setswana-speaking South Africans, whilst a study conducted by Koen (2010) with 

professional nurses found an internal reliability score with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of 

.83. Wissing et al. (2008) reports Cronbach alphas of .75 to .90 for the MHC-SF in four 

different South African samples. The MHC-SF has shown excellent internal consistency (> 

.80) and discriminant validity in adults South Africa (Keyes, 2006). The three-factor structure 

of the MHC- SF; emotional, psychological and social well-being has been confirmed in 

representative samples in South Africa (Keyes et al., 2008). 

The Flourishing at Work Scale – Short Form (FAWS-SF) (Rautenbach & Rothmann, 2015), 

is a 21-item scale based on the original 39 item scale of the authors and measures expressions 

of emotional, psychological and social well-being at work. Respondents indicate the 

frequency with which they experienced specific aspects of the three dimensions of well-being 
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during the past month, on a six-point-scale ranging from 1=never to 6=every day. Such a 

response scale allows for the categorisation of levels of well-being corresponding to the three 

classes used by Keyes (2009, 2011) to assess positive mental health. To flourish, a person 

must experience every day/ almost every day, at least one of the three aspects of emotional 

well-being and at least eight of the 14 aspects of positive functioning or psychosocial well-

being. Languishing would be indicated by never /once or twice, experiencing the well-being 

features and moderate work well-being would mean neither flourishing nor languishing. 

Rautenbach and Rothmann (2015) reported internal consistencies of .82 to .90, indicating 

acceptable reliability of the FAWS-SF. The FAWS-SF was used with N=779 participants in 

an alcoholic beverage company in South Africa. The reason for including the FAWS-SF in 

this study is the fact that it investigates the psychosocial well-being of teachers in specifically 

their work context, whereas the other scales report on the variables measured more within an 

individual context. The FAWS-SF was also developed and validated in and for a South 

African work context. 

The Workplace Evaluation Questionnaire (WEQ) is a slightly adapted version of the 

Turnover Intention Scale (TIS) of Sjöberg and Sverke (2000). This scale has three items that 

measure the intention to leave a current occupation. The authors reported a Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficient of .83 and the TIS was used by Diedericks (2012) in South African research with 

participants from the technology industry. The purpose for including the WEQ is in line with 

the findings of Naidoo et al. (2013) and Van Dick and Wagner (2001) about the high levels of 

intention to leave the profession by teachers in South Africa. 

The PSS, COPE and TIS/WEQ are available for research in the public domain and the 

MHC-SF is, by agreement with its author, available for research in South Africa. For the PPC 

and FAWS-SF, permission for use was obtained from the authors. 

Data analysis 

Two hundred and thirty-six questionnaire booklets were handed out and N=209 could be used 

for analysis due to errors and incompleteness of the others. Data from the questionnaires were 

captured in SPSS 25.0 by the researcher. Following this, the data set was screened for errors 

and outliers following the procedure outlined in Field (2005). Once this process was 

completed, descriptive statistics, such as the means, mode, variance, standard deviation, 

range, skewness and kurtosis were calculated for all items, scales and subscales. 
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Statistical analysis was conducted with SPSS 25.0 (IBM Inc., 2018) and Mplus 8.3 

(Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2019). Point estimates of scale reliability (rather than alpha 

coefficients) were computed through confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) (see Raykov, 2009). 

Cut-off values for scale reliability of .70 (Raykov, 2009) were used and Pearson correlations 

were employed to determine correlations among the variables. Statistical significance was 

established at 99 percent (p ≤ .01) and practical significance was established at .30 with a 

medium effect and .50 with a large effect (Cohen, 1988). 

The data were analysed by performing latent profile analysis (LPA). The Lo-Mendell-

Rubin likelihood ratio test (LMR) (Lo, Mendell, & Rubin, 2001) and the significant bootstrap 

likelihood ratio test (BLRT) were used for assessing the statistical fit of two models that 

differed by one class and provided a p-value indicating the best-fitting model. The lower 

sample size-adjusted Bayesian information criterion (BIC) was also employed, as it is a good 

indicator of the best model fit (Nylund, Asparouhov, & Muthén, 2007). Lastly, entropy was 

used to provide an index of model classification quality. Values greater than .80 indicated 

adequate classification quality and values closer to 1.0 indicated better classification quality 

(Jung & Wickrama, 2008). 

Ethical Principles for the Study 

To ensure that this study was conducted in an ethical manner, international ethical principles, 

such as those stated in the Helsinki declaration (Burns & Grove, 2005) were used. These 

principles acted as guidelines ensuring that the rights of participants were protected at all 

times, namely confidentiality and anonymity where possible, respect for the dignity of 

persons and non-maleficence (Terre Blanche, Durrheim & Painter, 2006). Research 

participants were treated with respect, fairness and equity during all stages and caution was 

taken to ensure that no harm befalls research participants as a direct or indirect consequence 

of the research. Should any person involved, experience emotional discomfort due to the 

nature of items posed in the questionnaires, a single session of counselling, free of charge, 

was arranged with a professional who had agreed to render such a service.  

No discrimination based on race, gender or background took place. It was required of 

participants to give voluntary written consent prior to participation in the study for the data 

obtained from them on the two occasions. They were clearly informed about the nature of the 

research and their rights as participants. All such rights were be upheld in this research, 

including their right to withdraw at any stage. The participants were informed that all the 
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information they provide would be treated with utmost confidentiality and that the 

information would only be used strictly for research purposes. All information obtained for 

the purpose of this research project and shared with third parties, will be done with aggregate 

results in which no individual can be identified. However, since two sets of data were 

obtained from them, they were requested, to mark the questionnaires with the last four digits 

of their cell phone number, by which their sets of questionnaires could be matched.  

The participants were not paid for participating in the research. Feedback on their 

individual was provided to those who requested so from the researcher by e-mailing her in 

this regard. 

The Humanities and Health Research Ethics Committee (HHREC) of the North-West 

University (NWU-HS-2017-0026) granted ethical approval for the study. All criteria required 

for ethics research as set out by the HHREC and other ethics policies and guidelines, were 

strictly adhered to in this study.  

In addition to the guidelines stated above, this research was conducted under the 

supervision of two qualified promoters. 

Proposed Structure of the Thesis 

Chapter 1: Literature and methodological framework of the study. 

Chapter 2 (Manuscript 1): Perceived stress and coping of teachers: A latent profile analysis 

Chapter 3 (Manuscript 2): Teachers’ perceived stress, coping strategies, mental health at 

work and the intention to leave the profession. 

Chapter 4 (Manuscript 3): Teachers’ perceived stress, mental health, perceived personal 

control: the effects thereof on flourishing at work. 

Chapter 5: Conclusions, limitations and recommendations.  
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Abstract 

The aims of this study were to identify occupational stress profiles from the perceived stress 

responses of teachers, using a person-centred approach and to determine the relations 

between their stress profiles and coping strategies. A convenience sample of teachers 

(n = 209) in the Sedibeng East District in South Africa participated in a survey. The 

Perceived Stress Scale and Brief COPE inventory were administered. Four latent profiles for 

teachers were found, namely stress resisters, manage stress, overloaded and highly stressed. 

Teachers identified as stress resisters and manage stress scored significantly lower on two 

coping strategies, namely denial and disengagement, and self-blame, than those who showed 

stress-overloaded and highly stressed profiles. No statistically significant differences were 

found between the active coping and social support seeking coping strategies of the four 

stress profiles. 

 

 

  



49 

 

Stress is a part of our daily lives that can be considered a modern-day societal dilemma due to 

its often debilitating nature and this seems particularly true in the teaching profession 

(Chaaban & Du, 2017). Stress occurs when perceived demands on individuals exceed their 

knowledge, skills and capability levels to handle the impact of such demands (Folkman, 

2011; Lazarus, 1990). According to Folkman and Moskowitz (2000), stress is regarded as a 

mostly negative process that could bring about depression, anxiety and psychosocial 

problems, albeit that Lazarus (1974) initially stated that stress was an inevitable aspect of life 

and was crucial in the development of strengths needed by individuals to survive, cope and 

flourish (Lyubomirsky, 2011). Teachers would thus be expected to respond differently to 

their perceived stress, ranging from viewing stress as a challenge to viewing it as adversity 

and would also employ different coping strategies. Such varied teacher profiles or groups 

were the focus of this research. 

The Stress Concept 

Various conceptualisations of stress exist in the literature. Moorhead and Griffin (2004) 

describe stress as an adaptive response to a stimulus or stressor that places psychological or 

physical demands on the individual. Robbins (2005) views stress as a dynamic condition 

where an individual is challenged with an opportunity, constraint, or demand related to 

expected consequences and for which these consequences are uncertain, indefinite and 

important. Baqutayan (2015) describes stress as events or situations that cause people to feel 

tension, pressure, or negative emotions or as the reaction to these situations. As far as work-

related stress is concerned, Moss (2008) perceives work stress as any objective condition or 

change in the work environment that is appraised as potentially harmful, threatening, 

challenging, or frustrating, or any set of circumstances related to work that requires a change 

in the individual’s ongoing life pattern.  

Based on the stress process approach of Lazarus (1993, 2006), four distinct elements or 

dimensions can be identified: the first dimension is individual-environment interaction, where 

the stress process is initiated by the relations of an individual with the environment. The 

second dimension is a mental evaluation that occurs when the individual can separate the 

positive, good, non-threatening appraisals from the negative, unpleasant and threatening. The 

third dimension is effective stress relieving coping. The last dimension considers the 

influence or effects of stress on the individual. It would thus appear that the dynamics of the 

stress phenomenon are multiple and that its effects are felt by the individual at both the 

physiological and psychological levels in a given situation.  
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Work-related stress, the focus of this study, interferes with psychosocial well-being at 

work, resulting in a decline in work performance. For example, highly stressed teachers who 

are not coping well are often unable to efficiently guide, educate and support learners and the 

effect of this can be seen in undesirable academic and behavioural outcomes of learners 

(Ferguson, Mang, & Frost, 2017). Ferguson et al. found that teacher stress, further discussed 

below, was a combination of negative emotions such as anxiety, tension, anger and 

frustration in a stressful environment, which could influence their optimal functioning 

detrimentally at both psychological and physical levels.  

Teachers’ perceived stress  

Teaching is a popular career choice, yet evidence has shown that teachers experience higher 

rates of stress in comparison to most other occupations (Lomas, Medina, Ivtzan, Rupprecht, 

& Eiroa-Orosa, 2017; Schonfeld, Bianchi, & Luehring-Jones, 2017). Studies conducted 

worldwide have revealed that the teaching profession is becoming increasingly challenging 

and demanding, affecting teachers’ psychosocial well-being. Teachers are experiencing role 

intensification and the associated stress has an undesirable impact on the personal lives of 

most teachers and on their ability to meet the needs of learners (Ferguson et al., 2017).  

Teaching is a multidimensional profession comprised of a multitude of challenging 

situations (Chaaban & Du, 2017; Mansfield, Beltman, Broadley & Weatherby-Fell, 2016). 

Unanticipated events or daily routine practices might challenge teachers. Kyriacou (2001) 

found that teacher stress stemmed from reactions such as anger, tension, anxiety, frustration 

and depression while performing a teaching task in a stressful environment. Such 

experiences, as stated before, may negatively influence their psychological and physical 

levels of functioning and may manifest in teachers experiencing emotional problems that, in 

turn, influence their ability to create and ensure an effective and safe learning environment in 

a typical class situation (Richards, Levesque-Bristol, Templin, & Graber, 2016; Cancio et al., 

2018; Eaton, Anthony, Mandel, & Garrison, 1990; Henry, Bastian, & Fortner, 2011; Herman, 

Hickman-Rosa, & Reinke, 2018; Montgomery & Rupp, 2005; Wentzel, 2010).  

In the constantly changing educational environment, South African teachers are 

expected to manage various challenges and cope effectively with stressors stemming from the 

profession, often resulting in poor learner performance, lack of commitment and motivation 

and poor and substandard teaching quality (Parray, Kumar, & Awasthi, 2016). The 

seriousness of the situation was indicated in the local press (Marais, 2016) where it was 
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reported that 5 000 South African teachers had resigned in 2015 and that close to 30 000 

teachers had left the profession since 2011. This is alarming and is triggering a strong interest 

among researchers in this field of study, while also giving rise to increased recognition of the 

relationship between mental and physical health and work-related stress (Steyn & Kamper, 

2006; Williams & Gersch, 2004). 

Teachers are not a homogenous group, but are individuals with unique combinations of 

characteristics and experiences in their teaching roles. As stated by Greenberg and Baron 

(2003), they would differ in their experiences of and responses to stress, as well as in their 

actions to cope with stress. This could mean that types of teachers may exist regarding the 

perceived stress that they experience and that, among teachers, a typology or classification 

into abstract categories called subtypes could be identified (Van der Vaart, De Witte, Van den 

Broeck, & Rothmann, 2018). This study, therefore, aimed at investigating whether different 

types (profiles) of teachers could be identified, based on their reported perceived stress in the 

work context and whether such profile membership could be predicted by their coping 

strategies. 

Coping and Coping Strategies 

Different stress appraisals lead to different coping responses (Ntoumanis, Edmunds, & Duda, 

2009). Herman, Hickman-Rosa and Reinke (2018) state that coping is linked to the stress 

experience, but has the potential for individual adaptation. Coping entails the various 

behaviours of individuals to handle and reduce their stress and Lazarus (1993) classically 

describes coping as the cognitive and behavioural efforts employed by an individual to deal 

with the demands that are created by the stressful person-environment transaction. 

Correspondingly, Tran (2016) views coping as responses used by an individual to deal with 

daily problems. These responses are used in order to restore balance by solving the problem, 

minimising the problem, being more adaptable towards it, or attempting to avoid it.  

Coping theory proposes that two main types of coping strategies that include thoughts 

and actions are used by individuals to manage stressful situations (Folkman, 2011; Lam, 

Alvarado, & Lee, 2014; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Zambianchi & Bitti, 2014). First, 

problem-focused coping deals with the perceived stressor in order to manage and modify the 

actual problem, using strategies such as planning, active coping and suppressing competing 

activities (Lam et al., 2014; Mayordomo-Rodrígues, Meléndez-Moral, Viguer-Sengui, & 

Sales-Galan, 2015). Secondly, emotion-focused coping attempts to decrease the duress 
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caused by the stressor and involves strategies such as seeking emotional support, acceptance, 

denial and positive reinterpretation (Lam et al., 2014).  

According to Mayordomo-Rodrígues et al. (2015), problem- and emotion-focused 

coping can facilitate each other, although, individuals use both coping strategies when 

needed, problem-focused coping strategies are mostly employed and are more often 

associated with favourable adjustments and success in dealing with stressors (Passer et al., 

2009). Lazarus and Folkman (1984) explain that some coping strategies are not inherently 

better than others; it is merely a fact that effective coping calls for a fit between situational 

appraisals and the choice of coping responses.  

Relating to what was said above about stress variability, Ntoumanis, Edmunds and 

Duda (2009) see coping as a dynamic process with substantial intra-individual and 

interpersonal variability, where individuals use different coping strategies at different phases 

of the same stressful encounter or from one stressful encounter to another. Coping strategies 

that are effective for one individual may not be effective for another, even if they are faced 

with the same specific stressors. Akbari and Eghtsadi (2017), for example, found that coping 

strategies had a significant influence on teachers’ stress management and that by adopting 

appropriate coping strategies, they could reduce the negative consequences of stress 

experienced daily. 

Coping with educator stress 

The unstable nature of the South African teaching profession requires teachers to cope 

effectively and adequately with ongoing changes, demands and challenges (Jackson & 

Rothmann, 2005). Various factors that contribute to the stress teachers must cope with 

include overcrowding of classrooms due to a lack of qualified and experienced teachers, 

student misbehaviour, low self-motivation among learners and time constraints. These 

stressors can either motivate the teacher to cope effectively or result in discouragement, 

negativity, a sense of hopelessness, or even burnout (Jackson, 2004). 

Teachers experience stress when the demands of the teaching environment exceed their 

ability to cope with these demands (Nasser, 2015) and those teachers who struggle to cope 

with educational demands are most likely to become overwhelmed (Dias-Lacy & Guirguis, 

2017). Teachers require a variety of skills to cope with the challenges they face and they 

utilise cognitive, emotional and behavioural coping strategies to manage and adapt to 

stressful conditions and to alleviate perceived stress. Their coping strategies, personality traits 
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and the characteristics of the educational environment interactively influence the degree to 

which situations are perceived as stressful (Nasser, 2015). Similarly, Kyriacou (2001) found 

that teachers’ stressors were unique to the individual and reliant on the interaction between 

the teachers’ personality, values, skills and circumstances. Such variability of teachers’ 

coping abilities could explain the finding of Mearns and Cain (2003) that not all teachers 

experience the stressors, or perceive stressful situations usually associated with chronic 

stress, to such an extent that they feel powerless or inadequate. Research also indicates that 

some teachers can manage their stressful environment through utilising resources (Skinner & 

Zimmer-Gembeck, 2011) and by applying adaptive coping strategies (Valle, Huebner, & 

Saldo, 2006).  

Aims of this Study 

The literature exposition set out above gave rise to the research question: could different 

statistical profiles of teachers be identified based on their reported perceived stress and would 

coping strategies used by teachers predict their profile membership? The aims with which to 

answer the research question were as follows: a) to investigate the perceived stress profiles of 

teachers by means of person-centred latent profile analysis; and b) to study the relationships 

between stress profiles and coping strategies.  

In order to achieve the set aims, it is important to note that occupational stress can be 

studied from a person-centred or a variable-centred perspective (see Meyer & Morin, 2016). 

Variable-centred approaches investigate associations between variables and assume a 

homogenous sample. Person-centred approaches attempt to categorise and classify 

individuals into distinct groups, assuming a heterogeneous sample (Meyer & Morin, 2016; 

Von Eye & Bogat, 2006). In latent profile analysis, individual differences in observed item 

response patterns are explained by differences in profile membership (Geiser, 2013). 

Method 

The research design, participants and procedures of this study will be described below. 

Research design 

The research design was an ex post facto cross-sectional design, which means that a cross-

sectional survey was done with the same group about their perceived stress and coping 

strategies in the teaching context. The research methods were quantitative and supported the 

positivist research paradigm (Devi, 2017).  
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Participants and procedures 

Participants were sampled from the Sedibeng East District in the Gauteng province of South 

Africa. A convenience sample of teachers (n = 209) from eight schools, which included 

primary, secondary and special education schools, participated in the study. 

After obtaining the Gauteng Department of Education’s permission to conduct the 

research, as well as that of principals of schools and school governing bodies, the researcher 

and a research assistant visited the schools to meet the teachers and give them information 

about the nature of the research and their rights as participants in the research. Consent letters 

that described the nature of the research were made available and interested teachers signed 

these within four days and returned them to the research assistant at an agreed-on time and 

place. Only consenting teachers were included in the study. After that, booklets with the 

questionnaires were completed and returned to the researcher, who was also available for 

assistance during the process of questionnaire completion. 

Data collection 

A biographical questionnaire (BQ) developed by the researcher was used to obtain 

information about the teachers’ gender, years of teaching experience, educational 

background, the grades they taught and the type of school where they were presently 

teaching. 

The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) of Cohen and Williamson (1988) was used to determine the 

educators’ experience of stress associated with teaching. The PSS is a widely used 

psychological instrument for measuring the perception of stress. It is a 10-item measure of 

the degree to which situations in one’s life are appraised as stressful. Items are designed to 

tap into how unpredictable, uncontrollable and overloaded respondents find their lives 

(Cohen & Williamson, 1988). The scale includes questions about current levels of 

experienced stress and respondents are asked how often they feel a certain way. Participants 

respond by making use of a five-point Likert scale, ranging from zero (never) to four (very 

often). Higher scores indicate more perceived stress. Evidence for validity shows that higher 

PSS scores are associated with greater vulnerability to stressful life-event-elicited depressive 

symptoms (Cohen & Williamson, 1988). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the internal 

reliability of the PSS is .75 (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983). The PSS was used in a 

South African study by Hamad, Fernald, Karlan and Zinman (2008), with findings that adults 

in South Africa demonstrated rates of perceived stress at or above levels elsewhere in the 
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developing world. Scores ranged from 0 to 40 and the test had a Cronbach’s alpha of .72 

(Hamad et al., 2008, p. 8).  

The Brief COPE inventory (Carver, 1997) is a self-report questionnaire that was used to 

determine and assess a broad range of coping responses of educators when dealing with 

perceived daily stress The Brief COPE inventory consists of 28 items measuring 14 

theoretically identified coping responses, with two items each that deal with ways people use 

to cope with the stress they are experiencing in their lives. The items measure the extent to 

which the participant uses a specific coping strategy (active coping, planning, positive 

reframing, acceptance, humour, religion, using emotional support, using instrumental 

support, self-distraction, denial, venting, substance use, behavioural disengagement, and self-

blame) as well as how much or how frequently they engage in the specific coping strategy on 

a four-point Likert scale (1 = not at all; 4 = very much). The Brief COPE scale can be 

subdivided into three main scales, namely positive reframing, venting and self-distraction 

(Carver, 1997). Even though the subscales have only two items each, their reliability meets or 

exceeds the value of .70, regarded as minimally acceptable. In a study by Louw and Viviers 

(2010), the Brief COPE inventory was used in South Africa to explore the factors that 

enabled police officers to cope more effectively with emotional stress. It was found that the 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for reliability in that study were between .86 and .92. The 

rationale for using this scale in the current study was its psychometric quality and 

conciseness.  

Both the PSS and the COPE are available in the public domain for research purposes. 

Ethical considerations 

The Humanities and Health Research Ethics Committee (HHREC) of the North-West 

University (NWU-HS-2017-0026) granted ethical approval for the study. All criteria required 

for ethics research as set out by the HHREC and other ethics policies and guidelines were 

strictly adhered to in this study. 

Data analysis 

Statistical analysis was conducted with SPSS 25.0 (IBM Inc., 2018) and Mplus 8.2 (Muthén 

& Muthén, 1998-2019). Descriptive statistics were computed to describe the data. Point 

estimates of scale reliability (rather than alpha coefficients) were computed through 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) (see Raykov, 2009). Cut-off values for scale reliability of 

.70 (Raykov, 2009) were used and Pearson correlations were employed to determine 
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correlations among the variables. Statistical significance was established at 95% (p ≤ .05) and 

99% (p ≤ .01) and practical significance was established at .30 with a medium effect and .50 

with a large effect (Cohen, 1988). 

The data were analysed by performing latent profile analysis (LPA). The Lo-Mendell-

Rubin likelihood ratio test (LMR) (Lo, Mendell, & Rubin, 2001) and the significant bootstrap 

likelihood ratio test (BLRT) were used for assessing the fit between two models that differed 

by one class and provided a p-value indicating the best-fitting model. The lower sample size-

adjusted Bayesian information criterion (BIC) was also employed, as it is a good indicator of 

the best model fit (Nylund, Asparouhov, & Muthén, 2007). Lastly, entropy was used to 

provide an index of model classification quality. Values greater than .80 indicated adequate 

classification quality and values closer to 1.0 indicated better classification quality (Jung & 

Wickrama, 2008). 

Results 

In the following discussion, the results from this study into latent stress profiles and the 

coping strategies of teachers will be discussed. 

Latent profile analysis 

A latent profile analysis (LPA) with Mplus 8.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2019) was used to 

group participants based on responses to 10 questions about occupational stress rated on a 

five-point scale. A series of models with an increasing number of latent profiles were tested. 

Models were evaluated according to the lowest AIC and BIC values comparing the different 

models, entropy, the Lo-Mendell-Rubin (LMR LR) test, the adjusted LMR LR (ALMR LR) 

test and the bootstrapped likelihood ratio test (BLRT). Multivariate analysis of variance was 

used to investigate the relations between stress profiles and coping strategies. 

Significant enhancement from the reference model to the model with more profiles led 

to a model being retained. Models were compared using the lowest BIC value and entropy 

values ranging from zero to one, where higher values were better (values smaller than .60 

were not accepted). The Lo-Mendell-Rubin (LMR LR) test (Lo et al., 2001), the adjusted 

LMR LR test and the bootstrapped likelihood ratio test (BLRT) (Wang & Wang, 2012) were 

used in Mplus to test the number of classes in a mixture analysis. Posterior class membership 

probabilities, as well as entropy values, were used to specify the quality of class membership.  

To determine the LPA model, several steps were followed. The first step included 

determining the ideal number of latent profiles. After that, an investigation of the latent 
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profile classification was done. The third step included labelling the latent profiles. The 

prediction of latent profile membership was completed during the fourth step. To determine 

the number of latent profiles, four models with different numbers of latent profiles were 

estimated and compared, starting with a single-class model and increasing the number of 

profiles one at a time. The fit indices are reported in Table 1. The Akaike information 

criterion (AIC) (1 849.62), the Bayesian information criterion (BIC) (1 871.26) and the 

sample size-adjusted BIC (ABIC) (1 852.23) values of the model with one latent class, were 

the largest, indicating that this model had the worst fit. 

Table 1 

Comparison of Different LPA Models 

 

Model AIC BIC ABIC 

LMR LR 

test 

p-value 

ALMR LR 

test 

p-value 

BLRT 

p-value 

One-class 

LPA 
5 748.62 5 815.47 5 752.10 N/a N/a N/a 

Two-class 

LPA 
5 215.19 5 318.80 5 220.58 .0001 .0001 .0000 

Three-

class LPA 
5 059.51 5 199.89 5 066.81 .0501 .0521 .0000 

Four-class 

LPA 
4 990.17 5 167.32 4 999.39 .0797 .0831 .0000 

Five-class 

LPA 
4 950.90 5 164.81 4 962.02 .5963 .6013 .0000 

 

Next, the quality of the latent profile membership was investigated. The entropy values for 

the four-profile and five-profile LPA were .86 and .88 respectively, indicating a good 

classification (Clark, 2010). The average latent class probabilities for the four-profile LPA 

model were .89 (profile 1), .93 (profile 2), .92 (profile 3) and .96 (profile 4); this compares 

well to the recommended cut-off value of .70 or higher (Nagin, 1999). Classes were then 

labelled based on their means for the 10 items. Four latent stress profiles were found (see 

Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Latent stress profiles 

 

Key to the latent profiles: 

Question 

numbers 

Question category LP1: 11.2% 

Stress 

resisters 

LP2: 36.7% 

Manage 

stress 

LP3: 38.1% 

Overloaded 

LP4: 14.0% 

Highly 

stressed 

1, 2, 3 Upset by 

unexpected things 

Unable to control 

important things 

Felt nervous and 

stressed 

Almost 

never to 

sometimes 

Sometimes Fairly often Very often 

4, 5 Confident about 

ability to cope 

Felt things going 

my way 

Fairly often 

to very often 

Fairly often Sometimes 

to fairly 

often 

Almost 

never to 

sometimes 

6 Could not cope 

with things 

Almost 

never 

Almost 

never to 

sometimes 

Sometimes 

to fairly 

often 

Very often 

7, 8 Able to control 

irritations 

Felt on top of 

things 

Fairly often Sometimes Sometimes Almost 

never to 

sometimes 

9, 10 Angered by things 

outside control 

Felt difficulties 

piled up too high 

Almost 

never 

Sometimes Sometimes 

to fairly 

often 

Very often 
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Figure 1 shows that the most common profiles identified through person-centred analysis of 

participants’ responses were “manage stress” (36.7% of the participants) and “overloaded” 

(38.1%). A total of 14% of the teachers formed part of the “highly stressed” profile, while 

11.2% were “stress resisters”. Thus, a total of 52.1% of the teachers formed part of two 

profiles, namely, “overloaded” and “highly stressed”. 

Latent profiles and coping strategies 

The automatic BCH approach for estimating the mean of a distal continuous outcome across 

latent profiles (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014; Bakk & Vermunt, 2016) was used in this study. 

The latent profile model was estimated using the 10 indicator variables of the PSS. The 

means of the auxiliary variables were estimated across the different classes with the BCH 

method to avoid shifts in determining the latent profile analysis. The BCH method makes use 

of weighted multiple-group analysis to identify where the groups correspond to the latent 

profiles and a shift in the classes is not possible because the profiles are known (Asparouhov 

& Muthén, 2014). Results using the BCH method can be seen in Table 2.  
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Table 2 

Equality Tests of Means Across Profiles Using Posterior Probability-Based Multiple 

Imputations with Three Degrees of Freedom for the Overall Test and One Degree of 

Freedom for the Pairwise Tests 

 

Active coping Denial 

 
Mean SE 

 
Mean SE 

Profile 1 - 0.14 0.16 Profile 1 - 0.38 0.09 

Profile 2 0.01 0.06 Profile 2 - 0.24 0.06 

Profile 3 0.03 0.07 Profile 3 0.15 0.06 

Profile 4 0.02 0.11 Profile 4 0.52 0.11 

Chi-square tests 

 
2 p 

 
2 P 

Overall test 1.00 .80 Overall test 64.96 .00** 

Profile 1 vs 4 0.68 .41 Profile 1 vs 4 40.62 .00** 

Profile 2 vs 4 0.01 .91 Profile 2 vs 4 37.56 .00** 

Profile 3 vs 4 0.00 .96 Profile 3 vs 4 8.32 .00** 

Profile 1 vs 2 0.68 .41 Profile 1 vs 2 1.79 .18 

Profile 1 vs 3 0.97 .32 Profile 1 vs 3 24.60 .00** 

Profile 2 vs 3 0.06 .81 Profile 2 vs 3 19.44 .00** 

Social support Self-blame 

 
Mean SE 

 
Mean SE 

Profile 1 - 0.15 0.16 Profile 1 - 0.45 0.12 

Profile 2 - 0.10 0.08 Profile 2 - 0.33 0.06 

Profile 3 0.09 0.07 Profile 3 0.25 0.08 

Profile 4 0.12 0.14 Profile 4 0.55 0.12 

Chi-square tests 

 
2 p 

 
2 p 

Overall 4.76 .19 Overall 72.07 .00** 

Profile 1 vs 4 1.63 .20 Profile 1 vs 4 33.73 .00** 

Profile 2 vs 4 1.80 .18 Profile 2 vs 4 40.51 .00** 

Profile 3 vs 4 0.04 .85 Profile 3 vs 4 3.92 .05* 

Profile 1 vs 2 0.08 .77 Profile 1 vs 2 0.73 .39 

Profile 1 vs 3 1.94 .16 Profile 1 vs 3 24.72 .00** 

Profile 2 vs 3 2.75 .10 Profile 2 vs 3 31.43 .00** 

* p < .05   ** p < .01  
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The results in Table 2 show that two coping strategies, namely active coping and social 

support, did not differ statistically significantly between the four stress profiles of teachers. 

Statistically significant differences existed between the denial (2 = 64.96, p < .001) and self-

blame (2 = 72.07, p < .001) of different stress profiles. As far as denial is concerned, Table 2 

shows that statistically significant differences existed between profiles 1 and 4 (2 = 40.62, p 

< .001), 1 and 3 (2 = 24.60, p < .001), 2 and 3 (2 = 19.44, p < .001), 2 and 4 (2 = 37.56, p 

< .001) and 3 and 4 (2 = 8.32, p < .001). Concerning self-blame, Table 2 shows that 

statistically significant differences existed between profiles 1 and 4 (2 = 33.73, p < .001), 1 

and 3 (2 = 24.72, p < .001), 2 and 3 (2 = 31.43, p < .001), 2 and 4 (2 = 40.51, p < .001) and 

3 and 4 (2 = 3.92, p < .001).  

As displayed in Figure 2, teachers identified as stress resisters (profile 1) and those who 

manage stress (profile 2) scored statistically significantly lower than those identified as 

overloaded (profile 3) and highly stressed (profile 4) on the following two coping strategies:  

a) denial and disengagement: giving up trying to deal with stressors, refusing to believe that a 

stressor has happened, saying things to let unpleasant feelings escape, and giving up the 

attempt to cope; and b) self-blame: criticising myself and blaming myself for things that have 

happened.  

 

Figure 2. Stress profiles and coping strategies 
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Discussion 

This study was aimed at identifying stress profiles from the perceived stress scores of 

teachers, using a person-centred approach and at determining the relations between stress 

profiles and coping strategies of teachers. From the results reported above, it was evident that 

these aims were met. 

The most important findings were as follows: first, four latent profiles for teachers were 

found, namely stress resisters (P1), manage stress (P2), stress overloaded (P3) and highly 

stressed (P4); secondly, teachers identified as stress resisters and manage stress scored 

significantly lower on the coping strategies of denial and disengagement, as well as self-

blame, than those who showed stress-overloaded and highly stressed profiles. Theoretically, 

the identification of four profiles for teachers based on their perceived stress scores was 

expected. Vast amounts of the literature exist that indicate that people perceive their stress as 

well manageable, moderately manageable, or unmanageable, as was reflected in the reported 

teacher profiles (Cohen & Janicki-Deverts, 2012; Steptoe, Dockrae, & Wardle, 2009; Zautra 

& Reich, 2011). 

Considering the teacher profiles, profiles 3 and 4 indicated that 52 percent, or the 

majority of the teachers who participated in the research, experienced high levels of stress in 

the educational context. This finding corresponded to the earlier findings of Ngidi and Sibaya 

(2002), and Van Tonder and Williams (2009), who report on the high levels of stress of South 

African teachers. Monyatsi, Steyn and Kamper (2006) and Vazi et al. (2013) also indicate the 

difficulty that some teachers have in coping with their stress and then either burn out, leave 

the profession, or have other adverse outcomes.  

Contrary to this, profiles 1 and 2 indicated that 48% of the participating teachers 

perceived their stress in the work context to be well managed and that they were stress 

resistant, or the stress to be moderately manageable and they could manage the stress. This 

finding agrees with that of Mearns and Cain (2003) and Valle et al. (2006) that there are 

many teachers who, despite the reality of the work stress that they experience, can manage 

the demands and even do well in their careers as teachers.  

The four profiles identified for teachers with regard to their perceived stress in the 

educational context agree with statements made earlier about the diversity, in contrast to the 

homogeneity, of teachers in their perceptions of stress. Theoretical explanations for the 

individual differences in stress perceptions and management abound. These include, among 
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others, having a sense of coherence (Antonovsky, 1979), a sense of personal control (Skinner 

& Zimmer-Gembeck, 2001), optimism (Carver, Scheier, Miller, & Fulford, 2009), resilience 

(Masten, 2001; Bonanno, 2004), character strengths (Lim & Kim, 2014), social support 

(Taylor, 2011), a healthy lifestyle (Walsh, 2011), a sense of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997), 

hardiness (Kobasa, Maddi & Kahn, 1982), positive emotions (Tugade & Fedrickson, 2004) 

and certain personality factors (McCrae, 2011). 

Two further theoretical frameworks, from which the occurrence and diversity of teacher 

stress profiles that could be approached, are appraisal and the explanatory style, which will 

briefly be discussed below.  

Appraisal refers to the events that people notice and how they choose to appraise or interpret 

them. Specifically, as was conceptualised by Lazarus and Folkman (1984), to approach stress 

through primary appraisal by interpreting how relevant an event is to one, that it is relevant 

but not threatening, or that it is stressful. For stressful events, a secondary appraisal evaluates 

whether coping resources and ways of dealing with the stress exist. Pertaining to the teacher 

stress profiles, those in profiles 3 and 4 appraised their teaching challenges as relevant, 

threatening and stressful and themselves as often helpless and overtaxed by the demands. The 

teachers with profiles 1 and 2 seemed to view the teaching demands as relevant, not 

threatening and although stressful, manageable by them. Research by Cooper and Bright 

(2001) and Espejo, Hammen and Brennan (2011) found that people’s appraisals of stressful 

events were highly subjective, which seems to be in line with the current findings. 

Explanatory styles refer to the explanations given for, or attributions made to negative events 

about their causes being either stable or unstable, global or specific, internal or external. 

Explanatory styles are also either optimistic or pessimistic (Seligman, 1998). According to 

this framework, teacher profiles 3 and 4 seemingly used more pessimistic explanatory styles 

in relation to the stressful educational context and had a narrative of “I can’t cope, so it is my 

fault” (internal), “the demands will remain this way” (stable) and “will affect all aspects of 

my work” (global). In contrast, teachers with profiles 1 and 2 apparently had a more 

optimistic explanatory narrative, namely that the teaching demands were imposed by the 

department (external), were constantly changing (unstable) and were limited to certain 

aspects of the work (specific). According to Hefferon and Boniwell (2011), research indicates 

that the internal/external component of explanatory style is not as important in stress 

appraisals as the stability and globality features. Therefore, as far as the teachers participating 

in this study were concerned, if they saw the educational demands as unchangeable and as 
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affecting all aspects of their work, they would most likely fit into stress profiles of being 

stress overloaded or of being highly stressed.  

The finding that teacher profiles 3 and 4, representing teachers who were stress 

overloaded or highly stressed, scored significantly higher on coping strategies of denial and 

disengagement, as well as self-blame, than those in profiles 1 and 2, could be considered 

from the theoretical framework of Scheier and Carver (1981). Scheier and Carver’s theory of 

coping, views responses such as denial and self-blame as a self-focused approach to stress 

management. Self-focused coping is also a form of emotion-focused coping aimed at self-

regulation in order to cope, in which the individual’s energy is moved away from the task and 

focused on the self and often on task-unrelated thoughts. Scheier and Carver (1981) relate 

emotional self-focused coping to affective distress, Smith and Lazarus (1993) to guilt, 

Seligman (1992) to learned helplessness and Ellis (1987) to catastrophic thinking. 

Interestingly and in line with the discussion of appraisal and explanatory style above, Wells 

and Matthews (1996) state that the self-regulated, self-blame and denial coping tendency 

often occurs in stressful situations that are seen to be unchangeable (stable) and re-appraisal 

then finds such situations threatening.  

In the practical reality of education in South Africa, from which the teacher participants 

in this study came, it is a concern that the majority (52%) seemed to rely on denial, self-

blame and disengagement strategies in their efforts to cope with the demands of the teaching 

context. These findings seem to support those of various researchers who have reported on 

the high levels of psychosocial problems, burnout and intention to leave the profession found 

in the teaching population (Jackson & Rothmann, 2005; Lee, 2017). 

However, the fact that 48% of the teachers in this study were not inclined towards the 

self-focused coping styles, must not be overlooked. Wells and Matthews (1996) state that 

those who do not use the mentioned self-defeating coping strategies seem to have higher 

levels of ego strength, in which their self-perception remains task orientated. The task 

orientation feeds back into feelings of competence that enhance their sense of self-efficacy 

(Bandura, 1997). 

The findings discussed above call for further research into attribution styles, 

explanatory styles and the use of self-focused coping styles of teachers in South Africa and if 

possible, on a large scale. Although the aims of this research were met and the research 

question was answered, the study had some limitations.  
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Limitations and Recommended Future Research 

Certain limitations of this study need to be acknowledged in relation to recommended future 

research directions. First, the small sample size, due to the limited number of teachers in each 

school, may have influenced the results. Future research needs to include larger samples to 

develop a comprehensive understanding of teachers’ perceived stress experienced in a 

challenging work environment. Secondly, the results were obtained mostly by means of self-

report measures, which limit the information about teachers’ perceptions of stress and their 

ability to cope. Future studies could utilise multiple data sources to eliminate the effects 

associated with common method variance and to provide more information about the 

phenomenon. Thirdly, this study did not consider cultural differences with regard to 

perceived stress experienced and/or coping strategies used. Future research could focus on 

cross-cultural and intracultural comparisons in order to clarify the differences regarding 

teacher stress and the utilisation of coping strategies in various cultural groups and between 

these groups. It is recommended that the study be performed on more populations from 

different races and cultural heritages in South Africa, to increase generalisability. In the 

fourth place, qualitative research may also be conducted for deeper, in-depth data with regard 

to perceived stress and coping of South African teachers. A mixed method approach that 

includes interviewing a number of teachers may contribute to additional insights into 

teachers’ perceived stress and coping strategies. A fifth limitation was that the measuring 

instruments used with teachers in this study were in English. These measuring instruments 

could be validated for use in the wider South African context and translation of these 

questionnaires into the major African languages is recommended. Finally, the stress and 

coping constructs could be combined with appraisal and explanatory style constructs and the 

relationships between the measurements operationalising these constructs could be 

investigated. 

Conclusion  

This study aimed at investigating whether different types (or profiles) of teachers could be 

identified, based on their reported perceived stress in the work context and at determining the 

relationships between teachers’ stress profiles and their coping strategies. Teachers who are 

stress overloaded or highly stressed, tend to use the coping strategies of denial and 

disengagement, as well as self-blame. Even if they cope actively and use social support, 

denial, disengagement and self-blame were strongly related to negative stress experiences.  
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Abstract 

The aims of this study were to investigate the relationships between teachers’ perceived 

stress, strategies to deal with stress, mental health at work and intention to leave the teaching 

profession. A convenience sample of teachers (n = 209) in the Sedibeng East District in 

South Africa participated in a survey. The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) and Brief COPE 

inventory, Flourishing at Work Scale (Short Form) (FAWS-SF) and Workplace Evaluation 

Questionnaire (WEQ) were administered. Descriptive statistics, reliabilities and correlations 

were calculated and significant medium to large practical effect sizes were found on most of 

the correlations. Mental health of teachers was found to be predicted by low negative stress 

and active coping. Low mental health at work and high negative stress predicted intention to 

leave the teaching profession. Negative stress indirectly and positively through mental health, 

affected the intention to leave the teaching profession. 
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The unstable nature of the South African teaching profession demands from teachers to cope 

effectively and adequately with ongoing changes, demands and challenges, causing them to 

experience continuous pressure and stress (Chaaban & Du, 2017; Jackson & Rothmann, 

2005; Lomas, Medina, Ivtzan, Rupprecht, & Eiroa-Orosa, 2017; Schonfeld, Bianchi, & 

Luehring-Jones, 2017). Uncertainties experienced, an inability to effectively cope and adapt 

to changes and challenges, together with ongoing transformation and transition within the 

South African education system, can contribute to unproductive outcomes and may have 

detrimental consequences on teaching and learning and for teachers as well as their learners 

(Chan, 2006; Steyn & Kamper, 2006). Although some teachers succeed in coping with the 

adverse working conditions (Nasser, 2015), the intention to leave the profession by both 

successful and struggling teachers is high (Baloyi & Ramasa, 2016). In this study the stress of 

teachers, their coping strategies and mental health, as well as their intention to leave the 

profession, were investigated. Following, the constructs of this study are briefly described. 

Stress 

Stress is a worldwide phenomenon and the result of positive or negative life experiences 

(Papathanasiou, Tsaras, Neroloatsiou, & Roupa, 2015). A stressful situation is seen as one 

that is experienced by the individual as threatening or harmful and it may alter or interfere 

with a persons’ physical and psychological well-being (Vaughn & Roesch, 2003). According 

to Baqutayan (2015), stress has three distinct meanings. First, stress could refer to an external 

stimulus, any event or environmental stimulus that causes a person to experience tension. 

Secondly, stress could refer to an internal interpretation of perceived tension or arousal 

(emotive, defensive and coping processes). Lastly, stress may manifest as a physical and 

psychological reaction considered as supportive behavioural attempts at coping. Stress thus 

suggests any situation that evokes undesirable thoughts and feelings in a person (Baqutayan, 

2015). Moss (2008), more contextually described work stress as any objective condition or 

change in the work environment that is perceived as potentially harmful, threatening, 

challenging or frustrating, or any set of circumstances related to work that requires change in 

the individual’s ongoing life pattern.  

Teachers’ perceived stress  

Teachers are imperative role-players within the educational system. They assume a 

tremendous responsibility and carry out an important task towards society, educating children 

and preparing them for the future (Avci, Bozgeyikili, & Risici, 2017). Teaching as a 
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profession, is recognised as demanding and stressful (Alhija, 2015; Chaaban & Du, 2017; 

Griffith, Steptoe, & Cropley, 1999; Mansfield, Beltman, Broadley, & Weatherby-Fell, 2016) 

and teachers negatively experience stress when the demands of the educational situation 

exceed their ability to cope with these demands. Teachers are pressured to increase learner 

performance within sometimes challenging and difficult circumstances. Such pressures on 

them often lead to them experiencing greater stress (Berryhill, Linney, & Fromewick, 2009), 

which may in turn negatively influence their own and their learners’ performance (Brown, 

Ralph, & Brember, 2002), a vicious circle thus. 

Teacher stress is described in terms of unpleasant negative emotions such as anger, 

frustration, anxiety, depression and nervousness that the teacher experiences due to work-

related challenges and circumstances (Collie, Shapka, & Perry, 2012; Kyriacou, 1987, 2001; 

Liu & Onwuegbuzie, 2012). Such experiences may adversely influence their psychological 

and physical levels of performance and may manifest in teachers experiencing emotional 

problems that in turn, influence their ability to create and ensure an effective and safe 

learning environment within a typical class situation (Cancio et al., 2018; Eaton, Anthony, 

Mandel, & Garrison, 1990; Henry, Bastian, & Fortner, 2011; Herman, Hickman-Rosa & 

Reinke, 2018; Montgomery & Rupp, 2005; Richards, Levesque-Bristol, Templin, & Graber, 

2016; Wentzel, 2010). Teacher stress, furthermore, can be conceptualised as an imbalance 

between risk and protective factors, where stress stems from risks at a personal, social and 

organisational level (Prilleltensky, Neff, & Bessel, 2016). When the risk factors exceed the 

protective factors, teachers’ ability to cope with difficulties and challenges is repressed and 

likely to result in stress, which hinders a sense of well-being (Prilleltesky et al., 2016). The 

Perceived Stress model of Cohen and Williamson (1988), will be used in this study. 

Coping Strategies 

Lazarus (1993) classically describe coping as the cognitive and behavioural efforts employed 

by an individual to deal with the demands that are created by the stressful person-

environment transaction, whereas, more recently, Herman, Hickman-Rosa, and Reinke 

(2018) state that coping is aimed at managing the stress experience, but also has the potential 

for individual adaptation.  

Coping is viewed as effective cognitive responses used by an individual to deal with 

daily problems and these responses are used in order to restore balance by solving the 

problem, minimising the problem, being more adaptable towards it or, as attempts to avoid it 
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(Tran, 2016). Stressful experiences upset the balance in psychological functioning, exerting a 

negative impact on a person’s general performance and well-being (Lazarus & Folkman, 

1984). To restore the balance, it is necessary to evaluate the potential threat or stressors posed 

by the situation and to utilise coping resources and strategies. If stressful situations cannot be 

alleviated through active and meaning-based coping strategies, defence coping strategies may 

provide a needed, although short term, psychological escape (Cramer, 2000). 

Coping has, furthermore, been called a process of adaptation and a stabilising factor 

that maintains psychosocial functioning during stress (Moos & Schaefer, 1993), as well as 

individuals’ use of adaptive strengths and capacity for resilience, as constructive action in the 

face of challenge (Holahan & Moos, 1994). According to Aldwin (2011), coping is an 

adaptive process that potentially mediates the effects of risk or adversity during the 

development of competence. Effective coping enables individuals to resolve problems, 

relieve emotional distress, strive to succeed and accomplish goals (Brown, Westbrook, & 

Challagalla, 2005). Chesney et al. (2006) indicate that adaptive coping refers to situations in 

which there is a fit between the perceived controllability of the stressor and the choice of 

coping strategy to be utilised, given a specific situation. Weiten (2013) proposes the 

following features of constructive/adaptive coping: a) it involves confronting problems 

directly, is task relevant and action-orientated. b) It is based on realistic appraisals of the 

stress and available coping resources, in which some short-lived self-deception may be 

adaptive. c) It entails the recognition and regulation of potentially disruptive emotional 

reactions to stress.  

The difficult nature of the local teaching profession demands from teachers to cope 

effectively and adequately with ongoing changes, demands and challenges, causing them to 

experience continuous pressure and stress (Jackson & Rothmann, 2005). Teachers require a 

variety of skills to cope with the challenges they face, and they utilise cognitive, emotional, 

and behavioural coping strategies to manage and adapt to stressful conditions and to alleviate 

perceived stress. Their coping strategies, personality traits and the characteristics of the 

educational environment interactively influence the degree to which situations are perceived 

as stressful or manageable (Nasser, 2015). The Brief COPE model of Carver (1997) will be 

used in this study. 
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Mental Health and Well-being 

Due to the fact that significant numbers of teachers worldwide struggle with high levels of 

mental distress as a result of the negative and highly demanding environment in which they 

work, mental health and well-being was considered important in this study (Chaplain, 2008; 

Jackson, Rothmann & Van de Vijver, 2006; Johnson, Cooper, Cartwright, Donald, Taylor, & 

Millet, 2005; Kyriacou, 2001; Pisanti, Gagliardi, Razzino, & Bertini, 2003; Rasku & 

Kinnunen, 2003). 

Mental health is the state of wellness that allows individuals to practice their skills, cope with 

daily stress, work successfully and contribute significantly to their environment (Bones, 

Pérez, Rodríguez-Sanz, Borrel, & Obiols, 2010). This view agrees with the definition of 

mental health provided by the World Health Organization (WHO, 2004) describing it as a 

state of well-being in which an individual realises his or her own potential, can cope with the 

normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully and be able to make a contribu-

tion to their community. 

Well-being, as an aspect of mental health, entails physical-, cognitive-, emotional-, social and 

spiritual wellness dimensions and can be defined as a broad state of health (Diener & Lucas, 

1999; INEE, 2011). Well-being is furthermore regarded as a dynamic process that includes 

all that is positive, desirable and good for a person, namely a meaningful social role, being 

happy and hopeful, living according to good values, effective coping, positive social 

relationships and support and security (Diener & Lucas, 1999; INEE, 2011, Peterson, 2006).  

The Keyes (2004, 2005, 2007) model of optimal mental health indicates that emotional 

well-being, psychological well-being and social well-being contribute in equal measures to 

the mental health of an individual and Keyes (1998, 2002, 2005), defines mental health as the 

presence of sufficient levels of emotional, psychological and social well-being and the 

absence of psychopathology. The Keyes model could also be seen as a model of psychosocial 

well-being, in which emotional well-being comprises individual happiness or subjective 

wellness, life satisfaction and mostly positive emotions. Psychological well-being includes 

features of well-being identified by Ryff (1989) as self-acceptance, personal growth, purpose 

in life, autonomy, positive relations with others and environmental mastery and social well-

being involves social acceptance, social actualisation, social contribution, social coherence 

and social integration, as proposed by Keyes and Lopez (2002). The Keyes model of 

complete mental health is currently considered as the most inclusive, comprehensive and 
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multi-faceted framework for understanding psychosocial well-being (Keyes, 2002, 2013; 

Keyes, Wissing, Potgieter, Temane, Kruger, & Van Rooy, 2008). Within this model, Keyes 

refers to the positive end of the well-being spectrum as positive mental health or flourishing 

and the negative pole of the continuum as low mental health or languishing (Joshanloo, 

Wissing, Khumalo, & Lamers, 2013). Mental illness and well-being are not the opposite ends 

of a single continuum, but fit into the two-continuum multilateral model of well-being as 

developed by Keyes (2002, 2005), in which emotional well-being indicates states of positive 

feeling, whereas psychological and social well-being in turn indicate positive functioning.  

This model of positive mental health has been applied by both Keyes (2005) and Rothmann 

(2013) in the workplace, where better work-related outcomes were found among those who 

were flourishing. Rothmann (2013) extended Keyes’ (2002; 2005) multidimensional 

perspective of emotional well-being, psychological and social well-being or flourishing in 

life, to the work setting. He deviated from Keyes’ (2002; 2005) model to include different 

sub-dimensions of emotional well-being (EWB), psychological well-being (PWB) and social 

well-being (SWB), making it more work related. The Flourishing at Work Scale – Short 

Form (FAWS-SF) encompasses three dimensions: emotional well-being (EWB), 

psychological well-being (PWB) and social well-being (SWB). Emotional well-being 

comprises three sub-dimensions, namely positive affect, negative affect and job satisfaction 

(Rautenbach & Rothmann, 2017). Psychological well-being comprises six sub-dimensions, 

namely autonomy satisfaction, competence satisfaction, relatedness satisfaction, learning, 

meaningful work and engagement. Social well-being comprises five sub-dimensions, namely 

social acceptance, social actualisation, social, social contribution and social integration. 

Rothmann (2013) found that job-contextual factors better predicted organisational outcomes 

than flourishing in general (Redelinghuys, 2016). Positive mental health (flourishing) is, 

therefore, associated with better general and work functioning, with those individuals who are 

flourishing reporting lower absenteeism from work, high morale, job satisfaction and other 

indicators (Keyes, 2002). For the purposes of this study, Rothmann’s (Rautenbach & 

Rothmann, 2017) adapted model of the Keyes Mental Health Continuum will be used.  

Intention to Leave 

South Africa is currently experiencing an alarming situation where teachers are resigning 

from the profession in droves (Baloyi & Ramosa, 2016). In 2014, about 14 000 teachers 

resigned, of which nearly 4 600 teachers resigned from teaching in November of that year 
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(Nkosi, 2015). The South African Democratic Teachers Union (SADTU), quoted by eNCA 

(2015), confirmed the high numbers of teachers leaving the profession. 

Intention to leave refers to a teacher’s conscious and intentional frame of mind to part 

ways with the educational institution where employed (Tett & Meyer, 1993). Kahumuza and 

Schlechter (2008) describe intention to leave as the strength of an employee’s viewpoint that 

he or she no longer wants to work for his or her organisation, while Park and Kim (2009) add 

that intention to leave the profession is considered as the final cognitive decision-making 

process whereby employees/teachers actively search for alternative employment 

opportunities. Although a teacher’s intention to leave may not translate into actual behaviour, 

intention to leave a profession is regarded as an antecedent to actual career change (Griffeth, 

Hom, & Gaertner, 2000; Rhodes & Doering, 1993). According to Darling-Hammond (2010), 

teachers typically leave a school for two main reasons: to leave the profession (attrition) or to 

leave one school for another (migration within the profession).  

Stress was found to be one of the clearest predictors of teacher attrition (Borman & Dowling, 

2008; Brownell, Smith, McNellis, & Miller, 1997). Teachers’ stress and the great number of 

teachers exiting from the educational context, therefore, are alarming and threatening quality 

education and subsequent student performance (Steinhardt, Smith Jaggars, Faulk, & Gloria, 

2011).  

 Aims of this Study 

This study broadly aimed at investigating the relationships between teachers’ perceived 

stress, their strategies to deal with such stress, their mental health at work and their intention 

to leave the teaching profession. 

Specific aims were to: 

 Identify and test measurement and structural models for best statistical fit. 

 Determine reliabilities of and correlations between the identified factors as well as the 

practical effect sizes of correlations. 

 Predict mental health at work and the intention to leave the profession by teachers, by 

means of perceived stress and coping strategies. 

 Calculate the indirect effects of perceived stress through mental health on the intention to 

leave the profession. 
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Method 

In this study a literature review was done and served the purpose of informing study aims and 

of conceptualizing the constructs used in the research. Furthermore an empirical research was 

done that will be described below. 

Research design 

The research design was an ex post facto cross-sectional design, which means that a cross-

sectional survey was done by means of the same group of teachers completing validated 

questionnaires about their perceived stress, coping strategies, mental health and intention to 

leave. The research methods were quantitative and supported the positivist research paradigm 

(Devi, 2017).  

Participants in and procedures of the study 

Participants were sampled from the Sedibeng East District in the Gauteng province of South 

Africa. A convenience sample of teachers (n=209) from eight schools, which included 

primary, secondary and special education schools, participated in the study. 

After receipt of the GDE’s permission to conduct the research, as well as that of 

headmasters of schools and the School Governing Body, the researcher and a research 

assistant visited the schools to meet the teachers and give them information about the nature 

of the research and their rights as participants therein. Consent letters clearly describing the 

nature of the research were made available and interested teachers signed these within four 

days and returned them to the research assistant at an agreed upon time and place (only 

consenting teachers were included in the study). Thereafter, booklets with the questionnaires 

were completed and returned to the researcher, who was also available for assistance during 

the administration of the questionnaires. 

Data collection  

A biographical questionnaire (BQ) developed by the researcher was used to obtain 

information about the teachers’ gender, years of teaching experience, educational 

background, grades taught and the type of school where they are presently teaching. 

 The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) (Cohen & Williamson, 1988) was used to determine the 

educators’ experience of stress associated with teaching. The PSS is a widely used 

psychological instrument for measuring the perception of stress. It is a 10-item measure of 

the degree to which situations in one’s life are appraised as stressful. Items were designed to 
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tap how unpredictable, uncontrollable and overloaded respondents find their lives (Cohen & 

Williamson, 1988). The scale includes questions about current levels of experienced stress 

and respondents are asked how often they felt in a certain way. Participants respond by 

making use of a five-point Likert scale ranging from zero (never) to four (very often). Higher 

scores indicate more perceived stress. Evidence for validity showed that higher PSS scores 

are associated with greater vulnerability to stressful life-event elicited depressive symptoms 

(Cohen & Williamson, 1988). The Cronbach alpha coefficient for the PSSs internal reliability 

is .75 (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983). The PSS has been used in a South African 

study by Hamad, Fernald, Karlan and Zinman (2008), with findings that adults in South 

Africa demonstrate rates of perceived stress at or above levels elsewhere in the developing 

world. Scores ranged from zero to 40 and the PSS had a Cronbach alpha of .72 (Hamad et al., 

2008, p. 8). The rationale for using the PSS was to determine the teachers’ global perceptions 

of stress and although it can be generalised to any situation that the participant may have 

encountered, this research focussed on teachers’ job-related experiences over a period of 

about one month.  

The Brief COPE Inventory (Carver, 1997) is a self-report questionnaire that was used to 

determine and assess a broad range of coping responses of educators’ when dealing with 

perceived daily stress. The Brief COPE inventory consists of 28 items measuring 14 

theoretically identified coping responses, with two items each that deal with ways people use 

to cope with the stress they are experiencing in their lives. The items measure the extent to 

which the participant uses a specific coping strategy (active coping, planning, positive 

reframing, acceptance, humour, religion, using emotional support, using instrumental 

support, self-distraction, denial, venting, substance use, behavioural disengagement, and self-

blame) as well as how much or how frequently they engage in the specific coping strategy on 

a four-point Likert scale (1 = not at all; 4 = very much). The Brief COPE scale can be sub-

divided into three main scales, namely positive reframing, venting and self-distraction 

(Carver, 1997). Even though the sub-scales have only two items each, their reliability all 

meet or exceed the value of .70, regarded as acceptable. In a study by Louw and Viviers 

(2010), the Brief COPE Inventory was used in South Africa to explore the factors that enable 

police officers to cope more effectively with emotional stress. It was found that the Cronbach 

alpha coefficients for reliability were between .86 and .92. The rationale for using this scale is 

its psychometric quality and conciseness in measuring teachers’ coping strategies.  
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The Flourishing at Work Scale – Short Form (FAWS-SF) (Rautenbach & Rothmann, 2017), 

is a 21-item scale based on the original 39 item scale of the authors and measures expressions 

of emotional, psychological and social well-being at work. Respondents indicate the 

frequency with which they experienced specific aspects of the three dimensions of well-being 

during the past month, on a six-point-scale ranging from one (never) to six (every day). Such 

a response scale allows for the categorisation of levels of well-being corresponding to the 

three classes used by Keyes (2002, 2005, 2007), namely emotional, psychological and social 

well-being, to assess positive mental health or flourishing. To flourish, a person has to 

experience every day/almost every day, at least one of the three aspects of emotional well-

being and at least eight of the 14 aspects of positive functioning or psychosocial well-being. 

Languishing or low mental health would be indicated by never/once or twice, experiencing 

the well-being features and moderate work well-being or mental health would mean neither 

flourishing nor languishing. Rautenbach and Rothmann (2017) reported internal consistencies 

of .82 to .90, indicating acceptable reliability of the FAWS-SF. The FAWS-SF was used with 

779 participants in an alcoholic beverage company in South Africa. The reason for including 

the FAWS-SF in this study is the fact that it investigates the mental health or psychosocial 

well-being of teachers in specifically their work context, whereas the other scales report on 

the variables measured more within an individual context. The FAWS-SF was also developed 

in and for a South African work context. 

Workplace Evaluation Questionnaire (WEQ) is a slightly adapted version of the Turnover 

Intention Scale (TIS) of Sjöberg and Sverke (2000). This scale has three items that measure 

the intention to leave a current occupation. The authors reported a Cronbach alfa coefficient 

of .83 and the TIS was used by Diedericks (2012) in South African research with participants 

from the technology industry. The purpose for including the WEQ is in line with the findings 

of Naidoo, Botha, and Bisschoff (2013) and Van Dick and Wagner (2001) about the high 

levels of intention to leave the profession by teachers in South Africa. 

The PSS, COPE and WEQ are in the public domain and available for research, but the FAWS 

had to be obtained from the authors. 

Data analysis 

The Mplus 8.3 statistical program (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2019) was used to conduct the 

data analyses. Furthermore, SPSS24 (IBM Corp. 2018) was used to compute the descriptive 

statistics and to analyse indirect effects. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to test 
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the measurement and structural models. The maximum likelihood estimation with robust 

standard errors (MLR) was used as an estimator.  

Model fit was assessed using commonly used goodness-of-fit indices and information 

criteria: the chi-square statistic (the test of absolute fit of the model), standardised root mean 

residual (SRMR), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), Tucker-Lewis index 

(TLI) and comparative fit index (CFI) (West, Taylor, & Wu, 2012). For TLI and CFI values 

to be acceptable, scores higher than .90 are required, while values larger than .95 indicate 

excellent fit. Both RMSEA and SRMR values lower than .08 indicate a close fit between the 

model and the data.  

Changes in RMSEA, CFI and TLI (greater than .01) were studied to compare models 

(Chen, 2007). Because of the free estimation of cross-loadings, indicators that include a 

correction for parsimony, that is, TLI, the Akaike information criterion (AIC) and the Bayes 

information criterion (BIC) were used (Wang & Wang, 2012). The lowest AIC and BIC 

values indicate the best-fitting model (Kline, 2010). Point estimate reliability () was 

computed for each scale (Raykov, 2009). To determine whether any relationships were 

indirectly affected by independent variables, the procedure explained by Hayes (2018) was 

used.  

Ethical Considerations 

The Humanities and Health Research Committee (HHREC) of the North-West University 

(NWU-HS-2017-0026) granted ethical approval for the study. All criteria required for ethics 

research as set out by the HHREC and other ethics policies and guidelines, were strictly 

adhered to in this study. 

Results 

In the following section, the results of this investigation into teachers’ stress, coping, mental 

health at work and intention to leave the profession, will be described. 

Testing the measurement model 

By means of CFA, an eight-factor measurement model was tested. Survey items served as 

indicators of latent variables and the model was made up of the following variables: (1) 

mental health, a second order latent variable with three first order latent variables: emotional 

well-being (measured by three items); psychological well-being (measured by nine items); 

and social well-being (measured by five items); (2) Negative stress a first order latent 
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variable with six items; (3) Positive stress, a first order latent variable with four items; (4) 

Active coping, a first order latent variable with seven items; (5) Denial, a first order latent 

variable with four items; (6) Social support, a first order latent variable with five items; (7) 

Self-blame a first order latent variable with two items; (8) Intention to leave, a first order 

latent variable with three items. Correlations were allowed among the latent variables of the 

measurement model. 

The measurement model was tested for best statistical fit and compared with competing 

models. Table 1 shows the fit statistics of the six models. 

Table 1  

Fit Statistics of Competing Measurement Models 

 

Model  χ2 df TLI CFI RMSEA SRMR AIC BIC 

1 1813.9* 1144 .87 .88 .05 
[.05, 

.06] 
.07 26146.8 26751.8 

2 1719.2* 1096 .87 .88 .05* 
[.05, 

.06] 
.07 25739.6 26334.6 

3 1618.4* 1049 .88 .89 .05* 
[.05, 

.06] 
.07 25176.9 25761.8 

4 1563.9* 1048 .89 .90 .05* 
[.04, 

.05] 
.07 25119.1 25707.4 

5 1530.9* 1047 .90 .90 .05* 
[.04, 

.05] 
.07 25085.9 25677.5 

6 1512.7* 1046 .90 .91 .05* 
[.04, 

.05] 
.07 25067.7 25662.7 

χ2: chi-square statistic; df: degrees of freedom; TLI: Tucker-Lewis index; CFI: comparative 

fit index; RMSEA: root mean square error of approximation; SRMR: standardised root mean 

square residual; AIC: Akaike information criterion; BIC: Bayes information criterion. 

Table 1 shows that Model 1 did not fit the data well. Item 14 (“I’ve been trying to come up 

with a strategy about what to do”), which measures active coping, showed a high 

standardised residual (SR) with item 2 (“I’ve been concentrating my efforts on doing 

something about the situation I’m in”; (SR = 16.11). Given the misfit, it was decided to 

remove item 14 from the model. Model 1 resulted in a significant improvement of the AIC 

and BIC values (ΔAIC = 407.78, ΔBIC = 417.17). However, the fit of Model 2 was also not 

good: 2 = 1719.20, df = 1096, TLI = .87, CFI = .88, RMSEA = .05, p = .22 [.05, .06], SRMR 

= .07. Item 3 (“… feel grateful”), which measures emotional well-being, showed a high 

standardised residual (SR = 7.55) with item 1 (“… feel happy”). Given the misfit, it was 
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decided to remove item 3 from the model. Model 2 resulted in a significant improvement of 

the AIC and BIC values (ΔAIC = 562.75, ΔBIC = 572.81). However, the fit of Model 3 was 

also not good: 2 = 1618.38, df = 1049, TLI = .88, CFI = .89, RMSEA = .05, p = .37 [.05, 

.06], SRMR = .07.  

The modification indices (MIs) showed a high value (MI = 35.71) for items 1 (“… feel 

happy”) and 2 (“… feel particularly interested in something”). It was decided, therefore, to 

allow an error correlation between these two items to improve the model fit. In Model 5, the 

errors of items 1 and 2 were allowed to covary. The fit of Model 5 again improved 

significantly (ΔAIC = 33.22, ΔBIC = 29.88). The model showed acceptable fit on five of the 

six indices: 2 = 1530.94, df = 1047, TLI = .90, CFI = .90, RMSEA = .05, p = .83 [.05, .05], 

SRMR = .07.  

The MIs showed a high value (MI = 19.20) for items 19 (“… feel this organisation is 

becoming a better place for people like you”) and 21 (“… feel that the way your organisation 

works, makes sense to you”). It was decided, therefore, to allow an error correlation between 

these two items to improve the model fit. In Model 6, the errors of items 19 and 21 were 

allowed to covary. The fit of Model 6 again improved significantly (ΔAIC = 18.17, ΔBIC = 

14.82). The model showed acceptable fit on five of the six indices: 2 = 1512.66, df = 1046, 

TLI = .90, CFI = .91, RMSEA = .05, p = .89 [.05, .05], SRMR = .07. These fit statistics 

indicate a good statistical fit for the measurement model. Changes in TLI, CFI and RMSEA 

indicated that the final measurement model was significantly better than the initial model. 

Testing the structural model 

Table 2 shows the reliabilities and correlations of the latent variables. Reliabilities range from 

.72 to .92, which shows acceptable internal consistency of the scales used.  

The correlation matrix shows theoretically expected significant positive correlations of 

emotional, psychological and social well-being and the total mental health of teachers in the 

workplace, with perceived positive stress, active and social support coping strategies. Equally 

expected significant negative correlations occur for the mental health variables (emotional, 

psychological, social and total) with negative perceived stress, denial and self-blame coping 

strategies and the intention to leave the profession variable. Most of the correlations found 

also had medium to large practical significant effect.  
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Table 2 

Estimated Reliability Coefficients and Correlation for the Latent Variables (N=209) 

 

Variable  EWB PWB SWB MHC NSTRESS PSTRES ACTIVE DENIAL SOCSUP SELFB 

NSTRES .88 -.46**+ -.47**+ -.46**+ -.48**+       

PSTRES .77 .49**+ .51**++ .50**++ .52**++ -.69**++      

ACTIVE .84 .22** .23** .23** .24** .10 .19     

DENIAL .72 -.30**+ -.31**+ -.31**+ -.32**+ .56**++ -.44**+ .06    

SOCSUP .83 .06 .06 .06 .06 .18* -.00 .48**+ .17   

SELFB .74 -.31**+ -.32**+ -.32**+ -.33**+ .59**++ -.49**+ -.07 .63**++ .03  

ITL .81 -.71**++ -.73**++ -.72**++ -.75**++ .50**++ -.43**+ -.03 .32**+ -.05 .27** 

Note: * p < .05; ** p < .01; + r > .30 practically significant (medium effect); ++ r > .50 practically significant (large effect)  
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The measurement model served as the basis for the testing competing structural models. The 

fit statistics of the structural model were as follows: χ2 = 1519.45, df = 1050, p > .01; CFI = 

.91, TLI = .90, RMSEA = .05, p = .89 [.04, .05]; SRMR = .07. The standardised regression 

coefficients, standard errors and statistical significance of the variables in the structural 

model are reported in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Standardized Path Coefficients 

 

Dependent variable Independent variable  SE Est/SE P 

Mental health Positive stress .25 .13 1.86 .06 

 Negative stress -.33 .14 -2.43 .02* 

 Active coping .21 .10 1.98 .05* 

 Denial -.07 .12 -.62 .53 

 Social support .04 .09 0.39 .69 

  Self-blaming .05 .14 0.34 .74 

Intention to leave  Mental health -.68 .08 -8.84 .00** 

 Positive stress .10 .11 0.93 .35 

 Negative stress .24 .09 2.62 .01** 

* p <.05; ** p < .01 

Table 3 shows that mental health at work is best predicted by low negative stress ( = -0.33, p 

< .05) and active coping. Stress and coping strategies predicted 35% of the variance in mental 

health. Intention to leave is best predicted by low mental health ( = -0.68, p < .01) and high 

negative stress ( = -0.24, p < .01). Mental health and stress predicted 59% of the variance in 

intention to leave. 

Indirect effects  

The procedure suggested by Hayes (2018) was followed to investigate the indirect effects of 

perceived stress on intention to leave via mental health at work. Bootstrapping is used to 

generate an empirically derived representation of the sampling distribution of the indirect 

effect and this representation is used for the construction of confidence intervals. 

Bootstrapping was used to construct two-sided bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals (CIs) 

to evaluate indirect effects using 10 000 bootstrap samples (see Table 4). The confidence 

intervals indicate the values between which lower and upper values of the indirect effect 
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varied in 95% of the 10 000 computed bootstrap estimates. If the confidence interval is above 

zero, the indirect effect is positive. If the confidence interval is below zero, the indirect effect 

is negative. There is clear evidence that the indirect effect is positive (or negative) to a 

“statistically significant” degree if the confidence interval does not include zero (Hayes, 

2018, p. 101).  

Table 4 

Indirect Effects of Stress on Intention to Leave via Mental Health 

 

Variable Intention to leave 

  95% CI 

Negative stress .23 (.12) [.01, .42] 

Positive stress -.17 (.13) [-.43, .02] 

** p < .01 

Table 4 shows that negative stress indirectly and positively affected intention to leave ( = 

.23 [.01, .42], p < .01) via mental health. Therefore, it seems that negative stress negatively 

affects mental health, which in turn leads to higher intention to leave.  

Discussion 

This research aimed at investigating the relationships between teachers’ perceived stress, 

coping strategies, mental health and intention to leave the teaching profession. The results 

reported above indicated that the aims were met and the most important findings were as 

follows: first, measurement and structural models were identified that were tested and 

showed good statistical fit. By means of the best fitting structural model, all further statistical 

analyses were performed. Secondly, reliability indices were calculated and showed 

acceptable factor reliabilities, while significant correlations between the factors also showed 

medium to high practical effect. Thirdly, regression coefficients found that mental health of 

teachers was predicted by low negative stress and by active coping. Fourthly, regression 

coefficients found that intention to leave the profession was predicted by low mental health 

and by high negative stress. Lastly, indirect effects were found showing that negative stress 

indirectly and positively affected the intention to leave the teaching profession through 

mental health. 

The factors’ reliabilities range from .72 for denial coping to .92 for psychological well-

being and can be considered acceptable. These indices corresponded with those reported in 
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the literature for the same measurements (Hamad, Fernald, Karlan, & Zinman, 2008; 

Diedericks, 2012; Louw & Viviers, 2010; Rautenbach & Rothmann, 2017). 

The correlations found made theoretical sense with the mental health total score and the 

sub-scales (EWB, PWB, SWB) correlating significantly positively with positive stress and 

active coping and positive stress correlating significantly positively with active coping. 

Conversely, the mental health total score and sub-scales correlated significantly negatively 

with negative stress, denial coping, self-blame coping and the intention to leave the 

profession and positive stress correlated significantly negatively with negative stress, with 

denial and self-blame coping and with intention to leave the profession. Negative stress 

correlated significantly positively with denial and self-blame coping and with intention to 

leave the profession. The particularly high negative correlations of the mental health at work 

scales (MHC, EWB, PWB, SWB) with the intention to leave the profession (-.71 to -.75) 

were interesting, as were the practically significant medium and large effect sizes found for 

most of the correlation indices. 

Effect size, introduced by Cohen (1988) to psychological research, describes indices 

that measure the magnitude of research effects and explain the practical significance of 

research results. Effect size focuses on the meaning of the results and enables comparison 

between studies and/or practical applications (interventions) of research results (Kotrlik, 

Williams & Jabor, 2011). The American Psychological Association (APA, 2009, p. 34) states 

that for the reader to appreciate the magnitude or importance of a study’s findings, it is 

almost always necessary to include some measure of effect size in the results section. 

Cohen’s (1988) practical significant effect sizes are r > .30 as medium effect and r > .50 as 

large effect. 

The findings of this research showed no practical effect size in the correlations of active 

coping with mental health at work, perceived stress or intention to leave, which is 

theoretically surprising and could warrant further research. The medium to strong practical 

effect found between mental health at work and positive work stress may imply that teachers 

in this group who feel good and function well at work (positive mental health) are able to 

perceive and appraise the demands made on them as manageable (positive stress) 

(Antonovsky, 1987; Frazier, 2002; Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004). Conversely, the medium 

practical effect sizes found between mental health at work and negative work stress may 

imply the opposite tendency, that teachers who are more mentally distressed experience the 

work demands as over demanding (negative stress) (Goddard & Goddard, 2006). 
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Furthermore, teachers in this group who had low mental health at work and who 

experience negative work stress, reverted to coping with the demands by using denial and 

self-blame strategies, as are indicated by the significant medium effect sizes between mental 

health at work and denial and self-blame as coping strategies and especially the large effect 

sizes between negative work stress and denial and self-blame coping strategies. Weiten 

(2013) describes such responses to the experience of severe or prolonged stress as “giving up 

and blaming oneself” behaviour (p. 547) and relates it to the classic learned helplessness 

concept of Seligman (1992) and Isaacowitz and Seligman (2001). Learned helplessness refers 

to passive behaviour as a result of exposure to prolonged aversive events, for which the 

individual’s coping resources have been depleted (Isaacowitz & Seligman, 2001). 

Particularly interesting are the large practical significant effect sizes found for mental 

health (or flourishing) at work dimensions negatively correlating with the intention to leave 

the profession and, similarly, for the positive correlation of negative work stress with the 

intention to leave. This seems to indicate that teachers in this group, who had positive mental 

health at work, were not considering leaving the profession as much as those who were 

mentally distressed and had negative perceived stress about their work. This finding is in 

correspondence with that of Barling, Kelloway, and Frone (2005) who found that teachers 

reporting mental health challenges due to the stress that they experience in the teaching 

context also tended to take more sick leave and, ultimately, left the teaching profession. 

Despite the value that the above explicated findings may have in understanding the 

teaching circumstances of the participants in this study, Cohen (1988) and Hair, Black, 

Babin, Anderson, and Tatham (2006), caution that practical effect is the estimate of the 

degree to which the phenomenon being studied exists in a particular population and could be 

quite different in another context or with another sample. This study could be replicated with 

a larger group of teachers in other areas and teaching contexts. 

The finding that mental health at work is significantly predicted by low work stress and 

active coping (although a low coefficient) is a reflection of the findings of Seery, Holman, 

and Silver (2010) who found that the combination of manageable stress and the constructive 

coping thereof lead to numerous physical and mental benefits. The finding also reminds one 

of the numerous findings about the beneficial and salutary effects of active coping strategies 

on building stress resistance, resilience, psychological buffers against mental symptoms and 

features of health in general (Aspinwall, 2011; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; Park, 2011; 

Taylor, 2011). 



93 

 

Intention to leave the teaching profession was found to be predicted by low mental 

health at work and high negative work stress. This finding corresponds with those of Goddard 

and Goddard (2006) and Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2011) who found that high levels of work 

stress were associated with emotional exhaustion (low mental health) and that both these 

factors were associated with the intention to leave the teaching profession. The classic 

phenomena of the fight or flight response (McCarty, 2007) and the general adaptation 

syndrome (Baffy, 2017) come to mind, wherein it could be speculated that some teachers 

have become so stress saturated that they enter into the exhaustion phase of the general 

adaptation syndrome, which revives the alarm phase, that is essentially the fight or flight 

response or intention to leave the profession (Weiten, 2013). 

Furthermore, the finding of indirect effects analysis in this research, that negative work 

stress indirectly and positively influences the intention to leave via mental health at work and 

that negative work stress seem to negatively impact on mental health at work, which then 

leads to the intention to leave the profession, agrees with the work of Skaalvik and Skaalvik 

(2011). These researchers found that emotional exhaustion mediated the relationship between 

job stress, satisfaction and the intention to leave of teachers. Emotional exhaustion, as a direct 

consequence of high levels of stress in the workplace, has been found by various researchers, 

amongst others Goddard and Goddard (2006) and Von der Embse, Kilgus, Solomon, Bowler, 

and Curtis (2015). 

The above mentioned two findings regarding the prediction of the intention to leave the 

profession by low mental health and negative stress and of indirect effects of negative stress 

through mental health on the intention to leave, both strongly remind one of the burnout 

phenomenon studied in occupational psychology. Maslach (2003) and Maslach, Schaufeli 

and Leiter (2001) were the original authors who conceptualised the burnout construct and 

theory and they described symptoms of burnout as physical exhaustion, emotional 

exhaustion, mental and attitudinal exhaustion and feelings of low personal accomplishment. 

They and other researchers have found in research on burnout, that work stress is the main 

cause of burnout (Ahola, et al., 2006). 

Finally, the burnout symptoms mentioned above and the symptoms of low mental 

health (languishing) brought about by the negative perceived stress of teachers in this study, 

are similar and burnout has been extensively found to be associated with the intention to 

leave the profession of teachers (Lee, 2017; Spittle, Kremer & Sullivan, 2015). It could 

therefore be concluded that the intention to leave the profession of teachers participating in 
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this research is strongly influenced by the low mental health or burnout that they have, as a 

result of the high levels of perceived negative stress that they experience in the educational 

context. Maslach et al. (2001) succinctly described these experiences of teachers as “an 

erosion of engagement. What started out as important, meaningful and challenging work 

becomes unpleasant, unfulfilling and meaningless” (p. 416). 

The results of this study that were discussed above call for further research and 

although the aims of the study were met, there were some limitations. 

Limitations and Recommended Future Research 

For the majority of teachers who participated in this research, English was not their home 

language and yet they agreed to complete the English questionnaires presented to them. 

Future research of the same nature is recommended, but with questionnaires translated into 

the first language of the respondents. 

Although the quantitative research design of this study reached the research aims 

successfully and yielded interesting results, mixed method studies of the phenomena 

investigated are recommended. Deeper and qualitative perspectives on some of the results of 

this study were lacking and could have added other dynamics to the interpretation of the 

findings. 

The medium to large practical effect sizes found for most of the correlations between 

latent variables were surprising and seemingly gave some perspective on the work context of 

the participants in this study. However, practical effect sizes only have bearing on a sample in 

a specific context therefore, it is recommended that this research be replicated in other 

teaching contexts with larger numbers of participants. Thereby, comparisons of studies 

according to the practical effect sizes obtained for them could be done in order to obtain some 

indication of a bigger picture of stress, coping, mental health at work and the intention to 

leave the profession, of teachers in South Africa. 

In further research, the effect of active coping on teachers’ perceived stress, mental 

health at work and intention to leave could be done. It was surprising that in the current 

findings, active coping seemed to be less of a factor than denial- and self-blame coping 

strategies, although active coping was a weak but significant predictor of mental health at 

work. 
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Conclusion 

The study aimed at investigating the statistical relationships between teachers’ perceived 

stress in the educational context, their coping strategies, mental health at work and their 

intention to leave the teaching profession. The research was successful in reaching the aims 

thereof and found theoretically expected, statistically significant associations between the 

constructs that also seemed to have practically significant meaning, relevant to the group of 

teachers involved and their particular teaching context. 
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Abstract 

In this study, teachers’ stress and mental health, the effects thereof and of their perceived 

personal control on their flourishing at work, were investigated. A convenience sample of 

teachers (n = 209) in the Sedibeng East District in South Africa participated. The statistical 

analyses were done in three phases with the following aims: a) to identify and test a 

measurement and structural model with both cross sectional and longitudinal data and to 

determine the descriptive statistics, reliabilities and correlations of the factors (phase 1); b) to 

identify latent profiles on scores of participants on the perceived personal control (PPC) 

scale, to test measurement invariance between the identified profiles and to estimate the mean 

of a distal continuous outcome across latent profiles, by means of BCH (phase 2); c) to 

determine the indirect effects of perceived stress through mental health on flourishing at work 

(phase 3). Data were obtained by means of the Perceived Stress Scale, the Mental Health 

Continuum, The Perceived Personal Control Scale and the Flourishing at Work Scale. Two 

latent profiles of personal control were identified and labelled as doubtful personal control 

and confident personal control. A significant indirect effect was found for negative stress, 

through mental health on psychological well-being at work. It seems that teachers who 

experience positive stress are more mentally healthy, which results in them experiencing 

higher emotional well-being (job satisfaction and positive affect), psychological well-being 

(autonomy, competence and relatedness satisfaction, learning, meaningful work and work 

engagement) and social well-being at work over time. 
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The South African education system has undergone significant changes within recent years. 

The complexity and intensity of the demands made on teachers and the pace of education 

transformation are unprecedented and for many South African teachers it seems that teaching 

has become a stressful, frustrating and unpleasing profession (Boshoff, Potgieter, Ellis, 

Mentz, & Malan, 2018). Furthermore, teaching is a well-known context for generating many 

emotional demands as it involves high levels of face-to-face interactions with many 

stakeholders (Lee, 2017). Yet, despite the negative discourse about the South African 

teaching situation, there are some teachers who have reported that they are flourishing at 

work (Redelinghuys, 2016). The ability to cope with the stressful South African education 

context enables such teachers to manage the stressors that challenge their ability to maintain 

personal control over given situations (Fishman, 2014). In a working context such as the one 

sketched above, understanding teachers’ state of mental health is important, not only for the 

objective of supporting them (Gray, Wilcox, & Nodstokke, 2017), but also for the purpose of 

ensuring quality education (Bakker, Hakanen, Demerouti, & Xanthopoulou, 2007; Louw, 

George, & Esterhuyse, 2011). This study investigated teachers’ stress, mental health and 

perceived personal control, as well as the effects thereof on their flourishing at work. 

Following, the constructs of the study are briefly described. 

Perceived Stress 

The human components of mental health, flourishing and perceived personal control included 

in this study, share the common dynamic of responding to stress as a ubiquitous facet of 

human life (Ryff & Singer, 2003). Also, the teaching context is familiar with the stress 

phenomenon, therefore, being a teacher can be most fulfilling, but also extremely demanding 

and stressful (Clipa, 2017; Clipa & Boghean, 2015, Kyriacou, 2001). The impact of stress on 

teachers extends to the classroom environment both academically and behaviourally for 

teacher and learner (Gray, Wilcox, & Nodstokke, 2017).  

Rothi, Leavy, and Lowenthal (2010) view stress as an imbalance between the pressure 

or demands placed upon an individual and their coping resources. Kassin, Fein and Marcus 

(2014) describe stress as an unpleasant state of arousal in which the individual perceives the 

demands made on him/her as taxing and as exceeding their ability to handle or change the 

demands. These conceptualisations of stress explain why teacher stress is defined as the 

negative or unpleasant emotional experience of teachers that stem from the demands within 

their work environment (Kyriacou, 2001) and as the experience of negative emotions such as 

tension, frustration, anxiety, anger and depression as a result of teaching demands (Sandilos, 
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Goble, Rimm-Kaufman, & Pianta, 2018). Teaching demands include, amongst others, 

inadequate teacher support (Cozolino, 2017), learner behaviour (Clipa,, 2017), time pressure 

and workload (Aldrup, Klasmann, & Ludtke, 2017). Teachers’ inability to cope effectively 

with work-related stress negatively affects their levels of well-being (Roffey, 2012; Vesely, 

Saklofske, & Nordstokke, 2014), which in turn can affect their personal performance and the 

learners’ well-being, because such teachers often lack a sense of commitment and presence in 

the classroom (Clipa, 2017). Heightened teacher stress levels can furthermore contribute to 

the climate of the school and are often related to high levels of staff absenteeism, early 

retirement and resignation (Grayson & Alvarez, 2008). On the contrary, creating a classroom 

atmosphere that encourages learning and development that is beneficial and healthy for both 

teacher and learners, reduces stress experiences and improves flourishing (Gray, Wilcox, & 

Nordstokke, 2017; McCallum & Price, 2010). Ryff and Singer (2003) state that it is during 

stress or challenge that people’s strengths are most clear, while Taylor (2011) found that 

positive personal capabilities under adversity stem from psychosocial resources and lead to 

resilience and health. In this research, the perceived stress model of Cohen and Williamson 

(1988) will be used.  

Mental Health 

Teaching is consistently described as a demanding, sometimes dissatisfying profession. At 

their best, teachers act as role models who inspire learners, build their confidence, encourage 

them to learn and develop to their utmost ability and enable them to reach their full potential 

(Grenville-Cleave & Boniwell, 2012). Unfortunately, the ideal is not always the reality as 

demotivated, overburdened, stressed-out teachers have a negative influence on learner 

performance, academic achievement and overall learner behaviour. Outcomes of teachers’ 

mental health struggles range from poor classroom relationships and instructional interactions 

between teacher and learner, to poor academic performance by learners (McLean & Conner, 

2015; McLean, Abry, Taylor, Jimenez, & Granger, 2017). 

Mental health is viewed as a moderate to high level of psychological well-being or the 

absence of mental dysphoria (Singh & Walia, 2004) and includes an individual’s ability to 

enjoy life and to create a balance between life activities and psychological resilience (Gorsy, 

Panwar & Kumar, 2015). The World Health Organization (2004) views mental health as a 

state of well-being where individuals successfully cope with normal stresses of life enabling 

them to work productively and contribute to their community. More recently, Galderisi, 

Heinz, and Kostrup (2015, p. 232) elaborated on the WHO conceptualisation and described 
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mental health as “a dynamic state of internal equilibrium that enables individuals to use their 

abilities in harmony with universal values of society”. They explained that components of 

mental health that contribute to the internal equilibrium are basic cognitive and social skills, 

an ability to recognise, express and regulate one’s emotions and to have empathy with others, 

the flexibility to deal with life’s adversities, to function in social roles and to have a 

harmonious relationship between body and mind (see Galderisi, Heinz & Kostrup, 2017).  

Currently, a well-researched conceptualisation of mental health is that of Keyes (2007) 

who distinguished between mental health as flourishing or languishing on a continuum of 

complete mental health. Keyes (2007) states that mental health is characterised by emotional, 

psychological and social well-being that manifests in feeling good and functioning well 

behaviour. Specifically, Keyes conceptualises emotional mental health as having 

predominantly positive emotions, life satisfaction and a keen interest in life. Psychological 

health is characterised by acceptance of oneself, autonomy or self-directedness, personal 

growth and self-development, healthy and reciprocally satisfying relationships with others, a 

sense of mastery of one’s environment and a strong sense of purpose in life. Social mental 

health, according to the Keyes model (2006), comprises a general sense of social coherence 

and actualisation, of feeling accepted by and belonging to one’s community and the ability to 

contribute to the community in a reciprocally meaningful way. 

Stable mental health is critical for teachers to successfully complete work-related tasks, 

since they are confronted with various demands and challenges that include expectations to 

effectively manage classrooms and achieve academic success (Gray, Wilcox, & Nodstokke, 

2017). Teaching tasks are becoming increasingly more challenging due to multidimensional 

and diverse educational needs of learners, learner to teacher ratios, constantly changing 

learning curriculum and further demands added to the workload. Considering these 

occupational demands, it is not surprising that teachers experience significantly high levels of 

stress that might result in burnout or mental ill-health, including psychosomatic symptoms 

such as headaches, hypertension, muscle tension (Renshaw, Long, & Cook, 2015), 

exhaustion, depression and obesity (Parray, Kumar, & Awasthi, 2016). In this study, the 

Keyes (2002, 2004, 2006, 2007) model of complete mental health was used to conceptualise 

teachers’ mental well-being, in which flourishing is a core construct. 
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Flourishing at Work 

To ensure quality education requires a motivated, healthy, committed, competent and well-

functioning teaching corps (Bakker, Hakanen, Demerouti, & Xanthopoulou, 2007; Louw, 

George, & Esterhuyse, 2011), in other words, a teaching corps that could be described as 

feeling and functioning well or flourishing at work (Rautenbach, 2015; Redelinghuys, 

Rothmann, & Botha, 2019).  

To flourish means to experience emotional, psychological and social well-being 

(Keyes, 2007) or as Seligman (2011) proposes, to have positive emotions, engagement in life 

tasks, healthy relationships, meaning and purpose in life and a sense of achievement. 

Flourishing at work is described as an employee’s desirable mental and physical condition or 

state of well-being, expressed through positive work experiences and effective management 

of work-related factors. When employees flourish, they display a wide range of positive 

work-related attitudes (Redelinghuys, Rothmann, & Botha, 2019). Rautenbach and Rothmann 

(2017) conceptualised flourishing at work as an application of the flourishing construct of 

Keyes (2002, 2004, 2006, 2007), with the components of emotional, psychological and social 

well-being related to the workplace, although Rothmann (2013) deviates from Keyes’ (2002; 

2005) model to include different sub-dimensions of emotional well-being (EWB), 

psychological well-being (PWB) and social well-being (SWB), making it more work related. 

Rautenbach and Rothmann’s (2017) Flourishing at Work Scale – Short Form (FAWS-SF) 

assesses three dimensions, namely emotional well-being with three sub-dimensions of 

positive affect, negative affect and job satisfaction, psychological well-being with six sub-

dimensions of autonomy satisfaction, competence satisfaction, relatedness satisfaction, 

learning, meaningful work and engagement and social well-being with five sub-dimensions 

of social acceptance, social actualisation, social contribution and social integration 

(Rautenbach & Rothmann, 2017). Rothmann (2013) found that job-contextual factors o 

flourishing at work, better predicted organisational outcomes than flourishing in general 

(Redelinghuys, 2016). For the purposes of this study, Rothmann’s (Rautenbach & Rothmann, 

2017) adapted model of the Keyes Mental Health Continuum will be used. 

Positive mental health (flourishing) is associated with better general and work 

functioning, with those individuals who are flourishing reporting lower absenteeism from 

work, high morale, job satisfaction and other indicators (Keyes, 2002). In general, 

psychological well-being as a dimension of workplace flourishing can be seen as an 

individual’s sense of personal and professional fulfilment, satisfaction, purposefulness and 
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happiness, constructed in a collaborative process with colleagues (Rautenbach & Rothmann, 

2017; Soini, Pyhälto, & Pietarinen, 2010). Within the educational context, such a flourishing 

promoting process is supported by contextual factors that enable teachers to realise their 

purpose and goals in teaching, that provide realistic and manageable work demands, that 

value, respect and celebrate teachers’ professional expertise and work competence (Acton & 

Glasgow, 2015). When teachers believe that work-related challenges and problems are 

beyond their control (Bandura, 1997; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Thompson, 2002), their flourishing 

will be unfavourably impacted. Conversely, the ability to foster and maintain their well-being 

and flourishing at work and to have a sense of perceived personal control over work demands 

may have a positive impact on teachers’ performance and transform them from surviving to 

thriving (Grenville-Cleave & Boniwell, 2012).  

Perceived Personal Control 

Perceived personal control can broadly be defined as the belief in one’s ability to exert 

control over situations or events and to influence the outcomes (Ly, Wang, Bhanji, & 

Delgado, 2019). Teachers are continuously confronted with events, situations and adversities 

that are emotionally, cognitively and physically challenging and that influence their ability to 

function optimally within their given work environment. Many teachers, however, find ways 

to cope by turning to internal strategies, actions and processes that assist them in making 

sense of the stressful context that they find themselves in and to manage stressors that 

challenge their ability to maintain control over given situations (Fishman, 2014).  

Perceived personal control is described as the beliefs or perceptions that one has the 

ability, resources or opportunity to influence one’s environment in order to achieve positive 

or favourable outcomes and to avoid negative effects through one’s own actions (Fishman, 

2014; Kassin, Fein, & Markus, 2014; Litt, 1988; Liu & Yussen, 2005; Thompson & 

Schlehofer, 2008). Self-regulatory beliefs launch and guide coping behaviour and such 

beliefs that regulate actions are control beliefs or the sense that I can do it, referring to an 

expectation that the individual can produce desired outcomes by having a sense of control 

over the challenge (Aldwin, 2011). Perceived control is considered an influential personal 

resource that an individual can utilise when faced with challenging or daunting circumstances 

(Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2011).  

Theoretically, perceived personal control (PPC) has been conceptualised in different 

ways. Averill (1979) introduced a tripartite structure of PPC, which includes three 

dimensions, namely behavioural control, decisional control and cognitive control. 
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Thompson’s (1981) typology distinguished between behavioural and cognitive control and 

emphasised that the perception of control is more significant than the actual control 

(Berkenstadt, Shiloh, Barkai, Katznelson, & Goldman, 1999, Thompson, 1981). The two-

process model, as proposed by Rothbaum, Weisz and Snyder (1982), distinguished between 

primary control and secondary control, in which primary control involves taking action to 

achieve desired outcomes, whereas secondary control refers to changing oneself to adapt to 

the environment or to accepting one’s circumstances as they are (Bryant, 1989; Thompson, 

2011; Thompson & Schlehofer, 2008). Bryant’s (1989) four-factor model of perceived 

control evaluates a person’s perceived ability to: avoid negative events (primary negative 

control); cope with negative events (secondary negative control); obtain positive events 

(primary positive control); and savour positive events (secondary positive control). This four-

factor model explains an individual’s self-evaluation of perceived control and distinguishes 

between perceived primary control (over events) and secondary control (over feelings) 

separately in relation to positive and negative experiences (Bryant, 1989). Thompson and 

Schlehofer (2008) suggest that perceived control consists of two dimensions, locus of control, 

referring to beliefs of either internal or external motivation and reinforcement and self-

efficacy, the belief of acquired personal ability to enact effective response. In this research of 

teachers’ sense of personal control, the Averill (1979) model, elaborated on by Taylor (1983) 

and Thompson et al. (1993), will be used.  

A sense of perceived personal control is an asset as it motivates individuals to take 

action and avoid stressful situations, it also encourages problem-solving and focuses attention 

on solutions (Thompson, 2011). Perceived personal control have been found to promote 

aspects of flourishing at work such as positive work-related attitudes, job satisfaction, career 

prospects, work performance and the level of work engagement (Bitner, Faranda, Hubbert, & 

Zeithami, 1997). On the contrary, perceived lack of control can result in the development of 

anxiety disorders (Hogendoorn et al, 2014) and according to Thompson and Schlehofer 

(2008), individuals presenting a low sense of personal control are more likely to choose a 

passive approach, tending to develop the need to want others to act on behalf of them.  

Aims of this Study 

In order to investigate the perceived stress and mental health, as well as the perceived 

personal control of teachers and the effect of these factors on their flourishing at work, the 

statistical analyses were done in three phases. The following aims were used: a) to identify 

and test a measurement and structural model with both cross-sectional and longitudinal data 
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and to determine the descriptive statistics, reliabilities and correlations of the factors (phase 

1); b) to identify latent profiles on scores of participants on the perceived personal control 

(PPC) scale, to test measurement invariance between the identified profiles and to estimate 

the mean of a distal continuous outcome across latent profiles, by means of BCH (phase 2); 

c) to determine the indirect effects of perceived stress through mental health on flourishing at 

work.(phase 3).  

Method 

In the section below, the research design, participants and procedures and general 

methodology followed, will be described. 

Research design 

The research design was an ex post facto (after the effect) cross-sectional design, which 

means that a cross-sectional survey was done with the same group of teachers about their 

mental health, flourishing at work, perceived personal control and perceived stress in the 

teaching context. However, the participants completed the questionnaires at two occasions, 

four months apart, which also made this a one-group pre-and post-test research design of 

longitudinal nature (Thyer, 2012). The research methods were quantitative and supported the 

positivist research paradigm (see Devi, 2017).  

Participants and procedures 

Participants were sampled from the Sedibeng East District in the Gauteng province of South 

Africa. A convenience sample of teachers (n = 209) from eight schools, which included 

primary, secondary and special education schools, participated in the study. 

After obtaining the Gauteng Department of Education’s permission to conduct the 

research, as well as that of headmasters of schools and school governing bodies, the 

researcher and a research assistant visited the schools to meet the teachers and give them 

information about the nature of the research and their rights as participants in the research. 

Informed consent letters were made available and interested teachers signed these within four 

days and returned them to the research assistant at an agreed-on time and place (only 

consenting teachers were included in the study.) After that, booklets with the questionnaires 

were completed and returned to the researcher, who was also available for assistance during 

the process of questionnaire completion. 
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Data collection 

A biographical questionnaire, developed by the researcher, was used to obtain information 

about the teachers’ gender, years of teaching experience, educational background, the grades 

they taught and the type of school where they were presently teaching. Thereafter, the 

following validated questionnaires were completed: 

The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) of Cohen and Williamson (1988) was used to determine the 

educators’ perceptions of stress associated with teaching. The PSS is a widely used 

psychological instrument for measuring the perception of stress. It is a 10-item measure of 

the degree to which situations in one’s life are appraised as stressful. Items are designed to 

tap into how unpredictable, uncontrollable and overloaded respondents find their lives 

(Cohen & Williamson, 1988). The scale includes questions about current levels of 

experienced stress and respondents are asked how often they feel a certain way. Participants 

respond by making use of a five-point Likert scale, ranging from zero (never) to four (very 

often). Higher scores indicate more perceived stress. Evidence for validity shows that higher 

PSS scores are associated with greater vulnerability to depressive symptoms that are elicited 

by stressful life events (Cohen & Williamson, 1988). The Cronbach alpha coefficient for the 

internal reliability of the PSS is .75 (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983). The PSS was 

used in a South African study by Hamad, Fernald, Karlan and Zinman (2008), with findings 

that adults in South Africa demonstrated rates of perceived stress at or above levels elsewhere 

in the developing world. Scores ranged from zero to 40 and the test had a Cronbach alpha of 

.72 (Hamad et al., 2008). The PSS is available in the public domain for research. 

The Mental Health Continuum – Short Form For Adults (MHC-SF) (Keyes, 2005, 2006). The 

MHC-SF is based on the original 39-item LF and both were developed with the specific 

purpose of measuring emotional, psychological and social well-being in the upper or 

flourishing range of the mental health continuum (Keyes, 2005, 2006, 2009). The MHC-SF is 

a 14-item self-report measure of positive mental health, which places individuals’ level of 

well-being along a continuum from flourishing to languishing. The three subscales, emotional 

well-being (three items), psychological well-being (five items) and social well-being (six 

items), constitute the multilateral model of well-being (Keyes, 2005, 2006, 2009). Emotional 

well-being (EWB) is measured in terms of an individual’s subjective well-being, including 

satisfaction with life, positive and negative affect. The level of self-acceptance, personal 

growth, purpose in life, positive relations with others, environmental mastery and autonomy 

experienced by an individual, is included in the psychological well-being (PWB) subscale. 
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Social well-being (SWB) measures issues related to social integration, social contribution, 

social coherence, social actualisation and social acceptance. The frequency of emotional, 

psychological and social well-being during the previous month is rated on a six-point Likert 

scale (0=never and 5=every day). The MHC-SF has produced good internal consistency 

coefficients of more than .80 and high discriminant validity (Keyes, 2005, 2006; Keyes et al., 

2008). Keyes et al. (2008) found an internal reliability score of .74 for the total MHC-SF in a 

validation study done with Setswana-speaking South Africans, whilst a study conducted by 

Koen (2010) with professional nurses found an internal reliability score with Cronbach alpha 

coefficients of .83. Keyes et al. (2008) reported Cronbach alphas of .75 to .90 for the MHC-

SF in four different South African samples. The MHC-SF is available in the public domain 

for research. 

The Flourishing-at-Work Scale (FAWS-SF) of Rautenbach and Rothmann (2015), is a 21-

item scale based on the original 39-item scale of the authors and measures expressions of 

emotional, psychological and social well-being at work. Respondents indicate the frequency 

with which they experienced specific aspects of the three dimensions of well-being during the 

past month, on a six-point scale ranging from one (never) to six (every day). Such a response 

scale allows for the categorisation of levels of well-being corresponding to the three 

dimensions used by Keyes (2002, 2005, 2007), namely emotional, psychological and social 

well-being, to assess positive mental health. Flourishing would be indicated by never/once or 

twice experiencing the well-being features and moderate work well-being would mean 

neither flourishing nor languishing. Rautenbach and Rothmann (2015) reported internal 

consistencies of .82 to .90, indicating acceptable reliability of the FAWS-SF. The reason for 

including the FAWS-SF in this study is because it investigates the psychosocial well-being of 

teachers specifically in their work context, whereas the other scales report on the variables 

measured more within an intrapersonal context. The FAWS-SF was also developed in and for 

a South African work context. The scale was obtained from the authors for the purposes of 

this research. 

The Perceived Personal Control (PPC) Questionnaire of Berkenstadt et al. (1999) was 

developed for the measurement of an individual’s sense of perceived personal control. Based 

on the work of Averill (1973), Taylor (1983) and Thompson et al. (1993), three separate 

control dimensions were distinguished and incorporated in the questionnaire, namely 

behavioural control (the availability of an influential response), cognitive control, (the 

processing of information to appraise a potentially threatening situation as less stressful) and 
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decisional control (the opportunity to choose among various courses of action) (Smets, 

Pieterse, Aalfs, Ausems, & Van Dulmen, 2006). The PPC asks respondents to indicate their 

subjective perception of how much control they believe to have over a problem, using nine 

items with a three-point response scale (0=do not agree, 1=somewhat agree, 2=completely 

agree). A total score is calculated by adding the item scores (ranging from 0-2) divided by the 

total number of items. Higher scores indicate a respondent’s greater sense of perceived 

personal control. Measuring the effect of perceived personal control on the outcome of 

genetic counselling, Berkenstadt et al. (1999) found that the reliability of the scale was good 

before counselling, where the Cronbach alpha of the total scale was .83 and also after 

counselling where it was .86, thus validating the three-factor structure of the PPC concept. 

Smets et al. (2006) aim to assess further the psychometric properties of the PPC. Data were 

used from two samples and Cronbach alpha coefficients ranging from .79 to .81 were 

reported. McAllister, Wood, Dunn, Shiloh and Todd (2011) validated the PPC in an UK 

population and found internal consistency of .83, good convergent validity and sensitivity to 

change of the scale. This scale has not been used in South African research. The PPC is 

available in the public domain for research. 

Ethical considerations 

The Humanities and Health Research Ethics Committee (HHREC) of the North-West 

University (NWU-HS-2017-0026) granted ethical approval for the study. All criteria required 

for ethics research, as set out by the HHREC and other ethics policies and guidelines, were 

strictly adhered to in this study. 

Data analysis 

Statistical analysis was conducted with SPSS 25.0 (IBM Inc., 2018) and Mplus 8.3 (Muthén 

& Muthén, 1998-2019). Latent variable modelling was used to test the measurement and 

structural models. The maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard errors (MLR) 

was used as an estimator. The following indices were used to test the fit of the models with 

the data: the chi-square statistic (the test of absolute fit of the model), standardised root mean 

residual (SRMR), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), Tucker-Lewis index 

(TLI) and comparative fit index (CFI) (West, Taylor, & Wu, 2012). TLI and CFI values 

higher than .90 are acceptable, but values higher than .95 indicate excellent fit. RMSEA and 

SRMR values lower than .08 indicate a close fit between the model and the data.  
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Descriptive statistics were computed to describe the data. Point estimates of scale 

reliability (rather than alpha coefficients) were computed through confirmatory factor 

analysis (CFA) (see Raykov, 2009). Cut-off values for scale reliability of .70 (Raykov, 2009) 

were used and Pearson correlations were employed to determine correlations among the 

variables. Statistical significance was established at 99% (p ≤ .01) and practical significance 

was established at .30 with a medium effect and .50 with a large effect (Cohen, 1988). 

Latent profile analysis was used to identify person-centred profiles in terms of 

perceived personal control. To estimate the LPA model, several steps were followed, first, the 

optimal number of latent profiles was determined; secondly, the latent profile classification 

was examined; thirdly, the latent profiles were labelled; and lastly, latent profile membership 

was predicted. A series of models with an increasing number of latent profiles were tested. A 

model was retained when there was a significant improvement from the reference model to 

this model with more profiles. The models were evaluated according to the lowest Bayesian 

information criterion (BIC), Akaike information criterion (AIC) and sample-size adjusted 

BIC (ABIC) values, comparing the different models. The model with the smallest value of 

information criterion (AIC, BIC and ABIC) is desired. BIC is well known to determine the 

number of profiles that will be used (Geiser, 2013). The Lo-Mendell-Rubin likelihood ratio 

test (LMR) (Lo, Mendell & Rubin, 2001), the adjusted LMR LR (ALMR) test and the 

significant bootstrap likelihood ratio test (BLRT) were used for assessing the fit between two 

models that differed by one profile and provided a p-value indicating the best-fitting model 

(Wang & Wang, 2012). Entropy was used to provide an index of model classification quality. 

Values greater than .80 indicated adequate classification quality and values closer to 1.0 

indicated better classification quality (Jung & Wickrama, 2008).  

Measurement invariance was tested to compare the two latent profiles on the different 

variables included in the measurement model. Measurement invariance was investigated in 

three hierarchical steps (Wang & Wang, 2012), namely a) testing for configural invariance; 

b) testing for metric invariance; and c) testing for scalar invariance. Configural invariance 

exists when the same number of factors and free or fixed factor loadings (without any other 

equality constraints on any other model parameters) exist across groups. Metric (weak) 

invariance exists when factor loadings are equal across groups. Scalar (strong) invariance 

exists when factor loadings, as well as item intercepts, are invariant. 

To determine whether any relationships were indirectly affected by independent 

variables, the procedure explained by Hayes (2018) was used.  
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Results 

The data of this study were analysed in three phases and will be reported below according to 

the phases. Since the data was obtained on two occasions, mention will be made of Time 1 

(T1) and Time 2 (T2) data, analysis and results. Discussion of the findings will follow 

thereafter.  

 Phase 1: Testing a measurement and structural model with both cross-sectional and 

longitudinal data, descriptive statistics, correlations and reliabilities of factors. 

 Phase 2: Latent profile analysis (LPA) on scores of the perceived personal control (PPC) 

scale, measurement invariance testing (configural, metric and scalar) and using the BCH 

procedure to assess the differences between latent PPC profiles on the stress, mental 

health and flourishing at work of teachers. 

 Phase 3: Testing for indirect effects of stress through mental health on the flourishing at 

work.  

Results of phase 1 

Testing the measurement model 

By means of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) an eight-factor measurement model was 

identified. Survey items served as indicators of latent variables and the model was made up of 

the following latent variables: (1) negative stress, a first order latent variable with six items; 

(2) Positive stress, a first order latent variable with four items; (3) Mental health, a second 

order latent variable with three first order latent variables: emotional well-being with three 

items; psychological well-being with six items and social well-being with five items; (4) 

Emotional well-being at work, a first order latent variable with four items; (5) Psychological 

well-being at work, a first order latent variable with nine items; and (6) Social well-being at 

work, a first order latent variable with five items. Latent models 1 – 3 contained T1 scores 

and latent models 4 – 5 contained T2 scores. Correlations were allowed among the latent 

variables of the measurement model. 

The model yielded the following fit statistics: χ2 = 1381.55, df = 801, p < .0001, CFI = 

.95, TLI = .94, RMSEA = .06 (90% CI .054, .064), SRMR = .07. These statistics indicate a 

good statistical fit for the measurement model. Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics, 

reliabilities and correlations of the latent variables. 
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics, Reliabilities and Correlations 

 

 
Mean SD ρ NSTRES (T1) PSTRES (T1) MHC (T1) 

EWB-aw 

(T2) 

PWB-aw 

(T2) 

NSTRES (T1) 2.46 0.81 .89 - - - - - 

PSTRES (T1) 2.39 0.61 .74 -.69*++ - - - - 

MHC (T1) 3.76 0.91 .88 -.61*++ .71*++ - - - 

EWB-aw (T2) 4.18 1.01 .88 -.26* .36*+ .86*+ - - 

PWB-aw (T2) 4.31 1.01 .93 -.30*+ .42*+ .90*+ .88*++ - 

SWB-aw (T2) 3.94 1.19 .92 -.37*+ .35*+ .82*+ .81*++ .89*++ 

Note: NSTRES = Perceived negative stress; PSTRES = Perceived positive stress; MHC = Mental health; EWB-aw = Emotional well-being at 

work; PWB-aw = Psychological well-being at work; SWM-aw = Social well-being at work 

* p < .01 

+ r > .30 practically significant (medium effect) 

++ r > .50 practically significant (large effect) 
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Reliabilities calculated by means of the Raykov (2009) method range from .74 for negative 

stress to .93 for psychological well-being at work. These indices show acceptable reliability 

for the scales used. The correlations were in line with what was theoretically expected. 

Perceived negative stress correlated significantly negatively with perceived positive stress 

and with mental health, as well as with the three well-being or flourishing at work factors. 

Perceived positive stress correlated significantly positively with mental health and with the 

three well-being at work factors. Mental health correlated significantly positively with 

emotional, psychological and social well-being at work. The correlations were of medium and 

large practical effect. 

The measurement model served as the basis for identifying a structural model, which 

yielded the following fit statistics: χ2 = 1381.06, df = 861, p < .001, CFI = .95, TLI = .94, 

RMSEA = .059 (90% CI .054, .064), SRMR = .07. The structural model was used in the other 

phases of this study to do the intended analysis. 

Table 2 shows the standardised regression weights for stress in Time 1 on mental health 

in Time 1, as well as stress and mental health in Time 1 on flourishing at work in Time 2. 

Table 2 

Standardised Path Coefficients 

 

Dependent variable Independent variable  SE Est/SE p 

Mental health Negative stress -.23 .09 -2.59 .01** 

 Positive stress .55 .08 6.53 .00** 

EWB at work Negative stress .11 .11 0.99 .32 

 
Positive stress .04 .14 0.29 .77 

 
Mental health .56 .10 5.39 .00** 

PWB at work Negative stress .08 .10 0.84 .40 

 Positive stress .13 .13 0.99 .32 

 Mental health .49 .11 4.50 .00** 

SWB at work Negative stress -.13 .10 -1.31 .19 

 Positive stress -.13 .12 -1.08 28 

 Mental health .55 .10 5.64 .00** 

** p < .01 
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Table 2 shows that mental health in Time 1 is predicted by low negative stress ( = -0.23, p < 

.01) and high positive stress ( = 0.55, p < .0001). Stress in Time 1 predicted 53% of the 

variance in mental health in Time 1. Mental health in Time 1 predicted emotional well-being 

at work ( = 0.56, p < .0001), psychological well-being at work ( = 0.49, p < .0001) and 

social well-being at work ( = 0.55, p < .01) in Time 2. Stress and mental health in Time 1 

predicted 28%, 29% and 30% of the variance in emotional, psychological and social well-

being or flourishing at work, respectively in Time 2. 

Results of phase 2 

Latent profile analysis (LPA) was done with Mplus 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2019) to 

group participants on their responses to the nine items of the PPC scale that were given on a 

three-point response scale. These responses were given in the first measurement (T1). A 

series of models with an increasing number of latent profiles were tested. Models were 

evaluated according to the lowest AIC and BIC values comparing the different models, 

entropy, the Lo-Mendell-Rubin (LMR LR) test, the adjusted LMR LR (ALMR LR) test and 

the bootstrapped likelihood ratio test (BLRT).  

Significant enhancement from the reference model to the model with more profiles led 

to a model being retained. Models were compared using the lowest BIC value and entropy 

values ranging from 0 to 1, where higher values were better (values smaller than .60 were not 

accepted). The Lo-Mendell-Rubin (LMR LR) test (Lo, Mendell & Rubin, 2001), the adjusted 

LMR LR test and the bootstrapped likelihood ratio test (BLRT) (Wang & Wang, 2012) were 

used in Mplus to test the number of profiles in a mixture analysis. Posterior class membership 

probabilities, as well as entropy values, were used to specify the quality of profile 

membership. 

To determine the LPA model, four steps were followed, namely the ideal number of 

latent variables were determined; the latent profile classification was investigated; the latent 

profiles were labelled; and the prediction of latent profile membership was completed. To 

determine the number of latent profiles, four models with different numbers of latent profiles 

were estimated and compared, starting with a single-profile model and increasing the number 

of profiles one at a time. The fit indices are reported in Table 3. The Akaike information 

criterion (AIC) (1 849.62), the Bayesian information criterion (BIC) (1 871.26) and the 

sample size-adjusted BIC (ABIC) (1 852.23) values of the model with one latent profile were 

the largest, indicating that this model had the worst fit. 
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Table 3 

Comparison of Different Latent Profiles 

 

Model AIC BIC ABIC 

LMR LR 

Test 

p-value 

ALMR LR 

Test 

p-value 

BLRT 

 

p-value 

Model 1 

With one profile 
3507.7 3567.9 3510.9 n/a n/a n/a 

Model 2 

With two profiles 
3031.4 3124.9 3036.2 0.0196 .0208 .0000 

Model 3 

With three profiles 
2388.6 2515.6 2395.2 0.7888 .7902 .0000 

 

Table 3 shows that a two-profile model fit the data the best. Although the BIC value of the 

two-profile model was higher than that of the three-profile model, the LMR-LR and ALMR-

LR p-values were lower, which indicated that the two-profile model is the accepted LPA 

model for the data used. 

The quality of the latent profile membership was investigated. The entropy values for 

the two-profile and three-profile models were .88 and 1.00 respectively, indicating a good 

classification (Clark, 2010). The average latent profile probabilities for the two-profile LPA 

model were .96 (profile 1) and .97 (profile 2), which could be considered high compared to 

the recommended cut-off value of .70 of Nagin (1999). The profiles were labelled according 

to their means for the nine items. Two latent profiles were found as shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Latent perceived personal control profiles 

 

Figure 1 shows that the two profiles identified through person-centred analysis of 

participants’ responses on perceived personal control were “doubtful personal control” (48% 

of the participants) and “confident personal control” (52% of the participants). The 

characteristics of the two perceived personal control profiles are described below. 

Profile 1: Doubtful personal control: Regarding cognitive control, individuals in this profile, 

to some extent, believe they know what problem caused them to experience stress (Q1), they 

somewhat believe they know what the problem implies for themselves and their families 

(Q2), to a certain extent they know what gave rise to the problem (Q3). Regarding decisional 

control, individuals in this profile feel less equipped to make future-directed decisions (Q4), 

feel less self-assured in evaluating available options in order to make decisions (Q5) and to 

change the future of their families (Q6). Concerning behavioural control, individuals in this 

profile believe they might not be able to do things to prevent problems or stress situations 

from occurring (Q7), are uncertain in knowing what to do to ease the situation (Q8) or to keep 

on going (Q9). 

Profile 2: Confident personal control: With regard to cognitive control, individuals in this 

profile believe they understand what problem caused them to experience stress (Q1), they 

believe that they know what the problem implies for themselves and their families (Q2) and 

they believe they know what gave rise to the problem (Q3). Concerning decisional control, 
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individuals in this profile feel equipped to make future decisions (Q4), feel more confident in 

evaluating available options in order to make decisions (Q5) to change the future of their 

families (Q6). Regarding behavioural control, individuals in this profile believe they can do 

things to prevent problems or stress situations from reoccurring (Q7), know what to do to 

ease the situation (Q8) and how to follow through or to keep on going (Q9). 

Measurement invariance testing 

Next, the configural, metric and scalar invariance of the two personal control profiles were 

computed for the variables in the structural model. This was done as a prior step to testing the 

differences between means and correlations of teachers who showed lower versus higher 

personal control. Table 4 displays the results of the measurement invariance testing of low 

and high personal control samples. 

Table 4 

Measurement Invariance of Profiles 

 

Model 2 df p 

Metric against configural 41.99 34 .163 

Scalar against configural 80.38 68 .145 

Scalar against metric 38.08 34 .289 

 

Table 4 reveals that configural, metric and scalar invariance exist (in terms of the variables 

included in the structural model) between the two personal control profiles. Therefore, means 

and regression coefficients of the two profiles can be compared for the variables that were 

included in the structural model. 

Latent profiles and stress, mental health and flourishing at work 

Comparison of mean scores of the personal control profiles 

The automatic BCH approach for estimating the mean of a distal continuous outcome across 

latent profiles (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014; Bakk & Vermunt, 2016) was used in this study. 

The latent profile model was estimated using the nine indicator variables of the PCC scale. 

The means of the auxiliary variables were estimated across the different profiles with the 

BCH method to avoid shifts in determining the latent profile analysis. The BCH method 

makes use of weighted multiple-group analysis to identify where the groups correspond to the 
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latent profiles and a shift in the profiles is not possible because the profiles are known 

(Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014). Results using the BCH method can be seen in Table 5.  

Table 5 

Equality Tests of Means Across Profiles Using Posterior Probability-Based Multiple 

Imputations with Three Degrees of Freedom for the Overall Test and One Degree of Freedom 

for the Pairwise Tests 

 

    Overall test: Profile 1 vs. Profile 2 

 Profile Mean SE Chi-square p 

NSTRES 
Profile 1 

Profile 2 

.23 

-.21 

.07 

.07 
19.14 .000* 

PSTRES 
Profile 1 

Profile 2 

-.27 

.25 

.05 

.06 
43.42 .000* 

MHC 
Profile 1 

Profile 2 

-.30 

.26 

.06 

.06 
36.97 .000* 

EWB-aw 
Profile 1 

Profile 2 

-.18 

.16 

.07 

.07 
10.43 .001* 

PWB-aw 
Profile 1 

Profile 2 

-.22 

.19 

.06 

.07 
17.44 .000* 

SWB-aw 
Profile 1 

Profile 2 

-.24 

.22 

.08 

.08 
16.03 .000* 

Note: NSTRES = perceived negative stress; PSTRES = perceived positive stress; MHC = 

mental health (complete score); EWB-aw = emotional well-being at work; PWB-aw = 

psychological well-being at work; SWB-aw = social well-being at work. 

 

Table 5 shows that the two perceived personal control profiles showed significant differences 

in their mean scores on all the variables included in the structural model. Participants in 

Profile 1 (doubtful personal control) had statistically significant higher mean scores on 

perceived negative stress (χ2 = 19.14; p < .001) and lower mean scores on perceived positive 

stress (χ2 = 43.42; p < .001), mental health (χ2 = 36.97; p < .001), as well as emotional (χ2 = 

10.43; p < .001), psychological (χ2 = 17.44; p < .001) and social well-being or flourishing at 

work (χ2 = 16.03; p < .001) compared to Profile 2 (confident personal control).  
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Differences between the regression coefficients for the two personal control profiles 

Wald tests were conducted in Mplus 8.3 to test the significance of differences between the 

regression coefficients of the two personal control groups. Table 6 shows the p-values of the 

comparisons of the regression coefficients for the personal control profiles. 

Table 6 

Differences between the Regression Coefficients 

 

Variables in the Wald test Value df p 

Emotional well-being at work on negative stress 0.31 1 .57 

Emotional well-being at work on positive stress 1.00 1 .32 

Emotional well-being at work on mental health 0.02 1 .89 

Mental health on negative stress 3.22 1 .07 

Mental health on positive stress 2.71 1 .10 

Psychological well-being at work on negative stress 0.73 1 .39 

Psychological well-being at work on positive stress 0.67 1 .42 

Psychological well-being at work on mental health .00 1 .98 

Social well-being at work on negative stress .11 1 .75 

Social well-being at work on positive stress .87 1 .35 

Social well-being at work on mental health .02 1 .89 

 

Table 6 shows that none of the Wald tests were statistically significant. No statistically 

significant differences were therefore observed between the regression coefficients of the two 

personal control profiles on the dependent variables in Time 1 and Time 2. 

Results of phase 3 

The procedure suggested by Hayes (2018) was followed to investigate the indirect effects of 

stress on flourishing at work (via mental health). Bootstrapping was used to generate an 

empirically derived representation of the sampling distribution of the indirect effect and this 

representation is used for the construction of confidence intervals. Two-sided bias-corrected 

95% confidence intervals (CIs) were to evaluate indirect effects using 10 000 bootstrap 

samples (see Table 7). The confidence intervals indicate the values between which lower and 

upper values of the indirect effect varied in 95% of the 10 000 computed bootstrap estimates. 

If the confidence interval is above zero, the indirect effect is positive. If the confidence 

interval is below zero, the indirect effect is negative. There is clear evidence that the indirect 
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effect is positive (or negative) to a “statistically significant” degree if the confidence interval 

does not include zero (Hayes, 2018, p. 101).  

In Table 7 the indirect effects of perceived stress through mental health on emotional, 

psychological and social well-being or flourishing at work are depicted. 

Table 7 

Confidence Intervals of Standardised Indirect Effects 

 

Item Β SE 95% C.I. p 

Negative stress to EWB at work -.13 .08 [-.28, .02] .093 

Positive stress to EWB at work .31 .10 [.17, .54] .001** 

Negative stress to PWB at work -.11 .67 [-.26, -.01] .090** 

Positive stress to PWB at work .27 .10 [.10, .48] .004** 

Negative stress to SWB at work -.13 .07 [-.29, .01] .084 

Positive stress to SWB at work .31 .10 [.17, .53] .001** 

 

Table 7 shows that perceived negative stress had a significant negative indirect effect, 

through lower mental health, on psychological well-being at work (PWB-aw). Perceived 

positive stress (PSTRES) had significant indirect effects through mental health on emotional, 

psychological and social well-being or flourishing at work. 

Finally, Wald tests were conducted to determine whether there were statistically significant 

differences between the two perceived personal control profiles in the indirect effects of 

positive and negative stress on well-being at work via mental health. None of the Wald tests 

were statistically significant. 

Discussion 

This study investigated school teachers’ stress and mental health as well as the effects thereof 

on their flourishing at work. Moreover, the study determined whether the effects of perceived 

personal control of teachers affected their stress, mental health and flourishing at work. 

Lastly, the study focused on the indirect effects of stress through mental health on teachers’ 

flourishing at work. 

An eight-factor measurement model was specified that had a good statistical fit and 

served as the basis for a structural model. Correlations between variables were all significant 

and agreed with what was theoretically expected. Practically significant correlations of large 
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effect were found between perceived stress and mental health. The results showed that 

teachers who appraised the stressors in the educational context as taxing and unmanageable 

were inclined to experience languishing symptoms that Keyes (2009) described as “a state of 

being mentally unwell” (p. 90). The teachers who appraised (Aldwin, 2007; Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984) the educational stressors as challenging and manageable reflected mental 

strengths and resilience or flourishing (Keyes, 2009), also described by Keyes as positive 

mental health. Perceived stress was associated with mental health in Time 1, but also with 

emotional, psychological and social well-being in Time 2.  

The structural model showed that both positive and negative stress impacted mental 

health (in Time 1) positively and negatively respectively. However, the size of the 

standardised regression coefficient of positive stress was more than twice as strong as for 

negative stress. This finding confirms the importance of positive stress for mental health. 

Concerning longitudinal effects, the results showed that mental health in Time 1 predicted the 

three dimensions of flourishing at work in Time 2. Stress and mental health in Time 1 had 

large effects on flourishing at work in Time 2 varying from 28% to 30%. Therefore, positive 

stress (and to a lesser extent negative stress) impacted the mental health of school teachers on 

the short term, but only mental health remained a statistically significant predictor of the three 

dimensions of flourishing at work on a longer term.   

Perceived personal control might affect the levels of stress, mental health and 

flourishing at work, as well as the relationships between these variables. Perceived personal 

control is based on a belief that one has the ability to (a) cause or influence the outcomes of 

life events, (b) choose among outcomes, (c) cope with the consequence of outcomes and (d) 

understand these outcomes (Peterson, 1999; Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2011). Two latent 

profiles of personal control were identified using LPA. The profiles were labelled as doubtful 

personal control (48% of the participants) and confident personal control (52% of the 

participants). These two profiles correspond with profiles reported by Skinner and Zimmer-

Gembeck (2011), namely optimal profiles and maladaptive profiles. Optimal profiles have 

strong control expectancies, beliefs in effort as successful strategy and high confidence in 

one’s own capacities, together with low dependence on uncontrollable strategies. In contrast, 

maladaptive profiles showed a low generalised sense of control, low beliefs in effort as 

effective strategy and low confidence in own capacities combined with strong reliance on 

uncontrollable strategies. The similarities of these profiles with the profiles found in this 

study, are interesting and give theoretical credence to these results.  
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Skinner and Zimmer-Gembeck (2011) found that aggregate scores for the profiles in 

their study predicted engagement and achievement in the workplace. They also found 

significant associations between a sense of personal control and constructs such as locus of 

control, resilience, active coping, self-efficacy, mastery and perceived competence. Finally, 

Peterson (1999) came to the conclusion that a sense of personal control is both a cause and a 

consequence of the way people respond to their environment, a psychological process that 

guides people to be more than passive recipients of outcomes and to actively engage with 

their challenging environments, reminding one of the slight majority (52%) of the teachers in 

this study, who responded to the demanding educational context that they have to face with 

confident perceived personal control. 

It is possible that the levels of stress, mental health and flourishing at work as well as 

the relationships between these variables might differ between individuals because of 

personal control perceptions. Therefore, it was vital to test the measurement invariance of the 

constructs included in the structural model of flourishing at work. The analyses provided 

support for the configural, metric and scalar invariance of the variables included in the 

structural model, indicating that the factor structures, the factor loadings and the item 

intercepts were invariant across the two profiles (Milfont & Fischer, 2015). Testing of the 

differences in means of the variables included in the structural model showed that teachers 

who doubt their personal control experienced statistically significantly more negative stress 

and less positive stress, mental health as well as emotional, psychological and social well-

being at work compared with confident personal control teachers. These findings are in line 

with findings from previous studies (Peterson. 1999; Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2011; 

Thompson, 2009). 

The dynamic given by authors such as Peterson (1999), Skinner et al. (2011) and 

Thompson (2009) to explain individual differences in perceived personal control, especially 

in stressful circumstances, lies mainly in the cognitive areas of human functioning and in 

socio-cultural belief systems. Stress attribution styles and causal explanatory styles (Lazarus 

& Folkman, 1984; Peterson & Seligman, 1984) that perceive stressful events as 

uncontrollable, give rise to thought patterns of helplessness and possibly hopelessness, both 

classic constructs described by Seligman (1992) and Abramson, Metalsky and Alloy (1989) 

respectively. Thompson (2009) describes the cognitive chain of a lack of perceived personal 

control as characterised by depressive thinking with catastrophising, anxiousness and feelings 

of helplessness. Conversely, Peterson (1999) describes a state of having perceived personal 
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control using rubrics such as learned hopefulness, learned industriousness, learned mastery, 

learned optimism, learned relevance and learned resourcefulness (p. 298). Peterson comes to 

the conclusion, which is also supported by Skinner et al. (2011) and by Thompson (2009), 

that a belief in one’s own ability to influence outcomes is a consistent correlation of well-

being on all levels and that several pathways run between perceived personal control and 

well-being. 

As far as socio-cultural belief systems and a sense of personal control are concerned, 

Thompson (2009) cites extensive research reporting that the need for a sense of personal 

control and the beneficial role of perceived personal control in well-being takes on a different 

picture in Asian and African-American populations. In these populations, lower levels of 

perceived personal control were found and a weak relationship between perceived personal 

control and psychological outcomes was reported. In this study, the demographic variables of 

culture or ethnic descent were not included, although all South African races were 

represented in the sample. The results suggest that perceived personal control matters in terms 

of levels of positive and negative stress, mental health and emotional, psychological well-

being at work, for all participants.  

A comparison of the structural relationships for the doubtful and the confident 

perceived personal control profiles showed that there were no differences in the relationships 

between stress (positive and negative), mental health and the emotional, psychological and 

social well-being or flourishing at work dimensions.  

A significant indirect effect was found for negative stress, through mental health on 

psychological well-being at work. Negative stress at work (measured at the same time as 

mental health) reduces the mental health of school teachers. As a result, these teachers 

experienced lower psychological well-being at work in the long term (including autonomy, 

competence and relatedness satisfaction, learning, meaningful work and work engagement). 

Positive stress, through mental health, had significant indirect and positive effects on 

emotional, psychological and social well-being at work over time. Therefore, it seems that 

teachers who experience positive stress are more mentally healthy, which results in them 

experiencing higher emotional well-being (job satisfaction and positive affect), psychological 

well-being (autonomy, competence and relatedness satisfaction, learning, meaningful work 

and work engagement) and social well-being at work over time. 

These results could be read in conjunction with the preceding discussion in which it was 

indicated how mental health and psychological well-being are compromised under conditions 
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of stress and especially if the stress is appraised as taxing and unmanageable (Aldwin, 2007; 

Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Negatively perceived work stress has been associated with 

burnout or lowered mental health that leads to lower work well-being with features such as 

psychological ill-being (or languishing, Keyes, 2002) and symptoms such as exhaustion, 

feeling overwhelmed and drained and becoming depersonalised with behaviour of 

withdrawing and distancing (Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001; Jackson, Rothmann, & Van 

de Vijver, 2006). Maslach et al. (2001) found that teachers are at risk of burnout in the 

teaching profession and found symptoms of both low mental health and low work well-being 

such as feeling depleted, frustrated, hardened, apathetic and drained of energy and 

motivation. 

The contrary finding that work stress perceived as positive (manageable and 

stimulating) by the participating teachers in this study, leads to higher levels of mental health 

and via that, to work well-being on emotional, psychological and social levels, reminds one of 

the original convictions of classic authors like Ryff and Singer (2003) and Lazarus (1974). 

Ryff and Singer state that stress is an ubiquitous facet of human life and that stress is often 

the source of people’s strengths, while Lazarus viewed stress as a life energy for physical and 

mental functioning and crucial in the development of life skills with which to survive and 

flourish (also see Crum & Lyddy, 2014; Mearns & Cain, 2003). 

The results of the study discussed above suggest further research and although the aims 

of this study were met, there were some limitations that will be discussed below. 

Limitations of and Recommendations from the Research 

The questionnaires used in this study to assess important psychological concepts such as 

perceived stress, mental health, perceived personal control and emotional, psychological and 

social well-being or flourishing at work, were all in English, which is not the first language of 

most of the participants. Since such questionnaires tap into sensitive features of teachers’ 

work life experiences, it is recommended that in future research of this nature, the 

questionnaires should be in the language of the respondents. For further research in South 

Africa, it is recommended that these questionnaires should be translated into all 11 languages 

of the country.  

In this research, demographic variables such as ethnic background and culture were not 

taken into account. However, in the discussion on perceived personal control it was shown 

that findings on this construct were much different in Asian and Afro-American cultures, 

which were also mostly collective cultures, as are these cultural groups in South Africa. 
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Further research on the perceived personal control construct is recommended to investigate 

how it is conceptualised and responded to in the broad South African socio-cultural context. 

Although some longitudinal research was done in this study by re-assessing all the 

variables used after a four-month interval with the same group of teachers, the constructs 

researched in this study are rich and represent such important psychological aspects and 

domains of human behaviour, that they lend themselves for further longitudinal and mixed 

method research designs. Such future research is recommended. 

Many of the findings in this research were first-time findings, which call for replication 

studies to further support, refine or reject the current findings. Other findings were rich in 

meaning and could be further explored qualitatively. For example, qualitative research into an 

understanding of teachers’ stress appraisal styles and their perceived personal control in the 

educational context could be recommended, especially with teachers who are either doubtful 

or confident in their personal control.  

Practical interventions based on the findings of various studies with variables like those 

used in this study could be developed, implemented and validated in order to assist teachers 

in managing and constructively coping with the stress they face. Since the stress factor will 

remain a variable in the teaching and teacher well-being equation, enabling mechanisms and 

support systems for present and future teachers are recommended. More so, because existing 

research indicated that perceived personal control, coping, resilience and self-efficacy 

behaviour seems to be based on and influenced by continuous learning experiences (Skinner 

et al., 2011). 

Conclusion 

It can be concluded from this study that positive stress (and to a lesser extent negative stress) 

impact the mental health of teachers on the short term. However, only mental health predicts 

the three dimensions of flourishing at work on a longer term. Mental health mediates the 

relation between stress and well-being at work. Furthermore, perceived personal control 

affect the teachers’ levels of stress, mental health and flourishing at work, as well as the 

relationships between these variables.   
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Introduction 

This study broadly aimed to investigate the stress of teachers in the South African teaching 

context; the ways in which they attempt to cope with their perceived stress; the influence that 

a personal sense of control may have on their stress and, lastly, the effects of stress, coping 

and personal control on the well-being and flourishing at work of the teachers who 

participated in this research. The research question that was initially posed to guide the 

research activities of the study was: would there be a beneficial or any other relationship 

between teachers’ stress levels, their coping strategies, a sense of personal control and their 

well-being and flourishing at work; would their stress levels, coping strategies, a sense of 

personal control and well-being at work show significant variations after an interval of four 

months; would the variables used in the study predict the intention of teachers to leave the 

profession?  

In this chapter, the conclusions based on the literature study and on the research 

conducted to answer the research question, as well as the limitations experienced and 

recommendations flowing from the research, are discussed. First, conclusions based on the 

literature review of the study will be given and, thereafter, conclusions stemming from the 

empirical research, will be presented. 

Conclusions from the Literature Study 

 From the problem statement that underpinned the study, it was concluded that although 

rewarding, teaching is considered exceptionally stressful (Newberry & Allsop, 2017). 

Teachers from several countries, including South Africa report high levels of stress 

(Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011), that result in undesirable outcomes on teaching and 

learning (Steyn & Kamper, 2006), which may lead to detrimental consequences for 

teachers’ well-being (Olivier, & Venter, 2003). These high stress levels seem to influence 

teachers’ intentions to leave the teaching profession (Newberry & Allsop, 2017).  

Regardless of the many changes that the South African education system has 

undergone during recent years, the complexity and intensity of the demands made on 

teachers and the pace of education transformation, many South African teachers still 

seem to cope, or even flourish in the profession (Fishman, 2014; Redelinghuys, 2016).  

 The stress concept is approached in the literature from an array of viewpoints and 

perspectives and most of these are either theory or practice related. A basic assumption of 

all the different conceptualisations of stress seems to be that stress originates from 

various internal and external sources and leads to reactions in the physical and mental 
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states of the person. These states occur due to the interpretation of the person about the 

nature of the stress and his/her ability to deal with it. The outcome of the interpretation is 

an adaptive response process of thought, feeling and action in which the stress is either 

ignored or avoided, acknowledged but set aside or faced and acted on. 

Research into teacher stress concludes that all South African teachers experience the 

demands made on them by the teaching context and respond to the stressful demands 

with vast individual differences ranging from being severely stressed, over a broad 

continuum, to being challenged and resourceful. 

 Coping, also conceptualised from different theoretical frameworks or practice 

orientations, is viewed as the response, either active or passive, either internally or 

externally, to the stress experienced. Coping is a broadly perceived adaptive response to 

stress, with either defeating or enhancing outcomes and makes use of various coping 

strategies and abilities to manage (cope with) the person’s stress. 

Teachers have been found to cope mostly with either active problem solving 

approaches or with emotional coping strategies and their coping behaviour is influenced 

by their characteristics, culture, coping experiences and subjective views of their coping 

competence. Successful adaptive coping of teachers buffers them against the effects of 

stress, leading to the development of skills and competencies to deal with the demands of 

the teaching context and to understand the source and nature of their stress (Ferreira & 

Ebersohn, 2012). 

 Mental health, for the purpose of this study, was largely conceptualised by the complete 

mental health model of Keyes (2002), because it would seem that the emotional, 

psychological and social dimensions describing complete mental health, encompasses, to 

a large extent, the features of mental health given in other descriptions. The Keyes 

model, with the sub-dimensions of each dimension thereof, also represents all domains of 

human mental functioning. 

Teachers’ mental health have been mostly conceptualised from a negative 

perspective and described as the outcome of the stress saturated educational context. 

Currently, teachers’ mental health is viewed as low, or stress induced with symptoms 

such as psychosomatic headaches, hypertension and muscle tension, coupled with 

exhaustion, depression and obesity, anger, anxiety and frustration, to mention but a few. 

Conversely, teachers who succeed in dealing with educational adversity, have been 

described as resilient, energetic, determined, motivated and resourceful, with a minimum 

of the abovementioned ill-being symptoms (Grenville-Cleave & Boniwell, 2012). 
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 A sense of personal control is a fairly old theoretical construct from the 1980s that was 

reintroduced in 2011 by Skinner and Zimmer-Gembeck into, especially, the 

psychological field of coping. Although perceived personal control has specific features, 

it also has similarities to coping constructs and to dimensions such as a sense of self-

efficacy, self-determination’s autonomy, self-regulation and self-control, mastery and a 

sense of coherence, all human capabilities enabling stress management. A sense of 

personal control is a belief system about personal abilities to interact with the 

environment in ways that would ensure mastery and mostly manageable outcomes 

(Thompson, 2011). 

Since no research findings of teachers’ perceived personal control was found, this 

study hoped to investigate this interesting and potentially empowering construct and to 

promote it for further research and application in psychology and the humanity sciences. 

 Flourishing at work is the conceptual model of Rothmann (2013) that elaborated on the 

original Keyes (2005) model. Flourishing at work also has the dimensions of emotional, 

psychological and social well-being, but with work related sub-dimensions and is 

alternatively called well-being at work. A teacher who is flourishing at work displays 

work related positive effect, job satisfaction and low negative affect (emotional well-

being); satisfaction with their autonomy, competence and relatedness at work, with their 

occupational learning, work meaningfulness and engagement (psychological well-being) 

and they show social acceptance, actualisation, contribution and integration in the work 

place (social well-being). Teachers who are flourishing at work have high levels of work 

engagement and functioning, good morale and low levels of absenteeism (Keyes, 2002; 

Rothmann, 2013). 

Above, very brief conclusions about the theoretical constructs used in this study were 

described. More elaborated conclusions from the empirical research into the theoretical 

constructs, will be given in the following discussion. 

Conclusions from the Empirical Research 

The data collected for the research was done with N = 209 teachers completing questionnaires 

on perceived stress (PSS), coping strategies (COPE), perceived personal control (PPC), 

mental health (MHC-SF) and well-being or flourishing at work (FAWS-SF). Four months 

later, the same group of teachers, as was previously agreed with them, completed the same set 

of questionnaires. 
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The initial data gathering sessions with the teachers proceeded well, albeit at eight 

different schools. Teachers’ attitudes were mostly positive and they found the questionnaires 

interesting. The school principals contributed, to a large extent, to the good nature of teachers 

by assisting in the practical arrangements and by arriving at each session and personally 

thanking their staff for participating. 

The follow-up testing sessions four months later and the effort and organisation that it 

took gave the researcher a taste of what longitudinal research would entail. However, once 

more with the help of the school principals, the testing procedures were completed 

successfully. Although the participants initially complained about the re-testing, the mood 

that prevailed was largely tolerant and cooperative. The assistance of a research assistant was 

of great value. N = 242 sets of questionnaires were completed, but N = 209 could be used in 

the statistical analyses due to mistakes made in and incompleteness of questionnaires. 

The data obtained from teacher participants were used in three data analyses projects, 

each with its own aim and objectives. The reports of research findings of each analysis, were 

presented by means of three articles intended for later publication in scientific journals. 

Conclusions based on these research reports will be given below, according to the themes and 

aims of each analysis.  

Perceived stress and coping of teachers: a latent profile analysis (Manuscript 1). 

This study was aimed at: 

 Identifying stress profiles from the perceived stress scores of teachers, using a 

person-centred approach 

 Determining the relations between stress profiles and coping strategies of teachers.  

The most important findings were as follows:  

 Four latent profiles for teachers were found, namely stress resisters (P1), manage 

stress (P2), stress overloaded (P3) and highly stressed (P4); 

 Teachers identified as stress resisters and manage stress, scored significantly lower 

on the coping strategies of denial and disengagement, as well as self-blame, than 

those who showed stress-overloaded and highly stressed profiles.  

It could be concluded that: 

- Teachers are individuals with unique combinations of capabilities and experience 

in their teaching roles. This would manifest in the individual differences in and 

varied responses to the stress that they experience in the teaching context. Two of 
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the four latent stress profiles identified in this study showed that the participating 

teachers either resisted the stress impact by interpreting the demands as well-

manageable, or they experienced the stress and found it to be moderately 

manageable. Close to half of the teachers (48%) were in these two profiles, 

indicating that they could manage the educational stress. The other two profiles 

representing the majority of participating teachers (52%) indicated that they either 

felt overloaded by stressful demands or that they were highly stressed in their 

everyday teaching context. 

- The above mentioned finding supports the volumes of research about South 

African teachers’ high levels of stress, but what it also shows is that close to half 

of the teachers find their stress either manageable, or they are stress resistant and 

are able to cope moderately to well with the demands of the educational context 

in which they operate. This phenomenon has not been as well-researched as the 

previously mentioned and more negative factor of high teacher stress levels. 

While it is imperative to understand and address the serious stress levels of 

teachers, one wonders if more attention should be paid to the factors enabling 

many teachers to manage and adapt to the demanding teaching context. 

- The further finding that the stress overloaded and highly stressed profile teachers 

made use of denial, disengagement and self-blame as coping strategies, is seen as 

maladaptive coping that is self-focused by Scheier and Carver (1981), who are 

classical stress and coping researchers and theorists. The dynamic of this coping 

style, according to the authors, is that the energy is removed from the stressful 

task and centred on the self, which causes affective distress. In more recent 

research such affective distress seems to resonate with emotional exhaustion, that 

is a key dimension of burnout (Jackson & Rothmann, 2005) and that was found 

by numerous researchers in stress research with teachers (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 

2011). Could it be that the maladaptive and affective distressing coping strategies 

of some teachers may even contribute to their experience of burnout? Could it 

also be that investing in coping skills training for stressed teachers, may 

strengthen them towards more effective coping and problem solving (Heppner & 

Lee, 2009) in the teaching context? 
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Teachers’ perceived stress, coping strategies, mental health at work and intention to 

leave the profession (Manuscript 2). 

The study aimed to: 

 Identify and test measurement and structural models for best statistical fit 

 Determine reliabilities of and correlations between the identified factors as well as 

the practical effect sizes of correlations 

 Predict mental health at work and the intention to leave the profession by teachers, 

by means of perceived stress and coping strategies 

 Calculate the indirect effects of perceived stress through mental health on the 

intention to leave the profession. 

The main findings were that: 

 Measurement and structural models were identified that met the best statistical fit 

criteria. 

 There were significantly medium and large effect sizes between correlations. 

 Mental health of teachers was predicted by low negative stress and active coping 

strategies. 

 Low mental health and high negative stress predicted the intention to leave the 

profession. 

 Negative stress indirectly and positively had an effect through mental health on the 

intention to leave the profession. 

It could be concluded that: 

- The large and significant practical effects found indicated that in the practical 

educational context teachers seemingly interpreted (appraised) and responded to 

the stressors, either as being non-taxing and manageable (positive stress) or being 

taxing and unmanageable (negative stress). Those who experience positive stress, 

make use of active coping strategies and this combination strongly influences 

(predicts) their mental health. In turn, those who experience high negative stress 

(taxing and unmanageable) seem to have compromised mental health, are most 

likely languishing in the workplace (Keyes, 2005) and are those who are 

considering leaving the teaching profession. 

- It was interesting that some of the classical psychology theories about stress, 

resonated in understanding the dynamics of the high levels of negative stress 
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found in the majority of teachers in this study (52%). The stress appraisal model 

of Lazarus and Folkman (1984), the fight or flight stress reaction model of 

Cannon (1932; Sapolsky, 1996) and the exhaustion reaction of the general 

adaptation syndrome of Hans Selye (1956) were all theoretically relevant to 

explaining the current phenomena of teacher stress in 2019. 

- Equally, the burnout phenomenon, especially the emotional exhaustion dimension 

thereof as found in this study, is as applicable in the current South African 

educational context as it has been in 1982 when Maslach did his ground-breaking 

work. 

Teachers’ perceived stress, mental health, perceived personal control: the effects thereof 

on flourishing at work (Manuscript 3). 

The study broadly aimed to: 

 Identify best fitting measurement and structural models and the reliabilities and 

correlations of factors 

 Identify latent profiles of perceived personal control of teachers and determine if 

perceived personal control affected their stress, mental health and flourishing at work 

 Study the indirect effects of stress through mental health on teachers’ flourishing at 

work. 

The most important findings were: 

 Regression coefficients showed that the impact of positive stress on mental health 

was twice as strong as that of negative stress. 

 Stress in general (positive and negative) impacted on mental health of school 

teachers in the short term, but only mental health remained a predictor of flourishing 

at work in the long term. 

 Two latent perceived personal control profiles were identified, in which 48% of 

teachers showed that they were doubtful of their personal control and 52% showed 

that they were confident about their personal control. 

 Teachers who are confident about their personal control showed significantly less 

negative stress and higher levels of mental health and well-being at work than their 

colleagues who were doubtful of their personal control. 

 The indirect effects of negative stress through mental health on psychological well-

being at work and of positive stress on emotional, psychological and social well-

being at work, suggested that teachers who experience positive stress are more 
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mentally healthy, which results in them experiencing higher emotional well-being 

(job satisfaction and positive affect), psychological well-being (autonomy, 

competence and relatedness satisfaction, learning, meaningful work and work 

engagement) and social well-being at work. 

It could be concluded that: 

- Stress remains one of the strongest determinants of mental health and seemingly 

more so in the teaching context, as shown by this study and in line with numerous 

others in South Africa. One wonders about the aloofness of the Department of 

Education in this regard, since intervention programmes to teach effective coping 

skills (Folkman et al., 1991) are freely available (Heppner & Lee, 2009) and the 

practical organisation to present such support to their teachers, could be done 

within the existing educational infrastructure. 

- It was interesting that mental health, with its components of emotional, 

psychological and social well-being and not the single stress management 

dimension thereof, had the long-term influence on flourishing at work. Despite 

the strong negative influence of stress, it would seem that mental health has 

operating features that could buffer against the impact of stress in the long run. 

- The latent personal control profiles identified, is an outstanding finding since no 

profile analyses on the PPC scale used could be found in an electronic search and 

profile analyses with the PPC construct revealed only that of Skinner and 

Zimmer-Gembeck (2011), reported on in this study. 

- The fact that profile membership in this study was 52% for confident personal 

control (positive) and 48% for doubtful personal control (negative), is the 

opposite to what was found in the first study of this thesis, namely that stress 

resisters and those who could manage stress were 48% and overloaded and highly 

stressed teachers were 52% of this teacher sample. This calls for research on the 

dynamics of a sense of personal control in relation to the experiencing of stress. 

Perceived personal control theory (Peterson, 1999; Thompson, 20011 indicates 

that a sense of personal control could be learned and that learned coping efficacy 

(active and constructive coping) is a pathway. 

Although the broad research conducted in this study was thorough and met the aims posed, 

some limitations were observed. 
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Limitations of and Related Recommendations from the Study 

Certain limitations of this study need to be acknowledged in relation to recommended future 

research directions; 

 The small sample size, due to the limited number of teachers in each school, may have 

influenced the results. Future research needs to include larger samples to develop a 

comprehensive understanding of teachers’ perceived stress experienced in a 

challenging work environment and the coping strategies and other psychological 

strengths that enable some teachers to stay and flourish in the profession. 

 The results were obtained mostly by means of self-report measures, which limit the 

information about teachers’ perceptions of stress and their ability to cope. Future 

studies could utilise multiple data sources to eliminate the effects associated with 

common method variance and to provide more information about the phenomenon, 

 This study did not consider cultural differences with regard to perceived stress, coping 

strategies, personal control and well-being in general and at work. Future research 

could focus on cross-cultural and intracultural comparisons in order to clarify the 

differences regarding these constructs in various cultural groups and between these 

groups. It is recommended that the study be performed on more populations from 

different races and cultural heritages in South Africa.  

 The questionnaires used in this study to assess important psychological concepts, such 

as perceived stress, mental health, perceived personal control and emotional, 

psychological and social well-being or flourishing at work, were all in English, not the 

first language of most of the participants. Since such questionnaires tap into sensitive 

features of teachers’ work life experiences, it is recommended that, in future research 

of this nature, the questionnaires should be in the language of the respondents. For 

further research in South Africa, it is recommended that these questionnaires should 

be translated into all 11 languages of the country. 

 The medium to large practical effect sizes found for most of the correlations between 

latent variables, were surprising and seemingly gave some perspective on the work 

context of the participants in this study. However, sizes only have bearing on a sample 

in a specific context and, therefore, it is recommended that this research is replicated 

in other teaching contexts with larger numbers of participants. Thereby comparisons 

of studies according to the practical effect sizes obtained for them could be done in 
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order to obtain some indication of a bigger picture of stress, coping, mental health at 

work and the intention to leave the profession, of teachers in South Africa. 

 In further research the effect of active coping on teachers’ perceived stress, mental 

health at work and intention to leave could be done, since the active coping results 

found in this study were, although significant, very low. 

 The stress and coping constructs could be combined with appraisal and explanatory 

style constructs and the relationships between the measurements operationalising 

these constructs could be investigated. 

 Further research on the perceived personal control construct is recommended to 

investigate how it is conceptualised and responded to in the broad South African 

socio-cultural context. A measurement of perceived personal control could be 

developed and validated in a South African context.  

 Longitudinal research was done in this study by re-assessing all the variables used 

after a four-month interval with the same group of teachers. However, the constructs 

researched in this study are rich and represent such important psychological aspects 

and domains of human behaviour, that they lend themselves for further longitudinal 

and mixed method research designs.  

 Many of the findings in this research were first-time findings, which call for 

replication studies to further support, refine or reject the current findings. Qualitative 

research into an understanding of teachers’ stress appraisal styles and their perceived 

personal control in the educational context could be recommended, especially with 

teachers who are either doubtful or confident in their personal control. 

 Practical interventions based on the findings of this and other studies with variables 

like those used in this study could be developed, implemented and validated in order 

to assist teachers in managing and constructively coping with the stress they face.  

 Since the stress factor will remain a variable in the teaching and teacher well-being 

equation in South Africa, the development of enabling mechanisms and support 

systems for present and future teachers are recommended.  

Contributions of the Study 

This research has theoretical and practical contributions to make to the field of psychology. 

Theoretical contributions 

 The theoretical constructs of perceived stress, coping strategies, complete mental health, 

perceived personal control and flourishing at work, operationalised by means of the 
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measurements used in this research, have not been researched in this theoretical 

combination before, as far as could be determined. The reliabilities, correlations and 

statistical relations found for these variables in a South African teaching context are 

unique. 

 The latent profiles identified for a South African group of teachers on perceived stress in 

the teaching context and on their perceived sense of personal control thereof, is a new 

and unique finding. It contributes to a better understanding of the two constructs 

researched, the context in which they were applied and the participants who formed the 

profiles. Very few published research reports on the latent profile analyses of these 

constructs could be found. 

 Perceived personal control (PPC) is a fairly old theoretical construct that was brought 

back into practice and research by the outstanding chapter of Skinner and Zimmer-

Gembeck (2011). However, since 2011 very few research findings with the PPC 

construct have been published. This study, in choosing to use the PPC construct, hoped to 

place the focus on a very interesting dimension of human behaviour, that is currently 

calling for further research and application. 

 Perceived stress of teachers, both positive stress and negative stress, proved to be a 

prominent variable in this research, associated with the other variables in various 

statistical interpretations. A primary feature about the perceived stress in this study, was 

how it was appraised and what the outcome of the appraisal was. The interpretation of 

the findings about stress lead to the rediscovery of the old classic stress theories such as 

the 1984 transactional model of stress and coping of Lazarus and Folkman, the fight or 

flight stress reaction model of Cannon (1932), the general adaptation syndrome of Selye 

(1956) and the burnout models of Maslach (1982). It is hoped that these old theoretical 

conceptualisations of the stress phenomenon and its outcomes, will be brought back into 

modern research. 

Practical contributions 

 The findings showed that only about the half (52%) of this sample of teachers 

experienced severe stress and not as many as reported in other research. Interestingly, 

also 52% of the teachers indicated that they had a sense of perceived personal control 

over the stressful situations that they encounter. These findings, linked to the other 

findings predicting the mental health, flourishing at work and intention to leave the 

profession of these teachers, could be used to propose to the Department of Education 
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that support programmes be offered to teachers. Such interventions could aim to 

strengthen teachers in managing educational demands, growing in their coping abilities 

thereof, as well as in having a sense of personal control. The outcome of such 

interventions could be for teachers to increasingly flourish at work. 

 On a smaller scale and as community service, the researcher, a registered educational 

counsellor, and other such professional service providers, could offer training 

programmes, workshops and interventions in promoting problem solving, effective and 

constructive coping strategies and a sense of personal control to teachers. These features 

of human behaviour are known to be open to growth and learning (Lyubomirski, 2011; 

Seligman, 2011). 

Conclusion 

This study aimed at investigating teachers’ stress in the South African teaching context, their 

strategies to cope, their mental health, perceived personal control, their flourishing at work 

and their intention to leave the teaching profession. The aim was successfully achieved and 

the spirit of the findings of this research support the view of Rothmann (2015), that educators 

are the change agents in the conceptual age, and they should be regarded as valuable human 

capital for the South African educational society. Every effort should be made for them to 

feel and function well in the classroom as they play a crucial role in shaping and guiding the 

lives of our nation’s children. 

“Everybody who remembers his own education remembers teachers, not methods and 

techniques. The teacher is the heart of the educational system” – Sidney Hook 
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