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Teacher wellbeing in England: teacher responses to school- 
level initiatives

Jude Brady and Elaine Wilson

Faculty of Education, University of Cambridge, Cambridge, UK

ABSTRACT

This qualitative study explores the types of school-level teacher 
wellbeing initiatives reported by 51 teachers. The authors argue 
that the most well-received wellbeing measures are those 
embedded within supportive whole school cultures which aim to 
minimise burdensome workloads and maximise feelings of auton-
omy, relatedness and competence. Analysis shows that the least 
effective initiatives were those that reacted to a perceived problem, 
but did not seek to address the cause of perceived poor wellbeing. 
In some cases, activities such as compulsory cooking or sports 
sessions infringed upon teachers’ basic needs for autonomy. Such 
initiatives acted as a barrier to teacher wellbeing when they were 
seen to respond to a perceived demand for accountability, or 
contribute to burdensome workloads by placing additional 
demands on teachers’ time. Overall, teachers favoured school poli-
cies and practices which were conducive to promoting meaningful 
workloads, rather than one-off or limited-duration wellbeing 
activities.
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Introduction

Pupil and teacher wellbeing are now important topics for education stakeholders in England. 

Increasing reports of poor mental health in teachers coupled with a recruitment and retention 

crisis has prompted policy makers and researchers to consider the factors that contribute to 

poor teacher wellbeing and associated outcomes such as sick leave and turnover.

Recent research has found that England’s teachers are more likely to report symptoms 

of stress and depression compared to the non-teaching general population (Health and 

Safety Executive, 2017). In a further study, Kidger et al. (2016) found that teachers 

reporting depressive symptoms were twice as likely to have taken sick leave in the 

preceding month compared to colleagues with better wellbeing and fewer depressive 

symptoms. Exempting parental leave, stress, anxiety and depression are the leading cause 

of teacher sickness in England and these conditions contribute to over 2 million days of 

sickness absence a year (Department for Education, 2018a; Precey, 2015). Further 

research commissioned by the Department for Education (DfE) has suggested that 

poor ‘general wellbeing’ is a ‘main contributing factor in [teachers’] decision to leave 

the profession’ (CooperGibson, 2018b, p. 21). Findings from Gibson, Oliver, and 
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Dennison’s (2015) qualitative analysis of 1685 teacher responses to the national teacher 

Workload Challenge are supported by other government commissioned research, nota-

bly the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted) 2019 

report into teacher wellbeing. Ofsted, the schools inspectorate body for state funded and 

some private schools in England, identified that state school teacher wellbeing is 

adversely affected by burdensome workloads, poor work–life balance, a lack of resources 

and in some instances a perceived lack of support from school leaders (Ofsted, 2019).

In response to such findings, the DfE and Ofsted published a series of guidelines and 

recommendations to help school leaders address the causes of burdensome workloads in 

schools and to encourage a better work-life balance for teaching staff. The most recent 

Teacher Workload Survey (2019) indicates a reduction in teachers’ working hours since 

2016, and the authors suggest that workload reduction measures could in part explain 

this improvement (Walker, Worth, & Van den Brande, 2019). Although national level 

surveys track teachers’ working hours, there has been little independent research which 

has considered teachers’ experiences or perceptions of such initiatives, or other types of 

initiatives that might inform teacher wellbeing. 

In light of this gap in the literature, our study explores school-level work-related 

wellbeing from the perspective of 51 participants who work as classroom teachers or 

school leaders in England. We set out to identify the conditions and initiatives that 

practitioners perceive to enhance or act as barriers to their wellbeing.

What is teacher wellbeing?

There is considerable variation in the definition of ‘wellbeing’ across education literature 

(McLeod & Wright, 2016). In order to define the concept, we start by outlining the 

conceptualisation and application of the term ‘wellbeing’ over the last 20 years.

As McLellan and Steward (2015) explain, initial attempts to measure wellbeing 

theorised it in hedonic terms: as the absence of negative states/emotions such as excessive 

stress or depression, and the presence of positive feelings such as life or job satisfaction. 

While objective and hedonic understandings of wellbeing lend themselves well to 

measurement, these approaches have been criticised for underestimating the complexity 

of what it means to ‘be-well’. Nesse (2005), for example, notes that ‘positive and negative 

affect are not necessarily opposite ends of one continuum’ and happiness cannot be 

expected to arise in the absence of suffering (p. 5). This consideration leads to the 

recognition of wellbeing as a process which is constructed within a context of interacting 

factors rather than the presence or absence of subjectively quantified emotions.

Subjective eudaimonic approaches recognise the complexity of wellbeing. In this view, 

it is defined in terms of the extent to which the individual has achieved ‘self-actualisa-

tion’, or ‘fulfilment of one’s potential’ (McLellan & Steward, 2015, p. 310). These views 

arise from the Aristotelian traditions which consider that the purpose of human endea-

vour is to live well in accordance to socially constructed virtue. As McLellan and Steward 

(2015) explain, in a modern context, eudaimonia can be interpreted as the achievement 

of ‘self-realisation’ (p. 310).

The field of positive psychology draws on the idea of self-realisation or actualisation 

(Seligman, 2011; Seligman & Parks, 2005). The movement prioritises individuals’ 
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experience and self-knowledge; the individual is encouraged to use this knowledge to 

pursue fulfilment of the self, so that they might live in accordance with their fullest 

potential.

However, positive psychology is not without critics. Wright and Pascoe (2015) suggest 

that the field’s Westernised and individualistic approach overlooks the situated and 

relational dimension of wellbeing. They suggest that genuine wellbeing is a ‘process’ 

which ‘moves beyond the individual’ to recognise the social contexts within which they 

are situated (p. 296).

Acton and Glasgow (2015) synthesise literature on the topic of teacher wellbeing and 

provide a definition which recognises its hedonic, eudaimonic and relational aspects:

Teacher wellbeing may be defined as an individual sense of personal professional fulfilment, 
satisfaction, purposefulness and happiness, constructed in a collaborative process with 
colleagues and students. (Acton & Glasgow, 2015, p. 102)

This definition recognises that fulfilment for teachers entails a ‘personal professional’ 

dimension, and it accords with other literature which indicates that teachers’ work is 

highly emotive and intertwined with their sense of personal as well as professional 

identities (Jeffrey & Woods, 1996). Furthermore, the definition identifies that teacher 

wellbeing is collaboratively constructed within a social space, that is to say, that it is 

relational. Other studies such as Renshaw, Long, and Cook (2015) and McLellan and 

Steward (2015) (with reference to pupils) also identify the perceived quality of indivi-

duals’ relationships as a composite factor underpinning the wellbeing concept. In a 

school context, research has suggested that the quality of teacher–pupil relationships is 

positively associated with teacher wellbeing, thus reinforcing the notion that wellbeing is 

constructed collaboratively (Aldrup, Klusmann, Lüdtke, Göllner, & Trautwein, 2018).

With the aforementioned studies in mind, we adopt Acton and Glasgow’s definition 

and consider that teachers’ experiences of wellbeing are formed in relation to their 

environments and interactions with others in the school space.

Factors affecting teacher wellbeing in England

Support and relationships

The quality of relationships within a school has been associated with teachers’ job 

satisfaction. Edinger and Edinger (2018), for example, found a positive and significant 

relationship between teachers’ job satisfaction and both perceived levels of organisational 

support and collegial trust. Other studies concur with these findings and indicate that the 

support of colleagues provides a crucial resource particularly for teachers at the begin-

ning of their careers (Fox & Wilson, 2009). In addition to this, research conducted in the 

United States indicates that teachers who feel supported by colleagues improve at a faster 

rate compared to their less well supported peers and are more likely to remain in their 

posts (Kraft, Marinell, & Shen-Wei Yee, 2016; Kraft & Papay, 2014). As individuals’ 

experiences of wellbeing are understood to be relational and socially constructed within 

the school environment, it is unsurprising that pupil outcomes are linked to the wellbeing 

of their teachers. Studies have found that pupils’ academic gains are negatively correlated 

with increased teacher stress and depressive symptoms (Hoglund, Klingle, & Hosan, 

2015; McLean & Connor, 2015).
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Workload

In addition to the quality of support and relationships, workload volume has received 

considerable attention in discussions around teacher wellbeing – not least because 

teachers in England have been found to work more hours each week compared to 

most other jurisdictions (Micklewright et al., 2014). Recent estimates indicate that their 

average working week is in excess of 50 hours (Higton et al., 2017; Walker et al., 2019). As 

such, government advice has focused on efforts to improve teachers’ experience of their 

jobs through recommending ways in which school leaders can reduce the quantity and 

improve the quality of teacher workload with a specific focus on three core areas 

identified in the national Workload Challenge: inefficient marking; planning and pre-

paration of lessons; and data management (CooperGibson, 2018a; Gibson et al., 2015; 

Higton et al., 2017). Recommendations include the elimination of unproductive marking 

tasks (such as marking work multiple times or recording verbal feedback), limiting the 

amount of data teachers are required to collect on pupils, and limiting the number and 

duration of staff meetings (Department for Education, 2018b; Teacher Workload Review 

Group, 2016).

Accountability

Research has emphasised the role of high stakes accountability systems in contributing to 

burdensome workloads. State funded schools and some private schools are inspected by 

Ofsted. The summative outcomes of these inspections, combined with pupil performance 

data, are published on a national comparative website. As a school’s reputation, and thus 

ability to recruit and retain pupils and teachers can be affected by its Ofsted grade and 

pupils’ exam results, school leaders are anxious to ensure that they are ‘inspection ready’. 

In practice, this has led school leaders to implement policies that mimic the Ofsted 

inspection process (Page, 2017; Perryman, Maguire, Ball, & Braun, 2018); this entails 

scrutiny of teachers through inspections of their marking, unannounced lesson observa-

tions, and regular analysis of pupil performance data (Page, 2015, 2016).

Page (2015) argues that teachers, fearing the material or symbolic sanctions of being 

identified as a failing practitioner, behave as though they are behind a pane of glass; aware 

that in a culture of normalised observation, they are continually subject to the judge-

mental gaze of pupils, peers and managers. In relation to wellbeing, research has linked 

such hyper-performative cultures (where the teacher is in a perpetual state of perfor-

mance) to negative affective outcomes such as feelings of anxiety or stress (Perryman, 

2007; Skerritt, 2019). Furthermore, Ball (2008) suggests that accountability-motivated 

workloads move teachers away from their core purpose of supporting pupils to learn, and 

thus as Perryman and Calvert (2019) conclude, can lead them to feel disillusioned by 

their work as it appears to be made up of low quality tasks that do not ostensibly benefit 

pupils. Our forthcoming research in this area finds that teachers in England’s private 

schools do not share state school teachers’ experience of high stakes and stressful 

accountability systems (Brady, 2020). In part this is because schools that are not inspected 

by Ofsted are not afforded an overall summative grade on their quality. Furthermore, 

private schools can ‘opt out’ of national comparative tables which appear to interact with 

teachers’ experiences of accountability on a school level.
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Theoretical lens

Our study considers school-level practices aimed at improving teachers’ working condi-

tions or enhancing their feelings of overall work satisfaction as wellbeing initiatives. We 

consider that self-determination theory (SDT) illuminates the basic psychological con-

ditions that must be met in order for teachers to experience a positive state of wellbeing: 

competence; autonomy; and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2006). In 

practice, the fulfilment of these needs means that teachers feel that they have the knowl-

edge and capacity to do a good job, they have some control or choice over the type and 

quality of work that they do – and they are supported and trusted by colleagues to do this 

work.

The psychological basic needs are all interconnected: if one need is not met, the other 

requirements are unlikely to be fulfilled and this may jeopardise wellbeing (Deci & Ryan, 

2008). Beginning teachers, for example, who do not feel supported by their mentors, may 

not have their need for relatedness met (Fox, Wilson, & Deaney, 2010). This in turn may 

lead the teacher to feel that they are not competent, which can link to undesirable 

outcomes such as low job satisfaction, stress and attrition (Høigaard, Giske, & Sundsli, 

2012; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2014). Specifically, we draw on SDT in our conceptual model, 

which is adapted from Connell and Wellborn’s (1991) work that situates teacher well-

being within the wider social environment of its production.

In Figure 1, the arrows suggest that the school context affects teachers’ professional self- 

systems, which in turn affect their patterns of action. According to Connell and Wellborn 

(1991), school contexts provide structure through policies and practices, autonomy support 

and involvement in understanding teachers’ needs. When the school context is conducive to 

supporting the basic psychological needs, the teacher is enabled to develop self-systems that 

reinforce feelings of competence, autonomy and an appropriate degree of connection to 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework adapted from Connell and Wellborn (1991).
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colleagues and the school context. Connell and Wellborn (1991) emphasise that these 

processes of self-appraisal, which are termed ‘self-systems’, ‘develop out of interactions of 

psychological needs and social context’ (p. 51). Thus the model foregrounds the importance 

of the underpinning psychological basic needs and the extent to which a school context 

facilitates the support of the need for autonomy, relatedness and competence. These positive 

self-systems translate into cognitive, behavioural or affective patterns of action. As exem-

plified in Figure 1, such actions can include problem solving, resilience, retention and work 

enthusiasm. As the literature review exemplified, the teacher’s manifestation of positive self- 

systems may have benefits for wider school community members including pupils.

Methodology

As little is known about teachers’ experiences of current wellbeing initiatives in schools in 

England, we determined that it would be most appropriate to analyse qualitative data to 

identify the intentional or unintentional measures that schools undertake to support this. 

We determined that this approach was appropriate because we needed to gain insight 

into the potentially broad range of practices that could be defined as wellbeing initiatives 

before we could assess teachers’ feelings towards these activities.

We addressed two research questions:

● Which practices do teachers perceive support their wellbeing?
● What do teachers perceive to be the barriers to enhancing wellbeing?

To answer these questions, we first explored teachers’ descriptions of their school 

context. We identified structural features of the school, such as policies, which affected 

teachers’ wellbeing. In addition, we explored participants’ narratives for accounts of 

autonomy support or opportunities for engagement which were facilitated by school 

management behaviours, policies or practices. Following this, we traced the way in 

which school contexts interacted with teachers’ feelings of competence, autonomy and 

relatedness. Specifically, we sought to identify key themes which would help us to 

understand the types of policies and practices which enabled or presented barriers to 

wellbeing.

As we wanted to learn about teachers’ feelings concerning their experiences of their 

work, we considered that semi-structured interviews and focus groups would offer an 

appropriate social space for us to gain rich insight into these questions (Burton, 

Brundrett, & Jones, 2014).

Sample

Data were collected as part of a larger mixed-methods academic study exploring teacher 

stress, workload and accountability. The larger study was approved by the University of 

Cambridge Faculty of Education Ethics Committee. Study findings are drawn from an 

overall sample of 51 teachers from 37 schools in England. Twenty-three of the teachers 

taught in state funded schools and 28 in private schools. Data were collected through 21 

one-to-one interviews with teachers, 1 interview with 2 teachers, and 6 focus groups with 
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between 3 and 5 participants. The interviews and focus groups were conducted over a 

seven-month period from 2017 to 2018.

One-to-one interviews lasted 45–75 minutes, whereas the focus group discussions 

were 75–90 minutes in duration. All the focus groups and individual interviews followed 

a semi-structured format during which participants were invited to discuss their experi-

ences as teachers. Questions centred around school practices, workload, accountability, 

stressors and related school initiatives/policies. We adapted questions according to the 

role of the participant (e.g. classroom teacher, middle leader or senior leader). Although 

these were semi-structured interviews with variation in the phrasing, indicative questions 

included items such as: ‘Can you tell me about the best/worst parts of your job?’; ‘Can you 

tell me about workload/monitoring in your school’; ‘Can you tell me about the kind of 

wellbeing policies your school has?’, and ‘What, if anything, contributes to stress at 

work?’ From these discussions we were able to identify the policies and initiatives that 

supported or undermined teacher wellbeing and evaluate participants’ responses to these 

measures, activities or practices.

As the focus groups were conducted after most of the one-to-one interviews had been 

completed, we had the opportunity to test hypotheses derived from the individual inter-

views with groups of participants. In this sense, the focus groups allowed us to triangulate 

our data by checking to see if findings were convergent (Morgan, 2019).

Participant demographics

Table 1 details teachers’ genders and the age phase of the schools within which they were 

employed. One of the participants had recently left secondary teaching due to stress and 

she did not intend to re-enter the profession. All others were employed as teachers at the 

time of interview.

By way of further contextualisation, participants had been teaching for an average of 

16 years (n = 48, min = 2 years, max = 41 years). Additionally, the sample includes 

teachers from across the country and teaching phases. As such, the sample afforded us a 

range of insights and perspectives from teachers at different points in their careers and 

from across sectors and school types.

Coding

We organised and categorised our interview and focus group data from transcripts in 

three phases.

Phase 1

During the first phase of coding, we identified teachers’ comments which explicitly or 

implicitly discussed, or gave insight to, their self-regulation processes in relation to 

Table 1. Participant demographics.

Primary Secondary Sixth form Total

Female 6 24 1 31
Male 4 14 2 20
Total 10 38 3 51
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feelings of competence, autonomy and relatedness. In addition, we noted the aspects of 

school context that teachers associated with these processes.

Phase 2

As recommended by Coffey and Atkinson (1996), the second phase of coding involved 

drawing together these contributions to identify common themes across the transcripts. 

SDT provided the theoretical backdrop against which we could begin to interpret 

emergent themes.

Phase 3

Following the identification of common themes, we looked specifically at the policies 

and/or conditions that teachers identified as supporting or undermining their wellbeing. 

The conceptual model allowed analysis of the reasons why certain practices or initiatives 

were welcomed or not welcomed by participants – and the way in which these responses 

linked to patterns of action.

Findings

All of the teachers in the study were able to detail the ways in which their schools’ policies 

and practices worked to support or undermine their wellbeing. Some teachers reported 

that their schools had initiatives directly targeted at enhancing ‘wellbeing’, whereas 

others explained that they had working groups to discuss and advise management on 

ways in which they could reduce workload, or improve marking and assessment proce-

dures for teachers. Initiatives explicitly developed to support teacher wellbeing were 

more commonly reported by state sector teachers, with private school teachers less likely 

to perceive wellbeing as an area of concern that required specific intervention. 

Nevertheless, even in schools that did not have specific initiatives targeted at improving 

wellbeing or related matters such as workload, there was evidence that the policies and 

practices of those schools still impacted on the teachers’ wellbeing, whether or not this 

was intentional.

From the data, we developed a list of the school-level practices and policies that 

interacted with teachers’ reports of their wellbeing. Based on the teachers’ narratives, 

we organised these findings into further subcategories on a continuum of reactionary, 

transactional and transformational measures (Table 2).

Reactionary wellbeing measures are characterised by their responsive nature; they 

treat the symptoms of a wellbeing problem, rather than disturb the conditions that may 

contribute to poor wellbeing in the first place. In some schools ‘wellbeing sessions’ were 

compulsory and placed during teachers’ ‘directed time’ (time reserved for meetings/ 

whole school activities); for others they were voluntary efforts run outside of the teachers’ 

contracted hours. For the most part, these reactionary initiatives were explicitly aimed at 

improving aspects of staff wellbeing in the short or immediate term.

Compulsory wellbeing

Teachers’ responses to reactionary wellbeing provision were in part contingent on the 

degree to which they felt obliged to participate in these activities; as one secondary school 

8 J. BRADY AND E. WILSON



Table 2. Types of wellbeing provision reported by study participants.

Structure Autonomy support Involvement

Transformational  
(Policy)

Commitment to quality workloads:
● Mechanism to avoid task dupli-

cation (e.g. streamlined IT 
systems)

● Dedicated staff for administra-
tive tasks

● Teachers’ tasks have clear ben-
efit to pupils and/or teachers

Indicators of trust:
● Books not scrutinised
● Class teachers’ judgement  

informs data analysis
● Observations are clearly linked 

to CPD (never conducted for 
general monitoring purposes)

Collegial culture:
● Supportive leader-

ship/colleagues
● Allocated time for  

collaboration

Marking and assessment policies:
● Streamlined marking  

procedures
● Limits on the frequency and/or 

depth of book marking 
required

● Limited frequency of reporting 
to parents

● Limited frequency and volume 
of data collection

Classroom autonomy:
● Free to plan own lessons which 

fulfil curriculum/topic criteria
● Choice over lesson structure
● No or very limited requirement 

to submit lesson plans/ 
schemes of work to senior  
leadership teams

Working conditions:
● Limitations on working hours
● School building inaccessible at 

weekend/holidays
● Limited number/duration of  

meetings
● ‘Bans’ on taking marking home
● Breaks throughout day
● Access to basic facilities e.g.  

water and toilets

Career autonomy:
● Opportunities for career  

progression
● Choice over CPD courses

Time autonomy:
● Staff not required to be ‘on- 

site’ unless teaching/on duty
● Restricted number of compul-

sory duties

Transactional  
(Contractual/ 
material)

Remunerative rewards:
● Pay progression
● Promotion opportunities
CPD:
● Provision of high-quality and 

relevant training within/out-
side of school
Medical insurance:

● Subsidised private health
● Dental care

Flexibility:
● Discretionary leave (e.g. to visit 

own children’s school events)

Fostering appreciation 
and motivation:

● Small gifts for staff 
(e.g. ‘thank you 
cards’ at end of 
term)

● Verbal appreciation
● Motivational 

quotations

Reactionary  
(supplementary)

Food, beverages and equipment 
for non-teaching time:

● Free/subsidised meals/drinks/ 
snacks for staff

● Staffroom equipment  
(e.g. kettle/toaster/water  
fountains/sofas)

Leave:
● Mental health days

Relaxation activities/ 
aids:

● Massages/‘pamper-
ing sessions’

● Meditation/ 
relaxation classes

● Relaxation/mind-
fulness apps

Mental health provision:
● Staff counsellors
● Chaplain

Physical activities:
● Group exercise  

classes
● Team sports
School community or 

competitive classes:
● Baking/cooking 

competitions
● Art classes
● Choir
● Quiz nights
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classroom teacher suggested, staff did not enjoy ‘forced fun’. This sentiment was 

expressed during a focus group discussion, when another teacher explained that her 

school had introduced ‘compulsory sessions’ for teacher wellbeing which included ‘jog-

ging, walking, or colouring’. Another teacher working in the same school stated that the 

provision was ‘not genuine’, but aimed at ‘ticking the wellbeing box for an Ofsted 

purpose’. He perceived that these activities were ‘not a good use of time or resources’ 

and that he ‘would prefer [the hour dedicated to wellbeing classes] to go home early’.

While teachers were not receptive to compulsory wellbeing sessions, others expressed 

more ambivalent views towards reactionary provision. A further secondary school class-

room teacher explained that the establishment of a staff wellbeing committee was a 

‘mixed thing’ because there was a ‘split’ between staff who enjoyed ‘the community feel’ 

and those who felt ‘resentful’ about being asked to participate in after work activities, 

such as baking classes, organised by the committee. The participant continued to explain 

that other reactionary provision, such as massages for teachers, failed to address the 

underlying causes of teacher stress:

I don’t want to stay in school for an extra hour of massage. I’d like my job to not be stressful, 
so I don’t need a massage.

The teachers’ narratives suggested that reactionary wellbeing initiatives were poorly 

received when teachers felt that it was provided for an accountability ‘Ofsted’ purpose, 

or when it exacerbated rather than alleviated heavy workloads – by requiring teachers to 

dedicate time to an additional activity, for example. For these teachers, managers did not 

fully understand the wants and needs of staff and thus they had introduced sessions that 

the teachers felt infringed upon their personal autonomy. They suggested that they were 

compelled into participatory behaviour and this contributed to a negative affective out-

come of feelings of annoyance or anger.

Flexible working

In some instances, teachers welcomed reactionary wellbeing provision as an ‘add-on’ to 

policies and practices that were conducive to ensuring that teachers’ workloads were 

meaningful and manageable. As one middle leader explained, although her school offered 

‘stuff’ such as massages, meditation opportunities and facilities in the staffroom:

It is not just the stuff. It is the cultural things like we can go home early. It is being flexible.

The teacher here indicated that the policies, practices and behaviours that constituted the 

working ‘culture’ of her school were an important component to supporting her well-

being. It appeared that the ‘stuff’ to which she referred was valued only because it was 

embedded within a working environment that encouraged ‘flexible’ work patterns. She 

elaborated and explained that ‘being flexible’ meant that teaching staff could take ‘no 

questions asked’ mental health leave, or managers would allow teachers additional time 

off to attend their own children’s events during working hours. We termed policies and 

practices such as discretionary leave or long holidays as ‘transactional’, as such provision 

could be conceptualised as a reward or compensation for teachers’ physical, intellectual 

or emotional labour. Several interviewees from the private sector, for example, made 
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comments of the ‘We work long hours during the term times, but we are compensated 

with long holidays’ type.

Enabling meaningful workloads

Transformational provision was situated as crucial to efforts to support wellbeing. Such 

provision was perceived as preventative, as typically it created conditions that fostered 

positive cognitive, behavioural and affective outcomes in the long term. For example, one 

state school teacher stated:

Removal of unnecessary marking of classroom books has probably had the biggest impact 
on my workload in the 14 years I’ve been teaching.

The teacher went on to suggest that streamlining policies had had no adverse impact on 

pupil progress because she retained her professional knowledge of ‘who’s writing well 

and who isn’t’. The teacher estimated that the new marking policy saved her ‘six or seven 

hours a week’ of ‘unnecessary marking’. In this instance, improved marking policies 

helped to ensure a manageable volume of work for the teacher. While these practices 

appeared to support wellbeing from our participants’ perspectives, they were not neces-

sarily explicitly identified as ‘wellbeing initiatives’.

High volume and low quality workloads generated by high stakes accountability 

systems appeared to be the main barrier to enhancing wellbeing for teachers working 

in the state sector. With few exceptions, state school teachers variously described the 

volume of their work as ‘overwhelming’, ‘intense’ and ‘completely and utterly unaccep-

table’. On the other hand, those working in the private sector also spoke of long hours 

and intense days, yet interviewees typically stated that they were engaged with their work 

and that they found the interpersonal aspects of it enjoyable. The wider study from which 

these data are drawn showed that private school teachers worked a similar number of 

hours each week to their state counterparts, but that they maintained lower levels of stress 

and better overall perceptions of their workload (Brady, 2020). In part these different 

perceptions were due to the different priorities of teachers’ work. Many private school 

teachers expressed that they found fulfilment in working closely with pupils, whereas 

state school teachers frequently suggested that accountability demands acted as a barrier 

to such engagement.

Teachers in both sectors wanted to support pupils in their academic, personal and 

social development, and this was where teachers derived their major job satisfaction. One 

private school teacher described the profession as ‘the best job in the world’, while 

another approaching his retirement reflected: ‘I’ve had a very much more satisfactory 

working life than an awful lot of people I know.’ Another private school teacher with a 

pastoral role also described teaching as ‘the best job in the world’ because she worked 

with pupils on ‘an academic front’ and the ‘pastoral side’. Her colleague agreed that she 

found teaching a ‘powerful’ experience because she saw pupils ‘grow’ which was 

‘rewarding’.

Participants working in the state sector similarly identified the interpersonal aspects of 

their role as the most enjoyable aspects of their job. They spoke of ‘building those 

personal relationships’ and ‘building relationships with pupils’ alongside altruistic factors 

such as ‘[making] a difference to [pupils’] lives’ as the ‘best’ part of their work. However, 
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teachers enjoyed their work only as long as they felt that the tasks they undertook 

benefitted the pupils. In the state school data, there were multiple instances of teachers 

describing feeling burdened by tasks that were completed for audiences other than the 

children. One state school practitioner explained:

When you are marking children’s work you are marking it for the adult who is going to be 
looking in the books, rather than necessarily the benefit of the children [. . . .] It is those kinds 
of low-level pointless tasks multiplied by 100.

The teacher’s comments were typical in that she identified ‘low-level’ pointless tasks to be 

symptomatic of a wider pressure to evidence the quantity and/or quality of her marking 

‘for the adult who is looking’. The comment could have referred either to intra-school 

inspectors, or external inspectors from Ofsted. However, as Page (2017) observes, state 

schools in England have become preoccupied with Ofsted inspections to the extent that 

many have entered a state of simulation whereby both formal and casual inspections by 

managers, colleagues and even pupils have become normalised. A state school teacher in 

a different interview reflected: ‘You are working to the scrutiny rather than what is best 

for the children sometimes.’ When questioned further, she suggested that she worked 

under such scrutiny because ‘it’s accountability for public funds’, and so teachers and 

school leaders had to evidence their value for money. Another suggested that school 

leaders had become ‘more and more tied up in book scrutinies’ (inspections of teachers’ 

marking of exercise books). However, she considered this to be a ‘box ticking exercise’ 

which had no clear purpose because she did not know ‘what [managers] get from it 

really’.

The joy of working with pupils

In terms of teacher wellbeing, the quality of the work, rather than the volume per se 

appeared to play a greater formative role. In particular, teachers found work that they felt 

directly benefitted the pupils in their care, or their own professional development, to be 

valuable and worthwhile. For example, a senior leader from a private school explained 

the fulfilment that she found in her work:

We give such a huge amount to this community both through our professional working day- 
to-day life, but also in our free time and in our social lives as well. It’s more than just a job. 
It’s a lifestyle and that pays dividends for both the pupils and the members of staff I believe.

The teacher found her work meaningful because it was situated within a ‘community’. 

The social context was such that she felt motivated to ‘give such a huge amount’ to the 

point where her work became ‘more than just a job’ and it morphed into a ‘lifestyle’. She 

felt that this input had a positive outcome for ‘both the pupils and the members of staff’. 

As the teacher felt that her work ‘[paid] dividends for both the pupils and members of 

staff’, she found it purposeful and enjoyable. Her highly positive view of her workload 

allowed her job to become more than a profession: it formed part of her identity and a 

social context from which she drew a strong sense of wellbeing. References to ‘commu-

nity’ and the school context being akin to a ‘family’ were frequent within the private 

school data and immersion in the community was presented as an expectation of the role 

by such teachers, and particularly those working in boarding school environments.
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Teachers in the state sector also found joy in working with pupils. However, for some, 

this joy was hampered by systemic features that presented a clear barrier to their overall 

wellbeing. For example, a state secondary practitioner reflected that teachers ‘should be 

getting a lot of joy’ from their work, but that this had been ‘squished and squeezed’ out of 

her experience by ‘this data driven system we’re in’. In a separate focus group, the notion 

of joy re-emerged. A primary teacher suggested that:

We actually really enjoy being with children and there’s a real joy in that and for many of the 
colleagues I talk to that has disappeared basically. It’s been completely squeezed out of the 
profession.

In an uncanny echo of the other interviewee’s experience, this teacher also used the 

imagery of ‘joy’ being ‘squeezed out of the profession’. She later identified that intensive 

monitoring in her school led her to feel ‘not trusted’ and as quoted above, that workloads 

associated with monitoring intervened in teachers’ ability to be ‘with children’, the core 

aspect of their work from which they derived ‘joy’.

Supporting autonomy

Teachers from the private sector frequently explained that they felt ‘trusted’ by managers 

to do their jobs and that they felt that they had autonomy over their classrooms and 

teaching decisions. Such a sense of autonomy may explain why such teachers chose to 

immerse themselves in their work as a ‘life style’. One participant speculated that higher 

levels of autonomy were possible in the private sector because the sector’s teachers and 

schools were ‘not subject to the same government regulation and Ofsted process’ as state 

school teachers. Another private school classroom teacher perceived that government 

interference in the form of curriculum changes, policy initiatives and inspections could 

be ‘off-putting’ for state school teachers. Although he did not have direct experience of 

conditions in the state sector, he suggested that ‘autonomy’ from government in the 

private sector ‘is leading to better satisfaction’ for teachers. Interviews from the state 

sector supported the notion that teachers did not feel ‘trusted’. Rather, they reported 

feeling ‘micro-managed’, with one stating that ‘you’re always being scrutinised’ by 

managers preparing for Ofsted. In a separate discussion, a senior leader reported working 

under a ‘culture of fear’, which a headteacher in a different school attributed to the 

‘political monster’ of Ofsted and its demands.

There were some examples of state school teachers whose schools effectively sup-

ported their psychological basic needs through their structures and provision. One 

notable example was the previously quoted secondary school teacher who attributed 

her overall feelings of wellbeing to an effective school ‘culture’. She explained that 

workload reduction strategies allowed her to feel ‘very happy’ in her job. However, 

underlying this work enjoyment was ‘high stakes accountability’ which she stated 

remained present even though her school ‘managed it better [. . .] than anywhere else 

[she’d] been’. Although this interview was not typical of the state sector sample, com-

bined with findings from the private sector, it indicates that the policies and practices 

within a school can meaningfully support teacher wellbeing even within a national 

context of high stakes accountability.
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Constructing boundaries

In discussions about the factors that supported or acted as a barrier to wellbeing, some 

participants explained the personal measures that they took to protect themselves from 

the potentially damaging effects of their work. Some had built psychological or physical 

boundaries between work and home as a way to protect their own wellbeing, for example, 

by ensuring that they finished all tasks by a certain time, or by refusing to take items such 

as exercise books into their homes. As one primary school teacher explained:

I never take anything home, never ever. I don’t . . . because it’s not just a pile of books in your 
house, it’s 30 kids, 30 kids coming to your house with all of their problems and all of their 
parents and you need to keep them out of your head.

Through the construction of a physical and psychological separation between work and 

home, the teacher could become an autonomous agent in supporting his own wellbeing. 

He stated that he prioritised his ‘mental wellbeing’ and ‘happiness’, and he was enabled to 

do this by physically closing out the stresses of ‘kids’ and ‘their problems and all of their 

parents’. He used the same strategy to protect himself against the negative affective 

impacts of intensive school-level accountability procedures. He gave the example of an 

imitation Ofsted inspection (‘Mock-Sted’) to which he physically ‘closed his door’ and 

advised his headteacher that the mock inspectors ‘[were] not coming in because they 

have absolutely no entitlement’. He took this approach because he determined that the 

‘extra stress’ of a mock inspection would not benefit him or the pupils.

A secondary school middle leader who had resigned from the profession shortly prior 

to interview explained the way in which the stresses of her work invaded her private life 

to a point where she could no longer sustain in the job:

With my partner – it was just going round and round and round. It was conversations about 
my job. And it just started eating away. I thought, ‘I just have no control’.

In this instance, the participant attributed her stress to heavy scrutiny and unsupportive 

managers. Her narrative demonstrated the way in which breached psychological and 

emotional boundaries can interact with the personal domain of teachers’ lives to invade 

personal relationships, in this case between the teacher and her partner. Furthermore, the 

teacher found that her concerns were ‘going round and round and round’ dominating 

her thoughts and conversations to the point that it had ‘started eating away’ at her sense 

of autonomy and she felt she had ‘no control’. Her sense of a lack of control contributed 

to the action of leaving the profession.

For private school teachers, the boundaries between work and home were less clearly 

delineated. For some, this was because working in a boarding school meant that they 

lived on site and thus the personal and professional domains of their lives had merged. In 

other cases, teachers derived their wellbeing through their total engagement with the 

school community. As a previously quoted interviewee suggested, this meant that 

teachers willingly dedicated ‘huge amounts’ of their ‘free time’ and ‘social lives’ to 

work-related activities. Their personal and professional sense of wellbeing was con-

structed within the school context, which several referred to as like a ‘family’ or ‘com-

munity’. These cases provided an interesting comparison to those of the state school 
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teachers who supported their wellbeing through a distancing from the demands of their 

work, rather than a deeper immersion within the school environment.

Discussion and conclusions

Overall our study found that teachers perceive that school contexts that promote high 

quality workloads and appropriate levels of autonomy and relatedness are supportive of 

their wellbeing. On the other hand, accountability motivated workloads, practices or 

policies that are perceived to infringe on teachers’ personal time or home lives are 

salient barriers to wellbeing. However, as was exemplified by some cases, teachers are 

not necessarily averse to immersion in the school community. The differentiating 

factor appears to be the extent to which teachers feel managers prioritise staff’s genuine 

psychological basic needs over the need to evidence wellbeing provision ‘for Ofsted’.

High quality workloads are defined as those which have a clear and direct benefit to 

pupils. The perception of undertaking high quality work enabled teachers to develop 

positive self-systems that affirmed their sense of being a competent and valuable con-

tributor to the school community. In turn, these self-systems linked to expressions of 

fulfilment or job satisfaction because teachers felt that their work with pupils was 

worthwhile. However, we found evidence that for some state school participants mean-

ingful work is hindered by unnecessary and burdensome workloads which are motivated 

by the perceived demands of the schools inspectorate – a finding which mirrors other 

studies drawing the same conclusions (Gibson et al., 2015; Ofsted, 2019; Perryman & 

Calvert, 2019). Our findings extend on this previous research because they provide a 

novel comparison between sectors and this comparison indicates that a lower stakes 

approach to accountability may be more conducive to supporting teacher wellbeing than 

an intensive highstakes approach.

Other participants felt that their schools’ wellbeing provision compelled them into an 

unwanted closeness with others and undermined their work/home boundaries. 

Compulsory wellbeing sessions, particularly when set outside school hours, are not likely 

to be well received by staff. In part, this is because potentially well-meaning provision 

curtails teachers’ sense of autonomy over their time and breaches the work/home 

boundary that some wish to construct.

It was a notable feature of the data that participants from state schools typically desired 

a clearer delineation between the personal and professional compared to private school 

teachers. While state school practitioners often explained that they cared profoundly 

about their work and the pupils they served, many had a desire to leave work ‘at work’. 

Contrary to their state counterparts, some private school teachers explained that they 

willingly undertook long hours and participated in the extra-curricular life of the school 

because they felt connected to the wider community. As suggested by other research, 

such feelings of value alignment and belonging are important to teachers’ overall work 

fulfilment (Fox & Wilson, 2009).

When teachers do not experience this connection with the school context, we found 

evidence that they might engage in a particular behavioural pattern that is dissonant 

with their affective responses. There were clear instances of teachers performing a 

behavioural outcome, such as participation in staff activities, while displaying a dis-

sonant affective response. As exemplified in the findings, teachers may participate in 

CAMBRIDGE JOURNAL OF EDUCATION 15



baking, colouring or running, but feel resentful or annoyed by such activities or ‘forced 

fun’. Thus in challenge to our conceptual model, it appears that behavioural patterns of 

action could be accompanied by disjunct affective responses and self-system processes. 

With this finding in mind, it cannot be assumed that teachers’ presence at wellbeing 

events, or even decisions to remain in a role within a school, are reliable indicators of 

their perceptions of the school’s structures, autonomy support or involvement in their 

needs.

Overall, our study emphasises the essential role of the school context in enhancing 

teacher wellbeing and it points to the importance of school leaders working to under-

stand the needs and wants of staff. In some contexts, autonomy support may involve 

respecting or even encouraging the boundaries between teachers’ work and home lives, 

perhaps through ensuring workloads that are manageable within standard working 

hours, or by offering voluntary opportunities to socialise with colleagues. Furthermore, 

the research suggests that the enaction of heavy monitoring of teachers’ performance 

on a school level acts as a barrier to wellbeing, as teachers perceive that they are 

working to provide evidence of their competence, rather than towards the best interests 

of pupils. Those who work in lower-stakes accountability environments reported 

feeling trusted and more fulfilled by their work because they found it to be more 

meaningful. School leaders looking to support the wellbeing of their staff might usefully 

consider the role of monitoring within their schools and the extent to which this may 

impede wellbeing by generating either a low-trust environment and/or workloads that 

do not clearly benefit pupils. From here, we consider that there is clearly more research 

to be done which examines the effectiveness of specific wellbeing initiatives, or collec-

tions of policies and practices. It may also be useful to continue research that considers 

the effect of such policies not only on teachers, but also on pupil outcomes in the 

broadest sense.
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