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Abstract
This qualitative study examines the role of coping strategies in shaping teacher 
well-being within secondary school environments while considering different levels 
of professional expertise. Focus groups with 23 secondary school teachers over two 
waves revealed the dynamic nature of well-being and coping mechanisms through-
out a school year. Utilizing Zuckerman and Gagne's (2003) framework, our analysis 
confirmed five key coping strategies: self-help, approach, accommodation, avoid-
ance, and self-punishment. Self-help, mainly instrumental support-seeking, emerged 
as the most frequently used strategy, especially among novice teachers who relied 
on the experiences of their more experienced colleagues. Approach strategies, in-
cluding active problem-solving, were prevalent among more experienced teach-
ers, while accommodation strategies involved accepting unchangeable aspects of 
their roles. While less frequently reported, some teachers described using avoidance 
and self-punishment as coping mechanisms, indicating ongoing challenges in their 
professional experiences. The findings underscore the importance of fostering a 
supportive work environment where teachers can use effective coping strategies 
to navigate professional challenges. This study contributes to understanding how 
coping strategies relate to teacher well-being, providing insights into the specific 
strategies that support or hinder well-being in challenging contexts. The results 
emphasize the need for targeted interventions to enhance teacher well-being, con-
sidering teachers’ professional expertise, and particularly for those employing mal-
adaptive coping strategies.

Keywords  Teacher well-being · Coping strategies · Teacher challenges · 
Secondary school · Qualitative research
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1  Introduction

The body of research on teacher well-being is growing rapidly, driven by increas-
ing concerns over the adverse effects of stress on teachers’ physical and mental 
health (Hagermoser Sanetti et al., 2021), efforts to retain teachers (Weiland, 2021), 
and the crucial link between teacher well-being and student outcomes, such as aca-
demic achievement (Granziera et al., 2023). Given their daily tasks and responsi-
bilities, maintaining teacher well-being is paramount in order to effectively meet 
these demands (Collie et al., 2015; Weiland, 2021). Teachers play an essential role 
in upholding instructional quality and cultivating a positive school climate – cru-
cial factors in promoting student learning and well-being (Hascher & Hagenauer, 
2011; Schumacher, 2012). While most Swiss teachers express satisfaction with their 
profession, mandated professional development and administrative duties are often 
perceived as stressors (Sandmeier et al., 2017). Similar findings emerge from studies 
conducted in other countries, indicating rising stress levels among teachers attributed 
to the demands of their profession (e.g. Herman et al., 2020; Woods et al., 2023). 
For instance, German and Norwegian teachers report diminished well-being at work, 
marked by emotional exhaustion from intense work pressure and insufficient recov-
ery time (Klusmann et al., 2023; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2018).

To cope with these stressors and maintain their well-being, teachers can employ 
various strategies, such as seeking social support from colleagues and administrators, 
engaging in problem-solving and time-management techniques, practising self-care 
and stress management activities, and taking advantage of professional development 
opportunities (Nwoko et al., 2023). These coping strategies allow teachers to manage 
their workload while maintaining their well-being effectively, ultimately benefiting 
student outcomes. Previous research has identified several coping strategies teachers 
commonly use to manage stress and promote well-being (Kim et al., 2022).

This study aimed to explore the well-being and coping strategies of secondary 
school teachers in Switzerland over two school years. Recent research highlights the 
importance of investigating teacher well-being and coping strategies (e.g. Aulén et 
al., 2021; Bjørndal et al., 2022). The study addresses a gap in understanding teachers’ 
perceptions of their well-being, their specific coping strategies in response to school 
environment challenges, and the evolution of these strategies over time. Furthermore, 
the nuanced relationship between well-being and coping strategies, particularly in 
the context of professional challenges faced by secondary school teachers, is under-
explored. This study aims to bridge these gaps by providing a detailed, longitudinal 
exploration of how secondary school teachers’ perceptions of their well-being and 
coping strategies develop and interact over two school years, shedding light on the 
dynamic nature of teacher well-being.

1.1  Teacher well-being

A systematic review of the literature on teacher well-being highlights the complex 
nature of the construct (Hascher & Waber, 2021). This complexity stems from vari-
ous factors: the diversity in theoretical frameworks and empirical approaches, cul-
tural disparities, and the contextual nature of teaching across different countries 
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(Cumming, 2017; Stromquist, 2018). For example, teacher well-being, a multidi-
mensional construct encompassing various facets, can be perceived as the prevalence 
of positive emotions and thoughts regarding different aspects of the school environ-
ment (Hascher, 2007). Work engagement, happiness at work, and job satisfaction can 
also be considered positive indicators of teacher well-being (Bakker & Oerlemans, 
2011). Teacher well-being has also been described as the absence of stress and nega-
tive emotions (Breeman et al., 2015; Lavy & Eshet, 2018; Yildirim, 2015), and has 
been defined as a positive emotional state that is crucial for teachers’ effectiveness 
(Brouskeli et al., 2018). However, defining and measuring teacher well-being consis-
tently helps in understanding and identifying its determinants and outcomes (Hascher 
& Waber, 2021; Nwoko et al., 2023). Due to the intricate nature of the construct of 
teacher well-being, it is crucial to continue research in this area to enable a better 
understanding of the factors underlying teacher well-being and the sources contribut-
ing to it, and also to understand better how teachers themselves frame well-being at 
work (Ozturk et al., 2024).

1.2  Teacher coping strategies

Research on teacher coping strategies is strongly based on the transactional model of 
stress and coping introduced by Lazarus and Folkman (1984). According to Lazarus 
and Folkman (1984), coping strategies are purposeful activities aimed at addressing 
work-related challenges. Coping strategies can be categorized into problem-focused 
or emotion-focused and adaptive or maladaptive. Problem-focused strategies include 
dealing directly with the problem such as using problem-solving skills (e.g., taking 
action, weighing pros and cons) whereas emotion-focused strategies serve to mini-
mize distress related to the problem (e.g., meditate, distance oneself) (e.g., Parker et 
al., 2012; Wang & Hall, 2021). Depending on context and implementation, problem-
focused and emotion-focused coping can be either adaptive or maladaptive. Adaptive 
strategies promote health and are associated with better outcomes in stress manage-
ment. Examples include physical activity, communication with friends and family, 
positive reframing, active coping, planning, problem-solving, and seeking social sup-
port (Bakker et al., 2023; Herman et al., 2020; Klapproth et al., 2020). Conversely, 
maladaptive strategies are detrimental to health and linked to negative outcomes. 
These include behaviours like alcohol consumption, overeating, avoidance, and con-
frontation (Carver et al., 1989; Klapproth et al., 2020). Research shows that mal-
adaptive coping impacts health outcomes substantially more than adaptive coping 
(Gustems-Carnicer & Calderón, 2013).

Teachers employ various coping strategies to manage work-related stress and 
demands, which is critical for addressing the numerous stressors in the teaching 
profession (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2015), and empirical research on teachers’ cop-
ing strategies reveals diverse findings. Some studies underscore emotion-focused 
approaches, others stress problem-focused strategies, and some emphasize the com-
bination of both (Alghaswyneh, 2012; Blase et al., 2008). Problem-focused coping 
addresses the source of teacher stress, whereas emotion-focused coping regulates 
their emotional responses (Beltman & Poulton, 2019). It was also found that avoid-
ant coping can exacerbate stress and lead to burnout (Wang et al., 2022). Previous 
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studies have also highlighted the importance of adaptive strategies, such as seeking 
social support and engaging in problem-solving, as being crucial for maintaining 
teachers’ well-being (Bermejo-Toro et al., 2016; Kim et al., 2022). Therefore, rais-
ing awareness about effective coping strategies is crucial for teachers in managing 
stress and effectively supporting students.The coping model of Lazarus and Folkman 
(1984) offers a deeper understanding of how individuals manage challenges through 
dynamic interactions shaped by perceived resources and risks (McEwen, 2007). Tools 
like the COPE Inventory and Brief-COPE (Carver, 1997; Carver et al., 1989) have 
been developed to assess coping strategies. However, critics argue that these tools 
lack a holistic perspective, advocating broader approaches that capture the multifac-
eted nature of coping (Zuckerman & Gagne, 2003). Zuckerman and Gagne (2003) 
proposed a comprehensive framework that emphasizes emotional expression, active 
problem-solving, positive reinterpretation, and acceptance of uncontrollable circum-
stances as important aspects of coping. It also acknowledges less effective behaviours 
like avoidance and self-punishment, recognizing their lower efficacy compared to 
adaptive strategies (Gustems-Carnicer & Calderón, 2013). Based on several empiri-
cal studies, Zuckerman and Gagne (2003) introduced a revised multi-dimensional 
approach to coping and a five-factor model of coping strategies including the factors 
self-help, approach, accommodation, avoidance, and self-punishment. Their instru-
ment, COPE revised, consists of five subscales: ‘Self-help’ covers the strategies of 
expressing emotions and emotional support seeking, ‘approach’ includes active cop-
ing and planning, and ‘accommodation’ comprises strategies such as maintaining 
optimism, positive reframing and acceptance. Self-help, approach, and accommoda-
tion are typically considered adaptive, while ‘avoidance’ that represents denial and 
behavioural disengagement and ‘self-punishment’ that includes self-blame and self-
focused rumination are viewed as maladaptive. Applying this more holistic approach 
to teacher coping can help to improve our understanding of teacher stress and its 
antecedents and consequences. For example, according to Stanton et al. (2000) and 
Zuckerman and Gagne (2003), the emotional processing and expression needs more 
attention in the coping process. This might specifically apply to research on teacher 
coping strategies as teaching is known as a profession full of emotions and high 
demands on emotion regulation (e.g., Smith et al., 2025).

1.3  The relation between teacher well-being and coping strategies

Teacher well-being is influenced by various factors, with subjective professional 
competence emerging as a significant predictor, unlike the limited impact of objec-
tive factors such as teaching experience (Aldrup et al., 2017; Collie et al., 2015). 
One consistent finding is the crucial role of social relations, which echoes research 
on social support in educational settings (Acton & Glasgow, 2015). Also, it explains 
why previous studies have highlighted the importance of adaptive strategies, such 
as seeking social support and engaging in collaborative problem-solving, as being 
crucial for maintaining teachers’ well-being (Bermejo-Toro et al., 2016; Kim et al., 
2022). The inherently social nature of teaching underscores the importance of fulfill-
ing teachers’ need for relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
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While higher stress levels and psychological distress often negatively affect 
teacher well-being (Savage & Woloshyn, 2022; Stapleton et al., 2020), coping strate-
gies mediate stress and well-being (Gustems-Carnicer et al., 2019). Effective coping, 
such as seeking support and self-help, can mitigate stressors (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 
2015). Adaptive strategies correlate with lower burnout and improved well-being 
(Griffith et al., 1999; Wamea & Nompo, 2024), while maladaptive strategies link to 
higher burnout (Herman et al., 2023). In teaching, well-being and coping are vital due 
to the demands of the work. Effective strategies help in reducing burnout risks (Parker 
& Martin, 2009) and in sustaining a positive professional outlook (Aulén et al., 
2022). Problem-focused coping, such as problem-solving and goal-setting, addresses 
stressors directly, while emotion-focused strategies, like relaxation and reframing, 
regulate emotional responses (Beltman & Poulton, 2019; Gu & Day, 2011). A mix of 
both approaches provides a holistic way to support well-being (Sharplin et al., 2011). 
More resilient teachers are more likely to employ adaptive coping strategies, which 
can mitigate the effects of stressors on psychological well-being (Boczkowska, 2023; 
Chan, 1998). However, while some strategies may work effectively in the short term, 
they might not be sustainable over time, thus underscoring the need for resources to 
support teachers with stress management (Abdi & Kharbirymbai, 2019).

Coping strategies evolve with teachers’ continuing career. Both, individual experi-
ences and professional development training contribute to changes in coping strate-
gies and their role for teacher well-being. For example, Tait (2008) found that novice 
teachers’ coping skills and resilience improve over time, contributing significantly 
to their professional success and commitment. Similarly, Dicke et al. (2014) dem-
onstrated that emotional exhaustion and coping behaviors related to classroom man-
agement are closely linked to teaching experience, suggesting that coping strategies 
become more adaptive as teachers gain confidence and skills., Building on this under-
standing, Lindqvist et al. (2023) highlighted evolving strategies among beginning 
teachers, while Wang et al. (2022)linked coping profiles to job satisfaction and burn-
out. These findings show that experience and professional training can foster bet-
ter coping strategies and confidence in handling challenges. Research exploring the 
interplay between coping strategies and well-being is thus vital for supporting teach-
ers’ advancement in the successful application of coping strategies and for designing 
interventions to prevent burnout. Differentiating between direct effects (immediate 
stress reduction) and indirect effects (long-term well-being outcomes) is key (Karlsen 
et al., 2006; Rajesh et al., 2022). Understanding these dynamics from teachers’ per-
spectives will significantly contribute to research and practice, guiding targeted inter-
ventions to enhance teacher well-being.

1.4  The present study

Based on extensive research on teacher well-being and the challenges faced in the 
teaching profession, it can be assumed that different professional challenges call for 
employing distinct coping strategies to maintain well-being. As teachers gain expe-
rience, particularly in the early stages of their careers, their coping strategies and 
perceptions of well-being may evolve. Therefore, this qualitative study aimed to: 
(1) identify the coping strategies that secondary school teachers use to navigate the 
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challenges encountered in the school environment; (2) investigate how these coping 
strategies evolve over two school years, particularly in relation to teachers’ increas-
ing experience; and (3) better understand the relationship between coping strategies 
and teacher well-being. Ultimately, we seek to contribute to developing evidence-
based practices that promote teacher well-being and support their coping strategies 
in the secondary school context. Accordingly, we addressed the following research 
questions:

1.	 What coping strategies do teachers use to navigate the challenges encountered in 
the school environment?

2.	 How do these coping strategies evolve over two school years, particularly in rela-
tion to teachers’ increasing experience?

3.	 How is teacher well-being related to the reported strategies?

2  Methods

2.1  Participants

In this study, we used data from the first and second waves of the longitudinal SNF 
project "WESIR" (Wellbeing in schools in Switzerland, 2021–2025), which is inves-
tigating the well-being of lower secondary school students and their teachers. Lower 
secondary schools in Switzerland educate students from Grades 7–9 (student age 
between 12–16) and provide education in two different levels qualifying students 
to transit to vocational education or high school (Hascher & Mori, 2023). Teachers 
from five lower secondary schools in the cantons of Bern and Aargau in Switzerland 
participated in the semi-structured group discussions in March 2022 (Wave 1; N = 29; 
Grade 7) and March 2023 (Wave 2; N = 23; Grade 8). In Wave 1, five schools were 
randomly selected from the total sample of participating schools for the qualitative 
study. Initially, four to six teachers from each selected school were recruited for the 
study. These teachers were then divided into groups of two to three participants for 
the group discussions. Each group discussion lasted 45 to 60 min. The sample in 
Wave 1 included N = 29 secondary school teachers (Mage = 42.54, SD = 14.19). How-
ever, due to the withdrawal of one school from the study, the cohort size for Wave 2 
was reduced to N = 23 (Mage = 38.68, SD = 11.78).

Additionally, introducing two new teachers in Wave 2 necessitated their exclusion 
from the comparative analysis. Consequently, the study focused on the subset of 23 
teachers who contributed data across both waves of data collection. We aligned their 
responses over two waves with their respective ID number. The use of two data col-
lection waves allowed us to explore potential developments and shifts in teachers’ 
coping strategies and perceptions of well-being over the course of one school year. 
The participating schools were all state-funded lower secondary schools located in 
agglomeration areas. Although we did not systematically collect information regard-
ing socioeconomic status, safety, or infrastructure, the participating schools can be 
considered largely average and comparable in terms of resources and student demo-
graphics based on their funding type and location. Regarding participant demo-

Content courtesy of Springer Nature, terms of use apply. Rights reserved.



1 3

Page 7 of 25    119 Teacher well-being and coping strategies: a two-wave qualitative study…

graphics, detailed information beyond gender was not collected. Overall, the sample 
included 13 female and 10 male teachers among the 23 participants who contributed 
data across both waves.

In analysing the focus group data, we employed a thematic approach that captured 
individual perspectives and shared visions and experiences, recognizing that the dis-
cussions reflected personal insights and collective understandings within the school 
contexts. This involved maintaining the group as a structural unit within each theme, 
allowing us to capture teachers’ collective insights and shared experiences within 
the same school environment. To further refine our analysis, we categorized teachers 
based on their professional experience into novice teachers (0–5 years), mid-career 
teachers (6–15  years), and experienced teachers (16 + years). This categorization 
informed the grouping of participants, enabling us to systematically explore varia-
tions in coping strategies and well-being across different career stages.

By considering factors such as experience level, age, and career transitions, we 
aimed to provide a nuanced understanding of how these elements influence teach-
ers’ coping mechanisms and perceptions of well-being. This approach ensured 
that the analysis was not solely focused on individual statements but also reflected 
the broader context of teacher interactions in school. It provided a comprehensive 
understanding of the data, acknowledging the influence of school context on teacher 
experiences and coping strategies. The researchers involved in data collection and 
analysis were educational scientists with expertise in teacher education and qualita-
tive research methods. Reflexivity was maintained throughout the research process 
to acknowledge the researchers’ perspectives and to minimize potential biases during 
data collection, coding, and interpretation.

2.2  Instruments

The focus group guidelines included questions about various topics, such as school 
climate, teacher and student well-being, and classroom experiences. In this article, 
we focus on teacher well-being and the coping strategies teachers use to navigate the 
daily challenges of the teaching profession. At the beginning of each focus group, 
teachers were invited to articulate their understanding of teacher well-being. Fol-
lowing this, the group discussion was structured around three main themes. First, we 
discussed teacher well-being at the school, classroom, and individual levels. The sec-
ond theme was devoted to the challenging events or situations teachers experienced 
at school and the strategies teachers used. The third theme encompassed potential 
prevention and intervention actions to foster and maintain well-being in school.

Teachers’ answers to the following three questions were analysed in this study:

1.	 How would you describe your well-being within the school environment where 
you teach?

2.	 What challenging events or situations have you experienced at school that influ-
enced your well-being?

3.	 What strategies do you use to maintain your well-being in such situations?
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First-order category Second-order 
category

Teacher example N in W1 N in W2

Self-help Expressing 
emotion

letting it all out 3 (10.0%) 6 
(13.0%)

Setting emotion-
al boundaries

setting emotional limits for parents 
and children

3 (10.0%) 1 (2.2%)

Instrumental 
support-seeking

discussing the problem with a col-
league to understand the problem, 
and addressing it together

7 (23.3%) 19 
(41.3%)

Ongoing profes-
sional learning

signing up for a course, reading a 
book

6 (20.0%) 1 (2.2%)

Emotional 
support-seeking

venting with a colleague, talking it 
through to feel better

8 (26.7%) 19 
(41.3%)

Total Self-help 30 (28.6%) 46 
(38.0%)

Approach Active coping trying to find a different solution 7 (22.6%) 10 
(37.0%)

Professional 
communities

talking about the issue in a meeting 4 (12.9%) 1 (3.7%)

Effective 
communication

addressing the problem 2 (6.5%) 3 
(11.1%)

Planning organizing things in advance 3 (9.7%) 1 (3.7%)
Previous 
experience

relying on things one did before 2 (6.5%) 7 
(25.9%)

Goal-setting working with clear goals to get 
things done

2 (6.5%) 0 (0.0%)

Suppression 
of competing 
activities

finishing things at school without 
getting distracted

3 (9.7%) 2 (7.4%)

Setting priorities being as efficient as possible 4 (12.9%) 1 (3.7%)
Setting limits not bringing work home 4 (12.9%) 2 (7.4%)

Total Approach 31 (29.5%) 27 
(22.3%)

Accommodation Acceptance just accepting it, sometimes one 
cannot do anything about it

7 (33.3%) 6 
(27.3%)

Positive 
reframing

seeing it in a different light, seeing 
the good

6 (28.6%) 6 
(27.3%)

Replacement thinking about the other children 3 (14.3%) 2 (9.1%)
Maintaining 
optimism

thinking that the next day will be 
better, believing it will turn out for 
the better

3 (14.3%) 3 
(13.6%)

Humour seeing the humorous coincidence, 
laughing at the funny moment

2 (9.5%) 2 (9.1%)

Total 
Accommodation

21 (20.0%) 19 
(15.7%)

Avoidance Mental 
disengagement

thinking about other job opportuni-
ties, no longer thinking about it

3 (23.1%) 7 
(31.8%)

Table 1  Teachers applied coping strategies across two waves
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After completing the focus groups, they were transcribed and analysed using May-
ring’s (2015) content analysis method. The participants’ responses were categorized 
into different themes based on the content of their statements, with the categorization 
carried out inductively using MAXQDA22 (2022).

To analyse the responses, we first explored how teachers described their well-
being within the school environment. This involved identifying common themes 
and patterns in their descriptions to provide an overview of the participants’ various 
aspects of well-being. Next, we examined the challenging events or situations that 
teachers reported as influencing their well-being. This analysis aimed to categorize 
the specific stressors mentioned, offering a comprehensive understanding of the chal-
lenges impacting teacher well-being.

The coping strategies employed by teachers were analysed using a combination 
of deductive and inductive approaches. Building on the coping framework proposed 
by Zuckerman and Gagne (2003), we categorized strategies into five first-order cat-
egories — self-help, approach, accommodation, avoidance, and self-punishment. 
Definitions for these five first-order categories are provided in Appendix Table2. 
Within each first-order category, second-order categories were inductively identified 
to capture more specific and nuanced coping strategies. These were grouped into 
aggregate dimensions, which summarize thematically related second-order catego-
ries and offer a broader conceptual understanding of teachers’ coping approaches 
(Gioia, 2021). This structure is reflected in the layout of Table 1. In addition to cat-
egorizing coping strategies, teachers were qualitatively grouped based on their per-
ceived well-being. This categorization was informed by the teachers’ descriptions 

First-order category Second-order 
category

Teacher example N in W1 N in W2

Behavioural 
disengagement

giving up, no longer trying, looking 
for other job opportunities, sub-
stance abuse

6 (46.2%) 6 
(27.3%)

Other blame blaming colleagues or the principal 2 (15.4%) 9 
(40.9%)

Denial not believing that the situation 
happened

2 (15.4%) 0 (0.0%)

Total Avoidance 13 (12.4%) 22 
(18.2%)

Self-punishment Self-focused 
rumination

difficulties with sleep and mental 
load, taking it personally and 
overthinking

6 (60.0%) 4 
(57.1%)

Self-blame feeling that it’s one’s fault, thinking 
that somebody else would have 
dealt with the situation better

4 (40.0%) 3 
(42.9%)

Total 
Self-punishment

10 (9.5%) 7 (5.8%)

Total (all strategies) 105 (100%) 121 
(100%)

* “N in W1” and “N in W2” indicate the number of coded mentions across all focus groups. One teacher 
could contribute multiple mentions. Grey shading highlights strategies with marked differences across 
waves (≥ 10 percentage point change or notable thematic shift)

Table 1  (continued) 
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during the focus groups. Indicators for good well-being included a consistently posi-
tive emotional tone, expressions of professional satisfaction, supportive interpersonal 
relationships, and an absence of major stress symptoms. In contrast, teachers who 
frequently reported emotional exhaustion, dissatisfaction with their work environ-
ment, high perceived stress, disengagement, or critical views towards their school 
setting were categorized as having lower well-being. Throughout both waves, we 
analysed teachers’ description of the strategies and resources they perceived as most 
effective in maintaining their well-being when facing professional challenges. Dur-
ing the initial wave, all coding endeavours were executed collaboratively by three 
researchers, fostering a unified approach and establishing a strong foundation for 
subsequent analyses. In the second wave, a hybrid methodology was adopted: 30% 
of the data underwent joint analysis to cultivate consensus among coders, while each 
coder independently analysed the remaining 70% to encourage diverse perspec-
tives and minimize bias. Intercoder reliability, calculated using Cohen’s kappa, was 
91.87%, indicating a high level of agreement among coders. Each strategy was coded 
per mention within the group discussions. Accordingly, a single teacher could con-
tribute multiple mentions. The values reported in Table 1 represent the frequency 
of strategy mentions across all groups and waves, rather than the number of unique 
teachers who applied each strategy. This approach allowed us to capture the salience 
and recurrence of coping references throughout the focus group discussions. The 
final grouping of second order categories into aggregated dimensions (Gioia, 2021) 
was achieved through consensus (Mayring, 2015).

3  Results

The findings are based on teachers’ direct responses during the focus group discus-
sions and place an emphasis on the group dynamics present in the discussions. The 
analysis considered the eight groups formed by teachers from different schools, 
allowing us to capture both individual and collective insights. Each group provided 
a unique perspective on the challenges and coping strategies discussed, reflecting the 
shared experiences within their school environments. Participant numbers (P01–P29) 
and wave (W1–2) are indicated with examples, e.g. P17W1 indicates an exact quote 
from participant number 17 in Wave 1. This notation helps in contextualizing the 
responses within the specific group and temporal context in which they were pro-
vided. By maintaining the group structure as a guiding framework, we ensured that 
the analysis highlighted individual responses and emphasized the collective themes 
that emerged from the group discussions.

3.1  Teachers’ coping strategies at work

The self-help category – which involves reaching out for support and understanding 
one’s own emotions – emerged as the most frequently cited coping strategy in our 
study (76 total mentions across both waves; see Table 1). Within this category, teach-
ers described several second-order strategies centred on seeking support and a promi-
nent aggregate dimension was support-seeking, summarizing the inductively 
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identified second-order categories of instrumental support-seeking and emotional 
support-seeking. Novice teachers especially relied on colleagues for guidance, often 
drawing on the experiences of more seasoned peers. For example, one early-career 
teacher explained, “When I experience something for the first time, I am very happy 
when I hear: ‘Yes, that sometimes happens to us; it’s not because you did the lesson 
wrong. You could try this out…’” (P10W2). This quote illustrates how instrumental 
advice and reassurance from veteran colleagues helped alleviate the novice’s con-
cerns. Similarly, teachers valued emotional encouragement from their peers. “I can 
benefit from the other teachers… you can also copy certain things or take over teach-
ing materials,” noted another participant, highlighting collaborative problem-solving 
and resource sharing as key self-help tactics (P10W2). Emotional support from col-
leagues fostered a sense of validation and belonging – “I feel valued in this team and 
know that I will always receive support here” (P05W2) – which in turn bolstered 
well-being. In addition to seeking social support, some teachers managed stress 
through personal emotional regulation. They described expressing emotions openly 
– essentially “letting it all out” – as a form of release, and setting emotional boundar-
ies to prevent work frustrations from seeping into their personal lives. For instance, 
one teacher established a firm rule to preserve personal time: “I never do anything for 
school on Sunday now” (P22W2). Others learned to temper self-imposed pressure by 
adjusting their expectations. After a few years of teaching, one teacher learned to take 
a step back and gain perspective, saying, “Pfff, maybe this lesson plan wouldn’t work 
for someone else either” (P07W2). Such reflections indicate an understanding that 
not all challenges are personal failings, which helped reduce self-blame. Self-help 
coping in this context is characterized by an aggregate dimension of social-support-
based coping – teachers actively reaching out for help and camaraderie – coupled 
with conscious emotional self-care. This approach was collectively viewed as an 
effective way to mitigate stress and was pervasive across the focus groups, with many 
participants echoing the sentiment that “now I just have my people that I talk to” 
when issues arise (P10W2). The approach category – defined by active problem-
solving and planning – was the second most frequently mentioned coping strategy 
(58 total mentions). Teachers employing approach-oriented coping focused on con-
fronting problems head-on and strategically organizing their work. Within this cate-
gory, the aggregate dimension of active problem management emerged, summarizing 
multiple inductively identified second-order strategies such as active coping, plan-
ning, and professional collaboration. For example, participants across different expe-
rience levels stressed the importance of addressing problems directly. One experienced 
teacher shared, “Yes, I try to address it directly with them,” when referring to han-
dling student difficulties as soon as they arise (P20W1). Another concurred in the 
second wave, “If I notice things where I think it’s not okay, I react from my side and 
address it,” underlining a consistent problem-focused stance over time (P13W2). 
Beyond immediate problem-solving, teachers highlighted proactive organizational 
tactics. Several mentioned setting priorities and limits in order to balance their work-
load. By “being as efficient as possible” and “not bringing work home,” (P22W2) 
they established clear boundaries between work and personal life. Likewise, teachers 
spoke of suppressing competing activities (exercising self-discipline to avoid distrac-
tions) so they could concentrate on pressing tasks. In the focus group discussions, it 
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was evident that such planning and time-management strategies were often shared 
and encouraged among colleagues as effective coping practices. Teachers also lever-
aged previous experience and peer insight when devising solutions. One teacher 
reflected that sometimes problems would resolve on their own, but other times “I 
have to think about a different approach” (P04W2), indicating a willingness to adapt 
and try new strategies based on past lessons learned. Similarly, engaging with profes-
sional communities – for instance, discussing issues in staff meetings or collaborative 
groups – was another approach sub-strategy, though mentioned less frequently. Taken 
together, these second-order themes illustrate that approach coping in our teacher 
sample was characterized by deliberate, solution-oriented adjustments. Whether 
through direct action in the classroom, careful planning and boundary-setting, or 
drawing on collective wisdom, teachers as a group viewed active engagement with 
problems as a constructive way to protect and enhance their well-being. The accom-
modation category – which entails accepting one’s circumstances and positively 
reframing challenges – also featured in teachers’ accounts (40 total mentions). 
Accommodation strategies involve acknowledging aspects of the job that cannot be 
changed while maintaining an optimistic outlook. Teachers in our study reported 
using acceptance, positive reframing, and optimism to cope with stressors beyond 
their control. These strategies were summarized under the aggregate dimension of 
adaptive adjustment. Participants described coming to terms with fixed conditions 
such as demanding classes or additional workload. “Afterwards you just have to 
accept it; that’s the way it is in this class,” one teacher remarked about handling a 
particularly challenging class (P18W2). Another concurred that sometimes external 
pressures must simply be borne: “Sometimes you can do nothing about it – there’s a 
time where we need to deal with more things” (P15W1). By accepting that certain 
stressors were unavoidable, teachers could release futile frustrations and conserve 
emotional energy. A second key theme was positive reframing, wherein teachers tried 
to find a constructive or hopeful perspective on their challenges. Some teachers delib-
erately looked for a “silver lining” or learning opportunity in stressful situations. For 
example, one teacher with low well-being still employed reframing in the classroom, 
noting that “I look at it as an opportunity” when confronted with difficulties, rather 
than viewing them purely as setbacks (P02W2). This mindset of seeing obstacles as 
chances for growth helped to sustain teachers’ motivation and sense of efficacy even 
under strain. Additionally, maintaining optimism – sometimes through humour – 
emerged as an accommodation strategy. A teacher shared, “I simply try to approach 
the lessons with my rather relaxed, humorous manner,” illustrating how infusing 
humour and light-heartedness into daily work was used to cope with stress (P04W2). 
Such efforts to maintain optimism in the face of adversity were often reinforced by 
colleagues during group discussions, as teachers collectively acknowledged the value 
of staying positive. Overall, accommodation strategies allowed teachers to adjust 
emotionally to demanding conditions. By accepting what they could not change and 
actively shifting their mindset to focus on what could be positive, teachers protected 
their well-being. These approaches were discussed across the focus groups as gentle 
yet important ways to cope – aligning with the idea that “one cannot do anything 
about it sometimes,” and thus the healthiest response is to adapt one’s attitude 
(P15W1). The avoidance category – characterized by evading problems or stressors 
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– was mentioned less frequently by participants (35 total mentions), but its presence 
was significant in the context of low well-being. Avoidance strategies involve men-
tally or behaviourally disengaging from stress, denying problems, or shifting respon-
sibility away from oneself. The aggregate dimension of escape/withdrawal coping 
encompassed the second-order avoidance strategies identified in our data, such as 
mental disengagement, behavioural disengagement, denial, and externalizing blame. 
A prevalent theme was disengagement, both mental and behavioural. Some teachers 
admitted to mentally “switching off” or distancing themselves from work issues as a 
way to cope – for instance, by fantasizing about other careers or trying not to think 
about it. One teacher, feeling overwhelmed, even contemplated quitting: “I’ve already 
thought about whether I should just quit without notice if things continue like this” 
(P02W2). Likewise, behavioural disengagement was evident in participants’ 
accounts. A teacher with low well-being shared that they no longer put full effort into 
certain tasks as a form of self-protection: “I don’t give 100 percent in a small group 
anymore because I want to protect myself” (P01W2). By intentionally reducing their 
engagement at work, this teacher hoped to shield themselves from further stress, 
albeit at the cost of withdrawing effort. In the focus group discussions, colleagues 
empathized with this sentiment, indicating that such withdrawal was not an isolated 
impulse. Avoidant coping also took the form of substance use for a few individuals: 
“For me, it’s the alcohol that helps when I’m in over my head,” one teacher confessed 
(P01W2), underscoring a maladaptive tactic to momentarily escape stress. Another 
notable avoidance subtheme was externalizing blame (or “other-blame”). Instead of 
reflecting on solutions, some teachers coped by attributing the cause of problems to 
others, such as colleagues or administrators, thereby removing themselves from 
responsibility. “They don’t see that at all; they just see what they want to see,” one 
teacher said about the school leadership’s lack of recognition (P01W2), reflecting 
frustration and a deflection of blame. Similarly, another remarked, “If the class 
teacher hasn’t worked with them, then I can’t do anything either” (P06W1), implying 
that the fault lay with someone else’s actions. Such statements, which were some-
times echoed by others in the group, reveal a coping pattern where teachers distance 
themselves from the stressor by denying their own agency in the situation. Overall, 
avoidance coping in our study signified a retreat from confronting problems – through 
withdrawal, denial, or blaming – and was often voiced by teachers who also reported 
lower well-being. While these tactics provided short-term relief or protection, partici-
pants implicitly recognized in their collective dialogue that avoidance did little to 
resolve underlying issues and could even exacerbate feelings of helplessness over 
time. The self-punishment category – a maladaptive coping style involving self-
blame and self-focused rumination – was the least frequently mentioned strategy 
overall (17 total mentions). Nevertheless, it emerged as a significant theme among 
some teachers grappling with stress, highlighting an inward-turning pattern of cop-
ing. The second-order strategies of self-focused rumination and self-blame were 
grouped under the aggregate dimension of self-critical coping, which characterized 
an inward-directed and maladaptive coping strategy. In these instances, participants 
described being caught in cycles of overthinking, guilt, and personal reproach in 
response to challenging situations. The most common subtheme was rumination – 
continuously replaying events or difficulties in one’s mind. “I cannot stop thinking 
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about it, I cannot sleep, and I just keep thinking about the kids,” one teacher admitted, 
describing how work-related concerns dominated her nights (P05W1). This cognitive 
turmoil exemplifies self-focused rumination, often accompanied by feelings of 
responsibility or guilt (“in the end, it’s carried out on their backs”, P05W1, added the 
same teacher, expressing worry over the students’ well-being as a result of her per-
ceived shortcomings). Other teachers echoed similar struggles in the group discus-
sions, indicating that this was not an isolated experience. Another educator reflected 
on her continual self-questioning: “I haven’t slept well lately, thinking, yes, what is 
it? What is my role in this story? Where can I do something to change the climate?” 
(P02W2). Here the teacher is interrogating her own role and fault in the situation, 
implicitly assuming she ought to have the power to fix systemic problems. These self-
punitive thoughts were often shared in a tone of frustration and self-doubt during the 
focus groups, and other members would sometimes affirm having felt the same way. 
Through this collective lens, it became clear that while self-punishment coping was 
less openly discussed than other strategies, it was recognized as a destructive pattern. 
Teachers acknowledged that turning stress inward – by blaming themselves or rumi-
nating over faults – tended to erode their well-being.

3.2  Changes in teachers’ use of coping strategies over one school year

Our analysis of coping strategies revealed changes over time. While an increase was 
observed in adaptive coping strategies, the data also indicated a rise in avoidance 
behaviours during the second wave, particularly in mental and behavioural disen-
gagement, as well as a tendency to attribute blame to others. Interestingly, differences 
in coping strategies and perceived well-being were evident among teachers within 
the same school. For instance, some teachers expressed feelings of uncertainty and 
restlessness, with statements like, "There’s a constant restlessness, an uncertainty, 
everything unspoken hangs in the air" (P01W1) and "My sense of well-being is not 
guaranteed at our school. Integrity is being violated, which is also reflected at class 
level (…) my well-being is latently at risk" (P01W2). These comments highlight a 
sense of discomfort and vulnerability in the school environment.

Conversely, other teachers reported positive experiences and support, as reflected 
in statements such as, "We get on well together, I feel comfortable. We also play 
volleyball at lunchtime, go out for a meal together or play puzzles" (P04W2) and 
"I am always supported when I need something, and I feel that I can get an opin-
ion at any time" (P05W2). In examining the aggregate dimensions related to self-
help, approach, and avoidance, we observed a notable shift between the first and 
second waves. Initially, teachers new to the school or profession focused on gaining 
experience to manage daily challenges effectively. As they accumulated more experi-
ence over the year, there was a discernible shift in their approach: they began to rely 
more on their past experiences and were more proactive in planning their work. For 
instance, one teacher remarked, "Sometimes, it solves itself, and sometimes, I have 
to think about a different approach" (P04W2). Meanwhile, another stated, "I have 
now clearly defined where I work, and when I work, I never do anything for school 
on Sunday now" (P22W2). During the second wave, there was an increased emphasis 
on self-help strategies, particularly in seeking instrumental and emotional support. 
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One teacher noted, "So now I just have my people that I talk to here" (P10W2), and 
another commented, "If I’m honest, it’s just about getting confirmation from my col-
leagues that I’m not the one doing it wrong and I can always approach them about 
that" (P12W2).

Additionally, there was a notable decrease in mentions of ongoing professional 
learning. In the first wave, six instances were recorded, compared to only one in the 
second wave. One teacher explained, "Then I see a course advertised at the university 
for teachers and try to further my education there with courses I would like to study 
more" (P09W1).

3.3  The relation between teacher well-being and the selection of coping 
strategies

In our study, we first observed a group of teachers who reported normal to high 
levels of perceived well-being. These teachers predominantly employed accommo-
dation and self-help strategies, contributing positively to their mental health and job 
satisfaction. For example, one teacher noted, "I feel valued in this team and know 
that I will always receive support here" (P05W2). Another teacher said, "I simply 
try to approach the lessons with my rather relaxed, humorous manner" (P04W2). 
In contrast, we identified a group of teachers who reported low levels of perceived 
well-being. These teachers exhibited various coping strategies at the individual and 
school levels and within their classes. At the individual level, self-focused rumination 
was common, with teachers expressing uncertainty and needing progress in under-
standing their roles. This rumination often led to a lack of sleep and increased stress: 
"Moreover, I haven’t slept well lately, thinking, yes, what is it? What is my role in 
this story? Where can I do something to change the climate?" (P02W2).

At the school level, avoidance strategies, such as behavioural disengagement, 
were prevalent. Teachers expressed reluctance to give their full effort in small group 
settings as a means of self-protection: "I’m thrilled to give 100 per cent, but I don’t 
give 100 per cent in a small group, I just don’t do that anymore because I want to pro-
tect myself there too" (P01W2). Additionally, some teachers tended to blame others 
for the challenging work environment, citing a lack of recognition from leadership: 
"They don’t see that at all; they just see what they want to see" (P01W2). Mental 
disengagement was also evident, with some teachers contemplating quitting with-
out notice if conditions did not improve: "Because I don’t know either, I’ve already 
thought about whether I should just quit without notice if things continue like this" 
(P02W2). Substance use emerged as a coping mechanism for some, with reports of 
increased alcohol consumption: "For me, it’s the alcohol that helps me when I’m in 
over my head" (P01W2). However, some teachers with low perceived well-being 
employed reframing as a coping strategy in their classes, viewing challenges as 
opportunities for growth: "It doesn’t have any effect on my teaching, it doesn’t influ-
ence or anything. I look at it as an opportunity" (P02W2). As noted by the teachers, 
the presence of different groups within the school highlights the diverse perceptions 
and coping mechanisms at play: "There are different groups that perceive the world 
differently in their bubbles" (P03W2). These observations highlight the diversity in 

Content courtesy of Springer Nature, terms of use apply. Rights reserved.



1 3

  119   Page 16 of 25 I. Krummenacher et al.

coping strategies and well-being perceptions among teachers within the same school 
environment.

4  Discussion

The purpose of our study was to identify teachers’ coping strategies, how these strat-
egies change over time and how these strategies are linked to teacher well-being in 
the context of work-related challenges. Current research has pointed out that teacher 
well-being has decreased indicating high levels of work-related stress, anxiety and 
depression being reported by teachers (Ozturk et al., 2024). This crisis is also vis-
ible by an increasing teacher attrition. According to Ozturk et al (2024), most of the 
existing literature on teacher well-being is grounded on deficit-based definitions or 
frameworks of poor mental health, overlooking alternative discourses such as teacher 
autonomy or positive emotions. Our study contributes to a better understanding of 
teacher well-being by analysing both adaptive and maladaptive coping strategies and 
their changes over time. This approach is in line with Ozturk et al.’s (2024) call for a 
more holistic view of teacher well-being. By exploring the relationship between cop-
ing strategies and well-being, our research adds to the emerging body of work that 
seeks to provide a more nuanced understanding of teacher well-being.

4.1  Coping strategies used by teachers

We identified various ways through which teachers navigate challenges encountered 
in the school environment. The identified strategies can be classified into adaptive 
and maladaptive strategies. Teachers frequently used accommodation and self-help 
strategies to address work-related challenges. These included seeking instrumen-
tal and emotional support from colleagues and school management, which aligns 
with previous research emphasizing the importance of social support mechanisms in 
teacher well-being (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2015). Despite the common use of adap-
tative strategies, some maladaptive coping strategies were also identified. These 
included avoidance behaviours, such as mental and behavioural disengagement, and 
the tendency to blame others. The use of such strategies are consistent with previ-
ous findings linking maladaptive coping to increased stress and reduced well-being 
among teachers (Parker & Martin, 2009; Seidman & Zager, 1991).

4.2  Changes in coping strategies over time

Our longitudinal approach allowed us to observe how teachers ‘ coping strategies 
changed over two school years, particularly in the context of teachers’ increasing 
experience. During the second wave of our study, we found an increase in adaptive 
coping strategies. Teachers placed more emphasis on self-help strategies, particularly 
in seeking instrumental and emotional support. This period was characterised by a 
supportive environment in which teachers felt more comfortable talking about class-
room challenges, suggesting an improvement in their professional relationships and 
communication skills (Beltman & Poulton, 2019). As their experience grew, teachers 
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relied more heavily on their past experiences and were more willing to plan their 
work (Beltman & Poulton, 2019). This shift suggests a change in the development of 
self-confidence and competence over time. However, we also observed an increase 
in avoidance behaviour during the second wave, which included mental and behav-
ioural disengagement and a tendency to blame others. This inappropriate strategy 
was particularly evident when teachers faced communication and support issues in 
the school environment. These included a reluctance to ask questions and seek help 
due to the perceived chain of command, the lack of a school culture that encourages 
teachers to report problems, and the limited availability of school management to 
address important matters such as grading systems, despite the generally good coop-
eration among teachers. This finding could possibly be consistent with Kamtsios’ 
(2018) finding that the dimensions of burnout change as teachers progress through 
the career stages, with emotional exhaustion possibly increasing at later stages.

4.3  Relationship between well-being and coping strategies

The present study reveals a certain link between teachers’ well-being and their cop-
ing mechanisms. The results of the study showed that teachers who felt well about 
themselves often used adaptive coping strategies such as adjustment and self-help. 
The strategies helped them to view the challenges as solvable and thus improve their 
teaching practice (Hascher & Mori, 2023). On the other hand, teachers with low 
well-being resorted to coping mechanisms that were not adaptive, including avoid-
ance and rumination. These strategies were associated with stress and hopelessness, 
demonstrating how unhealthy coping mechanisms affect teacher well-being (Parker 
& Martin, 2009; Seidman & Zager, 1991). This implies that there is a need to develop 
interventions tailored to the needs of teachers with low well-being.

Our study highlights several key factors that contribute to maintaining teacher 
well-being. First, a supportive school environment proved to be a crucial element. 
Teachers who reported high levels of well-being often emphasised the importance of 
a supportive school climate, which included feeling valued by school leadership and 
having opportunities to communicate openly with colleagues (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 
2015). Equally important were adaptive coping strategies, particularly approaches 
that involved adjustment and self-help. Teachers who were able to reframe challenges 
positively and seek support when needed were better able to maintain their well-
being (Parker & Martin, 2009). Professional development also played an important 
role. As teachers gained more experience and developed their skills, they reported 
feeling more confident in dealing with challenges, which had a positive impact on 
their well-being (Beltman & Poulton, 2019). Finally, creating an environment of 
trust in which teachers could solve problems together, seek advice, and benefit from 
their colleagues’ experience was crucial to effective coping and improved well-being 
(Soini et al., 2010; Tsuyuguchi, 2023). These interrelated factors work together to 
improve teacher well-being.
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4.4  Strengths, limitations, and future research

This study contributes significantly to our understanding of teacher well-being by 
focusing on the voices of teachers and the role of school environment. Its longitu-
dinal design allowed for the observation of changes in coping strategies over time, 
thus contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of teacher well-being. The 
study highlights the critical role of schools and school leaders in promoting teacher 
well-being through collaborative structures that foster connectedness, such as every 
day rituals and shared working hours for collaboration (Mulford, 2003). By acknowl-
edging the developmental nature of teacher well-being, this study highlights how 
changes in perceptions of school environments may affect teacher well-being.

However, there are some limitations to keep in mind when interpreting our find-
ings. First, the relatively small and unrepresentative sample size limits the generalis-
ability of our results. Likely, our sample has a positive bias in terms of well-being. 
While our qualitative longitudinal design provided insights into the changes of strate-
gies over time, a larger sample size and a more diverse sample in terms of perceived 
well-being could reveal a broader range of challenges and additional coping strate-
gies as well as a comparison of teachers with lower and higher well-being. Second, 
conducting group discussions only once a year limited our ability to capture fluctua-
tions in teachers’ experiences throughout the school year. Also, the observed increase 
in adaptive strategies could be due to greater awareness of the topic after the initial 
focus groups and not just a change in coping strategies. Furthermore, while group 
discussions encouraged collaborative sharing, they could have been influenced by 
dominant voices or social desirability. For example, dominant personalities can play 
a role in the dialogue, and may have acted as barriers to allow other voices to be heard 
(Krumpal, 2013). Additionally, participants may have censored their responses to 
align with socially desirable norms (Krumpal, 2013). Whilst we attempted to explore 
indirect effects on long-term well-being outcomes (Karlsen et al., 2006; Rajesh et al., 
2022), further research is needed to fully understand these complex dynamics from 
teachers’ perspectives.

Future studies could address these limitations by using larger, more representative 
samples to improve generalizability (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This is particularly 
important because teachers’ coping strategies may be different depending on many 
factors such as demographic factors, contextual factors, teaching experience, school 
environment, and cultural expectations (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2021). More frequent 
data collection could capture more nuanced changes in coping strategies over the 
course of the school year. It is important to note that coping strategies are not fixed 
and tend to change depending on the stressors and resources that are present at dif-
ferent points in time (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2021). Combining one-on-one interviews 
and group discussions could reduce potential group effects. Expanding the focus to 
include primary school teachers and comparing findings across different educational 
levels may provide a more comprehensive understanding of teacher well-being. The 
impact of adaptive coping strategies on teachers’ turnover and students’ achievement 
in the long-term and the efficacy of interventions that aim at enhancing the use of 
adaptive coping strategies in teachers research would be valuable direction for future 
research.
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4.5  Practical implications

The research we have conducted contributes to the existing literature by highlighting 
the dynamic nature of teacher’s well-being and their coping strategies over time. It 
also brings attention to the central role of the school environment for teacher well-
being and underlines the importance to develop adaptive coping strategies over the 
course of their careers (Beltman & Poulton, 2019; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2015). The 
present study also reveals how schools affect teacher well-being and how it is influ-
enced by the conditions that prevail in schools. Our findings also show that a positive 
and constructive school climate can enhance the well-being of teachers. For instance, 
the findings show that teachers who rate their well-being as low employ different 
coping strategies than those who rate their well-being as high. Therefore, it requires 
targeted interventions and support systems to meet these needs. Some strategies that 
can help in enhancing teacher well-being include: encouraging collaborative prob-
lem-solving, emotional support, and recognition of teachers' contributions.

These approaches strengthen teacher resilience and thus help to create a positive 
school culture. Understanding the multifaceted dimensions of teacher well-being and 
the range of coping strategies may provide insights for developing appropriate forms 
of support in schools. However, it should be noted that schools operate differently, 
and a one-size fits all solutions do not work. Schools should conduct need assess-
ments and work with teachers to develop specific, achievable measures tailored to 
their own needs. School leaders should know that subgroups can develop a culture of 
collaboration through social contagion processes, which have an impact on job satis-
faction and work engagement (Meredith et al., 2023). Transformational leaders who 
foster a sense of belonging can facilitate organizational change and improve team 
well-being (Paganin et al., 2023).

However, there are certain factors which can act as constrains and affect the devel-
opment of collaborative work culture such as external accountability and prescribed 
learning outcomes (Ibrahim, 2022). In light of our finding, our work is contributing to 
the identification of better ways in supporting teachers during their initial training and 
professional development. As the concept of teacher well-being continues to change, 
its understanding enables schools to develop targeted interventions and coping strate-
gies for teachers throughout their careers (Hepburn et al., 2021).

5  Conclusion

In this two-wave study, we examined teachers’ experiences of their school environ-
ment, coping strategies, and teacher well-being through focus groups. Our findings 
demonstrated that teachers’ perception of their school environment plays a crucial 
role in their choice of coping strategies, with these experiences varying across dif-
ferent career stages. Whilst teachers who perceived their environment negatively 
tended towards maladaptive strategies, those working in better-perceived environ-
ment showed an increase in adaptive coping strategies, which contributed to their 
well-being. This pattern varied across career phases, with novice teachers showing 
distinct patterns of strategy adoption compared to their more experienced teachers, 
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suggesting that professional experience plays a crucial role in how teachers respond 
to their environments.

The results support previous research that teaching is not simply an individual 
endeavour but is deeply embedded within the institutional context and professional 
development trajectory. Our two-wave approach has helped to illuminate how these 
experiences unfold over time, providing a more nuanced understanding of teachers’ 
perceived well-being and their coping strategies across different career stages.

Appendix

See Table 2
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Coping strategy category Definition (Zuckerman & Gagne, 
2003)

Self-help Involves seeking support and dealing 
with the incident by understanding and 
expressing one’s own emotions

Approach Focuses on actively solving the prob-
lem and planning ways to address the 
stressor directly

Accommodation Entails accepting that a problem cannot 
be resolved and using positive refram-
ing to maintain an optimistic outlook

Avoidance Aims to direct attention away from the 
problem through disengagement, denial 
of the issue, or blaming external factors

Self-punishment Involves maladaptive responses such 
as self-focused rumination and self-
blame, even when one’s own role in 
the problem is minimal or absent

Table 2  Definitions of first-
order coping strategy categories 
(based on Zuckerman & Gagne, 
2003)
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