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Stress-coping Strategies amongst Newly Qualified Primary and
Lower Secondary School Teachers with a Master’s Degree in
Norway
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Department of Education, UiT The Arctic University of Norway, Tromsø, Norway

ABSTRACT
Research studies have documented the causes of perceived stress in
teachers, while less attention has been given to identifying appropriate
stress-management strategies. The aim of this article is to provide insight
into the strategies for coping with stress that newly qualified primary and
lower secondary school teachers with a five-year integrated master’s
degree from a Norwegian teacher education institution employ in their
daily work after three years in the profession and the characteristics of
these strategies. The data material consists of qualitative interviews with
27 teachers. The study shows that the teachers manage stress through: a)
openness with and support from colleagues and family, b) shielding and
escape, c) learning established stress-coping strategies and d) planning,
structuring, and lowering ambitions. The themes are discussed with
theoretical concepts of problem-, emotion- and relationship-focused
coping strategies. The study discusses the limitations of Norwegian
teacher education related to the handling of work stress.
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Introduction

According to international research, teachers are one of the occupational groups that experience the
most work-related stress (Kyriacou, 1987; Stoeber & Rennert, 2008). Teacher stress is often defined
as the teacher’s experience of unpleasant emotions as a result of expectations and workload (Collie
et al., 2012; Kyriacou, 2001). It has also been shown that teacher stress has a negative effect on both
the quality of teaching and students’ engagement (Wong et al., 2017).

Teachers who experience a high level of stress over a long period of time, and who do not con-
sider themselves to have sufficient resources to cope with stress, are at risk of burnout, a state of
emotional exhaustion and depersonalisation and a self-perceived reduced capacity for work
(Fives et al., 2007; Wong et al., 2017). Burnout is a known problem in the teaching profession,
as shown in previous studies (e.g., Aloe et al., 2014; Bermejo-Toro et al., 2016; Skaalvik & Skaalvik,
2010, 2020). International studies have found that a considerable number of newly qualified tea-
chers (NQTs) leave the profession after a short period of time and that this is often due to stress
and burnout (Ingersoll et al., 2014; Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007; Wong et al., 2017). This has led to a
shortage of teachers in Western countries (Lindqvist et al., 2014).

Teacher stress has interested researchers since the late 1970s (Kyriacou, 2001). Further research
is needed given the ever-increasing incidence of teacher stress and its associated consequences
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(Herman et al., 2020). According to Cancio et al. (2018), most studies have identified stressors in
teachers, but few have identified strategies that can help teachers with appropriate stress manage-
ment. Betoret (2006) and Herman et al. (2018) claimed that teachers with access to coping resources
are less likely to report burnout than teachers without such access. The effectiveness of teachers’
stress-management techniques affects their health, well-being, and teaching (Cancio et al., 2018).
Gustems-Carnicer et al. (2019) found that using problem-focused coping can reduce the number
of psychological or behavioural problems, while using avoidance coping strategies focusing on
emotions can lead to higher levels of substance abuse. Several studies have also indicated that tea-
cher education has an especial responsibility to prepare teacher students to cope with occupational
stress and stress-related challenges (e.g., Braun et al., 2020; Cancio et al., 2018; Schäfer et al., 2020;
Väisänen et al., 2018). Kebbi and Al-Hroub (2018) also suggested that schools and teachers them-
selves should develop improved coping strategies and adapt them to different situations. A recent
study shows that teachers use versatile strategies, especially emotion-focused coping strategies, to
cope with the stress and strain deriving from work (Aulén et al., 2021).

The aim of this article is to provide insight into the characteristics of the strategies for coping
with stress employed by NQTs with a master’s degree in Norway. Norwegian NQTs followed a
pilot study programme in the teacher education reform introduced in Norway in 2017. The new
programme of study, known as the Master’s Degree in Primary and Lower Secondary Teacher Edu-
cation, provides subject specialisation and emphasises research-based and development-based
knowledge (Ministry of Education Research, 2016a, 2016b). As such, it represents a professionali-
sation of both teacher education and the teaching profession. The research question is as follows:
What strategies for coping with stress are employed by newly qualified primary and lower secondary
school teachers with a master’s degree, and what characterises these strategies? The study can provide
valuable insight into how NQTs cope with the stress of their job and what characterises the strat-
egies employed to do so. The contribution is relevant to the discourse on whether teacher education
programmes provide sufficient training for teachers to manage what is a stressful profession. The
study also provides knowledge about how schools can support NQTs in coping with stress at the
start of their careers.

The article first presents the following key theoretical concepts: problem-focused and emotion-
focused coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) and relationship-focused coping (Stephenson et al.,
2016). These concepts were chosen following the analysis of the data material because they corre-
spond to the findings in this study and are a suitable basis for exploring and discussing the results.
In our approach, we will not assess the quality of the coping strategies; we will only describe and
explain the strategies of the NQTs in line with Lazarus and Folkman (1984) and Stephenson
et al. (2016). In the methodology section, we describe the study’s context, sample, data generation,
and analysis method. We then present the findings. Later, we discuss the findings, theoretical and
practical implications, limitations and future research before the conclusion.

Theoretical Background

Stress is a complex concept (Thiel & Dretsch, 2011). The following three theoretical approaches
have mainly dominated studies of work-related stress: a) stimulus-oriented stress theories, where
stress is understood as a stimulus in the environment that constitutes a physical or mental challenge
for the person, termed a stressor; b) response-oriented stress theories, where stress is perceived as a
response that focuses on the reaction people have to a stressor, which can be of both a mental and a
physical nature and c) transactional stress theories, which describe stress as a process that includes
the stressor and reaction concept but also the individual’s relationship to the environment by focus-
ing on the individual’s perception, assessment and action in connection with potential stressors
(Cox & Ferguson, 1991; Lazarus, 2006). In our study of how NQTs cope with stress, the emphasis
is placed on the transactional theoretical perspective, as described by Lazarus and Folkman (1984).
In accordance with this theoretical approach, stress is defined as the individual’s subjective
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judgement of the imbalance between the external demands and their resources to manage them.
Stress is triggered when the dynamic interaction between the individual and the environment
causes the individual to experience a real or perceived discrepancy between the demands of the situ-
ation and their biological, mental and/or social resources to deal with the situation (Lazarus & Folk-
man, 1984). The capacity to manage stress and the coping mechanisms employed vary from
individual to individual. Consequently, people experiencing the same external load can have very
divergent experiences of stress depending on both their personal and externally available resources
(Lazarus, 1993).

Coping can be understood as the ability to deal with stressful events (Lazarus, 2006). Coping can
be defined as “constantly changing cognitive and/or behavioural efforts to manage specific external
and internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person”
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 141). Based on this definition, coping is further understood as cog-
nitive and behavioural responses to dealing with stressful situations. Coping with stress alludes to
the internal mental and/or behavioural responses to external loads, threats, losses and challenges
(Bru, 2019). Coping is also described as a set of strategies (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). According
to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), coping strategies are constantly changing based on the demands
of the situation and, as a result, of the coping strategies’ effect on the situation. Coping is thus a
process and not solely a result of individual personal traits or the characteristics of the situation.
Coping constitutes the thoughts and behaviours employed to try to deal with a stressful event.
Whether or not they actually help the person is of secondary importance. Lazarus and Folkman’s
definition of coping makes an important distinction between coping and automatic responses. Cop-
ing is limited to demands that exceed a person’s resources and require mobilisation. By assuming
that coping entails efforts to manage demands, the authors avoid equating coping with mastery of
the situation. This means that, according to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), coping includes active
ways of dealing with a situation on a par with more passive strategies, such as avoidance.

According to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), coping requires different resources, which they
divide into six main categories of health and energy, positive attitude, problem-solving ability, social
skills, social support and material resources. They also argue that coping is a result of learned strat-
egies. A person’s way of coping with stress is learned early. This early learned response will tend to
remain the preferred coping strategy throughout life as long as this strategy is not challenged.

The literature sheds light on a number of different coping strategies (e.g., Skinner et al., 2003). A
key pair of concepts is Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) distinction between problem-focused and
emotion-focused coping strategies. According to Skinner et al. (2003), this two-dimensional dis-
tinction is the most common way of categorising coping strategies. In addition, we have chosen
relationship-focused coping (Stephenson et al., 2016) because this concept, together with the con-
cept pair of Lazarus and Folkman, corresponds with the findings in this study.

Problem-focused coping refers to techniques that focus on solving problems. The strategy is
aimed directly at the person-situation relationship, where the intention is to take a proactive, pro-
blem-oriented approach to specifically reducing or circumnavigating the underlying cause of the
stress. Making plans, changing environmental conditions, and seeking practical help from others
are all examples of problem-focused coping. They can also be personal actions, such as lowering
one’s ambitions, acquiring knowledge, and improving existing skills or learning new ones (Lazarus,
2006).

Emotion-focused coping refers to the behavioural and cognitive strategies employed to change
or avoid negative emotions that arise in a stressful situation (Lazarus, 2006). Emotion-focused cop-
ing can be considered a more passive strategy aimed at avoiding, evading, or escaping uncomfor-
table situations or problems. This strategy does not change the cause of the stress but regulates an
individual’s emotional response to the issue causing the stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).
Emotion-focused coping, is used when the problem seems impossible to solve or when the circum-
stances cannot be changed (Aulén et al., 2021). Examples of emotion-focused coping are exercising,
taking a bath, reading a book, or crying. Emotionally oriented coping strategies can also take the
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form of denial, or substance use or medication, which are also known strategies for curbing stress
(Kristoffersen, 2005).

Both problem-focused and emotion-focused coping strategies are used to deal with loads that can
cause stress. Emotion-focused strategies are most suitable when it is not possible to change or
remove the source of stress (Bru, 2019). Meanwhile, Auerbach (1989) considered the problem-
focused strategy to be most suited to managing perceived stress over time. However, it is important
to have a varied repertoire of strategies as well as the ability to use them flexibly (Taylor, 1991).

In the research literature, sharing problems with others has also been identified as a valuable cop-
ing strategy for teachers (Feltoe et al., 2016; Kyriacou, 1981, 2001; Kyriacou & Pratt, 1985). Stephen-
son et al. (2016) drew attention to relationship-focused coping, which entails creating good personal
relationships and maintaining these during periods of stress. Good relationships with colleagues
can provide social support and empathy and help one to think more constructively when dealing
with challenging situations (Cohen & Wills, 1985). Stephenson et al. (2016) emphasised that
relationships can counteract the feeling of being alone in dealing with stressors. Uchino (2009)
also highlighted how support from others can act as a mental health resource when negative and
challenging situations arise.

Methods

Context of the Study

The present study is part of RELEMAST, a longitudinal research project to examine the experiences
of newly qualified primary and lower secondary school teachers with a five-year integrated master’s
degree. In 2010, a pilot version of an integrated, profession-oriented, and research-based five-year
master’s degree programme in teacher education for primary school teachers and for teachers in
years 5–10 was initiated at UiT The Arctic University of Norway. This national pilot scheme (called
Pilot in the North) formed the basis for the further development of the national teacher education
programmes in Norway adjusted to the educational system for grades 1–7 and 5–10. The new
school teacher education programmes focus on research and development work combined with
subject and didactic specialisation in three or four teaching subjects. The curriculum lacks any
expressive learning outcomes related to coping and stress-management strategies in the teaching
profession (Ministry of Education and Research, 2016a, 2016b).

Sample and Data Generation

The study sample initially consisted of 46 teachers who had completed a master’s degree in primary
and secondary school teacher education in 2015, 2016, or 2017 at UiT. Due to maternity leave,
changes of profession, or withdrawal from the study, the sample for this study finally comprised
27 teachers who had been working in the profession for three years. The teachers will be referred
to by numbers, such as T1 (teacher number 1). Seven women were teaching grades 1–7 (1–7), while
10 women and 10 men were teaching grades 5–10 (5–10). The teachers worked in different parts of
Norway.

The study is based on a purposive sample of informants who were selected because their qualifi-
cations were relevant to the research question (Silverman, 2013). The sample was not based on any
other criteria. The sample arose as a result of self-selection following a written invitation to all stu-
dent teachers who submitted their master’s thesis in 2015, 2016, or 2017. The information provided
to the student teachers included a detailed description of the study. Written consent to participate
was obtained from all participants.

The study has a qualitative approach and is framed within a constructivist research paradigm
where knowledge is constructed in the interface between researchers and informants (Crotty,
1998). We collected data by means of semi-structured research interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann,
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2009). The interviews took the form of thematic, focused conversations structured by an inter-
view guide with the following themes: position and competence, use of R&D competence, pro-
fessional learning and professional identity, communication and relationships and challenges in
daily life. We started by asking the following questions about challenges and stress at work: 1)
what do you find most challenging about working as a teacher? and 2) how do you deal with
challenges such as stress in daily life? (self-help/colleagues/management/others). The theme was
also followed up based on the informants’ answers to the questions. Some of the informants’
answers related to other themes that were also relevant to the research question in this article.
The flexibility of the guide enabled us to capture aspects and ask follow-up questions we had
not thought of before the interview (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The interviews lasted for
approximately one hour, and audio recordings were transcribed by research assistants. Efforts
were made to transcribe the teachers’ words as accurately as possible. The interviews were con-
ducted either at the teachers’ workplace, at the university, by telephone, or via a digital
platform.

Analysis

The data analysis was carried out following Braun and Clarke’s (2019, p. 848) approach to thematic
analysis (TA), which they include in and prefer to call reflexive TA (RTA). In RTA, the researchers
have an active role in the knowledge production process through their reflexive engagement with
theory, data and interpretation (Braun & Clarke, 2019, 2020).

We chose RTA because this approach is theoretically flexible, and it suits questions related to
people’s experiences, views and perceptions (Braun & Clarke, 2019). Braun and Clarke (2006,
2020) described a six-phase process for analysis which we have used in our analysis process.
Although the phases are sequential, where each phase is based on the previous one, the analysis
has been a recursive process, with movement back and forth amongst the phases. We do not inter-
pret the phase approach as a rule that must be followed exactly, but rather as a tool that guides the
analysis process as described by Braun and Clarke (2020).

Phase 1: Data Familiarisation and Writing Familiarisation Notes
First, the first author read the transcripts as we considered it important to read the entire dataset
before coding and looking for patterns. At this stage, the first author took notes that were discussed
in relation to the research question. We did not start coding at this stage.

Phase 2: Systematic Data Coding
Using text search in NVivo, the first and second authors selected all text sequences that were rel-
evant to the purpose of the study and the research question. We started generating concise
codes. The coding was data-driven (inductive), as shown in Table 1. At this stage, we coded as
many potential codes as possible. After encoding all the data, the first author identified similar
codes and saved them in a word document.

Table 1. Example of Coding from Transcripts (Phase 2).

Data items Codes
Int: How do you manage stress?
T14 (5–10): I really would have said quite badly, but I do not know… I think… Now I have made
some moves myself, but we feel very much at work that we are allowed to empty ourselves. We
who work together have been good at getting it [stress] emptied out.

Badly
Taken control of the
stress
Work together
Empty ourselves to
colleagues
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Phase 3: Generating Initial Themes from Coded and Collated Data
Here, the first author examined the codes and sorted data to identify significantly broader opinion
patterns and potential topics. In this phase, the codes were sorted using mind maps (Figure 1). At
the end of this phase, there was a collection of themes.

Phase 4: Developing and Reviewing Themes
At this stage, the first and second authors collaborated to investigate the candidate topics to deter-
mine whether they answered the research question. In this phase, several themes were merged into
one theme and some were rejected. The goal was to get all the data to fit into a theme and to
improve the themes.

Phase 5: Refining, Defining, and Naming Themes
In this phase, the authors identified each theme to assess whether or not the themes contained sub-
themes. We concluded that we had four main themes. The first author suggested an informative
name for each topic. The analysis resulted in the following four themes: a) openness with and sup-
port from colleagues and family, b) shielding and escape, c) learning established stress-coping strat-
egies and d) planning, structuring and lowering ambitions.

Figure 1. Generating initial themes from coded and collated data.
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Phase 6: Writing the Report
In the last phase, we collaborated to provide sufficient evidence for each topic using quotes from the
data as well as contextualising the analysis in relation to existing literature.

Findings

Four themes on strategies for coping with stress were prominent in the data material, as follows: a)
openness with and support from colleagues and family, b) shielding and escape, c) learning estab-
lished stress-coping strategies, and d) planning, structuring, and lowering ambitions. Strategy “a” is
consistent with Stephenson et al.’s (2016) description of relationship-focused coping. Two of these
strategies, “b” and “c”, are emotion-focused coping strategies, and “d” is a problem-focused coping
strategy, as theorised by Lazarus and Folkman (1984). Table 1 displays the distribution of NQTs
amongst the themes. Some informants are included in more than one theme Table 2.

Coping Strategy A: Openness with and Support from Colleagues and Family

The NQTs said that there were tasks and challenges in daily life that they had a need to tell others
about. They described how they talked about and were open about the stress of their work to their
close contacts, such as colleagues, friends, or family members, as reflected in the quotes below.

T 3 (1–7): Both colleagues and the school management and my mother. These are the ones I actually use.

T10 (5–10): I think I talk about it [stress] a lot. I’m the type of person who talks about what’s on my mind and
shares it with others and asks for advice. And if I don’t ask for advice from those in my office, I ask the man-
agement, or someone at another school, or my partner. Talk about it at home a bit.

T2 (5–10): I think it’s about putting all your cards on the table, being honest, and to dare to ask for help.

Openness with and support from colleagues and family was a strategy that several of the NQTs
employed to cope with stress. Part of this strategy was to seek tips and advice from people who
they experience a close relation with. It is unclear whether they seek advice related to work tasks
or how to deal with stress. The teachers expressed a continual need to talk about the stresses of
daily life. We saw that the NQTs spontaneously and impulsively offloaded their frustrations both
at school and externally. There is no clear expectation of help with solutions, and it is to be expected
that family and colleagues may offer listening and possibly experience-based support.

Coping Strategy B: Shielding and Escape

The NQTs talked about the need to shelter and create time or space that acts as a refuge from work.
Several said that they actively prioritised leisure activities even on hectic days. Having work-free
periods, evenings, or weekends, and not taking work home or thinking about work at home was
also a strategy and is reflected in the quotes below.

Table 2. Themes, Informants and Interpretation.

Main themes generated on strategies
for coping with stress

Distribution of NQTs with teacher
education amongst themes

Interpretation of the themes in relation
to coping strategies

A: Openness with and support from
colleagues and family

(5–10): T2, T9, T10, T14, T16, T29, T41, T45,
T50 (1–7): T3, T12, T47

Relationship-focused coping strategies

B: Shielding and escape (5–10): T5, T10, T11, T14, T16, T44
(1–7): T12, T25, T40, T43

Emotion-focused coping strategies

C: Learning established stress-coping
strategies

(5–10): T8, T13, T14, T18 Emotion-focused coping strategies

D: Planning, structuring, and lowering
ambitions

(5–10): T1, T2, T4, T5, T9, T14, T16, T28, T42
(1–7): L37

Problem-focused coping strategies
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T25 (1–7): You learn not to let it affect you, and I think now I’ll go home and leave my mobile and iPad at
work. And I won’t think about work at home. And I’ve managed to do that in recent years, and it’s been great.

T11 (5–10): When you asked me how I got back to work, it mostly relates to my ability to handle stress. So, it is
about prioritising and shielding.

T12 (1–7): When it was at its worst, the ski slopes were my refuge, really, and football. Just doing other things
even when you don’t have time. I have to switch off. I do things that I thoroughly enjoy, and it works well for
me.

The quotes reveal that several of the teachers reduced their stress levels by using the coping strategy
of shielding and escape from work, planning leisure time and finding a physical place where they
could not work. The NQTs’ strategy was characterised by identifying and taking part in activities
where they were simply unable to focus on work-related tasks.

Coping Strategy C: Learning Established Stress-coping Strategies

Some of the NQTs described how they had learned strategies for coping with stress, such as mind-
fulness or yoga, and reflected on this, as follows:

T18 (5–10): I started listening to mindfulness audiobooks, so I’ve learned to breathe. It’s made all the differ-
ence – learning to be calmer and more aware of putting the stress aside. Yeah, its two weeks until the mid-year
assessment needs to be completed, but it doesn’t help if I’m sitting here stressing while I’m writing. So, it’s
about that awareness.

T14 (5–10): The year would pass without me realising that it’s all getting a bit too much. So, I started doing
yoga and lots of other things to do with mental training and learning to live a bit more in the present. Because
if you’re stressed, you walk fast in the corridors… The students notice all those things. So, I plan to start the
autumn with this [yoga and mindfulness].

T13 (5–10): I think that all NQTs should really have such a course [stress-management course] because you
learn to stand up for yourself.

The quotes reflect how several of the NQTs’ efforts to manage stress at work involved learning about
and employing coping mechanisms. The NQTs had experienced stress over a period and found that
it impacted on their students, family, and health. One NQT had also taken a course in stress man-
agement after a long period of sick leave. The NQTs chose to consciously acquire new knowledge
that enabled them to reduce stress.

Coping Strategy D: Planning, Structuring, and Lowering Ambitions

A group of NQTs found that planning, structuring and lowering ambitions helped them to manage
stress at work. Being able to control the work tasks, to get through the work to prevent it from piling
up and to lower ambitions were described as important, as exemplified in the following quotes:

T37 (1–7): You have ten hours of unrestricted time, and in those hours you must work. But, at the same time,
you have to work a little with yourself to accept that every teaching plan cannot be as fantastic and perfect […]
that you really lower the pressure on yourself.

T1 (5–10): It is a very high tempo. I think I save myself by being structured. I do not like to lose control, so I
have a lot to do, and I make lists, and I pick away at it gradually, and I am quite ahead of the subjects and
teaching and such because I do not like to fall behind with my tasks.

T4 (5–10): When I have a lot to do, I manage to do everything. I’m very focused on what I need to do first and
then continue onto the next task.

The quotes show that prioritising and maintaining an overview of work tasks reduced the teachers’
stress levels. The NQTs said that they tried to get ahead by completing tasks and at times were pre-
pared to use weekends and evenings. In order to reduce stress levels, they had to adjust their ambi-
tions and accept that they could not carry out all the tasks with the same degree of thoroughness.
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The NQTs pointed out that they had to be realistic and pragmatic in order to get the tasks done
without being stressed. The solutions were individual and were characterised by targeted planning
until the task was completed.

Some NQTs searched for functional strategies to take care of themselves and those around them.
They tested out various solutions but struggled to carry out their work in the time they had avail-
able, as exemplified in the following quote:

T9 (5–10): I need leisure time, and I need to switch off, and I want time at home. I’ve tried different things this
year to identify what works best for my family life. I’ve tried to bring work home, and I’ve tried to save the
work for a day with evening work. I’ve saved a bit for the weekends and tried different things. I’ve not
found exactly what’s best for us.

The quote shows how the NQT tried different solutions without finding any definitive answers to
what worked even after three years in the profession. Changes both in the workplace and in the
NQTs’ private lives led to a continuous search for strategies.

T16 (5–10): I need to try to cut down on things because I don’t have time to do everything, such as school
reports, and I’ve got over 100 students to write reports for since I teach English to three classes. And I
can’t end up copy-pasting texts to deliver a report about every student, which isn’t great for any of them.

This quote highlights how NQTs can struggle to find solutions to everyday stress and are at risk of
compromising themselves and quality standards. The alternative for T16 was better prioritisation.
Both T9 and T16 bring to light how teachers, based on their everyday lives, can continuously ask
questions about their own handling of situations that could trigger stress. They identify the stressors
and believe that they can do something about their own situation. When the teachers tried but failed
to find functional coping strategies to deal with stress, this can be viewed in the context of the con-
stant changes in their own lives and caused of external demands.

Discussion

The results show that the NQTs handle stressful situations by employing emotion-focused, pro-
blem-focused, and relationship-focused coping strategies. Most of the teachers use the strategies
expressed as shielding, escape, and learning established stress-coping strategies, consistent with
Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) description of emotion-focused coping. Using these strategies, the
teachers tried to set aside time that could be used to visit friends, walk the dog, play football,
and the like. Exercise as a coping strategy has been shown to reduce stress and promote health
(e.g., Cohen & Wills, 1985; Howard & Johnson, 2004).

Another strategy was to learn stress-coping strategies such as yoga and mindfulness, which can
be framed within the category of emotion-focused coping (Tharaldsen & Stallard, 2019). The tea-
chers used these coping strategies to stay calm in stressful situations. Using approaches that focus
on mechanisms such as increased awareness and breathing exercises when faced with an increasing
workload, for example, can represent a form of coping and managing everyday stress. Research on
teachers has shown that self-regulation of attention can be a protective factor in the relationship
amongst stress, ambition, professional burnout (Abenavoli et al., 2013). Mindfulness (Baer, 2003;
Bishop, 2002; De Vibe, 2008; Kabat-Zinn, 1990) and yoga (Hepburn & McMahon, 2017) are docu-
mented methods for the self-regulation of health and quality of life. An emotion-focused strategy in
the form of a break can temporarily re-energise an individual and improve their motivation in the
short term but does not solve the long-term problem that causes the stress (Carver et al., 1989).

We also find NQTs who employ problem-focused coping strategies in line with the theories of
Lazarus and Folkman (1984). These teachers seem to be aware of which work tasks and ambitions
create stress. They can plan and structure their workday with a realistic ambition of what can be
done during working hours and take a proactive approach to solving the problem. Problem-focused
strategies for coping with stress entail gaining control by managing and focusing on reducing or
modifying the underlying cause of the increased stress level. Our results are consistent with the

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 9



research by Carver et al. (1989) and Murberg and Bru (2004), who have also shown that planning
can reduce stress through taking control, establishing an overview of what needs to be done, and
preventing work from piling up.

The study also shows that several teachers employed a relationship-focused coping strategy (Ste-
phenson et al., 2016). This strategy entails venting one’s frustrations by being open with and seeking
support from colleagues, friends, and family. Use of this strategy is an indication that stress manage-
ment ends up being the personal responsibility of the teachers, where they seek support from
friends and family to offload their frustrations and get advice. Our results are consistent with inter-
national studies showing that sharing problems with others is a valuable coping strategy for teachers
(Kyriacou, 1981, 2001; Kyriacou & Pratt, 1985). Talking to friends and family is also reinforced by
earlier studies that identified social support as an effective method of reducing the impact of stress
(e.g., Easthope & Easthope, 2007; Yang et al., 2009).

Teachers who use emotion-focused and relationship-focused coping strategies do not directly
address the challenges that trigger stress; instead, they indirectly try to reduce the stressors.
These strategies may be employed because the teachers learned and internalised them early in
life. Therefore, teachers who have negative stress and rely on emotion-focused and relationship-
focused coping strategies may be at risk of exhaustion and may want to leave the profession. An
alternative explanation may be that the teachers find themselves unable to change the workload
and work situation in their school.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

The theoretical contribution of this study is that, when NQTs lack knowledge about stress coping
strategies from their education, they turn to earlier experienced and internalised strategies. The
results revealed four stress coping strategies. Some NQTs handle their stress through relation-
ship-focused coping based on openness and the support of their colleagues and family. NQTs
also use emotion-focused strategies such as shielding and escape from stress or learn established
stress-coping strategies after their education. Some NQTs use problem-focused stress coping strat-
egies with planning, structuring and lowering ambitions for their work as teachers. Also, the NQTs
may combine several strategies.

It is paradoxical that extensive research has been conducted on teachers’ stress all the way back to
the 1970s but that it is still not a theme addressed in teacher education (Ansley et al., 2021). When
considering the high staff turnover and burnout rates in the profession, we could expect an
extended focus on stress-coping strategies. This lack of prioritisation underscores that coping
with stress is still considered the personal responsibility of the teachers. Our study supports the dis-
course on teacher education programmes’ responsibility for preparing student teachers to manage
and cope with the challenges of occupational stress (Bjørndal & Grini, 2020; Bru, 2019; Lindqvist
et al., 2020).

None of the teachers in our study reported that they learned about stress-coping strategies in the
teacher education programme. This absence is consistent with the programme description (Pilot in
the North, 2008) and the national framework plan (Ministry of Education and Research, 2016a,
2016b). A few applied specialist knowledge or undertook stress-management training. Considering
the nature of the R&D-based curriculum in the new teacher education programme in Norway, we
could expect that the NQTs would search for more knowledge-based strategies.

As consequence of The core curriculum (The Norwegian Directorate for Education and Train-
ing, 2020), and the interdisciplinary theme of public health and life skills in school, students will
also be taught about how to master their own lives. Teacher educators are expected to teach students
content related to specific themes such as coping strategies, including stress management (Lillejord
et al., 2017). However, to teach students about stress-coping strategies when the teachers themselves
lack knowledge on this topic is not ideal (Madsen, 2020). The teachers need to be capable of mas-
tering stress in their own lives to observe and identify such problems in their students. Our study
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revealed that there is a need to adjust the teacher education curriculum. According to Roland (2019)
and Braun et al. (2020), future teachers should have knowledge of different coping strategies to
make reflective choices when faced with their own or their students’ stress. Teachers who know
what mechanisms create stress and how to prevent stress are more likely to master the complexity
of teaching and remain in the teaching profession.

The results of our study have implications for education practices. Teaching has traditionally
been understood as an individual responsibility in schools, where teachers must manage their
own emotions and relationships (Feiman-Nemser, 2012; Jakhelln, 2010). In schools with little col-
laboration and communication between colleagues and management, the individual teacher risks
being left to deal with the challenges on their own (Colbert & Wolfe, 1992), which can increase
their stress. Our results indicate that managers and colleagues should pay more attention to how
NQTs are coping and offer advice and support to reduce their work stress. Stress management,
and the use of problem-focused coping strategies, should also be incorporated into formal induc-
tion programmes and the mentoring of NQTs. For example, peer group mentoring could set stress
coping on the agenda as all teachers must cope with a demanding job.

Research Limitations and Future Research

All three authors work at UiT. Bjørndal and Jakhelln teach and supervise in both study pro-
grammes and supervised the master’s theses of four informants. Antonsen has no affiliation
with teacher education and helped to ensure sufficient distance from the data. The teachers did
not have any formal relationship with the researchers at the time of the interviews. During the
interviews, the researchers formed the impression that the teachers gave honest answers to the
questions and found that they gave both positive and negative feedback on the education pro-
gramme and the start of their career. The teachers were also motivated to be interviewed so as
to contribute to the development of teacher education. Nevertheless, we were aware of the risk
of being inadvertently loyal to the informants and failing to take a critical approach to their com-
ments (Silverman, 2013).

It may be that the teachers who coped with stress at work did not express this in the interviews as
the interview guide contained many questions covering a range of topics. Using interview data has
limitations (Desimone, 2009), especially when having informants describe personal and emotional
experiences such as stress. Individuals may also have their own definitions and conceptions of
stress. It may be the case that we did not allow enough time to clarify the concept during the inter-
views. The fact that we had 27 informants and that several researchers were involved in the analysis
and discussion of the findings therefore helped to mitigate the risk of misinterpretations in the
analysis. Also, the authors’ joint reflections generally helped to reduce error margins, bias and
prejudice.

After three years of practice, the NQTs did not mention any effect of school leadership or men-
toring related to their strategies for coping with stress. The lack of emphasis on school leadership or
mentoring may be explicable as we did not specifically ask the NQTs about such support for hand-
ling stress. Another explanation is that their experience with school leadership or mentoring did not
involve thematising coping with stress. Also, only six of ten NQTs in Norway normally are assigned
a mentor in their first year (Rambøll, 2020).

The interview guide and setting may further explain why none of the informants mentioned any
of the undesirable strategies for coping with stress that are documented in international studies,
such as drug abuse (e.g., Richards, 2012) or religion (e.g., Hussain et al., 2019). Another weakness
is the lack of other data sources or the use of other methods that could have provided us with
additional information. However, researching how individuals cope with stress is challenging;
for example, in observation studies, the individuals may camouflage their stress and emotions
from others. In relation to external validity, our results can be applied to other samples and similar
situations (Stake, 1994), and therefore, they do have transfer value (Flyvbjerg, 2006).
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Design or intervention studies can be developed in teacher education as well as follow-up studies
to ascertain whether the teachers actually adopt the learned strategies in service and whether they
reduce stress at work. Quantitative studies may follow up whether NQTs’ stress coping strategies
have an effect after their formal education. We also suggest developing focus group research or
action research over time for investigating NQTs’ use of stress coping strategies. These research
strategies can provide the opportunity to establish an environment of psychological safety in
which to successfully deal with such a sensitive subject as personal stress. The dialogue amongst
the participants over time may give fuller descriptions for understanding how NQTs may use stress
coping strategies in different school settings. There is also a need to further investigate how school
culture and management can contribute to improving NQTs’ stress management. We also support
the position of Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2020) who have argued for further research into the context
of schools to reduce stress and promote well-being amongst NQTs.

Conclusion

The aim of the study was to gain insight into the strategies for coping with stress that NQTs with a
five-year integrated master’s degree in Norway employ in their daily work and the characteristics of
these strategies. The study shows that the NQTs employed four different strategies for coping with
stress. One of the strategies was to take a break from work by shielding and escape. Another strategy
was to learn and practise coping mechanisms. We understand these two strategies collectively as
emotion-focused coping strategies, as theorised by Lazarus and Folkman (1984). Another strategy
for coping with stress was openness with and support from colleagues and family, which we under-
stand as relationship-focused coping strategies in line with the theories of Stephenson et al. (2016).
The last strategy is characterised by planning, structuring and lowering ambitions, where teachers
proactively try to complete the tasks that are creating stress or reduce their ambition expectations.
This strategy is consistent with Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) concept of problem-focused coping
strategies.

The study shows that the NQTs’ strategies for coping with stress mainly seem to have been
learned through personal experiences or by taking stress-management courses after completing
their education. The teachers in the study use coping strategies that are probably suitable under
some conditions but unsuitable under other conditions. The learned strategies are not necessarily
research-based and therefore seem to be individual, internalised coping strategies. Based on our
findings, we argue that research, education policy, teacher education programmes, and school prac-
tices must consider that the start of one’s career in teaching is extremely stressful. NQTs experience
stress differently, and there are also differences between schools’ practices of and skills regarding
caring for new employees. Coping experiences in stressful situations give teachers security and
confidence in their own abilities to manage the profession and take care of their own well-being
to support their students’ learning and the school environment.
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