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Abstract 
 

This study gathered the stories of four teachers who have experienced stress to a level of 

burnout and have had to take a temporary leave from work. Through journaling and 

subsequent interviews, three themes emerged from the stories: efficacy, value, and support. 

Participants who felt that they were effective at their jobs, were valued by others, and were 

supported by education stakeholders were less likely to take a stress leave, even in stressful 

teaching situations. Participants who did not feel effective, valued, and supported felt a 

sense of displacement. The consequences of displacement were taking a mental health 

leave from work, despite feeling that there was stigma attached to it. Ultimately, through 

reflection, participants emerged stronger and more resilient. The study concludes with 

recommendations for all educational stakeholders to ensure that we take care of our 

teachers. 

Keywords: efficacy, value, support, stigma, recovery 

  



iii 

Acknowledgment 

 This journey began in 2009 when I decided that I was ready to return to school 

and do my Master’s. Having always loved writing, I knew that I wanted to do a thesis. 

However, I was not entirely prepared for the many ‘bumps’ and ‘bruises’ that would 

happen along the way. 

Since travelling down this road, I have had two children, lost a brother, and 

missed almost a year of my life due to a concussion. Because of these circumstances, I 

have taken one voluntary withdrawal and one medical leave in order to make it through 

the Master’s program. When getting very close to completion, I realized that I had 

miscalculated my timeline. Through all of this, there have been many people who have 

supported me along the way. 

 First and foremost, thank you to Dr. Ken Montgomery. You always knew what I 

needed to hear to keep on trucking. As well, you have been working with me since I took 

my very first class in 2009. Without your thoughtful comments and constant support, I 

know that this journey would have ended much differently. I would also like to thank my 

committee members: Dr. Twyla Salm and Dr. Patrick Lewis. Thanks also to Dr. Marc 

Spooner who kindly agreed to be a co-supervisor when Ken moved institutions. 

I am very grateful to the teachers who agreed to share their stories with me. They 

were simultaneously painful and inspiring. Your participation has inspired me to do more 

to make change for the mental health of teachers. 



iv 

And last but not least, thank you to my husband, Jeff, who has been a constant 

support throughout this process. He is another person who has been there for me from 

beginning to end. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dedication 

I dedicate this work to my late brother, Sean Drever, 

and to all teachers everywhere who are not taken care of. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



v 

 

 

Table of Contents 

Abstract ............................................................................................................................... ii 

Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................ iii 

Dedication .......................................................................................................................... iv 

Table of Contents .................................................................................................................v 

CHAPTER ONE:  Introduction .......................................................................................1 
1.1 Circumstances Surrounding the Decision to take a Leave from Work ...........3 
1.2 Reaction of Others ..........................................................................................4 
1.3 Transition Back to Work.................................................................................5 
1.4 Personal Connection .......................................................................................6 
 

CHAPTER TWO:  Literature Review: An Examination of the Stories Gathered....10 
2.1 Sources of Stress ...........................................................................................10 
2.2 Teacher Workload Intensification .................................................................17 
2.3  Consequences of Stress .................................................................................20 
2.4  The Role of Administration ..........................................................................22 
2.5  Solutions and Recommendations ..................................................................23 
2.6 Sources of Support ........................................................................................24 
 

CHAPTER THREE:  Methodology: Flights of Fantasy with a Grounding 
Influence.......................................................................................................29 

3.1 Constructivist Grounded Theory and Narrative Research: A Divergent 
Comparison ...................................................................................................34 

3.2 Narrative Genres ...........................................................................................40 
3.3  Validity .........................................................................................................41 
3.4  Reflexivity and Theoretical Sensitivity ........................................................45 
3.5  The Value of Stories .....................................................................................48 

 
CHAPTER FOUR:  Methodology ..................................................................................53 

4.1 Ethical Considerations ..................................................................................53 
4.2 Initial Stage ...................................................................................................53 
4.3  Participant Recruitment and Introduction .....................................................54 
 4.3.1 Debbie ..................................................................................................54 
 4.3.2 Frankie .................................................................................................56 
 4.3.2 Margaret ...............................................................................................58 
4.4    Data Collection .............................................................................................59 
 4.4.1 Journaling.............................................................................................59 
 4.4.2 Interviews.............................................................................................60 



vi 

 4.4.3 Final Checking .....................................................................................61 
4.5 Data Analysis ................................................................................................62 
 4.5.1 Initial Coding .......................................................................................62 
 4.5.2 Focused Coding ...................................................................................68 
4.6 Limitations ....................................................................................................69 
4.7 Delimitation Summary ..................................................................................70 

 
CHAPTER FIVE: Common Themes Leading Up to a Stress Leave: Displacement 
and Consequences ............................................................................................................72 
          5.1     Efficacy ..........................................................................................................73 
                    5.1.1 Ineffectiveness ......................................................................................75 
          5.2     Value ..............................................................................................................78 
                     5.2.1 Devaluation ..........................................................................................79 
          5.3     Support ...........................................................................................................81 
                    5.3.1 Lack of Support.....................................................................................84 
 
CHAPTER SIX: The Decision to Take a Leave: Stigma and Resiliency....................89 
         6.1     Circumstances Surrounding the Decision .......................................................89 
         6.2     Reaction of Others ..........................................................................................93 
         6.3     Transition Back to Work .................................................................................97 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN: Discussion and Links to the Literature ....................................104 
        7.1      Initial Displacement: Loss of efficacy, value, and support ...........................104 
        7.2      Consequences and Stigma.............................................................................110 
        7.3      Recovery .......................................................................................................112 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT: Conclusion ..................................................................................116    
 
REFERENCES ...............................................................................................................120 
 
APPENDIX A: Ethics Approval ...................................................................................128 

 
APPENDIX B:  Ethics Renewal....................................................................................129 

APPENDIX C:  Letter of Initial Contact .....................................................................130 

APPENDIX D: Consent Form ......................................................................................132 

APPENDIX E: Interview Questions.............................................................................138 

 

 



1 

CHAPTER 1: Introduction 
 

 According to the Merriam Webster Dictionary (2011), stress is defined as “a state 

of mental tension and worry caused by problems in your life, work, etc.” It is “something 

that causes strong worry or anxiety.” A more complete definition of stress and 

consequently burnout as it relates to education is given by Kyriacou (2001),  “stress is 

unpleasant negative emotions, such as anger, anxiety, tension, frustration, or depression, 

resulting from some aspect of ...work as a teacher” (p. 28). Burnout results when teachers 

are unsuccessful in coping with stress that is experienced over a long period (Kyriacou, 

2001).  

The fact that education has definitions of stress and burnout directly related to 

teaching emphasizes the prevalence of this issue. Stress in teaching has been identified as 

an issue of international importance (Kyriacou, 2001; Pithers and Soden, 1998; Sass, Seal 

and Martin, 2011; Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2015; TALIS, 2013; Tang, Leka, and 

MacLennan, 2012) crossing boundaries of culture, economic status, and class. Within the 

context of stress, teacher attrition rates are also closely related to this issue. Teacher 

attrition due to stress is prevalent in education and there are a variety of studies seeking to 

understand this phenomenon (Dewhurst-Savellis and Parker, 2010; Dove, 2004; 

Kyriacou, 2001; Macdonald, 1999; Pickering, 2008; Wilhelm, 2000). 

 The statistics surrounding teacher stress are overwhelming. In an article put out by 

the Canadian Teachers Federation, Pickering (2008) highlights some staggering numbers:  

• In 2006 the Quebec Provincial Association of Teacher stated that 31% of its 
teachers on long-term leave left the classroom as a result of stress and burnout 
(Quebec Provincial Association) 
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• 13% of teachers report feeling stressed all of the time and 41% experience stress a 
few time a week. (Ontario College of Teachers, COMPAS, 2006) 

• Stress and mental health problems now account for over 40% of long-term 
disability claims (Galt, 2006) 

• Respondents on a Stats Canada survey with very high stress levels took longer 
sick leaves (Statistics Canada, 2008).  

Given these significant statistics, continued studies on stress and burnout in education 

would to be an ethical imperative. Gathering the stories of teachers allows for an in-depth 

look at the many variables involved when making a decision to go on stress leave. 

While stress is a regular part of life,  

mental illness is a health condition that affects a person’s emotions, thoughts, and 
behaviours – how they see themselves, see the world around them, and how they 
interact in that world. The key difference from ‘having a bad day or week’ is both 
the duration and magnitude of the impacts on life (Canadian Mental Health 
Association [CMHA], 2017). 

It is important to note that there are a variety of mental illnesses which manifest in 

different ways, including, but not limited to, mood disorders, anxiety disorders, 

schizophrenia, eating disorders, personality disorders, substance use disorders, dementia, 

and attention disorders (CMHA, 2017). Based on the definition of mental illness, all 

participants involved in this study had mental illness: their emotions, thoughts, and 

behaviours were affected; their view of the world changed; and their interactions with 

others were affected. Participants were not having a ‘bad day or week’. Their situation 

was long-term and required supports, diagnoses, and recovery in order to return to work.  

Gathering the stories of teachers themselves was the foundation for this thesis. 

The work was grounded by the research question: what is the experience of teachers who 

go on stress leave and then return to work? Researching this question adds to a growing 

body of research around teacher stress, burnout, and attrition in education. The stories of 
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four teachers who experienced stress to a level of burnout that resulted in a temporary 

leave from work were gathered. 

 Participants were asked to focus on three themes when writing their stories: What 

were the circumstances surrounding their decision (sources of stress)? What was the 

reaction of others involved (sources of support)? And how did they make the transition 

back to work after going on stress leave (recovery)?     

1.1 Circumstances Surrounding the Decision to take a Leave from Work 

 Focusing on this theme created links to the research that is already out there 

around sources of stress for teachers: student behaviours (Blase, 1986; Ingersoll, 2001; 

Parker, 2015; Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2015; and Wilhelm, Dewhurst-Savellis); inadequate 

support (Blase, 1986 and Ingersoll, 2001); and a lack of autonomy (Dove, 2004; 

Ingersoll, 2001; Macdonald, 1999; Skaalvik et al., 2015). Wilhelm et al., (2010) has 

argued that the quantitative research around sources of stress has “ignored or downplayed 

factors outside of the work environment” (p. 292). A more comprehensive and qualitative 

research model will account for a much more diverse understanding of the sources of 

stress in one’s life, not just those unique to teaching. 

 Using a narrative approach in this case also highlighted the more personal side of 

teacher stress, rather than just the statistical side. There are a number of quantitative 

studies on teacher attrition (Kyriacou, 2001 and Skaalvik et al., 2015). Skaalvik et al., 

(2015) noted that teaching is rewarding but many teachers report high degrees of stress 

and burnout. Kyriacou (2001) explored how reforms add to teacher stress and how some 

can retain a positive commitment to work. But teachers are individuals as well as a 
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collective. Although the sample size was small, investigating the personal circumstances 

of even just a few teachers helps to understand the pressures that teachers regularly face. 

1.2 Reaction of Others 

 This research also studied how teachers perceived others’ reactions to their 

decision to go on stress leave. Did they feel supported by their friends, families, co-

workers, and administrators? Were they open with discussing their reason for taking a 

leave and problems that they were having? Or did they try to avoid the topic if possible?      

Exploring the teachers’ stories within this context brings attention to the larger social 

issues surrounding attitudes around mental health and stress leave. 

In society, mental health issues have traditionally been an uncomfortable, and 

often taboo, topic. Even with the prevalence of media campaigns such as Bell Let’s Talk 

and NHLs Hockey Talks campaigns, people are still uncomfortable with discussing 

mental health issues in an open manner. While these media campaigns have done a lot to 

remove the stigma and promote mental health initiatives in Canada, there is always work 

that can be done. 

Within the sphere of education, it would appear that teacher stress is a source of 

shame as well. Huberman (1993) asked teachers if burnout is a taboo subject. Forty-three 

percent said yes and 18% said that it depended on the person and the situation (p. 63). 

Skaalvik et al., (2015) reported that three teachers who had retired early due to stress 

described a “serious loss of self-esteem … because they felt that they had failed in their 

work and that they had left the profession with little honour” (p. 187). Troman and 

Woods (2000) had similar findings with UK teachers who reported that early retirement 

(due to stress) was seen as ‘abnormal’ by one teacher (p. 261). She felt that her career 
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was “unfinished and incomplete” (p. 261). Another teacher worried about getting another 

job if people found out that she hadn’t coped well with teaching. This idea of mental 

health problems being a forbidden topic is also echoed in Huberman’s (1993) important 

work, The Lives of Teachers. When high school teachers discussed burnout, it was 

thought to be a taboo subject that should not be brought up with colleagues or 

administration. This was an interesting finding as Huberman also discovered that 

problems were more easily resolved when discussed with staff members. 

1.3 Transition Back to Work 

After being on stress leave, teachers invariably will need to return to work, 

especially if they are not at the end of their career. This study investigated how teachers 

navigate this transition. Could they get back to feeling committed and confident in their 

work and move past the negativity surrounding their decision to go on stress leave?       

Interestingly enough, a quick Google search of teacher stress yields a plethora of 

articles on the subject of stress. The research has explored themes such as symptoms, 

sources, prevalence, relationships, emotions, and teacher efficacy. A similar search 

targeting transition back to work after stress leave yielded numerous results on transition 

back to work after non-mental health related illnesses such as cancer, stroke, and lower-

back pain. There were also numerous articles on return to work after maternity leave. 

However, I was not able to find articles on transition back to work after a stress leave for 

any profession. If there truly is no research around transition back to work after a mental 

health leave, this research is a rich area to explore. Specific research around teacher 

transition back to work after stress leave can transfer into other occupational sectors as 

well. Teacher stress has been identified as an important factor in the lives of teachers, 
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why is there not more research on going back to work after stress leave? Is this topic 

taboo in academia as well?       

There was one article in The Guardian (Whitmell, 2014) outlining tips for 

returning back to work after a mental health leave. It acknowledged that even though 

25% of the population will experience some sort of mental health issue in their lifetime, 

there is “a lack of understanding – as well as stigma and discrimination – around mental 

health that makes returning to work after illness even more difficult and stressful” (para. 

2). The article encourages people transitioning back to work to educate themselves and 

others about their illness, to know their rights, and to ease themselves back into the 

workforce. 

1.4 Personal Connection 

 I have a personal connection to mental health on several levels. As is common 

with mental health disorders, the illness runs in my family. My mother suffered from 

severe post-partum depression; my sister has borderline personality disorder and 

somatization (hypochondria); I have Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD) and anxiety; and 

my brother died of rapid-cycling bi-polar II in 2013. Despite these challenges, our family 

unit has managed to remain relatively intact and, on the surface at least, we present as a 

happy and stable family. However, dealing with these issues on such a personal level has 

led me to want to learn as much as I can about mental health. Doing Masters’ research 

has given me the opportunity to combine my educational interests with my personal ones 

as well. 

 As an educator, I have not been immune to the stresses of teaching. When I first 

started teaching, I was so energetic and excited because I knew that I had found my true 



7 

calling. I had always loved working with children and discovered that I also had a talent 

for teaching and creating relationships with students. Although my internship in a 

northern community in Saskatchewan was very challenging, I made it through and took 

many valuable lessons away with me. I learned a lot about respect and reciprocity. I also 

discovered that although I felt I had a lot to offer the students, they actually had more to 

offer to me. These hard lessons left me well-prepared for my first year teaching and I had 

a very successful year. My evaluations were glowing; my classroom management was 

spot-on; and I was becoming confident in my curriculum and teaching strategies. 

 In my third year of teaching I transferred to a new school as a middle-years Core 

French teacher. This was a school of low socio-economic status (SES) and French 

education was not high on the students’ and parents’ list of values and priorities. The 

teacher before me had actually quit the profession altogether and the students had not had 

a lot of learning due to classroom management and behaviour issues. 

 This was also a teaching year that I would experience many personal problems. 

My brother was in grade 12 and just beginning his nine year battle with bi-polar disorder. 

He spent six months of his grade 12 year hospitalized in the psychiatric ward and 

attempted suicide twice. One attempt left him in intensive care for four days and we were 

unsure whether there would be any long-term organ damage. 

 Through all of this, I was going to work every day but not accomplishing very 

much. I was dealing with students with challenging behaviours which sometimes created 

an unsafe classroom, and I was only just surviving on a day-to-day basis. My weekends 

were spent travelling home to visit my brother in the hospital and my weekdays were 
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spent standing at the front of the classroom in utter shock and dismay, having no idea 

how I was going to get through the teaching year. 

 Every morning as I was driving to work, I would only allow myself to cry until I 

reached my exit. Then I would self-talk myself into surviving another day at school. My 

principal and vice-principal were well aware of the hardships I was facing and provided 

me with constant support throughout this time. Although this was a very difficult year 

teaching, I did not go on stress leave.  

 In my eighth year teaching, I struggled with behaviours once again with a class 

and I did make the decision to go on stress leave. The basis of my research will begin 

with my own story of the circumstances of my stress leave, the reactions of others 

involved, and my own transition back to work. 

When I went on stress leave, I was well-established in my career. Perhaps if it had 

happened in my first few years teaching, I would have been more likely to pursue other 

career options. At the time, I was newly married with a brand-new mortgage and plans of 

starting a family. I did not have the extravagance of exploring other career opportunities. 

I was also making a good wage and would be limited with other job options that had a 

comparable wage. I often wonder if I get in a similar state nearing the end of my career if 

I would just ride out the years and take stress leave at my earliest chance.  

My personal experience prompted me to inquire into the stories of other teachers 

who are at similar stages in their career. Providing a space for teachers’ voices in this 

context is one that may have been traditionally silenced, either by the teachers themselves 

or by other participants involved. Personally, it is a topic that I have forced myself to talk 

about so that others may not feel the same shame that I did (do?). As I’m mulling over the 



9 

meaning of this topic and its possibilities to create change, in both the research 

environment and the larger milieu of education; I’m wondering what others have found 

out already. Have teachers’ stories of stress leave previously been compiled and 

examined? I wonder if this is a topic of interest to other researchers. Certainly school 

divisions must have examined the cost of accommodating for teachers on stress leave. 

Have they asked them their stories as well?     
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CHAPTER 2: Literature Review: An Examination of Stories Gathered 
 

2.1 Sources of Stress 

Teacher stress has been studied in-depth across many countries: Australia 

(Brough and Timms, 2013; Howard and Johnson, 2004; Macdonald, 1999; and Pithers et 

al., 1998; and Wilhelm et al., 2015;), Canada (Friesen and Williams, 1985 and Pickering, 

2008), Hong Kong (Tang et al., 2012), Norway (Skaalvik et al., 2015),  the United 

Kingdom (Jepson and Forrest, 2006 and Kyriacou, 2001), and the United States (Bobek, 

2002; Dove, 2004; Ingersoll, 2001; and Sass et al., 2011). It has also been internationally 

recognized that teacher stress is a significant problem in the workplace (Johnson et al., 

2005; Kyriacou, 2001; Sass et al., 2011; Skaalvik et al., 2015; and Tang et al., 2012). 

Because most teachers leave their careers within the first 5 years of teaching 

(Dove, 2004; Macdonald, 1999; and Wilhelm et al., 2010), institutions have focused on 

addressing this high attrition rate at the beginning of one’s career. Several ideas have 

been proposed to alleviate teacher stress early in teaching: good communication, clearly 

defined expectations, positive feedback, collegiality, and availability of career 

counselling services (Kyriacou, 2001). The importance of mentoring programs and strong 

administrative support has also been acknowledged (Howard et al., 2004; Kyriacou, 

2001). However, the basis of this particular research is less concerned with teachers who 

may be discovering that teaching is not the ‘right fit’ for them. Instead, the focus will be 

on teachers who have moved past the initial commitment stage of teaching and have 

transitioned into committed teachers who may have had to re-examine their career 

decisions due to prolonged personal and professional stressors. 
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The research around teacher stress has mostly been through the use of Lickert-

style questionnaires that yield quantitative data (Kyriacou, 2001 and Skaalvik et al., 

2015). This research has focused on identifying sources of stress (Dove, 2004; Ingersoll, 

2001; Johnson et al., 2005; Kyriacou, 2001; Macdonald, 1999; and Pithers et al., 1999; 

Sass et al., 2011; Skaalvik et al., 2015; and Wilhelm et al., 2015). The following external 

sources of stress in education have been summed up by Kyriacou (2001): 

• Teaching pupils who lack motivation 
• Maintaining discipline 
• Time pressures and work load 
• Being evaluated by others 
• Dealings with colleagues 
• Administration and management 
• Role conflict and ambiguity 
• Poor working conditions 

 
Although this research has provided a clear understanding of what is stressing teachers 

out in education, such quantitative analyses do not account for all of the complexities 

involved when dealing with peoples’ lives. Macdonald (1999) adds that there is a lack of 

literature that accounts for all of the variables involved in teacher attrition (p. 837). 

Within this context, Kyriacou (2001) stresses the importance of understanding  

that the main sources of stress experienced by a particular teacher will be unique 
to him or her and will depend on the precise complex interaction between their 
personality, values, skills, and circumstances (p. 29). 
 

The idea of addressing the complexities of the life of a teacher has been reiterated often 

in the research (Brough et al., 2013; Friesen et al., 1985; Howard et al., 2004; Jepson and 

Forrest, 2006; Kyriacou, 2010; Macdonald, 1999; Pithers et al., 1998; and Tang et al., 

2012). Tang et al., (2012) recognizes that the nature of teaching itself is extremely 

complex, without even accounting for variables outside the workplace. Similarly, Friesen 
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et al., (1985) feel that more study is needed that specifically addresses the many variables 

related to stress on the job. Brough et al., (2013) acknowledges that teaching “involves 

multiple relationships, challenges, and demands that test one’s personal resources, ability 

to cope, and stamina” (p. 772). 

There have also been a number of studies that have looked at teacher attrition or why 

teachers leave (Dove, 2004; Ingersoll, 2001; Macdonald, 1999; and Wilhelm et al., 2015). 

Ingersoll cites the following reasons for teacher attrition: 

• Inadequate support from school administration 
• Student discipline problems 
• Limited faculty input into school decision making 
• Low salaries 

Dove (2004) and Macdonald (1999) discuss conditions that affect service such as a 

perceived decline in teacher status, curriculum changes, and burdensome administration 

tasks. These conditions have also contributed to teachers leaving the profession. It has 

been recognized that there is a need for more research on teacher resiliency or why 

teachers stay (Howard et al., 2004). Macdonald (1999) adds that studies on “rates of 

teacher loss, replacement, survival, and turnover dominate the literature” (p. 836). 

Teacher resiliency has been addressed in some studies (Bobek, 2002; Brough et 

al., 2013; Howard et al., 2004; Pithers et al., 1998; Skaalvik et al., 2015; and Wilhelm et 

al., 2015;). Bobek (2002) outlines sources of strength for teachers: creating significant 

relationships, competence, personal advancement, a sense of accomplishment, and a 

sense of humour (pp. 202-203). These resources are also mentioned by Howard et al., 

(2004). In addition, they have added that teachers felt that they had learned resiliency 

strategies, either as a child or as an adult. Teachers who reflected on their practice when it 

was not going well were also more likely to be resilient. The importance of administrative 
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support for educators has been highlighted as well (Brough et al., 2013; Howard et al., 

2004; and Pithers et al., 1998). Pithers et al., (1998) outlines some institutional strategies 

that will support teacher resiliency: flexible management, more recognition for teachers, 

and regulating and rationalizing work demands (p. 7). Wilhelm et al., (2015) and 

Skaalvik et al., (2015) have mentioned the importance of working with and making a 

difference for children as a source of teacher strength. 

 Jepson et al., (2006) focused on the role that personality plays in determining 

teacher attrition and retention. Specifically, they found that people who exhibit Type A 

behaviour patterns (competitive, outgoing, ambitious, and assertive) were more likely to 

feel more stressed in the workplace. They state that “personality and individual 

differences are pivotal to understanding how people cope with stress” (p. 194). Pithers et 

al., (1998) also recognize the role of personality in coping with stress. While the many 

variables involved in describing personality cannot necessarily be boxed into two 

categories, studying these patterns are a definite starting point. However, a more 

comprehensive qualitative study that focuses on teachers as individuals rather than as 

personality types would give a more complete picture of the many variables involved in 

determining teacher stress and resiliency. 

There is some literature that uses qualitative studies to examine teacher stress and 

attrition. However a lot of the research focuses on specific types of teachers rather than 

the stage that a teacher is in. For example, Schaefer (2010) conducted a narrative inquiry 

with beginning physical education teachers; Olsen and Anderson (2007) investigated 

retention in urban teachers; Madsen and Hancock (2002) completed a case study on the 

retention of music teachers; Fore, Martin, and Bender (2002) studied teacher burnout in 
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special education; and Chan (1998) focused on burnout and coping among Chinese 

secondary teachers. 

Schaefer (2010), Madsen et al., (2002) and Fore et al., (2002) made note of a 

specialized role (physical education, music, and special education teacher respectively) 

contributing to poor teacher working conditions. Their role was seen as either ‘extra-

curricular’ (Madsen et al., 2002, p. 15) or as a marginalized subject area (Schaefer, 2010, 

p. 83). Fore et al., (2002) noted that there was a substandard quality of education for 

students with special needs. Specialized roles were not valued as much as ‘academic’ 

roles (Madsen et al., 2002). 

Chan (1998) noted that teacher stressors did not differ as a result of gender, age, 

and years of teaching. Teachers either employed passive/avoidant coping strategies which 

made their situation worse; or they employed active coping strategies such as seeking 

support and further training which in turn improved their teaching conditions (pp. 159-

160). 

Interestingly, Olsen et al., (2007) divided teachers into common categories related 

to attrition such as ‘stayers’, ‘uncertains’, or ‘leavers’ (p. 9). However they discovered 

that the leavers did not leave the educational field; instead they just left the classroom for 

other pursuits in education. They did note the common threads of unsupportive 

administration and intense work demands contributing to poor working conditions. 

Conversely, a strong peer support network contributed to increased job satisfaction. 

Madsen et al., (2002) also cited reasons for leaving such as personal issues, 

administrative support, classroom management, and parental support. 
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Perhaps the most comprehensive qualitative study on teachers is Huberman’s 

(1993) The Lives of Teachers. Modelling his research after studies of the human life cycle 

in psychology, Huberman has transferred this concept to the life of teachers, 

endeavouring to determine if there is a life cycle inherent in the career of a teacher. He 

discovered that many teachers have doubts about their teaching careers at least once. 

However, Huberman noted that most of these episodes were temporary, lasting between a 

few weeks and a few months. Troman et al., (2000) also examined ‘fateful moments’ in 

teaching that happen during stressful periods. He argued that this experience did not end 

up with a positive outcome for teachers as the process is “highly constrained, convoluted, 

and stressful” (p. 270). This pessimistic view may be due in part to the sample collection 

methods used. Troman et al., (2000) chose teachers from a sample of employees who had 

been officially diagnosed with anxiety, depression, or a stress-related illness. Employees 

were actively engaged in counselling and had been off work for a prolonged period. 

According to Huberman’s research, these type of employees only represented a small 

percentage of his more comprehensive sample. 

Huberman (1993) also focused on teachers in the middle of their careers who have 

felt the need to reassess their career choices. He found that two fifths of teachers were 

affected by burnout, peaking in the seven to twelve year range. It was mostly middle 

school teachers who were affected, citing student behaviours as the main cause. In 20% 

of cases, the situation was made worse by personal problems at home as well. Based on 

this study, Kyriacou (2001) recommends a need for more studies on teachers who have 

been teaching between five and ten years. These studies could help to explain how 

teachers remain committed to their work, rather than choosing different career paths. 
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More recently, Day (2012) has expanded on Huberman’s research exploring the 

new lives of teachers. He believes that most research around teachers’ realities has been 

“from a critical sociological perspective in which teachers are written about as victims of 

policy-driven imperatives under bureaucratic surveillance with contractual 

accountability” (p. 7). This perspective has a “direct link to good teaching and learning” 

(p. 7). Conversely, Day (2012) argues that teachers are “skilful, knowledgeable, 

committed, and resilient regardless of circumstance. [Teachers have an innate] 

disposition of hope and a belief that they make a difference” (p. 7). While Day (2012) 

recognizes that “externally imposed curricula and innovations that have been poorly 

implemented has resulted in an increased workload, an intensification of work, a crisis of 

professional identity, and a perceived loss of public confidence” (p. 8), he also believes 

that governments do not realize that “teachers’ commitment increases student 

commitment and enthusiastic teachers with knowledge and skills, coupled with a sense of 

vocation and organizational belonging work harder to make learning more meaningful” 

(pp. 8-9). 

Day (2012) investigated teachers’ effectiveness over their careers and discovered 

several conditions that contribute to teacher quality, retention, and achievement: values, 

democratic leadership, collegiality, professional learning, learning communities, 

distributed leadership, and trust. Supporting factors for a stable sense of identity are 

leadership, colleagues, personal circumstances, manageable workload, and limited 

student behaviours. He also outlines professional life phases in which different factors are 

in play depending on the stage of a teachers’ career: In years 0 – 3 teachers are 

challenged in their commitment and need more support; in years 4 – 7 teachers balance 
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their identity and efficacy in the classroom; years 8 – 15 teachers experience either 

sustained engagement or loss of motivation; in years 16 – 23 career advancement leads to 

increased motivation while career stagnation leads to decreased motivation; and in years 

24 – 30 teachers either have a sustained sense of commitment of motivation or they are 

holding on but losing motivation. Overall, teacher commitment is much more likely to 

decline in the later years of teaching. Day recommends that schools need to make 

professional development relevant to commitment, resilience, and health to meet the 

needs of teachers in each professional life phase. 

2.2 Teacher Workload Intensification 

It is important to note that, in Canada, there has been a variety of research around 

workload intensification in the teaching profession (Alberta Teachers Association [ATA], 

2012; Dibbon, 2004; Duxbury and Higgins, 2013; Froese-Germain, 2014; Leithwood and 

McAdie, 2006; Martin, Dolmage, and Sharpe, 2012; Pickering, 2008; and Saskatchewan 

Teachers Federation, 2013). 

 Many of the reports focused on the uncompensated and often unrecognized work 

that teachers do outside of regular teaching hours, the so-called ‘invisible work’ of 

teachers. While a standard school day generally is between nine and 3:30 with an hour for 

lunch and two fifteen minute breaks, teachers do not have enough time in a day to meet 

the demands of the profession. Froese-Germain (2014) discovered that teachers in 

Canada work between fifty and fifty-five hours per week, yet often underestimate their 

hours of work. Teachers feel under-appreciated because they often put in hundreds of 

hours of extracurricular work yet receive inappropriate recognition and compensation 

(STF, 2013). One interviewee in the STF study stated: 
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I give up my recesses, lunch hours, and some after school time to students, but 
that means all my prep goes home with me (p. 15). 

  
Another felt that even though the day is over, it is difficult to stop thinking about them: 
 

I go home and I just can’t walk away from those kids…I worry about them... 
Teachers don’t get to turn their brains off (p. 9). 

 

In the STF report, 61% of teachers said that time spent on work causes personal 

relationships to suffer. The long work week for teachers is a trend across Canada. 

Teachers in Saskatchewan had the shortest work week at forty-seven hours per week 

while teachers in British Columbia are logging the most hours per week at fifty-three. 

The other provinces fell somewhere in between this range (Dibbon, 2004). Dibbon 

recommends increased prep time and more discretionary leave days for teachers to 

compensate for this excessive work load. Across the board, teachers devote long hours to 

work. In Alberta, 98% of teachers said that they regularly take work home (Duxbury et 

al., 2013). With increased technology such as email, teachers feel that they are constantly 

available to students and parents (Duxbury et al., 2013). This blurs the boundaries 

between work and home-life (ATA, 2012). Pickering (2008) lists lack of time as one of 

the main stressors on teachers. This also has family implications because of the lack of 

work-life balance in the teaching profession. Overall, teachers pay a high personal price 

when they try to do it all: they have less energy, less alone time, less social life, and less 

sleep (Duxbury et al., 2013). 

The complexity of teaching also needs to be recognized. Canadian families look 

very different from the past. They are “smaller, more diverse, more complex, less stable, 

have less free time, and are more likely to break up” (Duxbury et al., 2013, p. 3). 

Teachers are responsible for meeting the needs of all of students, regardless of 
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background. Teachers have experienced an “increase in social responsibility without the 

resources needed” (Dibbon, 2004, p. 2). Educators now play multiple roles in students’ 

lives: parent, social worker, counselor (Martin, et al., 2012). In the past, “teacher time has 

been viewed through a narrow lens with a limited understanding of the political, social, 

and professional environments of teachers” (STF, 2013, p. 1). Pursuant to this 

“educational trends at local, national, and international levels have put increasing 

pressures on teachers” (STF, 2013, p. 1). There has been a shift in what teaching looks 

like. It is now “student centred, inquiry-based, in a collaborative work environment that 

provides multiple sensory stimulation” (Dibbon, 2004, p. 2). Classrooms are also more 

diverse and demanding (Dibbon, 2004, p. 2). Researchers have stated that teachers lack 

the necessary supports to meet students’ needs (ATA, 2012; Froese-Germain, 2014; 

Martin et al., 2012; Pickering, 2008; and STF, 2013). 

 Trends in education have put further demands on teachers. Teachers have been 

subject to innovations and curriculum change that have been “imposed by individuals 

with little or no classroom experience…they do not know what is in the best interests of 

students” (STF, 2013; in Froese-Germain, 2014, p. 4). The STF report believes that 

teachers should have more professional autonomy and that their professional judgment 

should be trusted when it comes to deciding what is best for students. The Alberta 

Teachers’ Association (2012) maintains that “efforts of school improvement often 

overlook teachers’ conditions of professional practice, focusing instead on the next big 

idea or innovation” (p. 3). Adapting to new educational policies was actually found to be 

a barrier to teacher and student success, particularly when the initiatives were developed 

by school divisions and government with little teacher input (Dibbon, 2004 and STF, 
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2013). Austerity measures such as amalgamation and district consolidation coupled with 

reductions in resources have also had a negative impact on teachers and consequently, 

students (Dibbon, 2004 and Froese-Germain, 2014). It has been recognized that “what 

teachers do mediates the effects of all education contributions (policy makers, 

federations, parents, and students). This depends on motivations, capacities, and working 

conditions” (Leithwood and McAdie, 2006, p. 1). “Stakeholders are well-informed [about 

the consequences of teacher stress and excessive workload…yet there continues to be an] 

elusiveness of consistent, well-funded practices that effectively reduce teacher stress” 

(Pickering, 2008, p. 27). 

2.3 Consequences of Stress 

 Continued, unmitigated stress on teachers has personal, professional, and systemic 

consequences in education. On a personal level, educators are at an increased risk for 

physical and mental illness or distress. On a professional level, teachers will become less 

committed and invested in education. Systemically, this affects the bottom line for both 

educational costs and effectiveness. 

Stress can be manifested in many physical ways: raised heart rate, headache, 

dizziness, palpitations, rashes, aching neck and shoulders, lowered resistance to 

infections, and chronic health problems such as heart disease and stomach ulcers 

(National Union of Teachers, United Kingdom: in Pickering, 2008). Psychological 

conditions include irritability or aggression, inability to concentrate, overworking, 

unsociability, and an inability to accept criticism (Pickering, 2008). 

Professionally, job-related stress decreases productivity. “Juggling excessive 

projects and initiatives leads to a loss of focus and sub-standard results” (ATA, 2012, p. 
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17). Multitasking is found to be an ineffective form of organization. Teachers who have 

an intolerable workload have decreased satisfaction and job performance (Leithwood et 

al., 2006 and Martin et al., 2012). There is also a lowered morale and engagement with 

the school and the profession (Leithwood et al., 2006). Dysfunctional working conditions 

leads to reduced capacity and motivation in teachers (Dibbon, 2004). 

An “inability to balance jobs and homes is costing corporate Canada ten billion 

dollars a year in rising absenteeism, lost output, lower productivity, missed deadlines, and 

grumpy customers” (McKenna, 2012: in Froese-Germain, 2014, p. 2). While education is 

not a corporation, many parallels can be drawn to the systemic costs of unpalatable 

working conditions. Duxbury and Higgins (2013) found that only half of teachers 

surveyed had reported commitment to their organization and 30% had a high intent of 

turnover. Sixty percent of teachers did not have job satisfaction. Seventy-five percent had 

missed work in the last three months, of those, 45% were for emotional, mental, or 

physical fatigue. “Employee well-being is a [major] cause for concern” (Duxbury et al., 

2013, p. 51). Martin et al., (2012) also discuss the systemic impacts of poor teacher 

health: rising rates of absenteeism, claims for stress related disability, reduced work-

times, and attrition among teachers.  

Often “teaching is seen as a ‘vocation’ or calling that cannot be compared with 

other occupations. However, it is work and should be valued as such” (ATA, 2012, p. 

17). “Work intensification is a real phenomenon that has real consequences for the health 

and well-being of teachers” (ATA, 2012, p. 17). 
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2.4 The Role of Administration 

 It has been mentioned that school administrators play an important role in 

alleviating teacher stress (ATA, 2012; Duxbury et al., 2013; Leithwood et al., 2006; and 

Martin et al., 2012). Organizational beliefs can be a problem or a solution depending on 

the circumstances. Duxbury et al found that 50% of teachers agree that schools have a 

culture that values employees who keep their personal issues out of the workplace and 

give priority to work. However, teachers also mentioned that staff relationships and 

administrative support can be a positive aspect of teaching (Martin et al., 2012).  

The principal can play a strong role in a school culture and climate. Teachers 

responded well to principals who were “genuinely sensitive to teachers’ well-being and 

non-working lives, who were not ‘dictatorial’ or ‘aloof’, and who were willing to buffer 

them from unreasonable demands or expectations” (ATA, 2012, p. 18). Teachers also 

reported positive working conditions when a school culture had “clear and explicit goals, 

a positive and friendly atmosphere, good student discipline, teacher collaboration, high 

expectations of students, and safety was valued and supported” (Leithwood et al., 2006, 

p. 3). Leithwood et al., (2006) also examined the role of principal leadership separately 

because it had such a distinct influence over school climate and teacher working 

conditions. Effective leadership involves “direction setting with individual efficacy and 

organizational commitment” (Leithwood et al., 2006, p. 4). It involves developing people 

by “being supportive, listening to teachers’ ideas, showing care for teachers’ welfare, 

acknowledging and rewarding good work, providing teachers feedback about work, 

enforcing rules in a flexible manner, and ‘practicing what they preach’” (Leithwood et 

al., 2006, p. 4). Successful leaders manage instructional programming by providing 
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guidance, being engaged, finding creative ways to improve instruction, providing 

teachers with resources, and minimizing student disorder. High quality principals also 

had influence over district administrators and were effective communicators.   

It is important to note that teachers’ worst experiences also related to 

administrative support. Often principals or vice principals “failed to support teachers at 

critical points when they genuinely needed leadership and assistance” (Martin et al., 

2012, p. 19). 

2.5 Solutions and Recommendations 

 To address the intensification and complexity of teacher workload with rising 

rates of teacher stress and burnout, numerous recommendations have been made 

regarding strategies for teachers, administrative supports, and division supports to 

alleviate this problem.  

 Teachers can manage their workloads by “prioritizing tasks, pooling resources, 

doing less extracurricular, and delegating tasks” (Pickering, 2008, p. 25) in a 

collaborative setting. Schools can enhance school culture by increasing collegiality 

between principals and teachers and by making teachers meaningful participants in 

decision-making (ATA, 2012). Schools can also restructure themselves so that there is a 

wider allocation of responsibility with revised job descriptions for teachers (Pickering, 

2008). 

 Ultimately though, researchers are calling for transformational change in how 

teachers carry out their work and in how school boards manage their employees 

(Duxbury, Sprott School of Business, Carleton University, Ottawa, in ATA Report, 

2012). Teachers need increased preparation time, a reduction in class size, support for 
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students with special education needs, and a reduction in non-teaching demands such as 

supervision (Dibbon, 2004; Froese-Germain, 2014; and Pickering, 2008). Dibbon (2004) 

also recommends discretionary leave days for teachers, a redesigned curriculum that 

meets the needs of multi-grade classrooms, and ongoing training for new program 

implementation.  

Some of these recommendations have been negotiated through collective 

bargaining with varying degrees of success (Pickering, 2008). Pickering also discussed a 

pilot project in the United Kingdom in which stress consultants in schools developed 

personal stress profiles on teachers. Teachers identified as high-risk for stress and burnout 

were provided with extra supports such as counselling. All staff had access to an on-site 

health manager if requested. It is important to note that “no single solution is a panacea. 

All stakeholders must work together to find appropriate ways to implement solutions that 

are sensible, meaningful to teachers, and timely” (Dibbon, 2004, p. 35). 

2.6 Sources of Support 

 Overall, Canada has recognized that there is a need for a national strategy on mental 

health and wellness. The Mental Health Commission of Canada acknowledges that: 

Mental Health Concerns Us All 

Mother, father, neighbour, friend – one in five Canadians will experience a mental 
health problem or illness every year, at a cost of over $50 billion to our economy. 
We need a national strategy to help combat mental health problems and illness. 
(Retrieved from: http://strategy.mentalhealthcommission.ca/) 
 

The commission has created a document titled Changing Directions Changing Lives: The 

Mental health strategy for Canada that sets out several goals and strategies to meet these 

goals. It is a “blueprint for change… to improve mental health and well-being for 

http://strategy.mentalhealthcommission.ca/
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everyone” (p. 9) and it recognizes that “Canada needed a plan to improve a system that was 

not working well” (p. 9). The change would create a system that:  

• Recognizes mental health as essential to our quality of life 
• Provides equitable access to a full range of high quality services 
• Offers everyone the hope and possibility of recovery 
• Enables people confronting mental health problems (p. 10) 

 
The report has six recommendations with priorities attached to each recommendation. 

• Promote mental health across the lifespan in homes, schools, and workplaces; 
prevent mental illness and suicide wherever possible 

• Foster recovery and well-being for people of all ages living with mental health 
problems and illnesses – uphold their rights 

• Access to the right combination of services, treatments, and supports 
• Reduce disparities in risk factors and access to mental health services 
• Work with First Nation, Inuit, and Métis to address their mental health needs 
• Mobilize leadership, improve knowledge, and foster collaboration at all levels (p. 

11) 
 

The report addresses the idea that this problem is “not the concern of the health sector 

alone. [It must also include] education, justice, corrections, social services, and finance” 

(p. 12). It also states that there has been a “historical neglect of the mental health sector” 

(p. 12) and recommends and increased spending on mental health from 7% to 9% over ten 

years with an “increased proportion of social spending devoted to mental health by two 

percentage points” (p. 13). The report proposes a “recovery-oriented system wherein 

people with mental health issues are treated with dignity and respect, have control and 

maintain responsibility for mental well-being, and are able to make their own choices about 

services, treatments, and supports” (p. 16). 

 Teachers can access support through both their provincial and local agreements. 

The Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation (STF) recognizes that “teacher well-being is a 

shared responsibility among individual teachers, their employer, their professional 

organization, and government health care systems” (STF). The STF covers 80% of costs 
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up to $700 per calendar year for “out-of-hospital counselling service provided by a 

licensed, certified, or registered psychologist or social worker” (Members Health Plan, 

2017). As well, teachers are entitled to 20 sick days per calendar year. These days can be 

banked up to a maximum of 180 days (STF Benefits, 2017). Sick days can be used for a 

medical leave due to stress and burnout. Once a teacher runs out of sick days, an Income 

Continuance Plan benefit can be accessed. There is a formula for determining the amount 

of benefit a teacher is entitled to and are paid out for days missed of work during the first 

year. After the first year, benefits will pay out indefinitely until a teacher is eligible for 

retirement. The formula to calculate the benefit amount is as follows: 

• 50 % of income up to $4 140 
• 40 % of income from $4 140 - $13 800 
• 30% of income over $13 800 

 
Teachers can also access a Canada Pension Plan Disability but the amount will be deducted 

from their eligible benefits through the Income Continuance Plan (STF Benefits and 

Disability, 2017). 

 Local agreements determine the amount of counselling that a teacher can access 

outside of what is covered by the STF. For example a large urban school division in the 

province offers counselling services to teachers on a fifty-fifty cost-shared basis with the 

school division (Update, 2013). Teachers can access counselling and well-being services 

such as nutritionists through an Employee and Family Assistance Program (EFAP). 

Teachers are entitled to unlimited counselling session at no cost to members (J. Perry, 

personal communication, Oct. 30, 2017) 

There is evidence that teacher well-being is starting to be addressed in the education 

sector, particularly by local associations. In 2012, an urban local association moved their 
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counselling services to an Employee Assistance Program that offered more services such 

as nutrition, financial, and legal support that go beyond just face-to-face counselling. In 

2015, counselling services were changed from 6 sessions at no cost to unlimited sessions 

(J. Perry, personal communication, Oct. 30, 2017). 

In 2017, 9.12% of an urban school division’s staff in Saskatchewan accessed 

counselling services. Psychological assistance requests made up 52% of all services 

requested. To put this in perspective, marital/relationship service requests were second at 

24% of requests. Between 2014 and 2016, an urban school division in Saskatchewan also 

began to take address mental health more officially. It was on the agenda at a 2016 meeting 

between a local teacher association and senior administrative division staff. As well a local 

association is finding ways to support members more through the creation of support 

documents for teachers and the creation of a new mental health committee. Pursuant to 

this, an urban school division has hired an employee to do mindfulness training with 

teachers, students, and families (J. Perry, personal communication, Oct. 30, 2017). 

A 2016 Teachers’ Convention hosted by a local teacher association featured several 

speakers on teacher health and wellness. Some of the break-out sessions included topics 

such as surviving teaching middle years; dealing with difficult parents; moving from 

overwhelm to calm and in control; taking care of stress, compassion fatigue, and secondary 

trauma; surviving being a new teacher; beating stress; and mindfulness and mindful schools 

(Convention Poster, 2016) 

It has been clearly demonstrated that teacher health and wellness is a serious 

concern in internationally, nationally, and locally. It has also been established that all 

stakeholders are responsible for the working conditions of teachers. However, even though 
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there has been “studies on teacher overwork for twenty years, it has had little impact on the 

school-day structure and on the demands placed on teachers” (ATA, 2012, p. 18). Perhaps 

this research will add a little piece to the larger puzzle of teacher stress, burnout, and 

overwork. Eventually, with a large enough voice, the research will lead to the 

transformational change that is needed to ameliorate teachers’ working conditions, and 

consequently, lives. 

Across the board, researchers are calling on more qualitative studies to help to 

understand this complex issue (Friesen et al., 1985; Jepson et al., 2006; Kyriacou, 2001; 

Macdonald, 1999; and Skaalvik et al., 2015). It has also been established that there is more 

research needed in understanding the role that personality characteristics play in 

determining teacher resiliency. Macdonald (1999) acknowledges the need for more in-

depth qualitative case studies that would address the many variables involved in teaching 

and teacher stress. Kyriacou (2001) has also advocated for more studies on teachers who 

have been teaching between five and ten years.  

In summary, researchers are recommending more qualitative studies that examine 

teachers’ personal stories with the goal of understanding the overriding issues of 

individual characteristics, teacher resiliency, and the many variables in between. That is 

the precise niche that this research has proposed to fill. 
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CHAPTER 3: Methodology: Flights of Fantasy with a Grounding Influence 
 

Storytelling is interwoven into the very fabric of our lives. The art of storytelling 

has been around since ancient times. Whether it be a moral told around a winter campfire 

or a moment expressed in forty characters or less, it is one of the oldest ways of 

constructing knowledge, imparting truths, and making meaning of life. Adams (2008) 

recognizes that with narrative the “human component makes up the research…where 

people are acknowledged and valued” (p. 186). “Narratives are tools that craft and share 

morals” (Adams, 2008, p. 177). Narrative research is described as an “exploration of the 

stories humans tell to make sense of lived experience” (Lewis and Adeney, 2014, p. 161). 

It is a “medium for coming to terms with the surprises and oddities of the human 

condition” (Bruner, 2004, p. 90). This, coupled with its ability to transcend cultures – 

everybody tells stories – makes it an ideal method for understanding human experience 

and critical life events. 

Narrative inquiry is a method of understanding experience through “collaboration 

between researcher and participants, over time, in a place of series of places, and in social 

interaction with milieus” (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, p. 20; in Clandinin and Huber, 

n.d., p. 1). It is a study of people’s lived experience in real time (Clandinin et al., n.d.). 

While participants are in the process of living their stories, they are also in the process of 

telling their stories (Clandinin et al., n.d.).  

Narrative research can also be conducted through using participants’ stories as 

sources of data. Instead of spending real-time with the participants, narratives are instead 

told in a written format and then analyzed based on the stories written. 
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Developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967), grounded theory is a general 

methodology for developing theory with data that is systematically gathered and analyzed 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1994, p. 273). From its initial conception, grounded theorists have 

moved along a continuum and developed into different camps of beliefs. One of these 

camps is ‘constructivist grounded theory’ (CGT). While some would argue that 

‘constructivist grounded theory’ is a misnomer (Glaser, 2007), the concept has been 

legitimized by several different researchers ascribing to the theory (Burck, 2005; Corbin 

and Strauss, 1990; Charmaz; 2014, 2008; Lal, Suto, and Ungar, 2012; and Suddaby, 

2006). Constructivist grounded theory (CGT) highlights the flexibility of the method 

(Charmaz, 2014). It begins with the assumption that social reality is multiple…and 

constructed, allowing for an account of the researcher’s position and inherent privileges 

(Charmaz, 2014). Charmaz (2014) argues that grounded theory methods provide a frame 

for qualitative inquiry and guidelines for conducting it. The narrative piece adds the data 

collection element. This method can also be used within a social constructivist paradigm 

such as narrative research (Burck, 2005).  

Lal et al., (2012) argue that there is a place for grounded theory and narrative to 

work together: they both need to have credibility, plausibility, and trustworthiness. But 

both methods also recognize that meanings are more important than historical accuracy 

(p. 12). Despite their differences, there is a “bridge between narrative research and the 

roots of grounded theory where the strengths of one can offset the limitations of another” 

(Lal et al., 2012, p. 15). Combining narrative with grounded theory in research can ensure 

a more complete analysis and understanding of an account. The narrative piece is the 
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source of data while constructivist grounded theory becomes the method for analysis. The 

former honours the story; the latter ensures appropriate exploration.  

When looking for emerging theory, the underlying principles of grounded theory 

can serve as a foundation for analysis. Grounded theory adds the analysis piece to a 

qualitative approach and is explicitly concerned with finding theoretical explanations 

(Goodley et al., 2004). As such, the theory comes through once the data has been 

assembled. Grounded theory is a good fit for this research model because it “is adaptable 

to ….projects in which both the research methodology and the process of analysis are 

developing in unpredictable ways” (Goodley et al., 2004, p. 119). Themes are supported 

by verbatim textual examples which a researcher can then use to “note significant 

excerpts, make tentative inferences, and gradually develop into something interesting and 

important” (Holstein and Gubrium, 2012, p. 18). This process allows for new insights 

rather just confirming predetermined categories (Holstein et al., 2012).  

It is through telling stories that people make sense of their lives (Daiute, 2013; 

Mertova and Webster, 2007). Since research strives to make sense of phenomena, telling 

stories helps to make sense of the phenomenon of life itself. Its holistic approach allows 

for the messiness and unpredictability of human experience. Rather than showing a 

snapshot under a set of tightly controlled circumstances, a narrative approach allows for a 

more complete understanding of events. This is particularly valuable in the field of 

education.  

With a goal of studying and improving practice (Clandinin, Pushor, and Orr, 

2007), a narrative approach allows educators to examine critical life events and then 

begin to recover from them (Wells, 2011). Wells (2011) believes that “storytelling is 
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central to recovery from many of life’s afflictions” (p. 11). Although teacher stress leave 

is the effect of critical life events; through examining the cause, both researchers and 

participants can use the examination as an opportunity to begin to understand how to heal 

as well. As is stated by Clandinin and Connelly (2000) and was asserted by Polkinghorne 

(1988), “social problems are not amenable to the application of social science 

research...and findings” (p. 15). Lives lived cannot be brought down to a single, 

measurable variable. The qualitative nature of a narrative approach allows for this 

discrepancy. 

Oloo (2015) also emphasized the value of relationships in narrative research. 

Through his work, he discovered that “relationships that he never imagined were forged” 

(p. 109). He believes that a “commitment to relationships is the core of narrative 

research” (p. 113). Through relationship building, he searched for central meaning in the 

stories of his participants (p. 106). These meanings led to establishing commonalties 

among the stories told. 

However, the strengths of narrative also become its greatest weakness. There is an 

inherent messiness in storytelling that does not lend itself to formal research. A good 

storyteller will often take literary licence to improve on the retelling of an event. This is 

an excellent technique for use in fiction literature. It is not as effective in a research 

environment. With this pitfall in mind, it is understandable why “narrative [is] mistrusted 

in formalism” (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, p. 39). Oloo (2015) also addressed the idea 

that “there is a lack of clear direction in narrative on how to analyze stories” (p. 139). 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) caution to be aware of the “intersubjective quality of 
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stories, which infers a commitment to the narrative without appropriate reflection and 

analysis” (pp. 108-109).  

To address this pitfall, a narrative approach can be combined with constructivist 

grounded theory. Combining approaches such as narrative research and grounded theory 

has been previously validated (Birks and Mills, 2015; Burck, 2005; Charmaz, 2008; and 

Lal, Suto, and Ungar, 2012). Birks and Mills (2015) believe that a “hybrid of grounded 

theory is ok but the methods must be thoroughly described” (p. 29). Lal et al., (2012) 

recognize that “qualitative researchers are combining methods, processes, and principles 

from two or more methodologies; researchers are using a continuum of integration that is 

acceptable as long as consideration and rationale is given for combining the two 

methods” (p. 1).  

Burck (2005) and Strauss and Corbin (1994) outline similarities to all qualitative 

research questions: they are all open-ended, exploratory, and generate theory rather than 

test hypotheses (Burck, p. 238); as well the sources of data are the same, it is interpretive 

work; and there is a belief that some sort of social science research is possible and 

desirable (Strauss et al., 1994, p. 274). Grounded theory and narrative research both work 

well with individual interviews (Strauss et al., 1994). In addition, Charmaz (2006, 2009) 

argues that CGT “adheres to similar principles as narrative inquirers” (in Lal, et al., 2012, 

p. 8): they both believe in the importance of multiple perspectives of participants and 

researchers; they both recognize the influence of social structures; they appreciate the 

reflexive role of the researcher; and both ascribe to the subjective ‘inside’ understanding 

of social situations. Using these two methods will ensure appropriate reflection and 
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analysis while maintaining the integrity and value of the story. Grounded theory provides 

the framework for the interpretation of the stories.  

3.1 Constructivist Grounded Theory and Narrative Research: A Divergent 

comparison 

Using the constructivist paradigm fits with the subjective understanding of reality 

essential in a narrative approach. According to Burck (2005), constructivist grounded 

theory and narrative analysis believe that knowing is negotiated between the researcher 

and participant and both affect the ‘production’ of research material. Both methods also 

take into account context and difference; referred to as the common places of temporality, 

place, and sociality within the narrative context. While not as explicitly defined in 

grounded theory, similar aspects are often present in the grounded theory literature 

(Burck, 2005; Charmaz, 2008, 2014; Corbin et al., 2015; Lal et al., 2012; Strauss and 

Corbin, 1990, 1994; and Suddaby, 2006). It is important to note that this research is not 

narrative inquiry. Instead narratives were used as sources of data to be analyzed using the 

tenets of grounded theory. 

According to Clandinin and Connelly (2000), the pitfalls of a narrative approach 

can be mitigated by employing a certain wakefulness throughout the research process. 

This wakefulness includes an awareness of the critics as well as an understanding of the 

three overlying principles or common places of a narrative approach as outlined by 

Clandinin, Pushor, and Orr (2007): temporality, place, and sociality. 

Temporality accepts that a story has a past, a present, and a future. It has been said 

that every time a person remembers an event, they are only remembering the last time it 

was told, not the event itself. This has been addressed in research as well. Gusdorf and 
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Olney (1980) has stated that “the present differs from the past and…it will not be 

repeated in the future” (p. 240). Freeman (2007) argues that the purpose of a story in 

research is not to bring back the actual experience, but rather to make “sense of the past 

in light of the present” (p. 141). With the understanding that “the life as told can never be 

the life as lived” (Goodson, Loveless, and Stephens, 2012, p. 127), the retelling can still 

reveal new truths and new understandings of the original event. 

Temporality also addresses the continuity of stories. Lives are lived within the 

continuum of the larger narrative (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). People, places, and 

events are in process; always in a state of transition (Clandinin, Pushor, and Orr, 2007). 

With transition, comes change. The researcher and participants change over time 

(Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). Wells (2011) argues that “the present…along with the 

self…is transformed through the process” (p. 138). If the goal of any type of research is 

to seek change or to seek to understand, temporality addresses both the concept of change 

and the tentativeness of truth. 

While grounded theory does not address temporality in the sense of spending 

lived time with the participant and creating shared understandings within that context, 

grounded theory does address the significance of time in research. Corbin and Strauss 

(1990) have explored the concept of temporality when discussing pragmatism or a 

philosophy of knowledge within the context of grounded theory. They recognize that 

thinking and process have a temporal aspect to it; “there is always a relationship between 

knowing and culture” (p. 18). Charmaz (2006, 2009) also acknowledges the relationship 

between culture and worlds-view when recording data. This relationship is always 

predicated on the time period and present culture of understandings and beliefs. Charmaz 
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(2008) argues that data reveals what lies beneath the surface as well as revealing changes 

over time. Charmaz (2008) describes grounded theory as an emergent method. She 

believes that emergence has a “temporal concept that presupposes a past, assumes the 

immediacy of the present, and implies a future; the past shapes the present, and the future 

is not predictable” (p. 157). Corbin and Strauss (1994) construct temporality as limited in 

time – eras, societies, current ideas and ideologies. “Theory is embedded in history” 

(Corbin et al., p. 279). They also believe that “knowledge is, after all, linked closely with 

time and place” (p. 276). 

The idea of place recognizes that location and space affect the outcome of a story. 

Researchers need to be cognizant of how space may change the story itself. With ongoing 

research; as the concrete location may change, so can the temporality of a situation 

(Clandinin and Rosiek, 2007). Place is also often used as a metaphor in life: I was in a 

bad place; my head wasn’t in the right space. Place can also refer to a person’s social 

value: advanced placement; place in the proper position; put her in her place; to finish or 

place (first, second, third); he’ll never go places.   

Place has also been used as a metaphor in narrative literature. Lewis (2011) 

describes the story as a “navigation from a place of not knowing to a place of knowing” 

(p. 509). Certeau (1998) uses a walk in the city as a metaphor for decisions that people 

make in movement, in language, in art, in storytelling, in writing, and in life. He states 

that “stories are becoming private and sink into secluded spaces in neighbourhoods” (p. 

108). Heidegger (1959) describes the telling of a story as an ‘unconcealment’ (p. 60, in 

Lewis, 2011). 
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Bruner (2004) suggested through his narrative studies that place is crucial because 

it shapes and constrains the stories that are told. He uses the metaphor of home as a place 

that is private forgiving, intimate, and predictably safe – yet cooped up. The ‘real world’ 

is described as demanding, anonymous, open, and unpredictable – yet dangerous. Any 

movement in this world is spatial rather than temporal – home, neighbourhood, school, 

college, and graduate school – ending with a triumphant return home. Law and Urry 

(2004) also believe that studies in social science are predicated on spatial metaphors - 

height, depth, levels, size, and proximity. If place is a metaphor for achievement in life, 

then addressing the idea of space in any narrative is vital in order to create a new 

understanding of the story. Recognizing place as a metaphor for where a person is at, the 

space one might be in, and how this might affect reactions to situations will help to create 

a broader understanding of the incident and its effects. 

Appreciating place can also help to bridge the gap between what happens in a 

formal institutional space and how unwritten rules are played out within this space 

(Greenhalgh, Russell, and Swinglehurst, 2005). Fairclough (1989) recognizes that “as 

members and ex-members of the school communities that we study, we bring with us 

(often successful) histories of participation in those institutions as students, teachers, and 

parents… [bringing with us] a set of beliefs, assumptions, and values within these 

contexts” (p. 382). Holstein and Gubrium (2012) also address place as “an ‘institutional 

context’ where the story changes depending on where you tell it” (p. 229). Recognizing 

place while keeping the institutional context in mind will address the tacit agreements 

about what is considered to be appropriate and inappropriate within that space. 
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Charmaz (2014) also believes that quality research starts with a person’s 

background data about persons, processes, and settings – or place in life. She also 

addresses the idea of movement, processes, and change within the context of grounded 

theory as an emergent theory (2008). Corbin and Strauss (1990) believe that change is 

predicated on the idea that “actors are able to make choices according to perceptions 

(often accurate) about the options they encounter” (p. 5). While a researcher may accept 

that this is true, it is important to recognize the ‘space’ a person might be in when they 

make that choice. A person may have inaccurate perceptions about their choices if they 

are faced with a variety of pressures that cloud judgment. In this case, personal needs 

may override the societal norms of expected behaviours and choices. Further to this, 

Corbin and Strauss (1990) seek to determine how ‘actors’ respond to changing conditions 

and the consequences of actions. The metaphor of ‘actor’ is a slippery slope as actors 

always know how the scene is going to end. People do not always know that in their 

lives. The consequences of actions are often not perceived or understood until appropriate 

reflection at a later date. However Heidegger (1962) discusses the nature of Being of a 

person. Reality for a person has a demonstrable meaning and can be externally proved 

through a “multiplicity of representations” (p. 247). 

Corbin and Strauss (1990) state that grounded theory “seeks to discover relevant 

conditions” (p. 5) that will create a certain response. Relevant conditions to elicit a 

response do not necessarily always guarantee the same response. Accepting that place 

may change also accepts that responses may also change. Place is also addressed by 

Suddaby (2006) when describing contact between researcher and site. He believes that 
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the quality of contact between researcher and site and the quality of research have a direct 

relationship; the artificial boundary between researcher and subject is removed. 

Sociality encompasses both personal and social conditions as well as the 

relationship between the participant and the researcher. “Narrative inquiry entails a 

reconstruction of a person’s unique experience in relation to others and to a social milieu” 

(Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, p. 39). There is a relationship between texts and social 

practices. (Rogers, Malancharuvil-Berkes, Mosley, Hui, and Joseph, 2005). We bring 

with us a set of beliefs, assumptions, and values within these contexts (Rogers et al., 

2005). Keeping sociality in mind, there are several advantages to narrative from a social 

science perspective:  

“Stories are perspectival. They draw attention to the individual rather than the 

institution” (Greenhalgh et al., 2005, p. 444). These stories have the ability to question 

and counteract what is considered to be the social norm, creating new social norms and 

understandings in the process. Their ethical dimension reflects society’s expectations 

about what ‘should have’ been done vs. what ‘might have’ been done, allowing different 

options for change (Greenhalgh et al., 2005).  

Parallels can be drawn to sociality within the context of grounded theory as well. 

Charmaz (2014) believes that researchers “must consider how participants act on ideas, 

practices and world-views from larger and local cultures” (p. 47). She also underscores 

the influence of social structures in grounded theory research (2006, 2009). Strauss (in 

Charmaz, 2008) also believes in the “significance of agency, alternative actions, and 

indeterminacy in social life” (p. 160). Suddaby (2006) has beliefs around social theory 

within the context of grounded theory: research should address the interpretive reality of 
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actors in social settings; “interpretations should be logically consistent with key 

assumptions about social reality and how that reality is known; and grounded theory is 

appropriate when you want to make knowledge claims about how individuals interpret 

reality” (p. 634). Burck (2005) addresses the idea that context and difference (such as 

race and class) need to be taken into account when doing grounded theory and narrative 

research. Corbin and Strauss (2015) also trust that there is a “relationship between 

knowing and culture” and that “experience is integral to inquiry” (p. 18). 

Therefore, depending on the time, the relationship, and the specific space of a 

story; its outcome can change. However, a narrative approach allows for this. Freeman 

(2007) speaks about the poetic science of a narrative. He argues that the artfulness of a 

narrative approach should be pursued despite the release of science in this manner of 

research. Although this is a “challenge...it is [one] well worth pursuing” (p. 142). 

3.2 Narrative Genres 

Accepting narrative as a genre with specific criteria to be met helps to validate the 

research method. Adams (2008) speaks of the story as a new genre of legitimized life 

writing. Rosiek and Atkinson (2007) expand on this idea by categorizing the narrative 

genre according to purpose and style. An epic narrative seeks to identify ‘best practice’ 

with one viewpoint and a definitive interpretation. A novelistic narrative allows for 

critique; it is ambiguous and open-ended. Case studies are a specific type of memoir that 

describe a professional or personal identity crisis faced by a teacher. Like an epic 

narrative, a practical solution is presented to the problem. But unlike an epic narrative, 

the solution is more open to debate. 
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Perhaps the most intriguing style is the experiential narrative. This genre focuses 

more holistically on all aspects that affect the outcome of a story: “the institutional and 

cultural context; the general experience of teaching; and the personal meaning of teaching 

for the teacher” (p. 512). This story is more global, examining a teacher’s personal sense 

of mission and identity (Rosiek et al., 2007). Rosiek et al., (2007) argue that literature 

that examines the lived experience of teaching is needed. This literature does not seek to 

resolve the problem; rather it seeks to dispel the silence and isolation around certain kinds 

of teaching experience. 

The experiential narrative fits well with this research as participants shared their 

stories of taking a leave from work from a holistic perspective. They described their 

general teaching experience, the effect the ‘institution’ of teaching had on their 

experience, their personal struggles, and how they emerged stronger from the experience. 

Telling their stories helped to bring their experience to light, perhaps resonating with 

others who may have experienced something similar. 

3.3 Validity 

 It would be remiss not to address the idea of ‘truth’ in any form of narrative 

research. Many researchers acknowledge and attempt to address the uncertainty of a story 

(Clandinin and Connelly, 2000; Clandinin and Rosiek, 2007; Goodley, Lawthom, 

Clough, and Moore, 2004; Holstein et al., 2012; and Sikes, 2012). Sikes accepts the fact 

that “the life as told can never be the life as lived” (p. 127). Similar to this sentiment, 

Holstein et al. (2012) recognizes that “stories are representations not so much as life as it 

is, but of life as it is imagined” (p. 50). Clandinin and Rosiek (2007) speak of the 
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“sacrifice in certainty” (p. 46) of a narrative approach. Researchers need to accept the 

uncertainty or tentativeness of a story told.  

To address this uncertainty, narrative approaches have been validated by the genre 

itself. Holstein et al., (2011) believe that academic researchers, through the nature of what 

they do, “are much more aware of how they represent themselves and others” (p. 54). 

Similarly, Sikes (2012) believes that based on the genre [of academic research], the 

reader/author have a certain contractual obligation of truth. While Goodley et al., (2004) 

accept the creativeness of language, Clandinin and Rosiek (2007) acknowledge that this 

“tentativeness is [also] necessary for transformation” (p. 46). Freeman (2000) suggests 

that a narrative need only be “sufficiently truthful” (p. 121). 

Traditional scientific methods are firmly rooted in finding ‘truths’ or theories that 

will behave the same way under a set of circumstances. However in the realm of 

narrative, it is more valuable to listen and to legitimize a difficult, and often silenced, 

experience. In understanding human experience, perception, as opposed to reality, is the 

basis of understanding.  

Within the realm of truth comes the idea of validity of any research findings. One 

cannot rely on the genre itself to prove the validity of a claim. Narrative research is not a 

privileged research method; it must still adhere to the tenets of academic research 

(Atkinson, 1997; in Holstein et al., 2011). Therefore validity must be an underlying 

principle of any narrative research (Barone, 2007; Bruner, 2004; Greenhalgh et al., 2005; 

Karnieli-Miller, Strier, and Pesach, 2009; Law and Urry, 2004; Lewis and Adeney, 2014; 

Loh, 2013; and Polkinghorne, 2007). 
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Validity in social science is not ensuring that there is only one variable that will 

affect the outcome of any given study. Law and Urry (2004) argue against this practice of 

“reducing the whole to its parts” (p. 401). Instead it is a “progression of evidence” 

(Polkinghorne, 2007, p. 477) that will “persuade others to see events in certain ways” 

(Loh, 2013, p. 7). “Stories convince by their emotional impact on the reader, not by 

subjective truth” (Greenhalgh et al., 2005, p. 443). While it is impossible to know the 

consequences of actions, “following a deterministic set of rules will give predictable yet 

patterned results” (Law et al., 2004, p. 401). With the understanding that “the same story 

could never be collected by someone else” (Greenhalgh et al., 2005, p. 444), the story 

collected can still be validated by identifying prevailing themes that make sense within 

the larger context of personal experience. Narrative work endeavours to make “claims 

about the meaning that life events hold for people and how people understand situations, 

others, and themselves. It is an account of the ‘human condition’” (Polkinghorne, 2007, 

p. 476). Bruner (2004) also addresses the search for ‘meaning’ in narrative research. 

In the context of narrative research, there is an overriding theme that ‘stories 

create realities’ (Bruner, 2004; Law et al., 2004; and Lewis et al., 2014). Bruner (2004) 

argues that “we become the autobiographical narratives by which we ‘tell about’ our 

lives. The stories are a reflection of possible lives” (p. 694), rather than the actual reality. 

“Stories do not happen in the real world but are constructed in people’s heads” (p. 691). 

This imaginary reality makes stories “highly susceptible to cultural, interpersonal, and 

linguistic influences” (p. 694). Lewis and Adeney (2014) accept that stories have a 

fluidity that can invite multiple interpretations. However, these stories are not “searching 

for ‘bold truths’; instead they are looking for ‘small truths’ about being human and 



44 

human being” (p. 169). Within these small truths, larger themes can be found that are 

applicable to life experience. There is no universal ‘truth’ in social exploration; just a 

variety of different perspectives. The more perspectives a person can be privy to, the 

better understanding there is of social phenomena. 

Loh (2013) makes practical suggestions to ensure the validity of research. With 

the use of multiple interviews, the truth can be found in the details. Oloo (2015) also used 

multiple interviews to find key patterns for analysis in his narrative work. He cautions 

that fabricated accounts have mostly schematic details (Loh, 2013). Truth can be found in 

the episodic details. Multiple interviews also allow the researcher to address any 

discrepancies in re-accounts of the same experience. Loh (2013) also recommends using 

peer and audience validation from members of the same field to ensure that emerging 

themes ‘ring true’. Loh (2013) also discusses the idea of verisimilitude or the “quality of 

seeming to be true and real” (p. 9). If the writing appears genuine, has believability and 

‘rings true’, it has verisimilitude. Lewis and Adeney (2014) also address verisimilitude as 

a “likeness to truth” (p. 170). It will resonate with others. 

The aforementioned themes of data sources and finding truth in the details 

transfer very well to grounded theory research as well – multiple interviews are the data 

source and constant comparisons become data analysis through researchers asking 

questions of themselves, of the data, and of participants. Once saturation occurs (when 

every category is fully developed), a researcher can be reasonably sure that the research is 

credible and will resonate with others.  

Dewey (1929) questioned validity and how acts of knowing embody perspectives. 

Truth, or what we know, may eventually be judged as partially or completely wrong 
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based on the idea that social knowledge is cumulative; it is an evolution of thought and 

society (in Corbin and Strauss, 2015). Charmaz (2008) also addresses the credibility of 

research. Credible research implies an intimate familiarity with the topic with systematic 

comparisons and strong links between data and analysis. When there is “enough evidence 

for claims, research can be judged to be credible” (p. 337). She also believes that “the 

defined categories must portray the fullness of the experience, make sense to participants, 

and have social and theoretical significance” (p. 338). In fact, the aim of grounded theory 

is to “legitimize careful qualitative studies that [in the past] were believed not capable of 

adequate verification” (Strauss and Corbin, 1994).  

3.4 Reflexivity and Theoretical Sensitivity 

Reflexivity is necessary for qualitative research. The importance of reflexivity is 

mentioned often when addressing narrative research (Bruner, 2004; Dickson-Swift, 

James, Kippen, and Liamputtong, 2007; Greenhalgh et al., 2005; Holstein and Gubrium, 

2011; Lewis and Adeney, 2014; and Rogers et al., 2005). Lewis and Adeney (2014) argue 

that reflexivity is “inherent in narrative research; [it is] an intimate engagement between 

the researcher and co-researcher” (p. 163). Reflexivity demands “authentic self-reflection 

[that] allows for new insights, questions, and connections” (pp. 165-166). Holstein and 

Gubrium (2011) recommend a researcher keep a reflexive journal because “self-reflection 

and critical examination” are necessary to understand the researcher’s role (p. 70). 

Dickson-Swift et al., (2007) believe that “self-disclosure levels the playing field between 

researchers and participants and that the topic itself creates the space for self-disclosure” 

(p. 332). While some participants did not want to hear about the researcher’s experience, 

it was still thought of as a good research practice (Dickson-Swift et al., 2007). Rogers et 
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al., (2005) describes reflexivity as a “participatory construction of the research design 

where the analytic frame is turned back on the researcher” (p. 381). Greenhalgh et al., 

(2005) believe that authentic narrative research needs to have evidence of the researcher’s 

reflexive awareness where emotions are turned into research data. Bruner (2004) 

addresses the reflexive piece as “situating oneself in the research so that the narrator and 

the central figure are the same” (p. 693). 

Toward that end, beginning research with an exploration of oneself will lead to 

reflexivity when co-researching with other participants. Endeavouring to practice on 

oneself will lead to understanding of the possible experience of the participants as they 

navigate the research process. This will also create an opportunity to analyze 

accompanying tensions, uncertainties, and judgments as they arise. 

Grounded theory refers to reflexivity as ‘theoretical sensitivity’ (Charmaz, 2008; 

Strauss and Corbin, 1994; and Suddaby, 2006). Researchers can demonstrate theoretical 

sensitivity in grounded theory research by attenuating to four ideas: recognizing the 

experience of the researcher (Birks and Mills, 2015; Burck, 2005; Charmaz, 2008; 

Strauss and Corbin, 1994; and Suddaby, 2006); making procedures explicit (Charmaz, 

2008; Suddaby, 2006; and Burck, 2005); controlling for bias and assumptions through the 

use of memos and constant comparisons (Birks and Mills, 2015; Corbin, 2017; and 

Corbin and Strauss, 2015); and accepting that the process is a co-creation of data (Birks 

and Mills, 2015; Charmaz, 2006, 2008, 2009; Lal et al., 2012; and Strauss and Corbin, 

1994).  

When addressing the experience of the researcher, Birks and Mills (2015) state 

that “each of us has a conceptualization of existence and reality… [It is our] personal 
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philosophy that defines what we consider to be real” (p. 1). Therefore researchers need to 

acknowledge existing assumptions in order to keep an open mind (Birks et al., 2015). To 

reduce the tensions around theoretical sensitivity, researchers need to be aware of and 

remove preconceptions and have flexible and open-ended guidelines (Charmaz, 2008, p. 

158). A constructivist approach also insists that premises, research principles, and 

practice need to be addressed. Adhering to these principles will help researchers with 

theoretical sensitivity (Charmaz, 2008).  

Demonstrating reflexivity allows pre-conceived ideas and assumptions to be 

challenged (Charmaz, 2008). Similar to this, Burck (2005) believes that the researcher 

cannot be removed from the study; there are assumptions and beliefs that are brought to 

the research work (p. 241). Researchers need to own their ideas and bypass them in 

analysis (Burck, 2005). Suddaby (2006) accepts that grounded theory research is not easy 

and its success depends on the sensitivity of the researcher. He contends that personality, 

character and experience of the researcher are a part of the process and should be made 

an explicit part of the research and analysis. Strauss and Corbin (1994) believe that 

theoretical sensitivity comes through professional knowledge and research and personal 

experiences. Therefore, theoretical sensitivity begins with recognizing and addressing 

what a researcher brings to the table before beginning any meaningful research.  

Once bias and preconceptions have been explored, research procedures need to be 

made explicit. Charmaz (2008) says that influences need to be stated; ideas and 

assumptions need to be challenged; and grounded theory is distinguished by its 

comparative and interactive nature. Suddaby (2006) also contends that “personality, 

character, and experience of the researcher should be made clear in both the research and 
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in the analysis of data” (p. 640). Keeping an audit trail of reflexive diaries and memos 

will also help to maintain reflexivity (Burck, 2005 and Corbin and Strauss, 2015). Corbin 

and Strauss (2015) have a trust in the method because, “when used properly, there are 

built-in checks and balances that address bias” (p. 47). Similarly, Birks and Mills (2015) 

state that “procedural precision [is achieved through] maintaining an audit trail, managing 

data and resources, and demonstrating procedural logic” (pp. 36-37). Corbin (2017) 

believes that effective research procedures are “used reflexively, appropriately, and in the 

service of the developing theory” (p. 302).  

Data creation is reciprocal. The theorist is affected by the experiences with the 

respondent which results in a reciprocal shaping of data (Strauss and Corbin, 1994). The 

co-construction of meaning between the researcher and participant results in an equal 

sharing of power throughout the research process. Charmaz (2006 and 2009) believes that 

the multiple perspectives of participants and researcher is essential in the research process 

(In Lal et al., 2012: 8). Charmaz adds to this idea (2008) stating that “researchers are part 

of the process and product” (p. 160). This is similar to the idea of wakefulness as is 

discussed by Clandinin and Connelly (2000) in narrative research. Narrative research 

strongly adheres to the principal that the research is a co-creation of data and knowledge. 

3.5 The Value of Stories 

With a break from traditional scientific methods, there is opportunity to create 

new understandings. Adams (2008) believes that humans are oral historians where the 

human component makes up the research. “Narrative research acknowledges and values 

people rather than just objectively mining them for data” (p. 186). Similar to this, Rosiek 

and Atkinson (2007) accept that the “lived reality of teacher experience has a narrative 
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form that communicates important information to teachers more effectively” (p. 503). 

Narratives have the ability to communicate large and complex bodies of information 

better, recognizing that human experience has moral significance, which is revealed upon 

reflection of consequences (Rosiek et al., 2007). A narrative approach is a “subjective 

and interpretive form of inquiry that questions the truth claims of positivistic research. 

Data generation is moved into the background and story sharing into the foreground” 

(Lewis and Adeney, 2014). Barone (2007) believes that “narrative research is necessary 

because science is often depicted as the sole source of reliable knowledge; narrative 

research allows for varied (and conflicting) renditions of educational phenomena” (p. 

465).  

Similarly, Polkinghorne (2007) addresses the idea that there are aspects of the 

personal and social realm that cannot be investigated using traditional scientific ways of 

knowing. Qualitative inquiry creates knowledge about neglected, but significant areas, of 

the human realm (472). Voices of the ‘Other’ have been silenced through the use of 

traditional research methods (Barone, 2007; Goodley et al., 2004; Greenhalgh et al., 

2005; and Lewis and Adeney, 2014). Greenhalgh et al., (2005) describe a strength of 

narrative research as creating “quality improvement from the perspective of 

disadvantaged groups” (p. 444). Goodley et al. (2004) also believe that social research 

“brings the disappearing individual back into social theory” (p. 149). This sentiment is 

echoed by Lewis and Adeney (2014). Narrative research “faces deeply held biases, 

prejudices, and beliefs…creating a capacity for social justice that allows for historically 

marginalized people to tell their story…and for others to listen and respond” (p. 165). 

Barone (2007) also believes that “human voices have been excluded from traditional 
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research texts” (p. 465). In the past the “dominant narrative is believed to be true because 

of the authority of the storyteller” (Lewis and Adeney, 2014, p. 171).  

The legitimization of narrative as data has arisen from the “prior legitimization of 

qualitative research, the successes of postmodernist theory, and literary criticism in 

philosophy” (Barone, 2007, p. 467). However, Law and Urry (2004) argue that social 

science is still sometimes viewed as the ‘Other’ of scientific understanding. It has been 

treated as either a “joke or as something dangerous by the scientific community” (p. 391). 

If narrative research is considered the ‘Other’ of social science research, then it is the 

perfect medium for allowing the voice of the ‘Other’ to be heard. 

Ethics in narrative implies the moral content of stories as well as a caring 

commitment from the researcher to respect the story (Adams, 2008). There are no 

definitive rules or universal principles that can tell a person what to do in every situation 

(Adams, 2008). Ethics recognizes that a researcher does not know how others will 

respond to and interpret work and there is no way to know who is harmed and who is 

helped by the stories (Adams, 2008). Clandinin, Pushor, and Orr (2007) caution about 

this unknowing, stressing that a researcher needs to be mindful of the representation of 

participants as well as the inquirer-participant relationship. Lewis and Adeney (2014) 

describe this as a “delicate dance of researcher care and ethical integrity” (p. 174). 

However, the ethical dimension can have a positive result in that it can reflect society’s 

expectations about what ‘should have’ been done and offer insights into ‘what might’ 

have been done. This allows different options for change in the future (Greenhalgh et al., 

2005, p. 444). Remembering the human side of the work and believing that caring is a 

basic human trait of everyone will help to address some of the ethical dilemmas of 
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narrative research (Dickson-Swift et al., 2009). Despite all this, narrative ethics 

“welcomes and values the endless questioning without knowing if our decisions are right 

or wrong” (Adams, 2008, p. 188). 

With its pitfalls, messiness, and validity issues; is narrative research justified?      

The research would say yes. Clandinin, Pushor, and Orr (2007) believe that the 

justification is found in the personal (situating oneself in the study); the practical 

(changing researchers and others’ practices) and the social (addressing larger social and 

educational issues). Barone (2007) addresses the worthiness of narrative as a way to 

“dispel the silence around voices and events that have been excluded from traditional 

research texts” (p. 463). Bruner (2004) would argue that “there is no other way to 

describe ‘lived’ time” (p. 692). If a story is of believed value, then it is justified (Lewis 

and Adeney, 2014). Indeed, good quality research that “thinks theoretically through and 

with the data; has sound, reliable, and valid findings; uses appropriate methods; and 

contributes to practice and policy” (Silverman and Marvasti, 2008, p. 295; in Loh, 2013) 

is justified.  

Narrative research’s “capacity for social justice also justifies it as a research 

method” (Lewis and Adeney, 2014, p. 165). It is a method that reduces power differences 

and encourages disclosure and authenticity between the researcher and participants 

(Karnieli-Miller et al., 2009). Adams (2008) states that narratives are a “caring, 

compassionate approach toward understanding what it means to be human and what it 

means to act morally” (p. 177). 

Narratives are a “fundamental mode of organizing human experience where lives 

are seen as understandable because our narratives and their consequent memories tell us 



52 

that our lives were so” (Young and Saver, 2001, p. 79). Truly “individuals who have lost 

the ability to construct narratives…have lost their selves (Young et al., 2001, p. 78). The 

very “nature of life…is a story, some narrative however incoherently put together 

(Bruner, 2004, p. 709). The same fundamental beliefs can be found in the roots of 

grounded theory. Strauss and Corbin (1994) believe that researchers have a responsibility 

in their use of the theory. There are obligations to “tell their story – to give them a voice” 

(p. 281). Indeed the framework of grounded theory coupled with the legitimization of a 

story can work together to create a piece of work that is storied and grounded – a flight of 

fantasy with a grounding influence – if you will. 
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CHAPTER 4: Methodology 

4.1 Ethical Considerations 

 Choosing a qualitative approach has several advantages: it is unique in that 

researchers have an opportunity to identify personally with the experience of others; it 

reduces the inherent power structure prevalent in quantitative research; and participants 

can experience the therapeutic aspects of sharing their story (Karnieli-Miller, Strier, and 

Pessach, 2009).  

Dickson-Swift et al., (2009) have also presented the challenges of qualitative 

study. As the topics discussed are often sensitive (certainly the personal stories of stress 

and strife are a sensitive topic), issues arise in the areas of maintaining boundaries, 

developing rapport, and managing emotions (p. 328). There is also the possibility of an 

unintended consequence of re-traumatizing participants. Drawing heavily on their work 

that outlines the power relations during the different research stages, I endeavoured to 

address these concerns as thoroughly as possible throughout the research process.  

Initial Stage 

 During this stage, my chief objective was to invite participants to participate. I 

initially did this through conversations about teacher stress and my own experience with 

stress leave. Once participants were interested in possibly participating in the research, I 

outlined the advantages of sharing their story: the possible cathartic properties of telling 

their story, the opportunity to share with others who have had a similar experience, and 

the idea of their personal stories making a difference in the educational community 

(either in the academic community, the administration community, or for another 

colleague). Participants understood that they did not have an obligation to participate. I 
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was a fellow colleague who has also experienced something similar. This aspect helped 

to level the playing field and hopefully encouraged teachers to participate. As well, all 

efforts were made to maintain the confidentiality of the participants. 

4.3 Participant Recruitment and Introduction 

Originally, participants for the study were going to be recruited through emails 

sent out from school divisions. However, in consultation with school divisions, it was 

decided that participants could be recruited through word of mouth due to the small 

sample number.  

4.3.1 Debbie 

I had already been in touch with one possible participant as she had worked in a 

subbing capacity at our school for several months and I had supported her with 

navigating the online reporting process and with creating comments for students. When I 

contacted her, she was excited to participate and willing to meet and discuss the study. 

She has been called Debbie. 

 Debbie is very energetic and always looks well-put together. When talking with 

her, she listens and is also willing to share a lot of herself. At first glance, one would 

never guess that she is in her fifties, let alone all of the personal challenges that she has 

faced. Once Debbie agreed to take part in the study, our initial meeting took place at a 

coffee shop. She arrived on time and we got coffees and sat down to visit. Our initial 

meeting lasted an hour.  

Debbie was very open about her life and quite talkative. She showed me personal 

photos of a house that she owns out of province. From there, we started talking about 

what keeps her in Saskatchewan; namely her kids and her job. She is about four years 
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away from retirement and she stated that teachers in the province where she owns the 

home make about fifteen thousand dollars less per year. She also spoke about a 

relationship that she was presently in, mentioning that it has been on-again off-again for a 

number of years. At the moment, they were in a relationship.  

Debbie had married young and her husband had a number of personal struggles 

that eventually led to his death. They had been happily married many years and had dealt 

with his struggles together early on in the marriage. However later on his problems re-

emerged, making it difficult on the family. After her husband died, Debbie lost other 

close family members during a short period of time. She also needed surgery and spent a 

long time on a wait list. When her husband died, there was no insurance and money 

became an issue as well. During her marriage and afterward, Debbie stated that she 

worked very hard to shield their children from any problems. She worked a second shift 

at home, driving the kids everywhere and doing all of the domestic chores. She wanted to 

make sure that they had opportunities and tried to maintain their innocence as long as 

possible.  

Her initial narrative account was three pages long and she started the writing by 

sharing her love of teaching. She loves working with kids and the creativity of the job. 

She particularly enjoys working with ‘challenging’ students, helping them to realize their 

potential. Debbie’s personality was present in her narrative. It was full of energy with 

repeated exclamation marks and capitalized words (NOT LOOK SICK and AGAIN) to 

demonstrate her point. She also used strong descriptors like ‘devastated’, ‘crippled’, and 

‘failure’ to describe how she felt about being diagnosed with burnout, anxiety, and 
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depression. When she felt positive, she described being ‘super’ and supports as being 

‘wonderful’. 

After she shared her narrative, we met again for follow-up questions and 

discussion. This time, we met in her home and discussed the research for about forty-five 

minutes. After that, we continued to visit for about half an hour. A month later, Debbie 

invited me to a Christmas gathering that she was hosting, but I was unable to attend. 

Now, when I see her she always asks about the research and always says something 

positive like “you go girl!”  Debbie has always given me the impression that she likes to 

take care of people, either her husband, her children, her students, or her boyfriend. 

Through talking with her, it appears that she has a particular soft spot for the ‘underdog’, 

believing in them and trying to help them to be successful. 

4.3.2 Frankie 

I met up with another possible participant by chance when she was also subbing at 

our school. She had worked in my classroom previously and I mentioned that I was 

surprised that she did not have a classroom contract yet because she had done an 

excellent job in the past. She confided in me that she had a position but was just returning 

from stress leave on a subbing basis. I mentioned my research and she said that she might 

be willing to participate but was unsure because talking about it brought back such 

painful memories. As we were talking, she teared-up when speaking about the 

experience. She will be called Frankie throughout the paper. 

Frankie is petit and compact. Everything about her is efficient. Her mannerisms 

are straight forward and matter-of-fact and she presents as a very competent and engaging 

person. She described herself as someone who is not usually emotional. Although she 
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was initially interested in the research, she was quite concerned about the time 

commitment as she was working and had children at home. The day that I spoke to her, 

she agreed to look at my Initial Letter of Contact and gave me her contact information. 

After the initial meeting, I sent two emails before I got a response. When she responded, 

she once again stated concerns about the timeline and the time commitment involved. It 

was March and I told her that the hardest part would be the initial writing, which could be 

done over the summer. I resent the information in June. In October, Frankie shared her 

writing with me. She had written four, single-spaced pages telling her story.  

Frankie’s writing was very straightforward, listing events and situations. When 

describing significant physical ailments, she cited inflammation, large sores, an inability 

to walk, and anxiety that alienated her from her family. However she did not add a lot of 

detail about the ailments. She finished the paragraph by stating that “over the months I 

was able to regain strength and build stamina…eventually returning to work.”   

After Frankie shared her story with me, I contacted her about meeting for follow-

up questions. She was prompt in replying and we made plans to meet at a coffee shop. 

Our meeting lasted about forty-five minutes. The conversation flowed quite easily and 

Frankie shared what she felt was missing when she went on stress leave and how her 

circumstances are different now. She shared her personal belief system about how she 

always tried hard because she thought that everybody could be saved. However, it was 

shattered for her when she did not feel supported when dealing with students. 
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4.3.3 Margaret 

 Coincidentally, I recruited the third participant when I was speaking about my 

study to a teacher. She mentioned that she had gone on stress leave. I asked her how far 

she was into her career because originally I was concerned with interviewing teachers 

who were in the middle of their career and not close to retirement. She said that although 

she was closer to the end of her career, she still was not able to retire yet and still felt 

somewhat limited in her options when going on stress leave. After consultation with my 

thesis supervisor, I decided to include her in the study as well. For the purposes of 

maintaining confidentiality, she will be named Margaret. 

 Margaret is a quiet person who is social but does not generally make the first 

effort. Getting to know her and working with her has allowed me to see her passion for 

working with students and her quiet kindness. She shared a lot of herself in her writing, 

beginning with mentioning that she has had anxiety since the age of twelve and a 

condition known as trichotillomania in which she pulls her hair out. This was brought on 

by being in a vehicle when her dad was having a heart attack and having to take on adult 

responsibilities at a young age. 

Margaret readily signed on to the study in March. Her writing was shared with me 

in October. It was dated October 17 – October 22 and was nine pages of single-spaced 

writing. In it, Margaret gave a brief history of her career and life. It was clear that she had 

put a lot of thought into telling her story and wanted to make sure that it was done 

properly. She stated that she had won the Bates Award for outstanding teaching during 

her internship, but never felt that she had lived up to the award. She placed a lot of 
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pressure on herself to get things correct and stayed long hours at the school, resulting in 

illness because she was worn out. 

She had taught in several rural communities due to the transient nature of her 

husband’s job. When her boys were approaching high school, she decided to move to an 

urban centre so that they could have better educational opportunities. Unfortunately, her 

son’s experience in school was not a good one and Margaret was not impressed with her 

interactions with school staff. Shortly after that, her son starting experimenting with 

drugs and alcohol and her other son soon followed behind him. During this time, 

Margaret also became disenfranchised with her religion which had always been a strong 

constant in her life. Margaret described situations in which she felt that people relied on 

her and it made her work harder even though it was stressful. She has a helping nature 

and believes that the work that she does is important.  

4.4 Data Collection 

4.4.1 Journaling 

Once the participants were established, I had an initial meeting with the teachers 

to discuss the topic and how I wanted them to frame their writing. This was done 

individually. Although participants were given the context of the three themes to keep in 

mind (circumstances surrounding the decision, reaction of others, and transition back to 

work), they were invited to write about their experience of stress leave in a relatively 

open-ended manner. I asked teachers to start their story from when they first felt that 

things were not going well and end with their transition back to work after stress leave. 

Other than that, I deliberately kept the prompt vague so that teachers did not feel 

obligated to adhere to certain parameters of what their story should look like.  
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The original writing timeline was to be done over the summer. However, the first 

writings from all participants were not received until the end of October. 

In this stage, I developed a relationship through meeting with the participants and 

built a rapport. To do this, I made several deliberate decisions: I shared some of my 

personal story; I used intentional language (for example, circumstances surrounding the 

decision, reaction of others, and transition back to work as opposed to sources of stress, 

sources of support, and resiliency); and I allowed for open communication and/or 

criticism about the topic. This stage was more difficult for participants as I was asking 

them to write down their detailed story. Not only was this time-consuming, but it was 

very emotional. Margaret described the journaling process as a “long and difficult 

process.”  But at the end she wrote, “So I have written well more than is necessary or 

applicable, but it has been a cathartic experience for me.”   

4.4.2 Interviews 

 After initial coding of participants’ journaling, themes were starting to emerge. 

However, some of the themes were more prevalent in some stories than others. With 

emerging themes and ideas in mind, participants were interviewed for more detail about 

their original writings. Interview questions were specific to each participant, depending 

on the area that I needed more detail on.  Each interview lasted about forty-five minutes 

and I made notes both during and after the meetings. 

Margaret’s questions focused on more detail about why she felt unsupported by 

administration, the feelings involved, and why she stayed in other situations when she 

maybe should have taken a leave from work. Debbie was asked about specific 

circumstances that led to her leave from work, how a principal made her feel when 



61 

returning to work, and how she accessed outside supports through the STF. She was also 

asked to expand on instances in which she felt judged by others. Frankie was asked to 

describe instances in which she felt like an effective teacher, to discuss how she felt in 

team meetings when she was given ideas on how to deal with students, and to describe 

what supports she would have needed in order to stay in the teaching environment. She 

was also asked to describe her ideal teaching environment. 

Participants had an opportunity to re-examine their stories and make any changes 

as necessary. I presented the participants with any emerging themes that I noticed. They 

were then given an opportunity to comment and collaborate once again. Through emails, 

times were arranged for individual interviews. I met Frankie at a coffee shop, Debbie at 

her home, and Margaret at a mall food court. Each interview lasted no longer than an 

hour. During this stage, I once again reiterated that their participation was voluntary and 

told participants that I would share portions of the thesis that directly related to them.  

4.4.3 Final Checking 

Once I had the first draft written, I sent each participant excerpts of the thesis that 

directly related to them. This gave participants an opportunity to add or change as 

necessary as well as to check to make sure my thoughts aligned with what they intended 

to say. This final step gave participants an opportunity to verify the writing and to make 

sure they were comfortable with the shared information. While there was a probability of 

changing results, I felt that it was more important to balance the needs of the participants 

in this case. This step also added more validity to the results as participants were allowed 

to critique and make sure that my thoughts about the experience coincided with how they 

described the experience. 
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4.5 Data Analysis 

 The importance of using participants’ own language in analysis has been 

recognized by Karnieli-Miller et al (2009). Originally, it was my intent to provide the 

complete and unedited stories of the participants in the thesis. However once I read the 

stories, I realized that confidentiality could not be reasonably maintained if the stories 

were to appear in their original form. Instead, many verbatim quotes were used to 

illustrate the emerging themes. 

Throughout this process, I adhered to the overlying principles of qualitative 

research: caring is a basic human trait and “it is vital that researchers are able to care for 

another person during the research process” (Dickson-Swift et al., 2009, p. 335). As well, 

researchers have an obligation to ensure that no harm comes to the participants during the 

process (Karnieli-Miller et al., 2009, p. 285). I was given the privilege of their story. It 

then became my responsibility to do something good with it (Dickson-Swift et al., p. 

340). 

Once I had the stories from participants, I read each of them through and wrote 

down any thoughts, quotes, or ideas that jumped out at me. This was my initial coding 

process which is outlined below. 

4.5.1 Initial Coding 

Code Narrative Data 
Work-life Balance I was devoting 10-12 hours a day (to 

school). 
 
Unrealistic expectations placed on my by a 
tyrannical superintendent. 
 
I devoted hours to giving year plans. 
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Stress was becoming a major factor in 
achieving my goals…including a 
home/work balance. 
 
Teachers who just wanted more help for 
their classes and I didn’t have more time to 
give. 
 
My home life was suffering due to the 
amount of time and energy I invested (at 
school). 
 
I seemed to throw myself into work at an 
exhausting pace. 
 
I now try to accomplish my school tasks 
during the school week and to keep my 
weekends as ‘me’ time (a hard thing for 
me to do). 
I needed more than exercise to deal with 
the stress. 
 
I gave up my paid lunch supervision to sit 
in meeting after meeting to discuss the 
various issues in my classroom. 
 
I felt like a Chinese acrobat spinning 
plates on a stick and diving all day to 
prevent the sticks from crashing. 
 
I single parent a lot. 
 
I retreated from my family to sleep extra 
and only do the minimum at home. 
One day I woke up and realized I just 
couldn’t do it anymore. 
 
At what cost to myself did I receive this 
pat on the back?     
 
Subbing has given me the balance I never 
had when I had my own classroom. 
 
It’s okay to take care of myself. 
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Rather than quit, I have always worked 
that much harder to be successful at 
whatever I’ve decided to do. 
 
I would come home from work and just 
cry. 
 
I would call in sick from time to time 
when I just couldn’t deal with another day. 
 
This put a strain on my relationship with 
my husband. 
 
I had lots of personal stress. 

 

Code Narrative Data 
High expectations – from self and others Unrealistic expectations placed on me by 

a tyrannical superintendent. 
 
I always felt like I should be doing more 
to help these kids. 
 
The principal really relied on me. I felt 
obligated to continue to work as long and 
as hard as I had been. 
Eight months of consistent stress, constant 
disruptions, and regular dysfunction… 
Being in this environment with so much 
stress was wearing me down at home. 
 
Most everyone could not believe how I 
was set up for failure with these extensive 
demands. 
People used to ask me how I could be 
“super mom, super wife, and super 
teacher!” 
 
I was a keener at work. 
 
How could I have gone from a super 
confident life to this person who couldn’t 
even decide what to do first on a list?     
I had to tell my principal how I wanted a 
situation dealt with. 
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My principal asked me to tell a parent that 
her son was suspended. 

 

Code  Narrative Data 
Administrative Support – school, division, 
and community based 

I always felt judged by senior staff. 
 
Unrealistic expectations placed on me by 
a tyrannical superintendent. 
 
Parental interactions were insane and I 
didn’t feel like the principal had my back 
at all. 
 
I felt like my talents and skills were 
valued by the principal. 
 
This principal was a micromanager and I 
didn’t like how that made me feel. 
 
I had the support of a vice principal who 
had taken two leaves earlier in her career. 
 
I am still angry by her [my principal’s] 
actions when I chose to return. 
My coworkers saw me going down and 
struggling. They gave me advice and 
support daily. 
 
My superintendent was intuitive that I was 
struggling. 
 
My vice principal insisted that I take the 
rest of the day off. 
They (teachers) all tried to support even 
though their plates were already so full. 
My family was super supportive. 
I felt like my principal was sabotaging 
me. 
 
I felt very unsupported by my original 
schools. 
 
I had to bring in a support person to be an 
advocate for me. 
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My doctor was phenomenal and a great 
support to me. 
 
It has also helped meeting and knowing 
about other teachers who are going 
through the same process. 
I did not feel supported by my principal. 
 
For the most part, parents were 
supportive. 
 
I felt supported by my staff. 
 
My only saving grace was the support of 
my job-sharing partner and the support of 
my administration. 

 

Code Narrative Data 
Waiting too long to take a leave 
Judgment – stigma 

I should have taken one [a leave] LONG 
before I took one. 
 
But the stigma in a small town is 
unavoidable. 
 
In the city the HR people don’t know you 
either. 
 
I don’t judge teachers anymore for 
needing day(s) off. 
 
Taking a leave in the city was easier…for 
stigma reasons of community members. 
I should have taken a leave months earlier. 
I was on a temporary contract and felt I 
had to endure the abuse. 
I felt like people were judging me. 
 
I especially worried what my coworkers 
were saying. 
 
I felt guilt for some enjoyment in my life. 
I was very choosy about who I told. 
 
I did not tell the extended family. 
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Code Narrative Data 
Value – adequacy vs. failure Really didn’t feel valued at all. 

 
I looked upon my challenges as failures. 
 
I was successful and well appreciated by 
my principals and staff. 
 
Not enjoying it and not feeling very 
successful. 
 
I was valued and life seemed to be 
progressing smoothly. 
 
I generally felt like I was accomplishing 
what I needed to. 
 
Felt like my talents and skills were valued. 
I felt badly when parents would tell me 
how much their students missed me. 
 
After receiving accolades from my peers 
and higher ups 
 
I had received acknowledgment for that 
I had been told that I was a competent – 
even excellent – teacher. 
 
I was well-established in my career. 

 

Code Narrative Data 
Strength to talk about it I do make it my mission to talk to teachers 

who I see struggling and just tell my story 
matter-of-factly, in the hopes that they 
might consider a leave. 
Hope this helps! 
It has also helped meeting and knowing 
about other teachers who are going 
through the same process. Being able to 
share my feelings has helped me with a 
sense of “I’m okay.” 
In subsequent teaching years, I would 
force myself to tell people that I had gone 
on stress leave. 
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4.5.2 Focused Coding 

 Through the initial codes, I noted that I was often using the same quotes for 

different codes. For example, high expectations and support had many of the same 

narrative data. As well, judgment, stigma, and value seemed to have overlapping sources 

of data. Rereading of texts with these ideas in mind led me to write down the words 

value, adequacy, and support. Further coding was done in three different coloured 

highlighters. The texts were re-read and highlighted in different colours for each 

developing theme. I made the choice to change adequacy to efficacy because I felt that 

adequacy implied a bare minimum of performance while efficacy implied that a teacher 

was competent and effective in their teaching skills. Once I had re-read and highlighted 

the related texts, I started making notes on specific examples of teachers describing either 

feeling or not feeling efficacy, value, and support in their teaching. Once this was 

complete, I still felt that there were some gaps so I made plans to meet with participants 

for follow-up interviews. 

 When planning the questions for follow-up interviews, I was looking for more 

detail on the emerging themes that I was noticing, but I also did not want to lead the 

participants into giving me the answers that I was looking for. The goal was to make 

them specific enough to elicit descriptive answers but not too prescribed so that they told 

me what I wanted to hear.  

 With Margaret, I was interested in specific details about how the actions of 

administration made her feel unsupported. I also was curious about the consequences of 

feeling unsupported by her principal. She had stated that she should have taken a leave 

earlier in her career. I was curious as to why she had stayed during one point and then 
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decided to take a leave at another point. Frankie had not described instances in which she 

felt like an effective teacher so I questioned her about feelings of effectiveness. I also 

asked her about her ideal teaching environment and supports that needed to be in place in 

order for her to stay in a difficult teaching situation. In her initial writing, Frankie had not 

identified value as a prevalent theme. However it emerged right away during subsequent 

conversations even though I had not asked questions specifically about value. Similar to 

Margaret, I also probed about specific circumstances in which Debbie felt like she was in 

an unsupportive environment. I also was looking for more detail about the events that led 

up to her taking a stress leave as it was a little vague in her initial writing. 

 The interviews added more detail to the emerging themes, but also brought in 

other ideas such as displacement, stigma, and resiliency (since changed to recovery). I 

then re-coded the texts and interview notes with highlighters, looking for textual 

examples that related to displacement, stigma, and recovery. 

 Chapter five explores the teachers’ initial feelings of displacement due to a loss of 

efficacy, value, and support. The consequences of these feelings let to the decision to take 

a stress leave from work. Chapter six addresses the initial parameters of the narrative 

writing: circumstances surrounding the decision, the decision to take a leave, and 

transition back to work. It also discusses the feelings of stigma attached to the decision to 

take a leave and the participants’ eventual recovery. 

4.6 Limitations 

 With a small sample size of the study, the issue of transferability should also be 

discussed. Can the teachers’ stories be transferred to larger contexts and themes? I would 

argue that they can. Troman and Woods (2000) and Huberman (1993) have already 
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determined that there is a career trajectory for teachers, one that includes moments of 

extreme stress and self-doubt. It is my hope that others in the realm of education will 

make a more personal connection to an area that has traditionally been statistically 

analyzed.  

Time constraints were a potential issue. While the participants were engaging in 

the research, they were also living their lives. Within the time frame, their story becomes 

a snapshot of where they were vs. where they are now. Temporality, as previously 

outlined by Clandinin, Pushor, and Orr (2007), accepts that a story has a past, a present, 

and a future. It is also important to recognize that the story would change depending on 

the length of time for the research. While a more longitudinal study would show the 

many iterations and variances of the story, time constraints in Master’s research do not 

allow for this. 

 The reliability of self-report data has already been addressed in the methodology 

section. The teachers’ stories were accepted at face-value. The analysis that occurs was 

based on the journaling of the teachers and ensuing interviews. However, validity was 

assured through subsequent meetings and conversations with participants. Loh (2013) has 

stated that through multiple interviews, the truth can be found in the details. Keeping this 

in mind, vague descriptions in the journals were noted and more detail was requested in 

follow-up conversations. In conjunction with this, I used meeting notes and personal 

notes to analyze the data based on the tenets of grounded theory.  

4.7 Delimitation Summary 

Many of the delimitations of this study have already been addressed earlier in this 

paper. I made the choice not to interview teachers early in their careers because I was 
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interested in teachers who had passed the initial questioning phase and had made a 

commitment to their profession. Pursuant to this, while there is a lot of literature around 

teacher attrition within the first five years of teaching, I chose not to review this literature 

for the reasons mentioned above. Teachers who have been teaching longer than five years 

have different stressors than beginning teachers. For example, they generally have an 

established curriculum and a variety of strategies for classroom management. I also did 

not use any Lickert-style scales in my methodology. These types of instruments have 

been used extensively in the research and are not conducive to the question that was 

explored. 
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CHAPTER 5: Common Themes Leading Up to a Stress Leave - Displacement and 
Consequences 

 
Initial journals and subsequent interviews highlighted three emergent themes 

around teachers stress and subsequent leaves: efficacy, value, and support. Efficacy refers 

to whether or not participants felt that what they were doing was effective in the 

classroom. Did their work make a difference? All participants wrote about the idea of 

efficacy, either in a positive way or a negative way depending on how successful they felt 

in their position at the time. 

Similar to efficacy, participants also needed to feel that their contributions were 

valued, either by the students, the community, or by other staff members. When teachers 

in the study felt valued, they believed that their work was appreciated by others and 

consequently, valued themselves. When they did not feel valued, they felt like what they 

were doing did not matter anyway. It is easy to understand why the participants would 

choose to leave a situation like this, especially when it is particularly difficult.  

When participants who felt supported by their division, their administration, their 

colleagues, and their community were more likely to feel that they could manage and be 

resilient in the face of adversity. Support, and lack thereof, was a strong theme woven 

throughout the participants’ stories of stress leave and return to work. 

When teachers in the study did not feel effective, valued, and supported, there was 

a sense of displacement, both literally and figuratively. The missing links led to a 

decision to go on stress leave, which left them adrift in both their profession and in their 

personal life. When they planned to return to work, a consequence was that often their 

position and their workspace had been displaced. 
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5.1 Efficacy 

The participants recounted situations in which they felt effective in their chosen 

careers. They felt that they were qualified and were successful at helping students. They 

described a feeling of doing an admirable job and helping students to reach their 

potential. Participants were confident and had a positive outlook towards teaching. 

The participants felt ineffective when they felt an inability to handle students and 

their challenges were seen as failures. Participants felt a feeling of inadequacy or a 

lacking of a specific skill set that was needed. There was a belief of incompetence 

coupled with the idea of never being good enough. They also felt judged by either their 

administration or by other teachers. As well, the teachers in the study described what they 

felt to be impossible situations in which they were set up for failure. Ideas of failure and 

lost confidence were woven throughout the stories. 

When Margaret felt effective, she referred to herself as a “qualified teacher…who 

was detail oriented and helped students so it was a win-win situation.”  Margaret stated 

that she felt “successful and had several years of feeling successful and my home life was 

a happy one.”  She wrote about being stressed because she had to provide special 

education support to students up to grade 12. She stated, “that was difficult for me but I 

think I did an admirable job.”  Margaret also described how she did not take a leave 

earlier in her career when she maybe should have because “the work [she] was doing was 

so important”. She felt that what she did was effective and made a difference. 

Frankie did not narrate any situations in her writing when she felt effective. 

However, in subsequent interviews she stated that she “felt effective during her first 

seven years teaching when she had no kids and worked from 7 – 7”. She added that 
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“when you have a great class you can do extra things like make electrical cords and 

projects.”  As well, “when she saw students learn, grow, and progress she felt effective.”  

Basically, Frankie felt effective when “she didn’t have kids and a life outside of 

teaching.”  She described how teachers need to find balance and practice self-care. She 

believes that “students need to come to school ready to learn and ready to behave” in 

order to be effective. 

Debbie began her writing describing herself as a ‘keener’ at work who has always 

loved teaching.  

I love the kids, the schools, the staff I have worked with and the creativity of my 
job. I have always enjoyed the challenge of taking those kids who seemed to be 
off-task, or otherwise struggling, and help them realize and achieve their 
potential.  

 
Debbie also described how she “took pride in her work and…had high expectations of 

herself, doing all the work at home, managing school, marriage and kids.”  She felt 

effective because a principal told her that “[she] could do half the job [she] was doing 

now and still be an excellent teacher.” 

In my writing, I wrote: 
 
I was feeling pretty confident with my teaching ability and knew that I had picked 
the right profession. The grade 7/8 class that I was to teach that year was known 
to be difficult, but I was confident that I had a plan to help me manage them. 

 
When returning to work after my stress leave, I knew that I needed to have a successful 

year teaching if I was to continue with it as a career. In my reflection, I noted:   

Luckily, the grade 8 class that year was one of the best classes that I had ever 
taught…And we did have a fantastic year. Students did independent projects 
where they identified an area of interest and explored options; we went on several 
field trips, including a three day camping trip at the end of the year. It was one of 
my best years teaching. 
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Interestingly enough, I found my six year teaching reflection that I wrote many years ago. 

In it I described a teaching year that was very difficult for me.  

My third year teaching was by far the most difficult year that I have had. I was 
teaching grade 6 - 8 Core French in the morning…I knew that the French teacher 
before had difficulties, but I was confident that I could handle it. 

 
This year remains one of my most difficult years teaching to this day; yet I did not go on 

stress leave. At the end of the reflection, I noted how I worked through the year, and 

“even felt a positive outlook for the next year.”   

5.1.1 Ineffectiveness 

While participants reported times when they felt confident and effective as 

teachers, there were also many descriptions of feeling ineffective, particularly before the 

decision was made to take a leave from work. 

Margaret described how she was made to feel like she “couldn’t handle a 6-year-

old” and “interpreted [her] inability to get a student to sit and attend and also learn to read 

as [her] fault.”  Even though she had won an award for outstanding teaching during her 

internship, she “always felt like [she] wasn’t living up to what the university had seen as 

‘outstanding teaching’. She saw her “challenges as failures [due to] unrealistic 

expectations” and always felt “underlying doubts about her abilities.”  Margaret also 

described feeling inadequate because even though she had “always had favourable 

reviews… [she was not] able to acquire permanent employment.”  As well, she “always 

felt like she should be doing more to help…kids.”   

 When returning from leave, her confidence was further eroded when a principal 

told her that she “didn’t have the skill set they were looking for…to be [full time] LRT 

(Learning Resource Teacher).”  In a consequent transfer process, she felt like she was 
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being “punished for (her perceived)…incompetence” even though other administrators 

were letting her know “how successful [she] was being.”  An experience with a negative 

superintendent early in her career strongly “influenced [her] view of never being good 

enough, despite strong evidence to the contrary.”  Coupled with this, her transition back 

to work after leave was difficult because she was being “(unfairly) judged as not adequate 

for the role [she] preferred.” 

Frankie expressed how many team meetings left her emotionally and physically 

exhausted. “Every meeting with the ‘team’ provided more strategies for me as the 

classroom teacher to implement.”  She states that being on a temporary contract made her 

feel like she had to “endure the abuse (from students)… [even though it felt like] an 

emotional hell on earth.”  She uses a simile to illustrate the relentless demands: “I felt like 

a Chinese acrobat spinning plates on a stick and diving all day to prevent the plates from 

crashing.”  Her teaching assignment before going on leave is described as an “impossible 

situation… [in which she was] set up for failure with these extensive demands.” 

Frankie also discussed how “now there are growing classroom demands with 

academics, teacher expectations, individual programs, special needs, and there are not 

easily accessible resources or obvious supports for teachers.”  When she “fell short with 

all the demands, she felt inadequate. She was just surviving the day.”  Even though 

Frankie was an experienced teacher and “had a lot of tools” she was suffering. She 

questioned how new teachers do it.  

Frankie adds that her feeling of effectiveness was further worn down when she 

felt like her classroom was no longer her space. “The kids were running the room and the 

administrative professionals were telling her what to do.”  In the beginning, Frankie said 
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that she “tried hard [with a difficult student] because she thought that everyone could be 

saved.”  But it became extremely difficult because “the one student never had any 

consequences or loss of privilege.”  

[She] felt like [she] was doing everything wrong and couldn’t figure it out. [She] 
needed help. [She] had a helping desire…and tried to make a change for the child. 

 
Because of this, Frankie said that her belief that “I am a good teacher” changed to “I 

suck.”  She also felt inadequate because she felt the “shame of going on stress leave.”  

Frankie felt like it meant that she had failed in her job. 

Debbie described how she went from being a “super mom, super wife, and super 

teacher… to a person who couldn’t even decide what to do first on [a] list.”  She “was 

crippled, unable to make even the simplest decision.”  After returning to work on a 

substitute basis, Debbie “felt ‘out of the loop’ and didn’t know routines, and specific 

school protocol, especially discipline and IT (technology) expectations.” 

Debbie also felt inadequate because of the stigma of mental health. She felt that 

people were asking “If you’re not stable, then why are you teaching kids?” 

 In my reflection, I talked about how “the darkest times in my life have been when 

I have felt like I failed at something.”  When I made the choice to go on leave, 

the most shocking thing for me once I started to recover was the complete erosion 
of my confidence as a teacher… even though I had been told by many co-workers 
and administration that I was a competent – even excellent – teacher, I stopped 
believing it because of a terrible teaching year.  

 
 My confidence was not helped the next fall when my classroom management was 

called into question by an administrator: 

I had already been asking myself the same questions. Any good teacher reflects 
on the role that she has played in creating classroom climate. In a state of 
depression, I had blamed myself several times over for the things that had gone on 
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the year before. I had completely lost confidence in my ability as a teacher and 
was not even sure that a new year would not be just like the last. 
 

 When the participants felt effective and competent at their jobs, they were more 

likely to describe teaching in a positive light. When they felt ineffective, the entire 

experience was described as negative. Skilled and capable educators are also more likely 

to have a variety of strategies to help to deal when teaching has added stressors such as 

behaviours in the classroom. Therefore a feeling of efficacy is a strong indicator of 

teacher resilience and success. 

5.2 Value 

 Participants who felt valued described being acknowledged for their dedication 

and hard work. They were well-appreciated by students, parents, and staff and had 

received positive reviews when being evaluated. Because participants were appreciated, 

they did not want to disappoint others by taking a leave when it was not going well. As 

well, if they did take a leave, they felt guilty for disappointing parents, students, and 

administrators. They also felt a connection to the school and community when they felt 

that their contributions were valued. 

 Conversely, when participants felt that their work was not valued, they described 

their needs not being accommodated. They also felt unfairly judged for their perceived 

inadequacy for roles in which they felt comfortable. Further to this, one teacher described 

how her role as a French teacher was not valued by the school and community. When one 

teacher went on leave, she described feeling vindicated for not being valued because the 

substitute teacher had an even more difficult time with the students than she had had. 

 Margaret described feeling valued when returning from maternity leave: “I was 

successful and well appreciated by my principals and staff.”  She also recalled being in a 
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new position and being “valued… and life seemed to be progressing smoothly.”  She had 

always had “favourable reviews when [she] taught [with] one principal noting that [she] 

left the LRT position in a much better place than it had been.”  As well, when she moved 

once again she “felt that [her] talents and skills were valued – not by all teachers – but 

especially by the principal.”  She “relished in the accolades [she] received.”  In fact, 

although Margaret contemplated taking a leave, she did not because she “didn’t want to 

let the principal down.”  She felt that her work was valued by her principal. 

 Debbie describes being acknowledged for being a ‘keener’ at work. She had also 

gotten “accolades from her peers and higher ups.”  When she was on leave, Debbie “felt 

badly when school parents would come to visit… and tell how much their children 

missed [her].” 

 Before I went on leave, I described how I knew the community and parents. I 

remember feeling that I had a good rapport with them. As well, I describe how I had been 

told by coworkers and administration that I was an excellent teacher. I felt that my 

contributions were valued. 

5.2.1 Devaluation 

Equal to feeling valued, participants described situations in which they felt they 

were not valued.  

 Margaret was upset when she had “devoted hours to give year plans and did not 

feel valued at all.”  She also describes not going on leave in a small town because of the 

stigma attached to it. There is “a view that teachers have a 9 – 4 job with summers off 

[so] surely… they can put up with nonsense/difficult children for that reward.”  She also 
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did not feel valued when she thought she was being “unfairly judged as not adequate for 

the role that [she] preferred.” 

 Frankie described what was missing from her work environment when she went 

on stress leave. She did not feel “like a valuable part of the team.”  There was “no 

acknowledgment” for what she was dealing with and she felt “disposable – if you can’t 

do the job, then someone else can.”  The many team meetings she attended led to “less 

power, less value, and [she] started to believe it [herself]…”  Frankie wished that “[her] 

contribution was more than just a drop in the bucket.”  She stated that “emotional 

coddling is missing from our profession. There is no consideration for teachers’ extra full 

plate and we are too tired to help others.” 

 Debbie was disappointed with her return to work because it felt like the teacher 

subbing in her position was more valued than her when she was transitioning back to 

work. “The sub that replaced me was hired…because she would do the supervision and 

extracurricular that…I could not do.”  Further to this, “the sub was given all the low 

stress/planning/marking classes and [she] was given English and math. [She] felt that the 

principal was accommodating the sub instead of [her].” 

 I described how parents did not give consequences for what I perceived to be 

terrible behaviours at school. In my mind, they did not care how their children behaved at 

school. As well, I wrote how  

I did feel somewhat vindicated for my decision to go on leave when I was told 
that they could not find a substitute teacher to come into the classroom because of 
its reputation. The school board ended up bringing in a student fresh out of 
university looking for a job. After the two weeks were up, she wrote me a long 
letter saying that she couldn’t believe that I had lasted with the class as long as I 
had. As bad as they were for me, they were even worse for her. 
 



81 

When reading this, I felt like the vindication was in the fact that I was not valued when I 

was there, yet I actually had done a better job controlling the class than another teacher 

could. 

 As well, I discussed how the Core French program was not valued at a school 

where I taught early in my career.  

My classroom consisted of three lunchroom tables. The students sat twelve to a 
table and never faced any of the chalkboards. French classes were a joke and it 
was often difficult just to get through a 45-minute French period. I was extremely 
frustrated and the students had a ball.  
 

In this scenario, I did not feel valued by the school (lack of proper desks) and the students 

(the class was a joke). 

When the participants felt valued by others, either the community, other students, 

or administration, they were more likely to find value in the work that they did even 

though it may have been a difficult situation. When they did not feel valued, they were 

more likely to not find the resiliency needed to continue working in what was perceived 

to be a hopeless situation. 

5.3 Support 

 Participants who felt that they were in a supportive environment described less 

stress in the workplace. Further to this, in some instances, the support led to further 

school and community involvement. They also described a variety of support systems 

that they accessed, either before, during, or after their leave: family, doctor, church 

groups, Saskatchewan Teacher Federation (STF) counselling services, school community 

(parents and students), other teachers, and administration (both school-based and 

division-based). This section refers primarily to supports before the decision to take a 



82 

leave was taken. Sources of support during and after the leave is addressed later in the 

chapter.  

 When the participants felt unsupported, it led to emotional and physical 

exhaustion. They described dealing with unsupportive parents and administrators which 

made their work very difficult. Some participants felt punished for taking a leave or 

sabotaged when they were trying to transition back to work.   

Margaret compares her stress level in one town vs. another in terms of support. “I 

did experience stress while teaching grade one in M… - not at B…- it was a supportive 

environment.”  She also described getting involved because she was “successful and 

well-appreciated by my principals and staff.”  She was “involved in musicals at the 

school and in the community.”  When returning from leave she mentioned a supportive 

vice-principal who “had taken two leaves earlier in her career.” 

 Frankie described the support of coworkers when “they saw me going down and 

struggling. They gave advice and encouragement daily. They empathized and offered 

their sympathy, but they had their own overloaded classroom responsibilities [and] could 

not do very much more.”  Some teachers made suggestions “because they saw [she] was 

in an impossible situation, suggesting that [she] say or do certain things at …meetings to 

advocate for the craziness.”  She also recognizes an intuitive superintendent who 

“realized [she] was struggling… and sensed [she] was not doing well.”  When her vice 

principal checked in on her she “broke into tears and admitted [she] was not doing well. 

[Her] vice principal insisted [she] take the rest of the day off and the rest of the week.”  

Frankie states: “they all tried so hard to support even though their plates were already so 

full.”   



83 

 When Frankie was on leave, she accessed supports and counselling from her 

church and community and found this very helpful. However, she did not access the 

supports available through either the STF or her local association.  

 Frankie also addressed other teaching situations in which she felt supported. 

There was a principal who “had a lot of great consistent structures for dealing with 

students... [and there were] actual results – changes in behaviour.”  She feels that if there 

is “administration follow-up and consequences are felt by the students,” then the proper 

supports are in place for teachers to be successful. 

Debbie mentioned the supports that helped her through difficult periods numerous 

times in her writing. Her “family was super supportive and knew what [her] mental health 

issues were.”  As well, her doctor is described as “phenomenal and a great support.”  She 

also listed the following supports: “family and extended family, friends, parents (of the 

class I had the year I ended up off), doctor, and STF counselling services.”  She also 

found it cathartic “meeting and knowing about other teachers who [were] going through 

the same process.”  Debbie found it necessary to access an STF representative when she 

met at the board office to discuss her return-to-work plan. She described the STF liaison 

as "very supportive and fantastic."  At another school, she felt “treated with respect 

because the principal always asked if she would be okay if an assignment was extended. 

The administration respected her needs.”   

Debbie also described an incident in which she was worried about being judged 

by a parent. She was walking regularly with a friend and often ran into a parent from her 

previous school. Although she was concerned about “being out and about between 8:30 

and 3:30, the parent said, ‘good for you, you need to do things for yourself’.” 
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 When I was on stress leave, “I felt supported by my staff.”  As well, in my six 

year reflection in which I described an extremely difficult teaching year in which I did 

not go on leave, I wrote: “my only saving grace that got me through was the support of 

my job sharing partner…and the support of my administration. There were so many times 

that I ended up in their office and they were wonderful to me.” 

5.3.1 Lack of Support 

 While there were descriptions of the participants feeling supported, there were 

also many instances in which the participants described a lack of support and how it 

affected them in a negative manner. 

 Margaret talked about one year she spent at a school where “parental interactions 

were insane and I didn’t feel like the principal had my back at all.”  Margaret felt like the 

principal “gave the parents the final say” and had unrealistic expectations of her (such as 

daily phone calls and emails with a parent).  

She also described a principal who “would say the right words – ‘maybe you 

should take some time’,” but she did not feel that the words were sincere. Although 

Margaret felt that the principal was genuine when suggesting she take some time, she felt 

punished for taking time when she planned to return from leave. She had had “no contact 

with the principal until three days before the transfer process.”  The administration told 

her that “they had had long discussions about this and felt that Margaret was not suited to 

full-time LRT.”  Margaret felt that if she had not taken a leave, she would not have been 

forced to transfer. As well, she described the principal as “a micromanager and [she] 

didn’t like how that made [her] feel.” 
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 What is interesting is that Margaret mentioned the effect that one “tyrannical 

superintendent” early on in her career influenced her view of “never being good enough,” 

even after many years teaching. “[Her] every possible move was critiqued by the 

superintendent. He even added up the amount of ‘instructional time lost’ because [she] 

noted in [her] day plan book that [she] would take five minutes to clean up at the end of 

the day.”  She then writes, “Hmm, I think that the underlying doubt about my abilities 

stemmed from that interaction with E…”  Years later, she described a micromanaging 

principal and wrote, “in journaling it has occurred to me that she reminded me of the 

tyrannical superintendent I spoke of…” 

 Frankie experienced frustration when the ‘supports’ in place for students worked 

against her. She writes how “special accommodations were made by our 

LRT/administration that he [a difficult student] ‘played by different rules’ in [her] 

classroom…  He was violent towards administrators, teachers, and students [but] 

administrators did not give him any consequences because ‘he could not help it’.”  She 

said that “many strategies were suggested and tried, but his behaviour never improved.”  

As well, “the school counsellor visited often, and suggested [Frankie] take up running, 

but [she] needed more than exercise to deal with the stress…Every meeting with the 

‘team’ provided more strategies for [her] as the classroom teacher to implement and [she] 

was emotionally and physically exhausted.”  Frankie was frustrated because “the ‘team’ 

had not been in a classroom for a long time and had no idea about the reality of the 

classroom. They were asking the impossible.” 
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In another year teaching Frankie discussed how “every day [she] had meetings 

with parents, police, physiologists etc. In fact, [she] gave up [her] paid lunch supervision 

to sit in meeting after meeting to discuss the various issues in [her] classroom.”  

Frankie also described several instances in which she felt unsupported by her principal.  

The administration was inconsistent, giving a student from another class a five-
day suspension for way less (sassing a teacher) than this student did in her 
classroom (violence towards a teacher). The administration was on a hundred 
different boards and was never at the school. The vice principal had to teach and 
was not often available to help. She couldn’t send students to the office because 
they would wreak havoc all over the school. 
 
Frankie also felt frustrated because “it took so long to get one student into 

structured learning. They didn’t do it until [Frankie] was a broken-down mess.”  Further 

to this, Frankie felt like her principal “said the right thing, but was not sincere.”  She was 

told in confidence that her principal was annoyed by the inconvenience of her taking a 

leave. Frankie felt “that since the principal was not advocating for her, why should she 

waste her time?” She believes that her “administration missed the burnout signs.” 

When Debbie planned to return from leave she felt like her “principal was 

sabotaging [her]…because the sub that was hired would do the supervision and 

extracurricular that [Debbie’s] doctor had indicated she could not do.”  On top of that, she 

was “given the English and math assignment for the half-time class. [Debbie] felt like the 

principal was accommodating the sub instead of [her].”  As well, Debbie felt 

“unsupported by [her] original schools and the school board that [she] was working for.”  

She did not feel that the school board felt that her health concerns were legitimate 

because she was offered assignments that were personally and physically inappropriate 

for her to do. In subsequent meetings, she "had to bring in a support person to be an 

advocate for [her] on those issues, and that too, was very stressful.” 
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In my reflection, I described how I did not feel supported by some parents. One 

parent excused a child for swearing at an art teacher saying, “He didn’t really like 

acting.”  As well, when I called a parent meeting to discuss many behaviour issues in the 

class, one parent felt that my plan was a “juvenile way of dealing with the issue” and 

another was “worried about her son getting a bad reputation when he started high school 

the next year.”  Further to this, when I implemented a communication book with parents, 

“it felt like there were no consequences given at home for atrocious behaviours at 

school.” 

 I also described how I felt unsupported by my principal. “Every time there was an 

issue, I had to go to him and tell him how I wanted it to be dealt with because I felt that 

he was very ineffective. At one point, he asked me to call a parent to let her know that her 

son was suspended… I did not feel like he was dealing with any of the issues.”  My 

principal also did not support a planned parent meeting to discuss issues in the classroom. 

When I was returning from leave, I did not feel that my principal helped with my 

transition back to work. “He called me in for a meeting to discuss my classroom 

management issues of the previous year and wanted me to come up with a plan for how I 

was going to avoid the same pitfalls this year.” 

 All participants wrote about the role of administrative support in determining 

whether or not they took a stress leave as well as in easing their transition back to work. 

Participants who felt supported by principals and vice principals were less likely to go on 

leave even though they were experiencing a teaching year that may have warranted it. 

Just as teachers are often told that they never know what sort of difference they are 
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making for a child, it is important that administrators recognize their very important role 

in supporting teachers during times of stress as well. 

Focusing on this the feelings behind the decision to take a stress leave, loss of 

efficacy, value, and support, adds to a body of literature that seems to be sorely lacking. 

As participants shared their personal, and often difficult, stories of navigating work after 

a stress leave; it is hoped that this research provides insight to help others in similar 

circumstances as well as to all education stakeholders. 

It did not seem to matter what stage of their career participants were in or other 

personal circumstances, if participants did not feel effective, valued and supported; 

participants felt unable to continue with working under stressful circumstances. This 

eventually led to their decision to take a leave from work. 
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CHAPTER 6: The Decision to Take a Leave: Stigma and Recovery 

 
Once participants made the decision to go on leave, they had to navigate the 

stigma attached to admitting to struggling mentally. It was often during this time that 

participants felt that waiting so long to go on leave affected their recovery process. 

Further to this, participants found their own strength by going through the process. 

Through examining the circumstances surrounding the decision, connections were 

made to past teaching experiences and participants’ present state. While many of the 

themes emerged matched with the data provided by Linkert-style scales, this data was 

also richer in that participants had an opportunity to reflect on their entire career, not just 

their current state. Writing it down on paper illuminated just how difficult their 

circumstances were. 

Addressing the importance of a support system when on leave illustrated the 

significance of having at least one strong, trustworthy support person. Although 

Participants were not able to get the support they needed before going on leave, finding a 

source of support helped them work toward a place of health and resiliency. 

Exploring the transition back to work brings together the other threads of 

discussion. Participants had to be able to give themselves permission not to be a 

perfectionist in order to create the balance needed to have a successful and fruitful home 

and work life. Without this balance, the transition would fall apart, resulting in a 

regression of progress made. 

6.1 Circumstances Surrounding the Decision (Sources of Stress) 
 

The stories told cited what the research has already told us about sources of stress. 

Participants wrote about difficult student behaviours coupled with a perceived lack of 
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consequences. As well, there was a noted lack of support from both school-based and 

division-based administrative staff. This, coupled with many diverse needs in the 

classroom, led to increased stress. When participants had personal stress at home as well, 

the situation became even more difficult to endure. The participants also spoke about 

earlier times in their careers when they should have taken a stress leave but did not. 

Instead they thought they waited too long before taking a leave, resulting in serious 

physical ailments, burnout, and a slow recovery and eventual return to work. 

Margaret spoke about a violent student earlier in her career who bit her and often 

ran out of the school. Because he lived in a drug house, she needed to take HIV shots. 

Returning after Christmas was very difficult and she contemplated taking an extra week 

off. However, she did not want to disappoint her principal who had been so appreciative 

of the work that she had done with the student. She also described how she felt increasing 

stress when dealing with difficult educational assistants and principals and teachers who 

she felt were two-dimensional in their dealings with students. 

 After many years, she was dealing with work and personal stress. Her principal 

relied on her strongly for organizing meetings and contacting outside agencies. She was 

putting in extra hours at the school while her sons were dealing with addictions at home. 

This led to personal depression and an increased exhausting pace at work to try and 

remove herself from what was happening at home. 

 It was not until her principal retired and two new principals came in that Margaret 

made the decision to take a leave from work. She did not feel supported by the new 

administration and felt like the new principal was a micromanager, just like a 

superintendent early on in her career who had affected her feelings of worth as a teacher. 



91 

She started her leave by taking one month off, but ended up taking off four and a half 

months in total. Margaret spoke about how she should have taken a leave much earlier 

than she did. 

 Frankie also describes student violence as a contributing factor towards stress. 

She had a student who yelled obscenities anywhere from 5 to 35 times a day. When he 

did not get what he wanted, he would growl, hiss, swear and lash out violently. 

Sometimes his rages made it necessary to empty the entire classroom for safety. During 

this time, even though he was physically abusive toward both students and staff, he was 

never removed from the classroom for any length of time. Even though Frankie was 

“exhausted and emotionally beat up”, she did not take a stress leave. In hindsight, she 

recognized that she should have taken a stress leave months earlier, but “was on a 

temporary contract and felt like [she] had to endure the abuse.” 

 The year that she did take a stress leave, Frankie had a larger group of challenging 

students. Her class consisted of two students with autism and two students with severe 

anger issues. One girl would regularly cut herself and write death messages in blood. 

Another student stole $550 in total from Frankie’s wallet. There was an emotionally 

traumatized boy who cried all of the time due to severe obesity. There were also six 

international students who spoke very little English. On top of this, a couple of students 

required adaptations for Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD). 

 Frankie had to sit in daily meetings to discuss the various issues in her classroom 

and did not take a leave until her physical health was severely compromised. She 

developed an internal bleed that was uncontrolled due to stress. She was hospitalized for 
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six days over Christmas and did not return to work until for a year, taking a leave to deal 

with both her physical ailments and the resulting anxiety due to medications. 

 Debbie described herself as someone who always took pride in her work and had 

high expectations of herself. She did all of the work at home: managing school, a 

marriage, and kids. At the end of the work day, she would do a second shift at home: 

making meals, doing housework, yard work, laundry, and taking her children to their 

extracurricular activities. One day, she woke up and realized that she just could not do it 

anymore. She was not able to make simple decisions and felt crippled. Although Debbie 

felt very successful at work, she felt overwhelmed with meeting the extracurricular and 

teaching requirements. She also experienced a lot of personal stress. She had several 

children and a partner with “various health and other related issues.” 

 After a “lengthy tear-filled conversation” with her doctor, Debbie was diagnosed 

with anxiety, depression, and burnout. She took a medical leave and was “mentally, 

emotionally, and physically exhausted.”  Debbie was off for over a year and slowly 

transitioned back to work in a subbing capacity. 

 I also describe a year of high stress because I was dealing with difficult student 

behaviours. “I had lots of personal stress this year. My mom and my brother were both 

very ill and it was hard on my whole family. I was not at my best game and in a difficult 

work placement.”  During this year, I did not go on stress leave and through the support 

of others managed to “get through the year and even felt a bit of a positive outlook for the 

next year.” 

The year that I did go on stress leave, things really started to go off the rails…by 
Christmas. The class had eight boys with behaviour issues and they fed off of 
each other creating culture of disrespect in the classroom. Students showed up to 
school drunk and only got a one-day suspension right before Christmas break. By 
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the time January was over, I was on anti-depressants. And by the time March 
rolled around, I would come home from work and just cry. I was drinking way too 
much at night just to get through the day. I also felt that parents were 
unsupportive and provided no consequences for atrocious behaviours at school. I 
also felt that the principal was very ineffective in dealing with the issues and did 
not provide me with a lot of support. 

 
 I went on a two-week stress leave at the end of May. After the two weeks were 

up, I came back to work part-time for two weeks and managed to finish out the year, 

coming back full time for the last week of school. 

 Clearly, the sources of both personal and work stress in these situations were 

significant. Participants described waiting too long to take a leave, thinking that it might 

get better or ‘they could handle it.’  When the decision was finally made, participants 

were in a serious state of burnout or physical illness (in the case of Frankie). If they had 

made the decision earlier, perhaps the healing process would not have been as long. 

6.2 Reaction of Others  

 The participants described feelings of shame and stigma surrounding their choice 

to take a leave. As well, some participants felt that the validity of their situation was 

questioned by human resources. All of the participants discussed the need to find support, 

either through the STF or outside counselling services, their church, or their family 

doctor. Participants also described their immediate family as a source of support. But it 

was also mentioned that sometimes it was a difficult conversation with extended family. 

Overall, the participants felt that many people expressed concern and care over their 

illness. They also commented that they now try hard to support others in the same 

situation and find the strength to talk to other teachers about their experience in hopes 

that it could make a difference. 
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 When Margaret was on leave, she had limited contact with her staff. “Others 

teachers did not reach out…and [she] only heard from the principal one time and the vice 

principal two times.”  She also described the “non-existent reaction” from her extended 

family members. Her mom lived ten hours away. Margaret did not tell her for about a 

week and when she did, her mother “did not say anything about it…On the upside, there 

was no judgment.”  Margaret told about an “equally bland reaction…from other extended 

family members” on her side. Her sons were “so absorbed in their own dalliances that 

they hardly blinked an eye, and certainly didn’t express deep sympathy or anything.”  

Margaret had a much harder time telling her husband’s family that she was on stress 

leave. She states: 

It took me a great deal longer to tell my husband’s family. They are all 
professionals with many degrees…My in-laws are very old school and I didn’t tell 
them for about two months. They are very judgy people and think what doesn’t 
kill you makes you stronger…They didn’t know a quarter of the issues we were 
having with our boys [addictions and mental illness]. They never said anything to 
me, which kind of surprised me. 
 
Margaret did get support from one aunt who was also a teacher. “[Her] aunt had 

indicated she should have taken a leave when she had a particularly difficult class years 

before [Margaret] took her leave.”  She did not feel judged by her aunt who stated that 

“teaching is a difficult profession.” 

 Although Margaret did not feel a lot of support from extended family members, 

she describes her husband as a source of support. As well, she was also seeing a 

psychiatrist because she had been regularly pulling out her hair from the age of twelve. 

When she asked him for time off, she was “absolutely exhausted…and he obliged.”   

 Frankie describes many sources of support during an extremely difficult and 

trying time in her life. 
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My family:  I have a husband and three children who at the time would have been 
7, 9, and 11. My husband is out of town a fair bit with his job so I single parent a 
lot. Being in this environment of so much stress was wearing me down at home to 
the point that at the end of most days I was physically shaking and “glossing 
over”. I retreated from my family to sleep extra and only do the minimum at home 
because I was emotionally exhausted. That meant that instead of a fun and rich 
home life, they would usually come lay beside me in bed after they got home 
from school and ask how my day was. And I would usually try not to cry, but they 
would give me lots of compassion and then go off and do their own thing. I tried 
to maintain the meals and housecleaning responsibilities, but was less available 
for the fun stuff we usually do as a family. My children were very sad with me 
and gave lots of hugs and kisses, but would always talk among themselves that 
mom needed to rest and they should go do something quiet. When I ended up in 
hospital that compassion turned to worry and deep concern. But they went 
through the challenging season of not having their Mom emotionally present and 
just adapted. It was very straining on my marriage and became quite complicated 
with basic home care and food preparation when my spouse was out of town. 
Thankfully a group of friends from church provided meals for our family for 
several months as I was unable to walk for several weeks as the inflammation left 
my body and produced large sores on my legs that required me to crawl to the 
bathroom. In addition I had friends and family come to clean the house, grocery 
shop, and take my children to sports and weekly activities. It was difficult to be 
flat on ones back for such a long recovery. The medication I was on made me 
very anxious, so I was not able to eat with my family for many months because 
the noise and busyness of a family meal were very overwhelming for several 
months. I had to eat alone for the first 3 months or so as I weaned off the 
medications. After several months (December-March) of being able to do very 
little, I began to have more energy and could start doing an hour of contribution 
for my self-care and family needs. Over the months I was able to regain strength 
and energy and build stamina. 
 
Frankie’s extended family was also very concerned for her health. Her father had 

taught for over thirty years and was very sympathetic, contacting the school board to 

share her story. “Most everyone could not believe how [she] was set up for failure with 

these extensive demands. When [she] did crash and was hospitalized, [her] family was a 

big help”, cooking, cleaning, and driving the kids to various activities. 

Frankie did not access counselling available through her local and provincial 

associations, but did find supports through her faith and twelve steps. 



96 

Debbie described the numerous supports that she accessed during her leave: 

family and extended family, friends, parents of former students, her family doctor, and 

STF counselling services.  

Her family was well-aware of the mental health issues she was facing and was 

very supportive. They also knew that she had completely over-worked herself and never 

taken any ‘me-time’. Her doctor was also an excellent support, encouraging her to go out 

and do things for herself and find enjoyment. He also worked through her transition back 

to work, providing ideas for viable alternatives when she was struggling. Parents and 

former students would come and visit to offer support. Debbie discussed seeing a parent 

when walking with a friend during school hours. She felt humiliated for being out but the 

parent spoke to her saying “good for you, you need to do things for yourself.” 

During this time, Debbie also felt like people were judging her because she did 

not look sick on the outside. She was concerned about what her co-workers were saying 

and felt guilty for finding enjoyment in life. 

Debbie found it helpful to meet other teachers in similar situations. “Being able to 

share [her] feelings with these people helped… [to believe that] it’s okay to take care of 

yourself… It’s not being selfish to look after [her] needs for good health.”  Eventually, 

Debbie was able to find her voice, asking doctors, health professionals, counsellors, 

family, friends and administration for support when she needed it. 

 I describe how I was supported by people I told, but also how I did not tell all of 

the people in my life that I was on stress leave. 

While on stress leave, I felt supported by my staff. A staff member stopped by one 
morning and dropped of flowers and a get-well card from the staff – just as they 
would have done for any other staff member who was ill. 
    



97 

Outside of my immediate circle of friends, I was very choosy about who I told. I 
told my -laws, but not the extended family even though there was a large family 
gathering right in the middle of my leave. At the time, I was also doing work in 
other schools in a consultant role. I only told the administration that I would not 
be doing the role for the end of the year. I provided no further details even though 
the principal was very understanding and probed me a little bit about what was 
going on. 
 
Although my brother was visiting when I was off work, I did not tell him that I 
was on stress leave. He was struggling significantly with bi-polar disorder and I 
did not want to stress him out. I even hid in my room, pretending to be at work 
until he left to return home one morning. 

 
My husband was also very supportive, wanting me to get better so that we could 

have a better quality of life. Although I only told some people about my leave, I do not 

remember feeling judged by anyone for my decision. However, most judgment can often 

be louder when it is silent. 

 Each participant’s response identifies at least one significant source of support 

that helped participants work through their leave. Therefore, it is imperative that 

Participants close to or at burnout have a variety of supports that they can access, 

enabling them to find at least one meaningful one that eases the burden of illness. 

6.3 Transition Back to Work 

 Participants recognized the importance of administrative support in their transition 

back to work. As well, participants noted that the transition was a process that involved 

set-backs and flexibility in order to make it work. In order for a smooth transition, 

participants needed to clearly communicate their needs to all people involved and to have 

permission to say no when a situation was not appropriate. The participants clearly 

recognized the need to find balance in order to be successful at home and at work. 

 Although Margaret’s psychiatrist was willing to extend her leave had she asked 

for it, Margaret chose instead to go back full-time for a number of reasons. Margaret 
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stated that her transition back to work was “a work in progress. Part of the return was 

spurred by the fact that [she] was running out of sick days. [She] did want to work, but 

appreciated the full pay while she was off.”  While her psychiatrist entertained the 

possibility of going back half-time, Margaret knew that working half time in the teaching 

profession meant putting in full-time hours. As well, she was close to retirement and half-

time work would affect the timeline. She also knew that she would not “have any control 

in what part-time hours would look like.”  Her transition back to work was made more 

difficult by a phone call she got from her principal while on leave. Although her principal 

had supported her by indicating that she backed her decision to take a leave, Margaret felt 

that the opposite was true by what happened when she was planning to return to work. 

My husband and I were visiting my mom near E… and C… called me. She said it 
was so good to hear my voice and then she proceeded to beat down my psyche. 
This was April and she proceeded to tell me that they were doing staffing and 
after much deliberation (I don’t believe that) they (she and the VP) had decided 
that I didn’t have the skill set they were looking for in the next year to be 1.0 
LRT. She said that she still wanted me as a staff member (still not certain of that) 
and what she could offer was .5 LRT working with younger students in her area 
of expertise and then prep release teaching – one that she promised would be easy 
(as I indicated I really couldn’t do Gr. 5 and up Health etc. as it would be too 
stressful for me – I have an aversion to teaching older kids – just more 
comfortable with younger ones). After she completed her spiel she then said that 
if that wasn’t to my liking, the deadline was 3 days away to put in for a transfer. 
She did need to hear back soon. I of course needed time to contemplate all of that. 
I was caught between a rock and a hard place. Do a transfer (had never done a 
formal process as LRT’s just tended to get moved if they asked for a change, or 
that had been my experience) where you don’t know anything about the school or 
position, or try the scenario at the school I knew, and admittedly, the principal 
whom I really wasn’t interested in being around. I decided to stay at the school 
and work with the ‘devil I knew’. 

During this time, Margaret was not contacted at all by human resources from the 

division office. When Margaret returned to work, a “few teachers who were ‘school’ 
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friends said that she could come to them if the need ever arose….[She] finished that year, 

but was down-sized to an office space, resulting in…giving away thousands of dollars of 

books as [she] had nowhere to keep them.”  While she was okay with giving away the 

books because they went to new teachers, Margaret could not help but feel that she was 

“displaced within the building yet again.” 

Although Margaret was reluctant to stay at her previous school, she did describe 

the next year as a “rewarding one” in which she “was able to do prep release in her 

comfort area.”  Unfortunately, she had to take another leave in May of that year when her 

“eldest son became involved with the law, yet again.”  However this time it was an easier 

decision as she “really wasn’t a huge fan of [her principal] anyway. Plus [Margaret] knew 

that she could not concentrate on prep release planning…while needing to see lawyers 

etc.”  This leave was only two weeks as opposed to over four months, yet human 

resources contacted her this time about the idea of a gradual return to work. Margaret felt 

that it would have been more productive to contact her about a gradual return to work the 

first time that she was off. She felt that “it [was] noteworthy that this leave was signed off 

by her family doctor and not her psychiatrist. 

The next year, Margaret applied for a position that immediately put her into the 

transfer process, forcing her move to another school. Margaret was very ready to leave 

her current school and was happy when the superintendent who was in charge of transfers 

said “she was impressed with [Margaret’s] abilities as an LRT and knew that her passion 

was reading intervention.”  Although Margaret would have to work between two schools, 

she was ready to leave and was willing to deal with the added stress. One of the schools 

was very good and the other one was very stressful due to having to work closely with an 
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extremely difficult colleague. During that year, Margaret contemplated another leave, but 

“was feeling happy in half of [her] job and knew that [she] would have absolutely no say 

about taking half a leave.”  Also, “the administrators at both schools were telling [her] 

how successful [she] was [with the students].”  Margaret knew that she had managed in 

difficult situations before so decided not to “give up” on the school year. Although “it 

wasn’t a great year, [she] toughed it out, not wanting to be ‘that’ teacher who just quits 

when the going is hard.”  Due to the retirement of her previous psychiatrist, she also had 

a new psychiatrist who she “didn’t have a history or a relationship with.”  She was unsure 

if she would get the level of support for a leave that her previous psychiatrist had 

provided. 

Frankie went on leave at Christmas time and did not return for a year and a half. 

Her return was gradual with a part-time subbing position for one year. Presently she is in 

a job-sharing situation. She feels that “now she is in a different environment with 

consistent structures for dealing with students [with behaviour issues].”  She feels 

“advocated for” and that the “principal hears her.”  As well, with the consistency and 

structures in place, Frankie can “see actual results [with] changes in student behaviours. 

While she is disappointed that “administration missed the burnout signs” before she went 

on leave, she is thankful to be in a much more positive working environment now. 

Similar to Margaret, Debbie’s transition back to work was a work in progress. 

The road back was a struggle. I felt like my principal was sabotaging me as I tried 
to resume my teaching duties. The sub that replaced me was hired (I felt) because 
she would do the supervision and extracurricular that my Dr. indicated I could not 
do. I was restricted to classroom only. This was a problem for my principal as he 
needed each staff to do [many] hours of extracurricular. 
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On top of that, the sub was given all the low stress/low planning/marking classes 
and I was given the English and Math assignment for the half time split class. I 
felt that the principal was accommodating the sub instead of me.  

It was not a low stress return to work and as a result I ended up off again! This 
only served to cause me to feel like I couldn’t cut it and I felt more shame over 
the lack of being able to come back to work. 

Fortunately my Dr. was phenomenal and a great support to me. The next time I 
felt well enough to try and return he suggested a different approach. Because of 
this approach, returning to a classroom did not work. Instead I was to start in a 
subbing capacity. 

At first I was devastated because I didn’t want to sub. It was very stressful for me 
to go to different schools every day. Not knowing the students or the teachers and 
administration made me feel worried. And, at the very least, having to drive to 
different schools every day was stressful when I didn’t know where they were. 

I felt ‘out of the loop’ and didn’t know routines, and specific school protocol, 
especially IT expectations. Starting back part time was helpful so that I could 
‘recover’ after a day or two. I had some other setback with other people’s health 
and subsequent deaths, and so at two points I regressed. I ended up off again for a 
time. This was also very difficult, not emotionally, but financially as well. 

Debbie’s transition back to work was made more difficult by her interactions with 

human resources at the division office. She felt that her needs were not accommodated 

for when she was offered an inappropriate position at a high-stress school. Debbie had to 

bring in a support person from the STF to navigate the process. When she was in a longer 

placement at another school, the administration always “treated [her] with respect”, 

asking if it was okay if an assignment was extended. This resulted in Debbie staying at 

the school longer than she had previously intended. 

Despite all of this, Debbie has managed to find the right work/life balance to 

maintain her health.  

Subbing has given me the balance I never had when I had my own classroom. I 
still feel like I make a difference but at the end of the day I go home and don’t lay 
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awake at night wondering how to help this family/student, planning and marking 
for hours after school. 

It’s okay to say ‘no’ or to request an assignment that fits my needs. If there is a 
particular school/class that is too stressful, I am strong enough to say that. 

She finished her reflection by stating: “it’s okay to take care of myself!” 

 My transition back to work was made easier because I started back half-time for 

two weeks. My afternoon teaching partner was struggling more than I was with the class 

so it allowed me not to blame myself as much for the students’ behaviours. It was also 

close to the end of the year; I knew that I could tough it out for the last few weeks to 

finish the year.  

 However, my self-assurance was further eroded in the fall of the next year. 

My confidence was not helped by my principal once school started up in the fall. 
He called me in for a meeting to discuss my classroom management issues of the 
previous year and wanted me to come up with a plan of how I was going to avoid 
the same pitfalls this year. 
 
I had already been asking myself the same questions. Any good teacher reflects 
on the role that she has played in creating a classroom climate. In a state of 
depression, I had blamed myself several times over for the things that had gone on 
the year before. I had completely lost confidence in my ability as a teacher and 
was not even sure that a new year would not be just like the last. 
 
However one thing I did know was that I needed to have a successful year 
teaching if I was to continue with this career. I just did not know if it was going to 
happen or not. Luckily, the grade 8 class that year was one of the best classes that 
I ever taught. Several of the students had been in my class the year before so I 
promised them (and their parents) that I would work to make this year a fantastic 
year for their child. I knew that they had been given a bum deal because of the 
behaviours of the students in grade 8. And we did have a fantastic year. I did 
independent projects where students identified an area of interest and explored 
options; we did several field trips; and at the end of the year, we went on a three-
day camping trip. It was one of my best years teaching. 

It is important to recognize that a transition back to work after a mental health 

leave is a slow process. Educators need to be provided with the time and support to find 
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the right balance and to communicate their needs. Administration needs to recognize the 

difficult nature of a return and provide the necessary accommodations and supports, even 

when there is not an understanding of why they are needed. Mental health is a very 

personal matter and it can be difficult to share with someone that may not thoroughly 

empathize with the situation. 

An exploration of the consequences surrounding the decision, the sources of 

support, and the transition back to work highlighted the awakening needed for 

Participants to effectively work through this process. Participants became displaced 

through not feeling effective, valued, and supported. This led to further displacement 

through taking a leave and losing one’s space and place. Participants need to work 

through and address the consequences of feelings of displacement and stigma in order to 

arrive to a place of resiliency and productivity both at home and at work. 
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CHAPTER 7: Discussion and Links to the Literature 

While the emergent themes fit in with some of the research, this research 

specifically focused on the process that teachers go through when they take a stress leave 

and then return to work. Educators lose their feeling of efficacy and do not feel valued or 

supported. The consequences of this is a feeling of displacement, both physically and 

metaphorically. With the displacement, comes the stigma of being perceived as weak and 

mentally unstable. Through the process of recovering from long-term stress, participants 

came to the realization that they should have changed their circumstances long before 

they actually did. Eventually, the participants said they emerged from the experience 

stronger than they were before they started. They became advocates for themselves, 

identifying their needs and finding positions that worked for them both mentally and 

physically. Although the participants may have initially felt weak because they needed to 

take a leave from work, they emerged realizing that they are resilient and stronger than 

they were before the process.  

7.1 Initial Displacement: Loss of efficacy, value and support  

 Bobek (2002) has already outlined competence and a sense of accomplishment as 

a source of strength for teachers. Day (2012) delineated a stage between four and seven 

years of teaching as one of identity and efficacy in the classroom. As well, the studies 

around workload intensification have highlighted how educational trends have put further 

demands on teachers which can affect their sense of efficacy in the classroom (ATA, 

2012; Duxbury and Higgins, 2013; Froese-Germain, 2014; Pickering, 2008; and STF, 

2013). Leithwood et al. (2006) also recognizes the role of effective leadership for creating 
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individual efficacy in teachers. This study also recommends providing teachers feedback 

about their work to increase competencies. 

 The idea of value has also been discussed in the literature. Dove (2004) and 

Macdonald (1999) speaks to the idea that teachers have a perceived decline in their status. 

Pithers et al., (1998) believes that there should be more recognition for teachers. The STF 

(2013) also notes that teachers put in hundreds of hours of extracurricular work yet 

receive little or no recognition for it. This leaves teachers feeling under-valued. As well, 

the fact that many teachers believe that  schools have a culture that values employees who 

keep their personal lives separate from work does not show a value for teachers’ personal 

lives. Leithwood et al advocates for listening to teachers’ ideas and acknowledging and 

rewarding good work. The ATA (2013) also recommends that teachers become 

meaningful participants in decision-making. 

 The literature also addresses the importance of support for teachers. Howard et al 

(2004) and Kyriacou (2001) suggest that mentoring programs and strong administrative 

support for teachers is important. Teachers have also described inadequate support from 

school administration as a reason for leaving the profession (Ingersoll, 2001). Many 

researchers have addressed the importance of administrative support for educators 

(Brough et al., 2013; Howard et al., 2003; and Pithers et al., 1998). Day (2012) also 

firmly believes in the value of democratic leadership and collegiality for teacher quality, 

retention, and achievement. It has also been recognized that teachers presently lack the 

necessary supports to meet students’ needs (ATA, 2012; Froese-Germain, 2014; Martin et 

al., 2012; Pickering, 2008; and STF, 2013). Austerity measures that include a reduction in 
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resources have had a negative impact on students (Dibbon, 2004 and Froese-Germain, 

2014).  

The role of administrative support cannot be understated. The ATA (2012) 

considers the role of the principal to be of utmost importance for creating a positive 

school culture and climate. This can be enhanced by increasing collegiality between 

teachers and principals (ATA, 2012). Teachers are developed through positive support 

and constructive feedback about their work (Leithwood et al., 2006). When teachers are 

not supported, it can lead to ‘worst’ experiences for teachers (Martin et al., 2012). 

Teachers can also be supported through increased preparation time, a reduction in class 

size, support for students with special needs and a reduction in supervisory demands 

(Dibbon, 2004; Froese-Germain, 2014; and Pickering, 2008). Mental health supports such 

as counselling are also an important resource for teachers. Debbie clearly outlined this as 

an important source of support for her. 

While the three themes of efficacy, value, and support were interwoven 

throughout the participants’ stories, it is relevant to note that other themes that have been 

identified in the literature were also prevalent. The participants’ stories also told of 

sources of stress that have already been identified through the use of large-scale surveys. 

Specifically, the participants described situations of difficult student behaviours and 

significant personal stress which have previously been recognized in the literature (Day, 

2012; Huberman, 1993; Ingersoll, 2001; and Kyriacou, 2001). 

The participants described difficult work environments that they had to deal with. 

Some student behaviours included student drunkenness, swearing, student violence, 

stealing, and emotional and physical abuse. In some instances, the entire class had to be 
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removed from the situation because of extreme violence. The participants were also 

dealing with multiple special needs students with significant behaviour issues. One 

teacher had to have HIV shots because she had been bitten by a student. Another teacher 

was injured when body-checked by a student. This led to continued physio-therapist and 

chiropractic treatments for a damaged jaw and neck. Participants were often required to 

sit in meetings where they were given strategies that did not really make a difference in 

the classroom. They still had to continually deal with a difficult situation. 

As well, the participants noted significant home stress as well. Two teachers were 

dealing with children or spouses with addictions. One participant experienced the deaths 

of loved ones during their period of stress. Another dealt with significant mental health 

issues in her family.  

Despite the prevalence of these issues, participants still described similar themes 

in their journaling. When they discussed efficacy, value, and support in a positive light, 

they were not considering stress leave. However, when the themes became a negative 

experience, they were more likely to feel the need to take a leave from work. 

Prior to taking a leave, participants felt displaced from their positions. They lost 

their sense of belonging in the school and larger community in which they worked, 

leaving them floundering as to their place in the education system. This eroded feelings 

of effectiveness. Participants felt that their contribution did not matter anyway, that they 

did not have a place in the school. 

When Margaret felt in a good place, she was involved in both the school and 

community. She received accolades because she “left the LRT position in a much better 

place than it had been.”  When Margaret returned to work from a leave, she was made to 
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feel like the principal did not have a place for her at the school. She did decide to return 

to the school but was “down-sized to an office space, resulting in [her] giving away 

thousands of dollars-worth of books as [she] had nowhere to keep them…this just added 

to the feeling like [she] was displaced within the building yet again.”  Later on that year, 

when Margaret needed to take another leave due to family stress, “it was an easy call for 

[her].”  Margaret did not feel like she had a place in the building anyway. 

Frankie described how her classroom was no longer her space because it had been 

taken over by the students. She also lost her space because she had many professionals 

telling her what to do. She often had to empty the space because it was not safe. Frankie’s 

needs were overridden by the needs of her students, even though there was no effective 

plan in place to deal with the issues. In fact, a student that desperately needed a structured 

learning placement was not given one until Frankie was a “broken down mess.”  Frankie 

stated a wish that she “could have been made to feel like [her] contribution was more 

than just a drop in the bucket.”  Now that she is in a space where there are consistent 

structures and she feels advocated for, Frankie no longer feels displaced. She is in a good 

space. 

When Debbie initially returned to work after her leave she felt displaced by the 

sub who had been hired to cover her position. She felt sabotaged by her principal because 

she perceived that the sub was given low-stress subjects and Debbie was required to teach 

math and language arts. Debbie was restricted to classroom only by her doctor, yet the 

principal required teachers to do a lot of extra-curricular. Debbie did not feel like she had 

a place at the school and ended up on leave again. The next time she returned to work, 

she started in a subbing capacity. This was also stressful as she had a hard time 
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determining her place in the schools. She felt “out of the loop and didn’t know routines 

and specific school protocol.”  She started back half time so that she had recovery time in 

between subbing positions. However, she has now found a place in a subbing capacity 

and is able to balance her personal needs with her professional ones. 

Before I went on leave, I remember feeling that the staff was judging me because 

I could not control the class. Even though I had a good relationship with the staff, I got so 

involved in my own difficulties that I did not reach out for support. This left me feeling 

very isolated and it was not until I was on leave that I started to realize how removed I 

had become from the staff. It was not necessarily because of their actions, but rather my 

own internalization of events. I displaced myself because I felt so removed from the staff 

and community. 

Place has been identified as a common place of a narrative approach (Clandinin 

and Connelly, 2000). Displacement is directly related to place: the idea of place 

recognizes that location and space affect the outcome of a story. Previously the idea of 

place has been referenced as a metaphor: I was in a bad place; my head was not in the 

right space.  

Bruner (2004) described the real world as demanding and dangerous. Law and 

Urry (2004) also address spatial metaphors such as height, depth, levels, size, and 

proximity. The participants’ displacement demonstrated how the unwritten rules of an 

institution can work against them. The intent of team meetings was to be supportive but 

the effect was the exact opposite. Fairclough (1989) addresses the idea that teachers 

“bring (often) successful histories of participation in [educational] institutions as 

students” (p. 382). Feeling unsuccessful in their chosen career led to teachers’ 
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displacement. Place is a metaphor for achievement in life. Losing a sense of place had 

profound consequences for participants. 

7.2 Consequences and Stigma 

 The consequences of the participants’ displacement led to burnout, resulting in a 

leave from work. While their illness was real, participants still struggled with the stigma 

attached to a mental illness. They had to work through feelings of weakness and 

incompetency before they could feel a sense of recovery.   

 Margaret was reluctant to tell her husband’s family that she was on a mental 

health leave because, although they were well educated, they were also judgmental. 

When she did not get an “outpouring of concern during [her] absence, [she] had to forget 

about what other people were thinking and focus on [herself].”  Margaret also described 

pushing through in difficult situations because she “didn’t want to be ‘that’ teacher who 

just quits when the going is hard.”  Even though Margaret needed to take a leave, she still 

recognized the stigma attached to it. Margaret also discussed how she did not take a 

needed leave in a small-town because of stigma over mental illness. She “only had the 

strength to take a leave in a city, where no one really knows you…plus in the city the HR 

people don’t know you either.” 

 Frankie did not express feeling any stigma attached to her leave. However, her 

situation was unique in that her stress manifested itself in serious physical ailments. She 

was hospitalized for six days with an internal bleed and spent months recovering both 

emotionally and physically. 

 Debbie was devastated with her initial diagnosis of burnout, anxiety and 

depression because she “did not want the stigma of mentally struggling.”  She felt that 
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medication “was a crutch and showed that [she] was a weak person.”  She felt like being 

mentally unwell meant that she was a failure. She also felt judged by others because, 

unlike physical ailments, mental illness does not show on the outside. Although she did 

not get judgment from her family, she was worried about what her co-workers were 

saying. Debbie also found it hard to explain to other people why she was off work. She 

was glad that she had surgeries in between so that she could just say that without adding a 

lot of detail. Although she feels that education campaigns have brought mental health to 

the forefront in the last few years, there is still that stigma. 

 I did not tell my extended family that I was on stress leave because I was 

uncomfortable discussing it with them. Also while on leave, I fell roller-blading and had 

extensive skin abrasions on my leg. When I returned and the students questioned me 

about my absence, I lied and told them that I had fallen and hurt my leg. When discussing 

my stress leave in subsequent years, I always let people know that it was only for two 

weeks full time and two weeks half time. I felt that this would prove that I was not weak 

for taking a leave because I did not take a long one. 

 These feelings are reiterated in the literature as well. Huberman (1993) found that 

teachers felt that burnout was a taboo subject. Skaalvik et al., (2015) and Troman et al., 

(2000) described teachers who felt like retiring early due to burnout meant that they had 

failed in their chosen career. Whitmell (2014) acknowledges that in any career there is 

“stigma and discrimination” around mental health. Duxbury et al., (2013) echoed this 

idea in education citing that “schools have a culture that values employees who keep their 

personal issues out of the workplace and give priority to work” (p. 40). If a workplace is 

not interested in addressing teachers’ personal issues, it has consequences for teachers 
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who are already feeling displaced. It is unfortunate that teachers need to get to a point of 

extreme burnout and illness before they are willing to seriously contemplate taking a 

leave from work. A more pro-active environment that allows for open discussion might 

mitigate teachers’ negative feelings, perhaps making a leave unnecessary in the first 

place. 

7.3 Recovery 

 Through the process of burning out, taking a leave, and then transitioning back to 

work; participants eventually recovered. Taking a leave allowed for personal reflection of 

the situation. The process of transitioning back to work compelled the participants to 

become advocates for themselves so that they could be successful once again. While the 

process was a long and difficult one to navigate, all of the participants felt a sense of hope 

and renewed strength at the end. 

 Margaret said that her experience has given her the strength to “talk to teachers 

who [she] sees struggling and just tell [her] story matter-of-factly, in the hopes they might 

consider a leave.”  She now tries to complete her school tasks during the school week to 

keep her weekends for herself. Although she finds this a hard thing to do, she is working 

at it. She also describes the writing that she did for this project as a cathartic experience. 

 Frankie now feels advocated for in her current position. She balances her 

professional life with her personal one by working part-time. She also took the time to 

transition back to work by returning at first in a subbing capacity. She now feels 

optimistic because even though some students still have behaviour problems, she can see 

results from the structures and routines that her administration has put in place. Frankie 
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believes that “emotional coddling is missing from our profession.”  Perhaps it is time to 

take care of teachers. She has begun this process by taking care of herself. 

 Debbie has found balance by accessing numerous supports. She has shared her 

story with other teachers who are going through the same thing. This has given her 

permission to take care of herself and accept that she is okay for who she is. She no 

longer feels selfish when she puts her needs first. She adds: 

Subbing has given me the balance I never had when I had my own classroom. I 
still feel like I make a difference but at the end of the day I go home and don’t lay 
awake at night wondering how to help this family/student [or] planning and 
marking for hours after school. 
 
Debbie feels strong enough to say ‘no’ or to request assignments that fit her 

needs. She finished her reflection by saying “It’s okay to take care of myself!”  

In my initial reflection, when I spoke about the length of my stress leave, I felt 

that I was telling my story of one as resilience rather than defeat. But I then added, “I 

know that I did not feel so resilient when I sat at home staring at the wall for a week 

straight.”  However, my overall life experience with mental health has left me feeling like 

a strong individual. The process of studying towards a MED and the life events that 

happened in between have given me focus for what I need to be healthy and productive. It 

has also given me the strength to speak openly and honestly about my experience hoping 

to help others. While I know that my openness has at times made others uncomfortable, it 

has also prompted three staff members to come to me privately when they were 

struggling emotionally. Telling my story has empowered me to help others and a large 

part of that strength comes from my brother. I like to think that the experience of losing 

him so tragically has made me a source of strength for other people. 



114 

Teacher strength is also discussed in the literature. Bobek (2002) has suggested 

that significant relationships, competence, accomplishment, and a sense of humour can be 

sources of teacher strength (pp. 202-203). Howard et al., (2004) found that teachers had 

also learned resiliency strategies, either as an adult or child. For the participants, the 

process that they went through left them more feeling stronger in the long term. The 

reflection piece needed to occur while they were on leave because their working 

conditions did not allow for it. The teachers did not begin to recover until they had 

reflected on the experience. Howard et al., (2004) has also mentioned the importance of 

teacher reflection in developing resiliency strategies. Institutional supports also need to 

be in place (Pithers et al., 1998). Frankie is in a position now where she feels the 

institutional supports are in place in order for her to be successful. 

The work of Day (2012) has argued that teachers are skilled, committed and 

inherently resilient. He believes that teachers are innately hopeful despite difficult 

circumstances. While the participants’ stories seems to coincide with that idea, it could 

also be argued that the process that these teachers were forced to endure was 

unnecessarily arduous. Perhaps if more proactive supports had been in place to 

legitimately support teachers before they were too ill to go to work, their reflection and 

resiliency could have developed without having to reach a point of burnout first. Day 

(2012) also believes that professional development for teachers should be relevant to 

commitment, resilience, and health” (p. 14). Once again, institutional supports play an 

important role in teacher health and wellness. 

A work environment that does not promote effectiveness, value teachers, or 

support their needs results in teachers feeling displaced in an environment that they spend 
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much of their time. Without a sense of place, participants continued into a downward 

spiral that led to serious burnout and mental illness. The consequences of this toxic 

environment left participants feeling the need to take a leave as a last resort. Through 

personal reflection and taking the appropriate time needed to transition back to work, the 

teachers came felt stronger. This painful process could be mitigated by recognizing the 

difficult situation that teachers are in, implementing relevant supports, and celebrating the 

strength of our teachers despite these difficult situations. 
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CHAPTER 8: Conclusion 
 

So, the stories have been shared and looked at from a variety of perspectives. It is 

perhaps time to reflect on the value of the narratives shared. The participants felt that the 

process was cathartic and often showed self-reflection in their writing. Perhaps their 

experience will resonate with someone else. Perhaps their experience will make a 

difference. Perhaps they will live happily ever. 

 In the end, it is interesting how I have gone back to the beginning to make 

meaning of the participants’ shared experience. The initial codes reflected the 

participants’ personality within the context of their experience. Their personality played a 

role in how events played out and the manifestation of illness as well.    

 Margaret always felt like she was not living up to expectations and stress was 

always a factor in achieving her goals. To alleviate this feeling, she worked at an 

exhausting pace, yet still saw her challenges as failures. Early experiences left her feeling 

like she had to grow up too early and caused ongoing stress in her life, which manifested 

in her pulling her hair out. Even her narrative reflected her perfectionist nature or the 

need to get it right. It was written over the course of several days and she shared her 

personal feelings about her life and career in detail. As she was writing, she shared 

reflections about how she thought about experiences and what she was finding out about 

the experience through putting it down on paper.   

 Frankie described herself as someone who is not usually an emotional person. 

When she went through a very emotional experience, her illness manifested itself in 

primarily physical ways: a bowel bleed, inflammation, large sores, and an inability to 

walk. She also described in her writing how many people thought that she was set up for 
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failure with the extensive demands that were placed on her. Of all the participants, 

Frankie took the longest to commit and took a long time to write about the experience. In 

conversations and writing, she easily discussed specific events and added detail about 

classroom behaviours and the response of school and board-based administration. She 

stated that the experience put a strain on her marriage because she single parents a lot. In 

terms of the emotional toll that the experience had, she talked about how she would gloss 

over when she got home and would try not to cry. However her description of the 

experience reflected her personality: straightforward, efficient, and to the point.   

 Debbie described how she likes to take care of others, her husband, her students, 

and her children. She tried to shield her children from the most difficult aspects of her 

marriage, putting on a happy face for their sake. When on leave, she felt guilty for taking 

care of herself and finding enjoyment in life. In some respects, she still felt that she 

should be taking care of others instead of herself. Debbie’s vibrant and effervescent 

personality is her way of shielding others from difficult events. She worked so hard to 

hide difficulties that it resulted in anxiety, burnout, and depression.  

 In my reflection, I described myself as a type A personality. I worked hard to 

succeed instead of quit when things got difficult. When I went on stress leave, I described 

how others did not help with the situation: administrative support and student behaviours. 

I even questioned whether or not I wanted to teach for thirty years because based on my 

experience, I would have another three or four extremely difficult years teaching. 

However, I now know that my sixteen years’ experience has given me many more 

classroom management and coping strategies. I am a more confident and more 

experienced teacher than I was when I went on stress leave. While I cannot say that I will 
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not go on stress leave again (you never know what life is going to throw your way), I do 

know that I have a variety of skills and experience to help cope more effectively with 

situations. 

Teachers need to feel that their work is valued. As well, more needs to be done to 

ensure that educators feel supported by their division, by their school, and by their 

community. Principals need to be made aware of the important role that they can play in 

supporting teachers during difficult times. Just as teachers are often told that they never 

know the difference that they make for a child, administrators never know the effect that 

they have on a teacher; it is better to work towards making it a positive one. 

I firmly believe that if these three principles of efficacy, value, and support are 

known and addressed accordingly, it would make a positive difference in the working 

lives of teachers. As is stated by Day (2012),  

Teachers’ commitment will increase students’ commitment. Enthusiastic teachers 
with knowledge and skills with a sense of vocation and organizational belonging 
work harder to make learning more meaningful. (pp. 8-9). 

 
Indeed, “what teachers do mediates the effects of all education contributions (policy 

makers, federations, parents, and students). [This] depends on motivations [value], 

capacities [efficacy], and working conditions [support].” (Leithwood et al., 2006, p. 1). 

Once all stakeholders realize this and believe it implicitly, they will realize the value of 

investing in teachers. Certainly, an investment in educators is an investment in students 

that will pay off in the long run. 

 A more pro-active approach to supporting, valuing, and recognizing teachers in 

education would lessen the effects of teacher burnout, attrition, and mental illness. 

Recognizing that teachers bring value to education and have a place at the table would 
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avoid the serious consequences and costs of teacher burnout. Stakeholders in education 

need to recognize and celebrate the inherent strength and resiliency of teachers. It is not a 

profession that anybody can do. People who choose this profession do feel that it is a 

vocation. However, this does not make them immune to the many stressors and 

difficulties of their job. 

 It is my hope that this research provides the link between the quantitative research 

and the qualitative research that is currently missing surrounding teacher stress and 

strength. There is no denying the fact that teacher stress is very prevalent in education. 

There is also no denying the fact that conditions of stress are not likely to improve any 

time soon. I believe that this research provides some critical insights that are presently 

lacking in the literature. I also believe that the process of this research was cathartic to the 

participants involved. It is my hope that the final product will also be beneficial to other 

groups involved in education, whether it be on the academic level for those concerning 

themselves with teacher education programs, on the institutional level for those 

concerned with teacher retention and effectiveness, or on the classroom level for teachers 

who are dealing with these issues on a daily basis. As an educator and a researcher, I 

believe that this research provided me with a unique opportunity to explore this 

compelling topic within the context of myself and the larger social issues involved. I 

would like to conclude with a motto that Frankie expressed during our interview: let’s 

take care of our teachers. 
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APPENDIX C: LETTER OF INITIAL CONTACT 

 

 
 

Dear Educator: 

My name is Christie Schafer and I am doing a Master’s program in the area of Curriculum and 
Instruction at the University of Regina. I am currently writing my thesis on teacher stress and 
stress leave in education. I have been an elementary teacher for fifteen years, mostly at the middle 
years’ level. As an educator, I have not been immune to the stresses of teaching and have had 
several very difficult years, both on a personal and on a professional level. When I was in my 
eighth year of teaching, I made the decision to go on stress leave because I was no longer coping 
in an effective manner. Doing my masters has given me the opportunity to explore this issue in 
more detail and I sincerely hope that you will also be willing to share your story about this very 
relevant topic. 

This research proposes to investigate the area of teacher stress and stress leave. I am exploring the 
question: what is the experience of teachers who go on stress leave and then return to work? I 
would like to gather the personal stories of two or three teachers who have experienced stress to a 
level of burnout that has resulted in a temporary leave from work. The research will be carried out 
in three stages: 

I – Journaling about the Experience: Teachers will be invited to write about their 
experience of stress leave in an open-ended manner. I will provide the context of the 
three themes of circumstances surrounding the decision, reaction of others, and transition 
back to work. Teachers will be asked to either handwrite or word process their stories. 
The timeline for this is fluid but would take about 3 -5 weeks. Journals will be used for 
research purposes and will be retained by the researcher. 

II – Clarification and Further Questioning: Based on emerging themes and the need for 
more detail. I will interview teachers to clarify any questions that I may have. Interviews 
will take between one and two hours and will occur approximately one month after the 
journaling process. 

III – Debriefing: Teachers will be asked to journal a final time describing their thoughts 
on the overall experience of participating in the research. If participants are comfortable, I 
would also like to meet as a group to discuss their thoughts and feelings about the 
process. This will take approximately one hour and will occur approximately one month 
after the clarification and further questioning process. 

FACULTY OF EDUCATION 

OFFICE OF RESEARCH and GRADUATE PROGRAMS 

Regina, Saskatchewan, Canada S4S 0A2 
Phone: 306.585.4502 Fax: 306.585.5387 
E-mail: edgrad@uregina.ca 
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It is my hope that this research will provide the link between the quantitative research and the 
qualitative research that is currently missing surrounding teacher stress and resiliency. I believe 
that this research will provide some critical insights that have not been adequately addressed in 
education. It is also my hope that the eventual final product will be beneficial to other groups 
involved in education whether it be on the academic level for those concerning themselves with 
teacher education programs, on the institutional level for those concerned with teacher retention 
and effectiveness, or on the classroom level for teachers who are dealing with these issues on a 
daily basis. 

Participation in this project is voluntary. If you are interested in exploring this topic further or 
have any questions, I can be reached at (306) 525-1789 or at drever1c@uregina.ca. Thank you for 
your time and your anticipated support in this very worthwhile project. This study has been 
approved by the Research Ethics Board (REB) at the University of Regina. 

Sincerely, 

Christie Schafer 

Educator 
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APPENDIX D: CONSENT FORM 

 

 
 

 

Project Title:  What is the experience of teachers who go on stress leave and then return to 
work?            

Researcher(s): Christie Schafer, Graduate Student, Faculty of Education, University of Regina, 
(306) 525-1789, drever1c@uregina.ca  

 Supervisor: Dr. Ken Montgomery, Associate Professor, Educational Core Studies; Associate 
Dean, Research and Graduate Programs in Education, (306) 585-5031,  
Ken.Montgomery@uregina.ca 

Purpose(s) and Objective(s) of the Research:  

Stress in teaching has been identified as an issue of international importance in education. 
In recent years, teaching stress has become more prevalent due to increased workload, 
expectations, and demands. 

This research proposes to investigate the area of teacher stress and stress leave. I am 
exploring the question: what is the experience of teachers who go on stress leave and then 
return to work? I would like to gather the personal stories of two or three teachers who 
have experienced stress to a level of burnout that has resulted in a temporary leave from 
work.  

It is my hope that this research will provide the link between the quantitative research and 
the qualitative research that is currently missing surrounding teacher stress and resiliency. 
I believe that this research will provide some critical insights that have not been 
adequately addressed in education. It is also my hope that the eventual final product will 
be beneficial to other groups involved in education whether it be on the academic level 
for those concerning themselves with teacher education programs, on the institutional 
level for those concerned with teacher retention and effectiveness, or on the classroom 
level for teachers who are dealing with these issues on a daily basis. 

FACULTY OF EDUCATION 

OFFICE OF RESEARCH and GRADUATE PROGRAMS 

Regina, Saskatchewan, Canada S4S 0A2 
Phone: 306.585.4502 Fax: 306.585.5387 
E-mail: edgrad@uregina.ca 
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The data that you provide will be used primarily for the purposes of writing a thesis. 
However, it may also be used for publishing and presentations. 

Procedures: 

I would like to compile the stories of two to three teachers who have experienced burnout and 
have had to take a temporary leave from work. I would like to examine the stories of teachers 
who have been teaching between five and ten years, ensuring that they have a vested interest in 
continuing on as an educator. Participation in all stages is voluntary. The research will be carried 
out in three phases:   

I – Journaling about the Experience: Teachers will be invited to write about their 
experience of stress leave in an open-ended manner. I will provide the context of the 
three themes of circumstances surrounding the decision, reaction of others, and transition 
back to work. Teachers will be asked to either handwrite or word process their stories. 
The timeline for this is fluid but would take about 3 -5 weeks. Journals will be used for 
research purposes and will be retained by the researcher. 

II – Clarification and Further Questioning: Based on emerging themes and the need for 
more detail. I will interview teachers to clarify any questions that I may have. Interviews 
will take between one and two hours and will occur approximately one month after the 
journaling process. 

III – Debriefing: Teachers will be asked to journal a final time describing their thoughts 
on the overall experience of participating in the research. If participants are comfortable, I 
would also like to meet as a group to discuss their thoughts and feelings about the 
process. This will take approximately one hour and will occur approximately one month 
after the clarification and further questioning process. 

Please feel free to ask any questions regarding the procedures and goals of the study or 
your role. Once again, participation is voluntary for all stages of the process. 

Potential Risks:  

This study is considered minimal risk. However, there is a risk of participants 
experiencing stress and anxiety because they are being asked to re-visit sensitive and 
stressful periods in their lives. Participants can access counselling services available 
through the Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation (STF) or Regina Public Schools Teacher 
Association (RPSTA) at any time. 

Social repercussions will be mitigated through the use of pseudonyms for all participants, 
colleagues mentioned, as well as school names. Participants do not have to meet in group 
settings if they are uncomfortable doing so; it is not necessary to disclose that you are 
participating in this study. 
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Potential Benefits:  

This research has potential benefits on many levels: helping pre-service teachers and 
university educators to understand stress and resiliency factors in teaching; aiding school boards 
and administrators to plan appropriate mental health supports for teachers; and providing a voice 
for teachers who are experiencing these continues stressors on an ongoing basis. The experience 
could also be cathartic for participants, allowing them to share their story with others who have 
experienced something similar. It is also my hope that this research will talk about an issue that 
has been traditionally silenced. 

Confidentiality:  

Every effort will be made to maintain the confidentiality of participants. However, due to the 
nature of this study, there are some situations where confidentiality cannot be reasonably 
guaranteed: there will be limits to confidentiality in focus group activities; the selection process 
does not guarantee complete anonymity; and the researcher/participant relationship does not 
guarantee complete anonymity. Pseudonyms will be used for writing purposes and participants do 
not have to participate in focus group activities. In addition to participant pseudonyms, 
colleagues’ and schools’ names will be changed. 

Data will be transported in locked vehicles and stored in a locked cabinet in my home. 
All electronic data will be password protected on my computer. Data will be stored for at 
least five years. At that point, hard copies of raw data will be shredded and electronic 
copies will be deleted.  

Right to Withdraw:   

• Your participation is voluntary and you can answer only those questions that you are 
comfortable with. You may withdraw from the research project for any reason, at any 
time without explanation or penalty of any sort. 

• Whether you choose to participate or not will have no effect on your position as an 
educator. 

• Should you wish to withdraw, your electronic data will be deleted and your hard copy 
data will be shredded. 

• Your right to withdraw will be applicable until one month after the final debriefing 
process. After this date, it is possible that some results have been pooled, analyzed, 
written up and/or presented and it may not be possible to withdraw your data. 

 

Follow up:  

• To obtain results from the study, please let me know if you would like a copy of the 
finished thesis. 

 

Questions or Concerns:  

• Contact the researcher(s) using the information at the top of page 1; 
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• This project has been approved on ethical grounds by the UofR Research Ethics Board on 
(insert date). Any questions regarding your rights as a participant may be addressed to the 
committee at (306-585-4775 or research.ethics@uregina.ca). Out of town participants 
may call collect. OR 

 

Consent  

Continued or On-going Consent: While this document implies continued and/or ongoing 
consent, consent forms will be signed before any subsequent meetings after the initial consent has 
been given. 

 

 

SIGNED CONSENT  

Your signature below indicates that you have read and understand the description provided; I 
have had an opportunity to ask questions and my/our questions have been answered. I consent to 
participate in the research project. A copy of this Consent Form has been given to me for my 
records. 

     

Name of Participant  Signature  Date 

 

______________________________      _______________________ 

Researcher’s Signature   Date 

 

DISTINGUISHED CONSENT 

I – Journaling about the Experience: Teachers will be invited to write about their 
experience of stress leave in an open-ended manner. I will provide the context of the 
three themes of circumstances surrounding the decision, reaction of others, and transition 
back to work. Teachers will be asked to either handwrite or word process their stories. 
The timeline for this is fluid but would take about 3 -5 weeks. Journals will be used for 
research purposes and will be retained by the researcher. 

Your signature below indicates that you have read and understand the description provided; I 
have had an opportunity to ask questions and my/our questions have been answered. I consent to 
participate in the journaling portion of the research project. A copy of this Consent Form has been 
given to me for my records. 

mailto:research.ethics@uregina.ca
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Name of Participant  Signature  Date 

 

______________________________      _______________________ 

Researcher’s Signature   Date 

 

II – Clarification and Further Questioning: Based on emerging themes and the need for 
more detail. I will interview teachers to clarify any questions that I may have. Interviews 
will take between one and two hours. 

 

Your signature below indicates that you have read and understand the description provided; I 
have had an opportunity to ask questions and my/our questions have been answered. I consent to 
participate in the interviewing portion of the research project. A copy of this Consent Form has 
been given to me for my records. 

     

Name of Participant  Signature  Date 

 

______________________________      _______________________ 

Researcher’s Signature   Date 

 

III – Debriefing: Teachers will be asked to journal a final time describing their thoughts 
on the overall experience of participating in the research. If participants are comfortable, I 
would also like to meet as a group to discuss their thoughts and feelings about the 
process. This meeting would last about an hour. 

Your signature below indicates that you have read and understand the description provided; I 
have had an opportunity to ask questions and my/our questions have been answered. I consent to 
participate in the debriefing portion of the research project. A copy of this Consent Form has been 
given to me for my records. 
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Name of Participant  Signature  Date 

     

______________________________      _______________________ 

Researcher’s Signature   Date 

 

 

A copy of this consent will be left with you, and a copy will be taken by the researcher. 
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APPENDIX E: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Participant: Margaret (names have been changed) 

When working at DHS, you stated: “parental interactions were insane and I didn’t feel 
like the principal had my back at all.”  Can you expand on that?     

When you wrote that your principal used the right words, “maybe you should take some 
time”, you felt that she didn’t make an emphatic case for that. What made you feel this 
way?     

When you were told that you didn’t have the skill set to be a full time LRT, how did that 
make you feel?     

What did you mean when you said, “I felt like I was being punished for (my perceived) 
colleague’s incompetence”?     

You stated that you should have taken a leave “LONG before [you] took one.”  What 
made you stay in earlier instances when you felt you should have taken a leave from 
work?     

Participant: Debbie 

You describe how you thought that a principal was sabotaging you as you tried to return 
to work. What made you feel this way?     

You described bringing in a support person to be an advocate for you. How was this 
provided? Did you have to ask for it or was it offered?     

You stated that one day you woke up and realized you just couldn’t do it anymore. What 
circumstances led to this feeling?     

You mentioned feeling judged because you didn’t look sick on the outside. Can you 
expand on that?     

Participant: Frankie 

Describe some times when you felt most effective in your teaching. 

You mentioned many ‘team’ meeting to offer up ideas to help you. How did these 
meetings make you feel as a teacher?     

Can you think of any supports that would have helped you more in the classroom?     

Describe you ideal teaching environment.  
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What was missing when you went on stress leave? Can you think of some conditions that 
would have made you stay?      
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