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What mental health hazards do teachers face today? This article 
reports results of a study of pressures which keep teachers from 
accomplishing best results in their work with children.

rpEACHERS readily agree that de- 
•*- veloping mental health is one of the 
primary functions of the school. Yet 
evidence indicates that from 13 to 33 
percent of the children in school today 
have symptoms of serious maladjust 
ment. Many more children are de 
veloping nervous mannerisms as they 
struggle to adapt to the demands of 
society.

Who is responsible for placing chil 
dren under so much stress?

Teachers are quick to blame the 
home. Parents are equally quick to 
say the school is at fault. Meanwhile, 
the children suffer.

As teachers, our function is not to 
win this argument but to do all we can 
toward helping children find happiness 
and security. If the home can help, our 
job will be so much easier; if the home 
is not a constructive influence in the 
life of a child, then teachers must work 
so much harder to compensate for this 
lack.

This is admittedly a serious responsi 
bility for teachers. It becomes even 
more serious when teachers are not 
fully prepared to accept the obligations 
for developing the mental health of 
children. A recent survey made by the
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National Education Association1 indi 
cated that from 15 to 33 percent of the 
nation's teachers were themselves un 
dergoing trials and tensions which 
made them unhappy in their work. 
Teachers who are under stress cannot 
exert the best possible influence upon 
the mental health of children. If we 
are to implement the principle of de 
veloping (mental health in school, one 
of our first tasks must be to discover 
what is causing teachers to be unhappy 
in their jobs.

Pressures on Teachers
A modest beginning toward securing 

such information was a study made by 
J. David O'Dea in 1951 to determine 
the mental health hazards confronting 
teachers in Oregon. A mental health 
hazard was defined as, "A condition 
which prevents an individual from 
realizing the greatest success which his 
capacities will permit, with a maximum 
of satisfaction to himself and the social 
order, and a minimum of friction and 
tension."2

Sixty-seven experienced teachers con 
tributed to this study. They were 
asked to indicate on a well-developed

1 Research Division, National Education As 
sociation, "leaching Load in 1950," Research 
Bulletin Vol. X XtX. No. I, February 1951, 
Washington, D. C.: The National Education 
Association of the United States.

2 Norman Femon, Mental H\giene in School 
Practice, Stanford University Press, 1943, p. 3.
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check list the mental health hazards 
which they had encountered as teach 
ers. 3 The teachers in this study were 
cautioned to react to only those items 
which lay within their personal experi 
ences and to avoid hearsay and sec 
ondary sources of information.

When the responses to this check list 
were tabulated, it was found that eleven 
items troubled 25 percent or more of 
the teachers. This tabulation is shown 
in Table I.

Table I

MENTAL HEALTH HAZARDS OF CLASSROOM TEACH

factor Frequency Per,
Teacher load too heavy... .......
Overcrowded classrooms..........
Inadequate housing... .........
University work carried concur 

rently with full teaching load ...
Failure of a report card to give ade 

quate descriptions of a specific 
child's potentialities. ...

Lack of parents' cooperation with 
school... . .

Teachers performing secretarial 
duties. . . ... . .

Insufficient supplies and equipment.
Conflicting personalities of teachers.
Failure of schools to realize and 

satisfy individual differences, in 
telligence and achievement...

Lack of school funds to operate 
efficiently.

43
36
35

32

30

28
27
27

26

25

ERS*

enlage 
64 
51 
SO

49

48

44

42
40
40

39

37

  Highest frequency items checked as mental health 
hazards with reference to the classroom teacher by 67 
teachers who were graduate students in the State of 
Oregon. The percentage is also included.

Six of the eleven factors cited in 
Table I show that teachers are troubled 
by the consequences of inadequate 
school budgets. Too often, when in 
creased funds for schools are sought, 
it is assumed that the best use to which 
these funds could be put would be to 
increase teacher salaries. A s important 
as this purpose may be, this study indi 
cates that an increase in salary will not

1 Dr. W. C. Kvaraceus, professor of education 
at Boston University, and a committee of grad 
uate students developed the check list used in 
this study. Appreciation is extended to Profes 
sor Kvaraceus for permission to use the check
list.

in itself reduce the emotional pressures 
on teachers. I t is also necessary to 
have sufficient money to buy those ma 
terials and services which will free 
teachers from the duties and mental 
health hazards which sap their vitality 
and lower their morale.

"1'he facts that 44 percent of the teach 
ers felt parents were not cooperating 
with the school, and 48 percent were 
dissatisfied with the report cards used, 
suggest that parent-teacher associations 
could do a great deal more toward im 
proving the working conditions of 
teachers, leaving them lice to devote 
their energies to the children.

School administrators should be par 
ticularly concerned that almost 40 per 
cent of the teachers were unhappy over 
interpersonal tensions existing within 
the staff, and with failure of the school 
to adapt its program to the needs of 
children.

In fact, the administrator seems to be 
a key person in promoting the mental 
health of teachers. He is the one who 
could be most instrumental in securing 
the needed funds, in working with the 
P.T.A. toward improvement of teacher 
welfare, in promoting staff morale with 
in the school and in adjusting the 
school program to meet the needs of 
children.

Teachers Need Help with Children
In addition to the pressures described 

above, another very serious problem 
was found to exert a negative influence 
on the mental health of teachers. This 
study revealed that teachers tend to de 
velop a feeling of helplessness due to 
their inability to cope with the mental 
health ha/ards which confront their 
children.

352 EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP



Table II
MENTAL HEALTH HAZARDS OP CHILDREN*

Factor Frequency Percentage
Unsatisfactory home conditions. ... 51 ...... 91
Failure of traditional curriculum to 

meet the needs of many students. . 42 ...... 62
Overcrowded classrooms........... 36 ...... 51
Fear to participate orally in class

due to insecure feelings.......... 36 ...... 51
Failure of schools to realize and sat 

isfy individual differences, and 
achievement. .................. 34 ...... 50

Inadequate playground facilities.... 32 ...... 48
Failure to be accepted into desired

clique. ........................ 32 ...... 48
Parents unhappily married........ 30 ...... 44
Inability to participate in all de 

sired school activities due to 
financial difficulties............. 30 ...... 44

Failure of a report card to give ade 
quate description of a specific 
child's potentialities............ 3O ...... 44

Inadequate clothing and spending 
money........................ 29 ...... 43

Lack of parents' cooperation with 
the school..................... 28 ...... 42

Labeling students as delinquent or
for lower social status....... -x- . 26 ...... 39

Teacher using degrading remarks, 
sarcasm, harsh criticisms to stud- 
dent before other students. ..... 26 ...... 39

Speech impediment interferes with
classroom participation.......... 26 . . . . 39

Conflicting personalities of pupils. . . 26 ...... 39
Shyness (eitreme) ............... 25 ...... 37

* Highest frequency items checked as mental health 
hazards with reference to the pupil by 67 teachers who 
were graduate students in the State of Oregon. The 
percentage is also included.

More than one-third of the teachers 
described the situations listed in Table 
II as having a serious effect on the 
mental health of children. Leading the 
list as a source of anxiety to teachers 
are the unsatisfactory home conditions 
of many children. It is generally ac 
knowledged that teachers can do rela 
tively little to alter home conditions. 
Yet the most serious source of child ad 
justment problems seems to relate to 
the home.

To make matters worse, it appears 
that the school is not doing all it could 
to help children find some of the satis 
factions lacking at home. The fact that 
teachers are troubled by such factors 
as failure of the traditional curriculum 
to meet the needs of children, inade 
quate playground facilities, and the 
hostile behavior displayed by some 
teachers in their dealings with children.

suggests that the school is not provid 
ing adequate compensations for chil 
dren, and may even be intensifying 
their adjustment problems.

Implications of This Study
While this study of mental health 

hazards in the school may not be en 
tirely representative for Oregon teach 
ers in general, supplementary evidence 
indicates that teachers are laboring un 
der a great deal of emotional pressure.4 
They are being asked to do alone what 
is properly the joint concern of teach 
ers, administrators, school boards and 
parents.

When schools were considered re 
sponsible only for the intellectual de 
velopment of children, education was 
a formal, business-like affair which 
could be handled in the classroom by 
the teacher alone. Now that schools 
are charged with responsibility for pro 
moting the emotional, social and ethi 
cal growth of children, as well as their 
intellectual development, the job has 
become too big for one person to 
handle.

To do an effective job in the school 
today, the teacher needs assistance from 
administrators, school board members 
and parents.

  A dministrators can help by being 
sympathetic and by trying to under 
stand the teacher's problems. They 
can establish a permissive school at 
mosphere which promotes the morale 
of teachers. They can develop in-serv 
ice and guidance programs which help 
teachers clarify their personal feelings 
and improve their understanding of

' Louis Kaplan, "The Annoyances of Ele 
mentary School Teachers," Journal of Educa 
tional Research. 45:649-665. May 1952.
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children. And they can bring into the 
school those social agencies which can 
help alleviate the mental health hazards 
affecting children.

• School board members must un 
derstand that working with children is 
often a heavy drain upon a teacher's 
emotional energies. They must see the 
need for providing the funds, facilities 
and ecjuipment to help relieve teachers 
of the pressures which further drain 
their energies and prevent them from 
establishing wholesome personal life- 
patterns and desirable learning-climates 
for the children.

• Parents m ust be willing to relieve 
the teacher of extra burdens, to sup 
port and encourage the teacher, and to

make it easier for her to achieve indi 
vidual happiness, as well as to cope with 
the adjustment problems of children. 

As a group, teachers are making a 
conscientious effort to help children 
achieve mental health. However, teach 
ers who are insecure and emotionally 
disturbed cannot devote their full 
energies to the personality development 
of children. As a result, teachers de 
velop further anxieties because they 
are not doing their jobs as well as they 
would like to. With a little help from 
parents, school administrators and the 
community, teaching can be made a 
pleasant, wholesome, and professional 
activity with a greater quota of happi 
ness introduced into the public school.
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