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Abstract 

Teacher well-being is predominantly explored in terms of its deficits, due to reports of stress 
and burnout being highly prevalent across the teaching workforce. Teacher well-being (and 
lack of) is considered to have a small influence on student learning and achievement. The 
research on mechanisms which underlie this influence mostly report indirect links, through 
teacher engagement, teacher student relationships (TSRs) and teacher quality. However, 
there are massive gaps in the literature, and concerns over methodology (especially causality 
and generalisability), defining constructs (teacher quality) and weak links to student learning 
(teacher engagement). Currently TSRs appear to be the most plausible mediator between 
well-being and student learning. EPs are in a good position to support teacher well-being and 
facilitate positive effects on student learning. Helping to foster positive TSRs and school 
climates, promoting the use of supervision, and delivering stress management programmes 
may be particularly useful. Future research should focus on how teacher well-being can 
positively influence student learning. By knowing what works, this may then aid interventions 
to help stressed teachers and develop positive environments for learning. 

 

How does teacher well-being affect student learning? 

Well-being is defined as a “state of being comfortable, healthy or happy” (The New Oxford 
Dictionary of English, 2017, para 1). In this state, a person can work productively, develop 
positive relationships with others and participate in society (Beddington et al., 2008). Well-
being also involves feelings of satisfaction and optimism, alongside a sense of control and 
purpose in life (Edmunds et al., 2013).  

Stress can have a major effect on our physical, emotional and mental well-being (Education 
Support Partnership [ESP], 2017). Teachers are one of the most stressed out workforces in the 
UK (only second to ambulance drivers), with over 50% feeling severely stressed and 
considering leaving the profession as a result (National Union of Teachers [NUT], 2012). 
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‘Teacher stress’ refers to the negative emotional experiences of teachers (such as frustration 
and irritability) in response to occupational demands (such as differentiating the curriculum) 
(Kyriacou, 2001). Teacher stress is pervasive across countries (European Trade Union 
Committee for Education [ETUCE], 2011) and reported to have numerous causes, such as 
excessive workload, rapid change and student behaviour (ESP, 2017). The effects of stress are 
vast, involving high rates of attrition, absenteeism and ill-health (NUT, 2012). Stress can also 
lead to lower job satisfaction and burnout (Hakanen, Bakker and Schaufeli, 2006). Burnout is 
a syndrome consisting of emotional exhaustion (emotional overstrain and reduced resources), 
depersonalisation (cognitive distancing towards job recipients) and reduced personal 
accomplishment (inefficacy to carry out job and complete work demands) (Maslach and Leiter, 
1999), and often regarded as the consequence of pro-longed stress (Wong, Ruble & McGrew, 
2017). 

Teacher well-being (or lack of) is also thought to have a significant effect on student learning 
(Arens and Morin, 2016, Gray, Nordstokke & Wilcox, 2017; Wong et al., 2017). Learning can 
be defined as the “process through which experience causes permanent change in knowledge 
or behaviour” (Woolfolk, 2013, p.268) and is often quantified in terms of academic 
‘achievement’ or ‘outcomes’ in the literature. As academic achievement is considered to cover 
a wide range of educational outcomes (Steinmayr, Meibner, Weidinger & Wirthwein, 2017), 
its definition depends on the variables used to measure it (such as school grades and 
standardised assessment tests). It is important to note that achievement is not always an 
absolute measure of student learning, as it can be influenced by a variety of factors, such as 
effort or motivation (Arens and Morin, 2016). Nevertheless, researchers have made several 
direct links between teacher stress and student academic achievement, for example in maths 
and reading (Arens and Morin, 2016; Klusmann, Richter and Lüdtke, 2016). Studies showing 
these direct links are limited, and predominately the effect of poor teacher-wellbeing is 
explained indirectly through teaching quality, teacher engagement and teacher-student 
relationships. 

In this essay I will explore the potential effects of teacher well-being on student learning, and 
how this effect may occur (both directly and indirectly as mentioned above). Primarily, I have 
used research on academic achievement, as it is considered to cover a variety of learning 
domains and educational outcomes (Steinmayr et al., 2017). As most of the literature focuses 
on well-being in terms of its deficit, I will mainly concentrate on the effect of stress and 
burnout. Due to the pervasive nature of stress, research will be drawn from the UK, Europe, 
America and Australia, to form a better picture of its influence. Lastly, I will reflect on how this 
is relevant for EPs and their practice. 

Teacher well-being (or lack of) is highly relevant for several reasons. Firstly, teacher stress and 
burnout has become a major topic in research and the media, due to reports of significant 
problems in retention, turnover and mental health (ESP, 2017). Secondly, if teacher stress also 
influences student learning, it may be that Educational Psychologists (EPs) need to consider 
how best to support teachers to reduce possible negative effects. EPs are already considered 
to be well-placed to carry out this role (Gray et al., 2017; Kipps-Vaughan, 2013). 
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Effects of teacher well-being on student learning 

Literature on the effects of teacher well-being on student learning is limited. Recently, Briner 
and Dewberry (2007) carried out a large-scale project exploring the links between staff well-
being and school performance (using an online survey and standard attainment test scores). 
Data was collected from staff in primary and secondary schools between 2002-2005. They 
found a significant positive association between teacher well-being and SATs results in primary 
schools, with well-being accounting for 8% of school performance variance. In secondary 
schools, they also found a significant positive association between teacher well-being and the 
percentage achieving level 2 results at KS4. This study suggests well-being can have a small, 
but significant effect on learning. However, this influence was only found to be significant in 
2004 (the year most data was collected) and, it may be more important to note, 92% of 
variance was accounted for by other factors, such as social class. Care also needs to be taken 
when interpreting cross sectional data, as the direction of causality cannot be inferred. It may 
be that pupil performance influences teacher well-being, although this relationship is 
suggested to be reciprocal (Briner and Dewberry, 2007).  

Most research focuses on the effects of stress and burnout on student learning (e.g. Arens and 
Morin, 2016; Wong et al., 2017). Klusmann, Richter and Lüdtke (2016) investigated the 
association between teachers’ level of emotional exhaustion and students’ maths 
achievement (using standardised tests) with data from 1,102 maths teachers and 20,002 
students. They found a small (Δ = 0.13), but significant negative association between teachers’ 
emotional exhaustion and students’ test scores. Although small, the researchers suggest this 
effect is important, as teachers with high burnout could accumulate this negative effect on 
several classes long-term (Klusmann et al., 2016). Longitudinal studies would be helpful to 
explore this possibility further. Another large-scale study by Arens and Morin (2016) also 
found classes taught by teachers with high levels of emotional exhaustion showed lower levels 
of academic achievement on both school grades and standardised tests. Despite problems 
with causality and generalisability (e.g. Klusmann et al.’s (2016) study is only based on German 
schools and one subject), these studies did control for characteristics known to influence test 
results and are grounded in large sample sizes. Indeed, the reading literacy data used in Arens 
and Morin’s (2016) study is drawn from 40 different countries with high scoring reliability 
(Martin, Mullis and Kennedy, 2007).  

These studies report small, but significant effects of teacher well-being and stress on student 
learning and achievement. Although these results may not be large, teacher well-being is a 
factor which could be influenced by schools much more easily than, for example, socio-
economic status or special educational needs. Improvements in teacher well-being should 
then filter down to the students they teach, leading to better academic outcomes. Having 
explored the effect of teacher well-being on student learning, I shall now go on to explore the 
possible mechanisms behind how teacher well-being causes this effect. 

The mechanisms: how teacher well-being affects student learning 

Currently, researchers remain unclear as to how exactly teacher well-being (or lack of) can 
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influence student learning. Most research explores how stress can influence student learning, 
yet few studies have found direct links between these two elements. Predominantly the 
research has been explorative and suggests indirect links through teacher-student 
relationships, teacher quality and teacher engagement. In this section I will explore each of 
these avenues further, with a focus on student learning and academic achievement. 

Teacher-student relationships 

There is substantial evidence for the importance of teacher-student relationships (TSRs) on all 
aspects of student development, including academic, social and emotional (Cornelius-White, 
2008; Roorda, Koomen, Split & Oort, 2011). Positive TSRs are thought to be characterised by 
‘warmth’, low conflict and high levels of support (Rimm-Kaufman and Sandilos, 2011). 
Students with teachers that show more empathy, warmth and encouragement of learning are 
reported to have better cognitive outcomes (Cornelius-White, 2008). In comparison, negative 
TSRs are characterised by conflict, where the teacher is often irritable or angry towards the 
student(s) (Rimm-Kaufamn & Sandilos, 2011). It is possible these negative relationships could 
then have an impact on students’ learning, such as lower reading and maths achievement 
(Hamre and Pianta, 2001; McCormick and O’Connor, 2014). However, as these are 
correlational studies, causality cannot be assumed. 

Several meta-analyses have been carried out to review the vast amount of literature 
investigating the association between TSRs and student outcomes. Cornelius-White (2008) 
carried out a meta-analysis of 119 studies and found a moderate association between positive 
TSRs and cognitive student outcomes (r = .36). Roorda et al.’s (2011) meta-analysis of 99 
studies (preschool to high school) only found a small association between TSRs and 
achievement (positive: r = .16, negative: r = -.15), but this remained significant and stable over 
time. Several recent longitudinal studies have also shown the importance of TSRs on academic 
achievement long-term (Caputi, Lecce & Pagnin, 2017; Sointu, Savolainen, Lappalainene & 
Lambert, 2017). For example, in a two-year study exploring school grades and TSRs of Finnish 
students from grade five to seven, a significant positive association between TSRs and 
academic achievement was found (Sointu et al., 2017). Consequently, teacher-student 
relationships are considered to be an important factor in student academic outcomes (Hattie, 
2009; Roorda et al., 2011; Sointu et al., 2011). 

Stress is thought to have a negative effect on teacher-student relationships and thus academic 
achievement. Jennings and Greenberg (2009) propose that deficits in teacher well-being can 
provoke a ‘burnout cascade’. This is where deteriorating classroom climates lead to teacher 
emotional exhaustion, causing them to resort to harsher and more reactive responses, which 
may exacerbate disruptions further. They suggest this ‘cascade’ will have a disastrous effect 
on TSRs, influencing both classroom and student academic outcomes. This negative feedback 
cycle has also been suggested by several other researchers (e.g. Chang & Davis, 2009; Yoon, 
2002). For example, Yoon (2002) reports teacher stress, caused by disruptive behaviour, can 
predict the number of students to whom they have negative relationships with. 
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Several studies support the association between stress, TSR quality and academic outcomes. 
Murray-Harvey and Slee’s (2007) study of 888 students in years five to nine found TSR quality 
to be the most important relationship (compared to peer and family relationships) for 
academic outcomes, with moderate associations for both positive (r = .33) and stressful (r = -
.48) TSRs. However, as all of the measures were self-report, it is important to consider possible 
biases. For example, several of the ‘academic performance’ measures were rated by the 
teachers on a scale, which may have been influenced by the ‘grading on a curve’ phenomenon 
(Arens & Morin, 2016). This is where the class itself can act as a reference for how the scores 
are distributed, making it difficult to compare scores between classes. Nevertheless, the 
importance of TSRs has also been reported by researchers using standardised outcomes. 
Hamre and Pianta (2001) investigated whether teachers’ perceptions of relationships with 
their students would predict academic outcomes by following 179 children from Kindergarten 
through to eighth grade. They found teachers’ reports of negative relationships (characterised 
by conflict and overdependency) significantly predicted student grades, standardised test 
scores and work habits. Although the variance was small, the researchers suggest that as the 
study ran over eight years, the significant findings show early TSR quality is important for later 
academic success. 

Overall, there is strong evidence that teacher-student relationships are highly important for 
student learning and academic achievement (Cornelius-White, 2008). Despite reports of small 
variance, researchers suggest stress can have a significant negative effect on teacher-student 
relationships and subsequently on student academic outcomes (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; 
Murray-Harvey & Slee, 2007). As positive TSRs are also thought to be important for teacher 
well-being (Spilt, Koomen & Thijs 2011), EP focus and interventions in this area may be 
particularly useful for both students and teachers. This will be discussed further in the 
implications section. 

Teacher quality 

‘Teacher quality’ or ‘effectiveness’ lacks a consistent, formal definition in the literature, which 
has made it difficult to research and identify its consequences (Ding and Sherman, 2008). Yet 
teacher quality is thought to be particularly important for student learning and achievement 
(Hattie, 2009). For example, Hattie and Clinton (cited in Hattie, 2009) explored differences in 
teaching quality between teachers who had passed their National Board Certificate0F

1 and those 
just below the pass mark for this certificate. They found newly qualified teachers challenged 
their students more, had a deeper understanding of their teaching and its effects, alongside 
greater control and passion for teaching and learning. These effects on writing achievement 
were small (d = 0.13), however 74% of student work in classes of newly-qualified teachers 
were considered to show deeper understanding, compared to just 29% for non-qualified 
teachers. Deeper understanding is thought to be more effective for learning and future 
achievement (Hattie, 2009). Additionally, instructional practice is seen as a key factor of 
teacher quality (Ding and Sherman, 2008) and several other researchers have also highlighted 

                                                

1 National Board for Teaching Standards 
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its importance for student learning (e.g. Crosnoe et al., 2010; Grammer, Coffman, Sidney & 
Ornstein, 2016). For example, a recent review of 38 meta-analyses by Schneider and Preckel 
(2017) revealed strong moderator effects of instructional methods on student achievement.  

Research exploring the effect of stress on student achievement and learning through teacher 
quality is very limited. Recently, Wong et al. (2017) investigated direct and indirect effects 
(including through teaching quality and student engagement) of burnout and stress on 
individualised education programme (IEP) outcomes for young people with autism. Teaching 
quality was measured using the Teacher Behaviour Scale (Mahoney & Wheeden, 1999), which 
includes factors such as a teacher’s level of supportiveness and responsiveness, and the 
degree to which they participate in the child’s play or encourage specific learning tasks. They 
found teacher stress had a direct negative influence on teaching quality and thus indirectly on 
IEP outcomes. The researchers suggest that increased stress and depersonalisation can lead 
to poorer teaching quality, which in turn causes student engagement to decline, thus resulting 
in poorer academic outcomes (Wong et al., 2017). Caution is warranted with generalising 
these findings, as the study is very specific (focuses only on early years and children with 
autism) and does not control for several potential influencers, such as school climate and 
social support. The stress measure also only focused on stress from a single student, whereas 
it would be interesting to see the effect of general stress on teaching quality and achievement 
across mainstream and special needs schools. Importantly, this is one of the first studies to 
show that stress and burnout can have a direct effect on teaching quality and thus student 
achievement. 

Several researchers have focused on how stress can affect teachers’ instructional practice and 
the subsequent effect on student learning (Klusmann, Kunter, Trautwein, Lüdtke & Baumert, 
2008; Pakarinen et al., 2010). Pakarinen and colleagues (2010) examined the extent to which 
teacher stress and observed teaching practices (including instructional support, classroom 
organisation and emotional support) predict kindergarten children’s phonological awareness 
(important skill for learning to read and spell; Moats & Tolman, 2017). They found high levels 
of teacher stress negatively predicted children’s phonological awareness, with the child’s 
motivation as a mediator. This suggests stress can have an influence on important pre-reading 
skills. There may be problems with generalising this study as kindergartens may be organised 
differently across and within cultures. Furthermore, other researchers have not found a strong 
link between stress, teacher qualities and student achievement (e.g. Klusmann et al., 2008). 
However, as Klusmann and colleagues (2008) only measured four teaching qualities, it may be 
possible that other qualities are more important for achievement, such as high expectations 
(Hattie, 2009). 

Teacher quality is considered to be a crucial contributor to student learning and achievement 
(Hattie, 2009). However, due to lack of a formal definition, teacher quality encompasses a 
wide and diverse range of factors, with no clear indication as to which are most important for 
learning. Attempts to identify the impact of stress on this relationship are also limited and do 
not follow a unified model of teacher qualities. Future research should aim to develop a model 
of the essential teaching qualities for academic achievement, which would then allow the 
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effect of stress on this relationship to be explored more fully. 

Teacher Engagement 

Work engagement refers to the “positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is 
characterised by vigour, dedication and absorption” (Hakanen et al., 2006). Teacher 
engagement is thought to be related to the teacher’s commitment and effort (Hanover 
Research, 2015) and highly important for student learning and achievement (E.g. Louis and 
Ingram, 1996; Guthrie and Baker, 2000). Yet the research exploring this relationship is limited 
and mostly reports correlational associations (Hanover research, 2015). 

A recent report by Gallup (American research-based company) (2014) suggests 70% of US 
teachers are not engaged with work. Similarly, only about half of UK teachers report feeling 
engaged, with the rest feeling either ‘ambivalent’ (neither engaged or disengaged) or 
disengaged completely (Lynch, Worth, Bamford & Wespieser, 2016). According to the Gallup 
report, disengaged teachers are less likely to show effective teaching or build positive and 
responsive relationships with their students. They are also likely to spread negativity, which 
affects the school environment and student learning. These conclusions are based on a survey 
carried out on schools in three Texas districts, in which they found in schools with engaged 
staff, more students passed standardised tests than schools with less engaged staff (reported 
in 2011 Gallup report). Specifically, schools in the top 15% of average teacher engagement 
scores, passed 8.7% more students in all their tests, than schools in the bottom 15% (Gordon, 
2006). This has led Gordon (2006) to conclude that teacher engagement is the most important 
factor for student learning and achievement. 

These are bold conclusions to make from only one survey carried out in a single state in 
America. Evidence from other studies show more mixed results. For example, in his 
dissertation, Valenta (2010) explored effects of teacher engagement on student achievement 
in reading and maths across grade four to eight in 28 Texas schools using Gallup measures. He 
found no conclusive evidence that teacher engagement can uniformly effect student 
achievement in these subjects. Recently, Schechter and colleagues (2017) investigated how 
teacher engagement in a blended learning reading programme could influence student 
motivation and learning outcomes. Analysis of data from 19,366 students across 624 schools 
identified a significant effect of teacher engagement; students of engaged teachers showed 
greater commitment to using the programme and achieved more. The researchers only 
collected performance data from the blended learning programme, whereas it would be 
helpful to see effects on overall reading skills. Nevertheless, this study does suggest teacher 
engagement may have some influence on student learning and achievement. 

Despite limited evidence, it has been theorised that burnout and stress can indirectly affect 
student learning through teacher engagement (Brown Centre Report, 2014; Briner and 
Dewberry, 2007). Several researchers consider burnout and engagement to be on opposite 
ends of a continuum, rather than existing as separate constructs (e.g. Leiter and Maslach, 
2004; Cole, Walter, Bedeian & O’Boyle, 2012). This means that as teachers move towards 
burnout, they will become less engaged with work. Mojsa-Kaya, Golonka and Marek (2015) 
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examined this relationships among 205 Polish teachers and found that teachers with burnout 
showed a higher level of misfit between their expectations and the perceived workplace 
environment (including perceptions of workload, control, reward, community, fairness and 
values) compared to engaged teachers. This misfit was especially found in the areas of control 
and workload. In comparison, engaged teachers were more self-directed and had lower levels 
of negative emotions. Interestingly, a lack of job resources (including control, supervisory 
support, school and social climates) to meet demands has been identified as a potential 
mediator of burnout on teacher engagement (Hakanen et al., 2006).  

Searches carried out on several databases (ERIC, Psychinfo and Google Scholar) identified only 
one relevant study exploring the relationship between stress, teacher engagement and 
academic achievement (Klusmann et al., 2008). Klusmann and colleagues (2008) examined 
data from 1,789 teachers to explore the relationship between Schaarschmidt, Kieschke and 
Fischer’s (as cited in Klusmann et al., 2008) self-regulatory types (reflecting engagement and 
resiliency) and academic achievement. They found ‘H-type’ teachers (characterised by high 
scores on occupational engagement and resilience) had most favourable results on measures 
of wellbeing, including lowest levels of emotional exhaustion and highest job satisfactions. 
However, no significant relationship was found between these self-regulation types and 
students’ maths achievements. This may be due to study limitations, for example the 
assessment was not tailored to the German curriculum and unfortunately, the cross-sectional 
design makes it difficult to identify factors that account for achievement. This study provides 
evidence that burnout can affect engagement, but further study is required to identify 
whether this could then influence achievement. 

There is inconclusive evidence to suggest that teacher engagement can have a strong effect 
on student learning. The research exploring the relationship between teacher burnout, 
engagement and student learning is also very limited. This may be because there is still 
uncertainty as to whether engagement and burnout are separate constructs. Recently, there 
has been some evidence for an engagement-burnout continuum (Cole et al., 2012). Teacher 
engagement is still considered to be important for student learning and engagement (see 
above), and for preventing high turnover and absenteeism (Hastings and Agrawal, 2015). 
Future research should explore strategies that help teachers to feel engaged and whether 
their engagement significantly influences student learning. 

Conclusions and Implications for EPs 

There is a widespread belief that teacher well-being is important for student learning and 
achievement (Bricheno et al., 2009). However, this essay shows that the research to evidence 
this belief is limited and not without methodological issues (causality being the most common 
and problematic issue). The research covered in this essay suggests that teacher well-being or 
deficits in well-being, can have small, but significant effects on student learning. Stress and 
burnout have negative effects, whilst teacher well-being can positively influence learning. 

In terms of mechanisms, there are significant gaps in the literature, which mostly reports 
indirect links through teacher-student relationships, teacher engagement and teacher quality. 
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Currently, TSRs appear the most researched and plausible mechanism, as there is clear 
evidence for their importance in student learning and modest effects of stress/burnout on this 
relationship. Positive TSRs also appear to benefit teacher well-being (Spilt et al., 2011). Whilst 
teacher quality is considered to be crucial for learning (Hattie, 2009), problems with defining 
this construct have led to diverse areas of research and no clear model with which to measure 
the effect of teacher well-being. Similarly, there is inconclusive evidence for the importance 
of teacher engagement for learning, and the research exploring effects of well-being on this 
link is elusive. It should also be noted this essay could not cover all the possible mechanisms 
through which poor teacher well-being can have an impact on student learning and 
achievement. For example, staff absenteeism, high turnover and early retirement caused by 
stress are also reported to affect learning (see Bajorek, Gulliford & Taskila, 2014). 

Although teacher well-being is reported to have only a small effect on student learning, it is a 
factor that could be easily improved by schools compared to other variables, such as socio-
economic status (Briner and Dewberry, 2007). Given EPs’ key role in promoting well-being and 
their position in schools, they are well placed to aid this process. In particular, EPs should be 
encouraging teachers to foster positive TSRs, as this is evidenced to enhance both student 
learning and their own well-being (Roffey, 2012). This could be done by raising teacher 
awareness of the importance of TSRs and reframing situations to encourage more systemic 
thinking in teachers. Direct interventions could also involve video modelling or interactive 
guidance to identify successful interactions with young people and boost teachers’ confidence 
(Gavine & Forsyth, 2011).  

As teacher well-being can also be enhanced through good relationships with colleagues (Briner 
and Dewberry, 2007), supervision may be a useful strategy to help support stressed teachers. 
Stress management programmes implemented by EPs have also reported to be successful 
(Kipps-Vaughan, 2013) and helping schools to develop a positive environment or ‘climate’ (e.g. 
through developing support systems and an inclusive ethos) is strongly evidenced to enhance 
both learning and teacher well-being (Thapa, Cohen, Guffey & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2013). 
Consequently, EPs should not hesitate to promote teacher well-being, as the effects are likely 
to be beneficial for both teachers and students. 

Future research should move away from focusing purely on deficits in well-being and towards 
the positive effect teacher well-being can have on their students. By knowing what works, 
researchers can then identify the essential factors or strategies involved and use this to guide 
interventions to reduce stress and burnout. With happier, healthier and more effective 
teachers, it is likely our students will also thrive. 
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