
1 Teacher stress and strain: 
 Methodological issues

Teacher stress has been researched a lot. A number of 
studies have been conducted, particularly, to unravel 
the emotional consequences of teacher stress, such as 
burnout (Bauer, Stamm et al., 2006; Friedman, 2000; 
Krause & Dorsemagen, 2007; Montgomery & Rupp, 
2005; Rudow, 1999). There is now widespread agree­
ment in research that a teacher’s work is psychologi­
cally stressful.

However, there is a lack of knowledge when it 
comes to understand the sources of stress. Why do so 
many teachers suffer from burnout whereas others do 
not? Is it the teacher personality or are external fac­
tors responsible for stress? Although several studies 
suggest a variety of factors (e.g., personal factors such 
as self­efficacy) they usually fail to provide empirical 
evidence for their impact on explaining the causes of 
stress (Vandenberghe & Huberman, 1999).
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abstract

This article shows that action theory can be successfully applied to the analysis of interaction work. There are both 
theoretical and methodological arguments for analysing work stressors using instruments based on action theory. For 
example, data of self­reports on perceived stressors cannot provide insights into the causal effects of work conditions 
and stressors on psychological strain. Therefore, adequate methods for analysing work­related stressors are necessary. 
Especially for service work, there is a need for the construction of job analysis instruments that explicitly define the re­
quirements and stresses of interaction work without relying on self­reports or other subjective data alone. Action theory 
provides an approach for developing such instruments (RHIA­instruments – instruments to identify regulation barriers) 
that can be applied to interaction work.

The approach of the RHIA­instruments was tested and applied to teaching (RHIA-Unterricht). The instrument allows 
regulation barriers and capacity­overtaxing factors in classroom teaching to be analysed. It can be used for process ana­
lysis of stress during teaching, for statistical analysis of correlations between work stress and other working conditions, 
such as class size or teaching methods, and for the analysis of single lessons, for example, in school development pro­
cesses. Reliability and validity of RHIA-Unterricht is comparable with existing RHIA­instruments.
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This lack of evidence is due to two problems re­
lated to each other (Guglielmi & Tatrow, 1998). First, 
research on teacher stress and strain is usually not 
embedded in a theoretical framework to understand 
the sources of stress and strain. Second, the research 
mainly relies on questionnaire data. As a consequence, 
the information collected refers exclusively to the sub­
jective perception of the interviewed teachers so that 
only their reports on their personal experiences can 
be gained, influenced by their subjective explanation 
of the events. Lens and Neves de Jesus (1999), for ex­
ample, have argued that teacher stress is very likely 
a „result from the interaction between individual and 
situational variables“ (p.195), and subjective measures 
of stress tend to be biased by the person’s causal attri­
bution, for instance.

To give an example: What does a researcher learn 
when he asks a teacher in a study: „How stressed do 
you feel by big classes?“ He will learn about the teach­
er’s subjective evaluation of the stress caused by a big 
class. An evaluation which is most probably influenced 
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