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Recent studies show that stress levels are higher among teachers than in many oth-
er occupational groups. Semi‑structured interviews with 14 teachers from various re-
gions of Russia were conducted to investigate the characteristics of psychological 
stress and coping strategies in the context of the abrupt transition to distance learn-
ing imposed by the COVID‑19 pandemic. In remote schooling, teachers have to im-
plement education programs despite their own pandemic anxiety, provide emotional 
support to students, and stimulate their motivation for learning. It appears from the 
interview data that teacher stress is elevated by the absence or lack of support from 
school administrators and a substantial increase in teacher workload caused by the 
need to search for new techniques of teaching and preparing for classes from a dis-
tance, intensified communication with students and their parents, and the growing 
amount of homework assignments to review. The stress factors specific to the pan-
demic include the new work-from-home setup and changes in the work-life balance. 
The most common strategies of coping with stress and reducing its consequences in-
clude an effort to search for the silver lining and/or new opportunities, seeking social 
and emotional support, physical exercise, and hobby activities.

psychological stress, coping strategies, teachers, COVID‑19.
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At the beginning of 2020, school teachers and administrators as well as 
students and their parents had to rapidly embrace new learning tools 
and formats under tremendous pressure of external circumstances 
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caused by the COVID‑19 pandemic. A qualitative study was performed 
to find out how this situation affected subjective well‑being and emo‑
tional experiences of teachers and what strategies they utilized to cope 
with negative feelings.

Teaching is one of the most exhausting social activities, which is 
often fraught with psychological stress [Rean, Kolominsky 2000; Re‑
gush, Rean, Rogov 2007]. Recent international research indicates that 
when compared to members of other occupational groups, teachers 
experience higher rates of mental health problems [Schonfeld, Bianchi, 
Luehring‑Jones 2017]. The main stress factors affecting teachers are job 
stressors, which include high workload, unsupportive administration 
[Guglielmi, Tatrow 1998], and excessive emotional involvement with 
students, their parents, and colleagues [Kokkinen et al. 2014; Schon‑
feld et al. 2010]. A number of longitudinal studies conducted in Aus‑
tralia, Sweden, Finland, Great Britain, Israel, United States, and other 
countries show that these stressors give rise to depression and irrita‑
bility, have adverse effects on self‑esteem and job satisfaction, predict 
psychosomatic symptoms, and may lead to addictions [Schonfeld, Bi‑
anchi, Luehring‑Jones 2017]. All these are symptoms of burnout, one of 
the most severe consequences of prolonged exposure to stress, which 
consists in psychological inability to cope with work‑related difficulties 
[Maslach, Schaufeli, Leiter 2001]. Risks of burnout are especially high 
when new working methods and tools have to be embraced during 
the pandemic and in self‑isolation. Analysis of coping strategies for 
stress are thus an important prerequisite for the development of rec‑
ommendations for teachers to help them maintain subjective well‑be‑
ing under trying circumstances.

Teacher well‑being largely determines the quality of the modern 
education process, which is based around creating a safe environment 
conducive to development, creativity, learning, and socialization [Za‑
retsky 2020; Zausenko 2012; 2013]. Teachers satisfied with their lives 
and capable of protecting their own peace of mind are much better 
at inculcating in their students the qualities necessary to achieve the 
same outcomes [Zausenko 2013].

Extensive literature is devoted to the choice of suitable self‑care 
and coping strategies for psychological stress [Griffith, Steptoe, Crop‑
ley 1999; Liao et al. 2012; Vachkov, Savenkova 2019; Gurieva, Afanasye‑
va 2019]. However, no uniform conception of effective teacher strat‑
egies for dealing with uncertainty exists so far [Vachkov, Savenkova 
2019; Rasskazova, Gordeeva 2011].

The present study investigates the characteristics of psychologi‑
cal stress and coping strategies in the unique context of emergency 
remote teaching imposed by the COVID‑19 pandemic. Its findings can 
also be used in other situations characterized by high levels of uncer‑
tainty, distress, and increased workload.
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Physiologically, stress is the nonspecific response of the body to any 
external demand, directed at returning to the initial state [Selye 1979]. 
Cognitive processes and emotions play an important role in the re‑
sponse to specific stressors, largely determining the quality of recovery 
[Fink 2009]. Psychological stress is a particular relationship between 
the person and the environment that is appraised by the person as 
taxing or exceeding his or her resources and endangering his or her 
well‑being [Lazarus 1970]. This state can be described as two sub‑pro‑
cesses: appraisal of the demand (stressor) and strategies for coping 
with it, or coping strategies.

Coping strategies are unique behavioral strategies that help overcome 
threats causing psychological stress [Lazarus, Folkman 1984]. Richard 
S. Lazarus and Susan Folkman distinguish between two major functions 
of coping: coping that is directed at managing or altering the problem 
causing the distress and coping that is directed at regulating emotion‑
al response to the problem. Accordingly, they distinguish between what 
they refer to as problem‑focused coping (e. g. planning to solve the prob‑
lem) and emotion‑focused coping (e. g. looking for the silver lining or, by 
contrast, responding aggressively) [Ibid.]. Lazarus and Folkman’s theoret‑
ical framework has been used in assessment of coping strategies [Carv‑
er, Scheier, Weintraub 1989] as well as in practical psychology.

An approach alternative to Lazarus and Folkman’s theory sug‑
gests distinguishing between the personality and coping strategies 
and underlines the importance of a holistic perspective on behavio‑
ral strategies in stressful situations [Haan 1963; Kryukova 2004; Narto‑
va‑Bochaver 1997; Sergienko 2007]. Both approaches have supporters 
[Bityutskaya 2011; Sokolova 2007], and both require a specific research 
design. The present study explores methods of coping with stress in 
the specific situation of remote teaching during the pandemic. Actions 
taken by respondents to cope with stressors are qualified here based 
on Lazarus and Folkman’s paradigm of coping strategies without mak‑
ing allowances for respondents’ personality.

The impact of psychological stress and stress management issues on 
human life has been demonstrated empirically a number of times: 
stress has adverse effects on overall psychological well‑being [Fry 
1995; Kuiper, Martin 1998] and work performance [Brown, Westbrook, 
Challagalla 2005; Leonova, Bagry 2009]. Teachers experience higher 
levels of stress than many other occupational groups, such as health‑
care professionals [Ingersoll 2003] or human service workers [Kokki‑
nen et al. 2014], and are more likely to develop functional disorders, 
such as depressive and psychosomatic symptoms, etc. [Schonfeld, Bi‑
anchi, Luehring‑Jones 2017]. Along with working conditions and exces‑
sive emotional involvement mentioned above, current trends in the 
development of education systems — the integration of new learn‑
ing formats and information technology, which require learning new 
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skills and enhancing digital literacy — have become for many teach‑
ers a stressor which often makes them adopt avoidance strategies 
[Dmitrieva, Kachanovetskaya 2013]. Teachers today are in a desperate 
need of support, and searching for the most adaptive coping strate‑
gies to reduce work‑related stress is a promising avenue of research.

Seeking social support is teachers’ most popular behavioral strat‑
egy in a stressful situation [Aldrup, Klusmann, Lüdtke 2017; Clipa 2017; 
Sandilos et al. 2018; Dmitrieva, Kachanovetskaya 2013; Osadchaya 
2018]. This strategy may be qualified as both emotion‑ and problem‑fo‑
cused coping because it can be used to achieve different goals: solve 
a problem, obtain information (problem‑focused coping), calm down, 
distract oneself, or release emotions (emotion‑focused coping). Find‑
ings from a study of U.S. and British teachers imply that escape avoid‑
ance, accepting responsibility, and uncontrolled aggression are used 
as negative coping strategies and exercise is indicated to be an ef‑
fective way of coping [Austin, Shah, Muncer 2005]. Years of teach‑
ing experience correlate positively with effective coping strategies in 
a teacher’s repertoire. However, the same authors who revealed this 
correlation also show that more experienced teachers are more like‑
ly to suffer from burnout [Alhija 2015; Kukhterina, Fedina 2016; Ozer‑
ov 2011]. Therefore, the question of long‑term adaptive coping strate‑
gies for teachers remains open.

The present publication continues the series of studies on teach‑
er stress and coping and contributes to the body of research on how 
changes in life caused by the COVID‑19 pandemic affect teachers’ men‑
tal health and work performance [Petrikov et al. 2020; Rasskazova, Le‑
ontyev, Lebedeva 2020; Kharlamenkova et al. 2020].

Teachers themselves expressed a demand for interviews in which 
they could discuss their pandemic‑related stressful experiences with 
psychologists, so the practical goal of research was to lend them every 
possible psychological help. Teachers were interviewed by one of the 
co‑authors of this article, a clinical psychologist qualified to conduct 
supportive interviews of this kind.

The research goal consisted in analyzing how teachers coped with 
psychological stress and organized their remote teaching activities 
during the COVID‑19 pandemic.

The study uses a qualitative data collection method of semi‑structured 
interviews. Interviews were conducted using a dedicated interview 
guide and supportive techniques such as active listening, mirroring, 
and use of metaphors. The guide was designed to elicit information 
on the level of stress experienced, factors exacerbating or alleviating 
stress, and coping strategies. It comprised three modules of questions:

• Changes in working and home lives during the COVID‑19 pandem‑
ic (time spent in self‑isolation; use of distance learning (including 
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online) tools; communication with students, their parents, and 
colleagues; technological and psychological support from school 
administrators; changes in daily routines; interaction with fami‑
ly members);

• Perceived stress and coping strategies utilized (work‑life balance 
during the lockdown; self‑care techniques; daily routines, nutrition, 
sleep, socializing with friends and family, exercise);

• Perceptions of the future (returning back to normal; self‑isolation 
practices that could be of use in the future; changes in relation‑
ships with students, their parents, and colleagues).

Interviews were conducted with 14 teachers (13 women and one man) 
from eight cities of Russia: Moscow, Khimki, Zheleznogorsk (Krasno‑
yarsk Krai), Omsk, Vorkuta, Saratov, Shakhty, and Yaroslavl. The num‑
ber of years of teaching experience among the respondents ranged 
from 3 to 40. Seven respondents were middle school teachers, three 
taught elementary and middle school students, and one was a school 
administrator. Six of the teachers interviewed also worked as form 
teachers. Apart from subject teachers (in history, foreign language, 
etc.), the sample also included a school counselor, a psychologist, and 
deputy headmasters.

Time that respondents had spent in self‑isolation and distance 
learning ranged from one week to two months. Such variance results 
from the fact that interviews were conducted over the period of two 
months (April–May 2020) and from regional differences in lockdown 
restrictions and remote work requirements, including those in dis‑
tance learning.

Interviews were administered online. All the respondents gave 
their consent to participation in the present study and audio record‑
ing. Recordings were transcribed, and content analysis was used to 
analyze the data.

Content analysis revealed the following key themes: psychological 
stress (whether, how exactly, and how severely it is experienced), fac‑
tors alleviating or exacerbating stress, and coping strategies. Results 
will be presented in accordance with these themes.

Some respondents pointed out that they perceived the emergen‑
cy transition to distance learning as a threat to their psychological 
well‑being and health in general.

“That was a shock for our school.” (Respondent no. 1, three weeks 
into remote teaching)

“We were absolutely unprepared for this distance learning, absolute-
ly.” (Respondent no. 2, two weeks into remote teaching)
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For some, the feeling of uncertainty was particularly disturbing.

“This feeling of uncertainty all the time, because no one knows what 
happens next.” (Respondent no. 2, two weeks into remote teaching)

An abrupt change in working conditions caused acute emotional dis‑
tress in some respondents.

“And then I went into hysterics, because all this stress, it’s not caused 
by everything that’s going on, it’s an emotional overload <…> By the 
end of the week I was fagged out, I just cried and went crazy, I mean, 
because of the overload.” (Respondent no. 4, two weeks into remote 
teaching).

Teachers who did not initially perceive the transition to distance learn‑
ing as a threat or found resources to cope with the situation reported 
virtually no symptoms of psychological stress.

“I’m home, and I control my child, I know exactly what should be done 
and when, so I’m comfortable with the format.” (Respondent no. 5, 
about one month into remote teaching)

“I’m actually used to this format, I work a lot from home, with my 
kids, because of them in part. You just come, turn on the computer, 
as always, sit there, and work on <…> Yes, I lie on the couch! I need 
no make-up! I even don’t need no comb my hair — to think of it! And 
my dog is around, too. Benefits wherever I look.” (Respondent no. 6, 
three weeks into remote teaching)

“There’s no this fixed rule that you get up in the morning and head 
to school in any weather, rain or snow. Now, when it’s nasty outside, 
you’re home — such small things are really nice… It’s just convenient. 
In this sense, I wasn’t scared of staying home, it’s pretty familiar for 
me to be home. It feels more comfortable and safe psychologically, 
so working remotely gives me no strain.” (Respondent no. 7, about 
one month into remote teaching)

Interviews demonstrate that teachers who perceived the situation as 
threatening did not fear the pandemic itself (concerns about their own 
and their family’s health) but rather the abruptness of the transition 
from in‑person to distance learning as well as the uncertainty about 
how long this period would last.

Administrative support may manifest itself in a considerate way of no‑
tifying teachers about the transition to a new format, in preparation 
for such transition, in providing access to technical and information 
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resources, and in organization of psychological assistance from col‑
leagues and administrators.

Interviews revealed a variety of teacher support strategies applied 
by schools during the transition to distance learning, from strong in‑
volvement to no support at all. Some teachers reported that school 
administrators had organized master classes and tutorials on vari‑
ous online platforms, experience exchange sessions, and mock on‑
line classes. Teachers who had an opportunity to seek assistance from 
IT departments or computer science teachers highly appreciated this 
supportive measure.

“Mock online classes started the day before the lockdown, while we 
were still in the workplace. Those who still had questions after such 
classes could seek assistance from experts… Our IT support guys 
have been doing great: they’re available 24/7, and we have special 
chats with them…” (Respondent no. 8, three weeks into remote teach-
ing)

Others, however, did not feel supported by the school administration.

“I panicked because I’m not an advanced user. I would contact my col-
leagues who had similar problems, and we would deal with them on 
our own. Some were helped by their grown-up children, others by 
someone else, but there was no support from the school.” (Respond-
ent no. 9, six weeks into remote teaching)

“We were just given recommendations as to which platforms we could 
use and what we could recommend to our students, but there are 
few resources for elementary school.” (Respondent no. 10, one month 
into remote teaching)

Some teachers described the school’s strategy in the transition to dis‑
tance learning as granting them complete freedom, which in fact was 
equal to no support at all.

“On the one hand, we were granted freedom, but on the other, it was 
like we were not taken care of. No one discussed with us how exact-
ly it was gonna work. They just gave us a command, and that was it.” 
(Respondent no. 2, two weeks into remote teaching)

When talking about administrative support, nearly all the respondents 
mentioned technology infrastructure and earlier experience of using 
online platforms by teachers as well as schools in general. For exam‑
ple, one of the schools had used Discord on a regular basis before the 
pandemic and made this platform its core technology during the lock‑
down. Yet, in some schools the transition to distance learning was per‑
formed at the expense of teachers’ personal resources.

https://vo.hse.ru/data/2020/09/25/1581576297/Чередниченко.pdf
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“In fact, not every classroom at our school has access to the Inter-
net. We were basically left to the devices that we had at home. I was 
lucky to have a laptop and a smartphone, but the storage regularly 
gets full and has to be cleared.” (Respondent no. 10, one month into 
remote teaching)

The choice of tools for remote teaching and communication with stu‑
dents and their parents depended on households’ access to technol‑
ogy as well as students’ age and experience. Respondents who were 
quick enough to select their teaching and communication tools report‑
ed lower levels of stress.

Increased teacher workload during the period of distance learning is 
caused not only by the need to seek new teaching methods and ad‑
just content to the new format but also by intensified communication 
with students and their parents and an increased amount of home‑
work to review. Some routine tasks became more difficult to perform 
in distance learning, such as reviewing written assignments and pre‑
paring feedback for each student. This complaint was most common 
among elementary school teachers and form teachers.

“My working days now end at 2 or 4 a. m. I should review all the assign-
ments from every student. Sixty students send in their assignments, 
and each may have, say, four or seven attachments, it depends… 
Some of them don’t see their assignments are under review already 
and send the entire amount of homework they did. Well, I need to 
look through all of this, because if they do it, they might need my 
help or assistance with something.” (Respondent no. 10, one month 
into remote teaching)

“The only thing I can say is that I spend at least 12–14 hours a day on 
computer.” (Respondent no. 11, two months into remote teaching)

“Each assignment should be reviewed individually, and you do it from 
the screen. You either print it all out or stare at the screen — it causes 
eye discomfort.” (Respondent no. 12, six weeks into remote teaching)

Elementary school teachers are engaged in communication with par‑
ents more than any other type of respondents.

“Today is May 1, and I have over 100 messages <from parents> since 
last night, and they started coming quite late in the evening.” (Re-
spondent no. 10, one month into remote teaching)

Some teachers believe that the role of parents increased in distance 
learning and mention having hoped for their support. Others, mean‑
while, say that they provided support to parents, particularly during 
the first days of lockdown.

5.2. Workload
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“They may call to ask for assistance with homework as well as some 
family issues.” (Respondent no. 10, one month into remote teaching)

In distance learning, teachers spent a lot of time on finding formats 
that would allow them to deliver the material more effectively and sup‑
port children’s well‑being.

“Most kids… they need our facial expressions, our lips when they 
watch us, it’s easier for them to understand this way… I normally re-
cord an audio or video message and drop it to the <parents’> chat 
group so that everyone could hear and watch me explain something 
and then show this to their children or put it in their own words.” (Re-
spondent no. 10, one month into remote teaching)

“I set strict deadlines: assignments should be submitted within two 
days. I make a reading list for them, indicating the chapter and the 
topic, and add a link, or a video or presentation if the link doesn’t 
work, and give written test assignments. If there are no assignments, 
they just study theory.” (Respondent no. 7, about one month into re-
mote teaching)

“You have to consider a lot in advance and try to predict difficulties 
with comprehension that may arise — purely didactic moments. And 
you have to elaborate assignments more carefully and ask more com-
prehension questions than usual.” (Respondent no. 13, three weeks 
into remote teaching)

“We meet <with children> via Zoom for a small talk because I need 
to see how the kids feel. You see, family relationships come to play 
a huge role in self-isolation, and some families have socioeconomic 
difficulties and hardships. So I need to see how the kids feel. It mat-
ters to me <…> And now we have Zoom meetings almost every day 
at 8 p. m. And we have this project, Bedtime Stories. Right now, we’re 
reading about Winnie‑the‑Pooh.” (Respondent no. 1, three weeks into 
remote teaching)

Teachers tried various formats for their classes: video conferencing 
(sometimes only for consultations or homerooms), discussions, vid‑
eo‑recorded tutorials, etc.

“We actually analyzed cases that had been reviewed by the Consti-
tutional Court. I clutched my head and panicked, but I had no other 
choice. There was no use in reading the textbook cuz it’s empty talk, 
and lecturing made no sense either, so we studied court cases.” (Re-
spondent no. 8, three weeks into remote teaching)

“I think a fundamental outcome of my work is when a student be-
comes able to self-organize and do the work without me. Firstly, I de-
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clare this as my goal. Secondly, classes are originally designed on the 
basis of “flipped classroom”. It’s vital to have students ask questions 
and engage them in conversation. I keep using group work tech-
niques, so that each group of students is assigned their own cha-
troom.” (Respondent no. 6, three weeks into remote teaching)

In addition, teachers started paying more attention to feedback.

“If a child knows his or her work will be reviewed and assessed, it total-
ly motivates them. I review assignments very carefully, and they know 
it.” (Respondent no. 10, one month into remote teaching)

Transition to the new format and increased workload affected the 
work‑life balance. A number of respondents were stressed by difficul‑
ties protecting their personal space.

“Up to May 1, we would constantly receive all kinds of requests and 
instructions on WhatsApp. We were available for the headmaster 
day and night. In the end, someone asked her to give us some rest 
on Sunday, because it took all the time, this WhatsApp, this smart-
phone, this incessant work.” (Respondent no. 9, six weeks into re-
mote teaching)

For some respondents, allowing themselves some personal space be‑
came a challenge but at the same time a source of energy.

“Ever since pre-pandemic days, I’ve got my English course. This is my 
rigidly scheduled personal time when I study English, period. It dis-
tracts me a lot and just makes me feel better. Whatever state you’re 
in, you do it just to rewire your brain to a different language… This is 
crucial for me.” (Respondent no. 8, three weeks into remote teaching)

“And parents don’t understand that I can’t bury myself in the comput-
er <…> and then, maybe two weeks later, I texted in the group chat, 
“Dear parents, let’s set a break between 12 and 13 p. m.” (Respondent 
no. 10, one month into remote teaching)

As we can see, factors alleviating or exacerbating teachers’ stress in‑
duced by the transition to distance learning include administrative sup‑
port (or lack of it), increased workload caused by the need to seek new 
teaching methods and keep in touch with students, intensified com‑
munication with parents, and disrupted work‑life‑balance.

A few respondents tried to look on the bright side of things through‑
out the period of teaching in self‑isolation.

5.3. Work‑Life 
Balance

6. Coping 
Strategies
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“I do believe in God, and I understand that if we are sent into a situ-
ation, it means we need it and we ought to go through it <…> I think 
when people stop, during this period of slowdown, they should catch 
this feeling, something like ‘I love you all’, and change a little for the 
better.” (Respondent no. 4, two weeks into remote teaching)

“I’ve found myself thinking, when I approach a traffic light and it chang-
es from green to red right in front of me… Back in normal life, I would 
feel bad about it and think, ‘There we go, I’m late, what a shame.’ And 
now I think, ‘How nice, I’m gonna stand for a whole minute in the sun-
shine.’” (Respondent no. 3, two weeks into remote teaching)

Nearly all the respondents say that the situation at hand is a good op‑
portunity to learn new skills for employing modern technology and dis‑
tance learning practices. This is especially valuable for teachers from 
regions with long winters and extremely low temperatures.

“For our region, it will definitely improve performance in case of 
weather-related cancellations. I mean, these distance learning prac-
tices should be extrapolated to such days. It would be a big win if 
our teachers used their skills with online learning platforms to teach 
more effectively in such situations.” (Respondent no. 5, about one 
month into remote teaching)

“We live in Siberia and we have freezing temperatures at times. And 
usually, when we did, distance learning was announced officially, but 
children didn’t study because we didn’t know what to do with them. 
At least now we have some idea.” (Respondent no. 2, two weeks into 
remote teaching)

Leisure activities was another coping strategy for managing stress.

“My hobby is making beaded brooches, and now I’m in the middle of 
an online course. The instructor is currently located in Israel, so we 
use Google Forms and Google Classroom to study and do our assign-
ments.” (Respondent No. 2, two weeks into remote teaching)

“I took out my knitting today, I’ve been dreaming of knitting in front of 
the TV for several months, and now I’m gonna finally do it, yay!” (Re-
spondent no. 3, two weeks into remote teaching)

Respondents took longer walks with their pets, and some of them 
starting exercising.

“Me and my family members, we found some Latin dance online 
courses, so now we dance. It’s fun, it’s laughable, and it’s some kind 
of release.” (Respondent no. 1, three weeks into remote teaching)
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Socializing with family and friends also worked as a factor alleviating 
negative emotions.

“I now call my mom more often because I understand she needs so-
cializing too. She goes out to her large balcony and walks around it 
with the phone in her hand. She says, ‘Right, I’m walking, talk to me.’” 
(Respondent no. 3, two weeks into remote teaching)

“Socializing with friends via Skype and Telegram helps a lot. But it has 
to be a pool of people you really want to talk to.” (Respondent no. 8, 
three weeks into remote teaching)

Most respondents managed to find “positive” coping strategies. How‑
ever, anxiety about remote teaching and uncertainty about the future 
of teaching prompted some interviewees to respond aggressively.

“Everyone says it’s the future, this distance learning, but I think it’s just 
not for me. The teacher cannot be reduced to a fancy moving pup-
pet!” (Respondent no. 9, six weeks into remote teaching)

“I’m not optimistic! I know perfectly well that education will be gradu-
ally forced into the virtual environment! <…> A human being should 
be nearby, and that’s what I’m very concerned about. As soon as hu-
mans are removed from the chain of transfer of sociocultural expe-
riences, they will stop being humans.” (Respondent no. 14, six weeks 
into remote teaching)

To sum up, the interview data reveals the following major coping strat‑
egies: (a) looking for the silver lining and trying to find something good 
or even useful in the situation, (b) engaging in favorite activities and 
exercise, and (c) socializing with friends and family. In some cases, the 
strategy of aggression was also applied.

Psychological stress during the COVID‑19 pandemic was caused by 
the living conditions as such, i. e. the constant risk of infection that led 
to mandatory self‑isolation [Kharlamenkova et al. 2020]. At the same 
time, teachers had to embrace modern technology and remote teach‑
ing practices within an extremely short period of time, while support‑
ing students and their parents and maintaining students’ motivation 
for learning.

Teachers involved in the study reported various levels of psycho‑
logical stress experienced. Remarkably, their stress was not caused 
by the pandemic itself with its threats to life and health, but rather by 
the emergency transition to distance learning and the associated un‑
certainty.

7. Characteristics 
of Psychological 

Stress and Coping 
Strategies during 

the Transition 
to Distance 

Learning
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Findings reveal that stress was exacerbated by the lack or absence 
of the following: administrative support, preparedness for the transi‑
tion to distance learning, technical and information resources, and psy‑
chological support from colleagues and administrators.

Essentially increased workload became a critical stressor for teach‑
ers, manifesting itself in the need to seek new methods of teaching 
and lesson preparation in the context of distance learning, intensified 
communication with students and their parents, and increased amount 
of homework to review. Work overload was reported most often by ele‑
mentary school teachers and form teachers, which may be due to spe‑
cific job features and the age of children that they worked with. Analy‑
sis of the relationship between workload and specific characteristics of 
the teaching profession may become an avenue for further research.

Results of the present study are mostly consistent with earlier find‑
ings about teacher stress being caused by working conditions (high 
workload, no administrative support) and excessive emotional involve‑
ment in relationships with students, their parents, and colleagues 
[Schonfeld et al. 2010; Bagnetova 2017]. However, the transition to dis‑
tance learning introduced a stress‑exacerbating factor that had never 
been the focus in earlier studies: the work‑life balance was seriously 
disrupted by working from home and increased workload. Challeng‑
es associated with protecting one’s personal space may be a stressor 
and thus require further investigation.

Design of the present study does not allow making inferences 
about the relationship between individual teacher characteristics such 
as years of experience, weeks/months into remote teaching, and re‑
gion of residence, on the one hand, and stress‑exacerbating factors, on 
the other. Possible mutual influences among these factors also pres‑
ent a promising area of research.

Judging by interview results, teachers utilize a variety of strategies 
to cope with stress and mitigate its consequences. One of them con‑
sists in looking for the silver lining and/or new opportunities in the 
situation, or positive re‑appraisal  — an example of emotion‑focused 
coping according to Lazarus and Folkman’s theory. Another example 
of emotion‑focused coping is aggression, where the teacher looks on 
the dark side of things.

Hobby and exercise distracted teachers from work‑related stress‑
ors and helped them boost their energy levels, which is in line with 
the finding that exercise is one of the most effective emotion‑focused 
coping strategies [Austin, Shah, Muncer 2005].

Socializing with family and friends and seeking assistance from 
colleagues (seeking social support, in Lazarus and Folkman’s terms) 
can be regarded as both emotion‑ and problem‑focused coping  — as 
a way of settling nerves and searching for support in solving specif‑
ic problems. In the present study, this coping strategy had a double 
meaning as well: some respondents mentioned interactions with fam‑
ily, friends, and colleagues as a pleasant pastime to alleviate negative 
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emotions caused by the lockdown (emotion‑focused coping), but many 
also viewed socializing as an opportunity to obtain the information 
necessary for embracing new technology (problem‑focused coping).

Research design does not allow measuring the incidence of emo‑
tion‑ and problem‑focused coping among teachers. A quantitative 
study could be a good way of answering this question.

Analysis of interviews with teachers reveals factors associated with 
teacher psychological stress and coping strategies in the unique situ‑
ation of transition to distance learning during the COVID‑19 pandem‑
ic. As a next step, the impact of every factor on the level of psychologi‑
cal stress as well as the incidence and effectiveness of different coping 
strategies could be explored.

Yet, the results of the present study already point to the need for 
creating a system to support teachers’ mental health, which we re‑
gard as requisite to promote education effectiveness in terms of both 
learning outcomes and psychological well‑being of all participants in 
the learning process.
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search University Higher School of Economics) S. Nekrasova, N. Piliya, and Yu. Khil 
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