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ABSTRACT

MAYA HUTCHESON
THE INFLUENCE OF AUTONOMY, COMPETENCE, AND RELATEDNESS ON
TEACHER WELL-BEING
Under the direction o f SHERAH CARR, Ph.D.

School morale and teacher satisfaction are declining. Fewer students are enrolling 

in teacher preparation programs, and teachers are leaving the professions due to stress 

and lack of satisfaction. The purpose of this study was to gain a rich understanding o f the 

experiences that teachers with well-being have at work. The study was grounded in self- 

determination theory, and I examined the three basic psychological needs o f autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness to determine how teachers with well-being experienced 

these factors in the workplace.

The research design I chose for this study was phenomenology. The 

phenomenological design most closely aligned with the goal o f the study, which was to 

gain a deep understanding of the lived experiences o f teachers with well-being. After 

selecting two participants with well-being, I interviewed them multiple times. I also 

visited the schools in which the participants worked. I then coded and analyzed the data 

using NVivo.

After analyzing the data, I concluded that relatedness most heavily influenced 

teachers’ well-being. Specifically, feelings o f connectedness with students and



colleagues elevated the teachers’ feelings o f well-being. Autonomy and competence also 

contributed to well-being, but according to the participants, relatedness had the most 

significant influence on well-being.

Further research should continue to explore teachers’ well-being. To gain a more 

in-depth understanding o f teacher well-being, researchers could use a larger and more 

diverse sample to more accurately represent the population as a whole. Additionally, I 

recommend that researchers monitor teachers’ well-being throughout the school year in 

order to understand the fluctuation in well-being throughout the year.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

The level o f teachers’ job satisfaction is the lowest it has been in 25 years, 

according to the MetLife Survey o f  the American Teacher (Harris Interactive, 2013), 

which surveyed 1,000 teachers in the United States. In fact, only 39% of teachers 

reported their satisfaction level as being “very satisfied,” which is a decrease of 23 

percentage points from 2008. Although some teachers may describe their jobs as 

satisfying, “the level of satisfaction may be muted by stress from role ambiguity, low 

autonomy, or frequency or level o f conflict with students and colleagues” (Klassen & 

Chiu, 2010, p. 743).

Employees in varying professions who are satisfied with their jobs exhibit higher 

performance levels at work (Judge, Thoresen, Bono, & Patton, 2001). Therefore, school 

leaders should be concerned that their teachers may not be performing at their greatest 

potential due to their low levels o f job satisfaction. According to one study, teachers 

have a higher impact on student achievement than any other variable, including race, 

socioeconomic status, and parents’ education (Darling-Hammond & Haselkom, 2009). 

Therefore, teachers’ overall well-being at work is a critical area that must be investigated.

Although job satisfaction is not synonymous with well-being, it is one facet of 

well-being at work, and a lack of job satisfaction can results in occupational stress, an 

absence o f employee engagement, and burnout (Rothmann, 2008). Without positive

1
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feelings about work, workplace well-being cannot exist. Therefore, examining job 

satisfaction, as well as well-being as a whole, is necessary for the retention of effective 

teachers and the success o f students and schools.

One theory that examines the well-being of individuals is self-determination 

theory, which is primarily a theory of motivation. Within self-determination theory,

Ryan and Deci (2000) posited that three psychological needs must exist for humans to 

experience well-being and health: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Ryan and 

Deci (2002) stated that a “need ... if  satisfied, conduces toward health and well-being, 

but if not satisfied, contributes to pathology and ill-being” (p. 74). The purposes o f this 

study are to examine the influence that autonomy, competence, and relatedness have on 

the well-being o f teachers by grounding the study in self-determination theory and to 

determine whether the presence and absence o f these needs affect their well-being. The 

majority of existing literature on self-determination theory in the school focuses on 

students and their autonomous motivation, rather than on the ways in which teachers 

experience self-determination. Therefore, this study will add to the existing literature and 

fill an area o f deficiency.

Problem Statement

In recent years, the number of students enrolling in teacher preparation programs 

has declined (Harvey, 2014). Among the reasons for the decline are the lack of available 

teaching jobs, stagnant or decreasing teacher salaries, and increased pressure on teachers, 

which have made teaching an unattractive profession (Harvey, 2014). With teacher 

satisfaction the lowest it has been in 25 years (Harris Interactive, 2013), the decline is not 

surprising. Even among those who successfully complete teacher preparation programs



and begin teaching, between 40 and 50 percent leave the teaching profession within the 

first five years (Ingersoll, 2012).

Morale among teachers in schools is also declining. Esquith (2014) said that poor 

morale can be attributed to the fact that “students seem surlier and more difficult to teach 

than ever. Poverty is destroying families. Societal values have decayed to a point where 

many students come completely unprepared to learn” (p. 20). Additionally, negative 

publicity from politicians and a push for pay-for-performance have caused teachers to 

lose their passion for teaching (Esquith, 2014; Harvey, 2014). Harvey (2014) also 

attributed the drop in school morale to “public shaming” (p. 25) in which teachers are 

openly criticized and singled out publicly through media sources. Interestingly, despite 

this negativity against teachers, 97 percent o f teachers rate their peers very favorably 

(Harris Interactive, 2013).

A variety of factors contribute to teachers’ lack o f job satisfaction. For example, 

half o f the teachers in the MetLife survey indicated that they experienced high levels o f 

stress several times a week. Teachers “in schools where budgets declined in the last 12 

months” (Harvey, 2012) reported lower levels o f satisfaction than their peers in schools 

with steady or increasing budgets. Because of the low levels o f job satisfaction, school 

leaders are faced with the challenges o f retaining their effective teachers, as well as 

“creating and maintaining an academically rigorous learning environment” (Harvey, 

2014, p. 26).

In recent years, government initiatives have increased the need for teacher 

accountability through the No Child Left Behind Act and Race to the Top (McCann,

2011; Valli & Buese, 2007). Despite increased pressure on teachers, school systems are
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experiencing budget deficits, leaving teachers with larger class sizes and fewer teaching 

resources (McCann, 2011). Teachers are being charged with more responsibilities, which 

include an increase in workload, a duty to justify their actions and show quantitative 

proof of their students’ learning, and an increase in the pace o f instructional content that 

they teach (Valli & Buese, 2007). Teachers view high-stakes testing associated with 

government initiatives as being detrimental to their relationships with their students, as 

well as to their stress levels (Valli & Buese, 2007).

With the negativity surrounding the teaching profession and the current climate 

within schools, a need exists to determine the ways in which the well-being of teachers 

can be heightened. By examining the factors that contribute to teacher well-being, 

policymakers and leaders on national, state, and local levels can begin to raise morale in 

schools and increase teachers’ well-being.

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to develop a rich understanding 

o f the factors that contribute to the well-being of teachers. The study specifically 

explored teachers’ experiences with autonomy, competence, and feelings o f relatedness 

in the workplace. The research also focused on the participants’ views of the connection 

between well-being and their classroom practice. Teachers who experience well-being 

will be defined as those individuals who enjoy their jobs and are generally happy at work.

Research Questions 

This study sought to answer the following primary research question:

1. How do teachers experience well-being in the workplace?

I also examined the following secondary questions:
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2. What role does autonomy play in the well-being o f teachers?

3. What role does perceived competence play in the well-being of teachers?

4. What role does relatedness play in the well-being of teachers?

5. What are teachers’ experiences o f the connection between well-being and 

classroom practice?

Theoretical Framework

Self-determination theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 1985) focuses on motivation and 

psychological needs and their effects on human behavior. At the core o f SDT is the 

notion that “humans are active, growth-oriented organisms who are naturally inclined 

toward integration of their psychic elements into a unified sense of self and integration of 

themselves into larger social structures” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 229). Psychological 

needs and motivation are interrelated, and both affect the behaviors o f people.

According to the researchers, “motivation is highly valued because of its 

consequences: motivation produces” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 69), and therefore studying 

motivation is necessary to those who work to influence the motivation of others. SDT 

focuses on two kinds o f motivation, intrinsic and extrinsic. Ryan and Deci (2000) 

defined intrinsic motivation as “the inherent tendency to seek out novelty and challenges, 

to extend and exercise one’s capacities, to explore, and to learn” (p. 70). On the other 

hand, extrinsic motivation is “the performance of an activity in order to attain some 

separable outcome” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 71). Even if  the activity was intrinsically 

motivated initially, introducing an extrinsic reward causes an individual “to feel 

controlled by the rewards, prompting a shift in the perceived locus o f causality for the
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behavior from internal to external” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 234), thus taking away a 

person’s feeling of autonomy.

Within SDT, Ryan and Deci (2002) have proposed four mini-theories. One such 

mini-theory is basic needs theory, which suggests that in order for individuals to 

experience well-being, the basic psychological needs o f autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness must be met. According to the theorists, individuals who experience well

being live full lives (Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2006). Therefore, the definition of well-being 

is not simply “the occurrence o f positive affect and the absence o f negative affect” (Ryan, 

Huta, & Deci, 2006, p. 139).

Autonomy

Individuals who experience autonomy act according to their own interests and on 

their own accord (Ryan & Deci, 2002). When acting autonomously, people feel that their 

actions align with their beliefs and values. Ryan and Deci (2002) differentiated between 

autonomy and independence by stating that “one can quite autonomously enact values 

and behaviors that others have requested or forwarded, provided that one congruently 

endorses the other” (p. 8).

Competence

People who experience competence feel effective and successful in what they are 

doing (Ryan & Deci, 2002). This need for competence encourages people to pursue 

situations in which they can challenge themselves and “to persistently attempt to maintain 

and enhance” (p. 7) their skills and capabilities.



Relatedness

Feelings o f relatedness come from feeling secure and experiencing a sense of 

belonging in one’s environment (Ryan & Deci, 2002). The satisfaction of the need for 

relatedness is attained through connectedness with others, by caring for other individuals, 

and by experiencing others’ care.

Self-Determination Theory and Teachers

When applying SDT to the educational setting, most researchers have focused on 

student motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). However, some researchers have focused on 

the motivation and well-being of teachers by exploring the school setting. Eyal and Roth 

(2011) examined the effects o f principals’ leadership styles on teachers’ motivation. The 

results o f this study suggested that teachers who worked for principals who cultivated 

teachers’ autonomous motivation were less likely to feel exhaustion and bumout at their 

jobs. Autonomy supportive principals were those principals who invited teacher input, 

offered praise and encouragement to teachers, and gave teachers the freedom to teach in 

their own way. The researchers concluded that teachers who were autonomously 

motivated were able to “tolerate occasional frustrations” (Eyal & Roth, 2011, p. 268), 

which would prevent “feelings o f bumout and loss o f vitality” (Eyal & Roth, 2011, p. 

268). Based on these results, the researchers speculated that principals who create an 

autonomy supportive environment for their teachers indirectly benefit the students as 

well.

Limitations

Some limitations exist in this study. First, the sample in this study consisted only 

o f two participants. Because each individual’s experiences are unique to her, the results



of this study are not be generalizable to a broader teacher population. Second, the data 

are limited by the quantity and accuracy of information that the participants were willing 

to share. Because the data were self-reported, the validity o f the data may be 

questionable. The accuracy o f the data depends solely on their honesty and openness. 

Additionally, the research related to self-determination theory in education is concerned 

mostly with students, rather than teachers. Therefore, I was limited to the literature that 

was available. Finally, the researcher is an experienced classroom teacher who does not 

experience well-being at work, and her own biases about teacher well-being may have 

influenced the data collection process.

Assumptions

For the purpose of this study, I assumed that the participants were open and 

honest when sharing their experiences with teacher well-being. Because I allowed the 

participants to choose our meeting places, I assumed that they chose an environment in 

which they could speak freely. I also assumed that their narratives were accurate 

descriptions o f their experiences based on their memories.

Definition o f Key Terms

Below, I have defined the terms used in this study.

Attrition

When applied to teachers, attrition refers to teachers who leave the teaching 

profession (Ingersoll, 2012).

Autonomy

Autonomy is the freedom to “act in accord to one’s se lf’ (Deci & Flaste, 1995, p. 

2) and to govern one’s own actions.



9

Bumout

Teachers who experience bumout have “a chronic psychological condition that 

results as day-to-day work stressors take their toll on employees” (Brown & Roloff,

2011, p. 453).

Climate

Climate is the way in which people experience the environment and how these 

experiences affect their perceptions and behaviors (Hoy, Tarter, & Kottkamp, 1991). 

Competence

“Competence refers to feeling effective in one’s ongoing interactions with the 

social environment and experiencing opportunities to exercise and express one’s 

capacities” (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Competence is an innate characteristic that stems from 

confidence.

Engagement

Engagement at work “is the positive fulfilling and affective motivational state of 

work-related well-being” (Narainsamy & Van Der Westhuizen, 2013). People who are 

engaged at work are dedicated to their jobs and exhibit high levels of energy and 

persistence.

Extrinsic Motivation

People who are extrinsically motivated act on the influence of external factors or 

act to attain a tangible reward (Gagne & Deci, 2005).

Intrinsic Motivation

People who are intrinsically motivated act out o f sheer enjoyment and interest in 

the activity (Vallerand & Ratell, 2002).
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Job Satisfaction

Job satisfaction is an emotional state characterized by pleasure and affective 

positivity that are results o f experiences in the workplace and perceptions o f one’s job 

(Narainsamy & Van Der Westhuizen, 2013).

Occupational Stress

When a discrepancy exists between what employees are able to do and the 

demands placed upon employees, individuals experience occupational stress. This stress 

is an undesirable feeling that conflicts with employee’s well-being (Narainsamy & Van 

Der Westhuizen, 2013).

Relatedness

People experience relatedness when they feel a connection with others. They also 

feel cared for and have the desire to care for others. People who experience relatedness 

feel as though they belong to the community of which they are a part (Ryan & Deci, 

2002).

Self-Determination

Self-determination refers to the feeling that a behavior is not controlled by an 

external force. Rather, individuals choose to act according to their internal desires (Deci 

& Flaste, 1995).

Well-Being

Individuals who experience well-being live a fulfilling life. Although happiness 

and feelings o f pleasure are results o f well-being, according to self-determination theory, 

well-being is a process, rather than an outcome. A person who has high well-being



11

“engages in meaningful endeavors, actualizes potentials, and is ‘fully functioning’”

(Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008, p. 141).

Summary

As teachers face more demands, work stress increases, and well-being decreases. 

Because o f this, job satisfaction is lower among teachers than it has been in 25 years 

(Harris Interactive, 2013), and teachers are leaving the profession. A combination of 

government reforms that mandate high stakes testing, larger class sizes, fewer resources, 

and negative publicity from politicians in the media has caused teaching to become an 

undesirable profession. Thus, schools are having a difficult time hiring and keeping 

effective teachers.

Because teachers are the most important variable in students’ academic 

achievement, keeping effective teachers in schools is key to student and school success. 

Therefore, research was needed to examine the factors that contribute to teacher well

being to prevent teacher attrition. Through my study, I examined the influence that 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness had on teachers’ well-being. I also sought to 

discover whether teachers felt that their well-being affected their classroom practice. In 

the following chapter, I review the existing literature on general well-being, workplace 

well-being, and the factors that influence the well-being o f teachers.



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

In this chapter, I present a review o f the literature related to well-being. 

According to Soini, Pyhalto, and Pietarienen (2014), “teachers’ ... occupational well

being is crucial in attaining educational goals in both the classroom and at the school 

community level” (p. 735). This means that teachers’ well-being is tied to their ability to 

help their students succeed in school. Because the concept of well-being has been 

studied by many theorists and researchers, I present three models of well-being as a 

background to the conceptual understanding of this review of literature.

Following the conceptual understanding of well-being, I elaborate on the 

theoretical framework, self-determination theory (SDT), which also addresses the idea of 

psychological well-being. Within the theoretical framework section, I address the three 

psychological needs that must be met in order for an individual to experience well-being, 

according to self-determination theory: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & 

Ryan, 1985). I then discuss well-being in the workplace. Finally, I review the literature 

related specifically to the workplace well-being of teachers and the effect it has on their 

classroom practice. In the following section, I discuss the search strategy I used to find 

the literature related to workplace well-being.

12
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Search Strategy

For my literature review, I first conducted a search in November o f 2013 using 

Internet databases, namely Academic Search Complete, ERIC, ProQuest, and Google 

Scholar. The terms that I used to focus my search were occupational well-being; 

workplace well-being; teacher, well-being; teacher, self-determination theory; perceived 

competence, teacher; autonomy, teachers; relatedness, teacher; teacher well-being, 

performance', and teacher well-being, student outcomes. Once the results were returned,

I read each title to determine whether or not I should delve deeper into that particular 

entry. If the title was of particular interest to me, I read the abstract or the article in part 

or in its entirety.

Next, I focus on the articles that I found to be most valuable and searched the 

references that were cited in that article by finding titles that I felt would be useful. I read 

the abstracts to those articles to determine if  they met my criteria for inclusion.

Criteria for Inclusion and Exclusion

The criteria I used to determine which articles to include in my review are as 

follows:

1. The article was peer-reviewed.

2. The article included research conducted about well-being in schools or in 

the workplace.

3. The research included details about the positive and negative factors that 

influence well-being in the workplace.

4. The article was written in English.
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Conceptual Understanding of Well-Being 

When describing teacher well-being, researchers often speak in terms of stress 

and burnout. In other words, they emphasize a lack of well-being, rather than focusing 

on the factors that increase well-being (Roffey, 2012). This is not surprising, considering 

the high rate o f teacher attrition in the United States, as well as in Australia and in some 

European countries (Parker & Martin, 2009). However, for the purpose of my research, I 

emphasized the characteristics within schools that raise teachers’ well-being, specifically 

their workplace, or occupational, well-being.

Van Horn, Taris, Schaufeli, and Schreurs (2004) defined occupational well-being 

as “a positive evaluation o f various aspects of one’s job, including affective, 

motivational, behavioural, cognitive, and psychosomatic dimensions” (p. 366). Rather 

than emphasizing physical health, I examined well-being from an emotional and 

psychological perspective. Several researchers have put forth models that have 

conceptualized well-being. In the following section, I will give a brief overview of three 

such models: R yff s model of well-being, Warr’s model o f mental health, and Diener’s 

concept o f subjective well-being (SWB). These three theorists are cited frequently in 

literature related to workplace well-being. Then, in the subsequent section, I will discuss 

self-determination theory, which also addresses the idea of well-being.

R yff s Model of Well-Being

Ryff (1989) has reviewed the literature on well-being and has found 

commonalities among theorists’ descriptions o f well-being. For her conceptualization of 

well-being, Ryff (1989) has combined these common features to define the characteristics 

o f psychological well-being. The six traits o f well-being are listed and defined below:



Self-acceptance. A person must have positive attitudes about himself in order 

to experience psychological well-being. Self-acceptance “is defined as a 

central feature of mental health as well as a characteristic o f self-actualization, 

optimal functioning, and maturity” (Ryff, 1989, p. 1071).

Positive relations with others. Not only do people need to experience 

affection from others, they also need to be able to love others, as well as feel 

empathy for other humans. Ryff (1989) stated that individuals do not achieve 

maturity without being able to relate to others.

Autonomy. Ryff (1989) equated autonomy with individuation, in which an 

individual acts without concern for what others think. Individuals who 

experience high levels o f well-being have “an internal locus o f evaluation, 

whereby one does not look to others for approval, but evaluates oneself by 

personal standards” (p. 1071).

Environmental mastery. People who are considered to be mentally healthy are 

able to manipulate their environments to match their mental conditions. 

Actively participating in the changing of one’s environment is a sign of 

“positive psychological functioning” (Ryff, 1989, p. 1071).

Purpose in life. Individuals who experience psychological well-being feel as 

though they serve a purpose and that their lives have meaning. Those who 

have a purpose in life also have goals in life, as well as a direction in which 

they are going (Ryff, 1989).

Personal growth. Mentally healthy people never stop growing. They 

continue to develop, opening themselves to new experiences. They do not
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become stagnant once they attain a goal. Rather, they continue to set goals to 

challenge themselves (Ryff, 1989).

These six qualities summarize the characteristics o f individuals who function at 

optimal psychological well-being, according to Ryff (1989). This theoretical model was 

conceptualized by combining the ideas o f multiple theorists and their previous research 

on well-being.

Warr’s Model of Mental Health

Warr (1994) presented well-being in terms of mental health. He specifically 

discussed well-being in the western hemisphere. He stated that mental health is 

comprised o f five components:

1. Affective well-being. This is based strictly upon how people feel. Individuals’ 

affective well-being can range “from feeling bad to feeling good” (Warr,

1994, p. 84). Associated with affective well-being are feelings o f pleasure, as 

well as arousal.

2. Competence. The idea o f competence “covers a person’s ability to handle 

life’s problems and act on the environment with at least a moderate amount of 

success” (Warr, 1994, p. 85). Having low levels o f competence, however, 

does not necessarily determine low mental health. Mental health is negatively 

affected by competence if a lack of competence causes low affective well

being.

3. Aspiration. Mentally healthy people set realistic goals and work to attain 

them. People who are motivated to better themselves fall under this category 

(Warr, 1994).



4. Autonomy. Individuals who are autonomous act on their own will, and they 

do not succumb to external pressures. Rather, they “determine their own 

opinions and action” (Warr, 1994, p. 86).

5. Integratedfunctioning. This component of mental health involves the whole 

individual. It also takes into account the relationships among the other four 

components and how individuals create balance in their lives.

Although these five components interact to comprise mental health, each 

component is independent o f the others. Some people may experience high levels of 

some components, while experiencing low levels o f others (Warr, 1994).

Warr (1994) also offered the Vitamin Model, which lists the environmental 

components that influence mental health. Within this model are “nine features o f jobs 

and environments which are assumed to underlie mental health” (Warr, 1994, p. 87). 

The nine features are as follows:

1. Opportunity fo r  control. This feature is similar to autonomy in that it 

considers factors such as independence and decision-making.

2. Opportunity fo r  skill use. Individuals enjoy situations in which they are able 

to exhibit their talents and abilities.

3. Externally generated goals. These goals are influenced by factors such as 

“job demands, task demands, ... workload, environmental demands, ... time 

demands, time structure at work, ... [and] job induced goals” (Warr, 1994, p.
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4. Variety. Individuals who experience mental health are not cemented in 

mundane, repetitive tasks. Instead, they engage in an array of activities that 

require varied skills.

5. Environmental clarity. This component o f mental health is comprised of three 

parts: knowledge about consequences to behavior, as well as feedback; job 

security and certainty about the future; and understanding one’s role and 

expected behavior.

6. Availability o f  money. Having money available equates to levels of income 

and to having a moderate to high standard o f living.

7. Physical security. People who experience physical security feel safe in their 

environments.

8. Opportunity fo r  interpersonal contact. Both quantity and quality o f 

relationships and interactions with others are important factors for individuals 

who experience mental health.

9. Valued social position. Personal and professional rank play into mental 

health, as well as individuals’ personal evaluations of the importance of their 

jobs.

Although these nine job and environmental factors influence well-being, an 

increase in each o f these dimensions does not necessarily lead to increased well-being, 

according to Warr (1994). In fact, the possibility exists “that the desirable environmental 

features come to have a negative impact on mental health at extremely high levels”

(Warr, 1994, p. 88).
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Warr (1994) also acknowledged individual differences and the ways in which 

they affect mental health. He included three personal traits in his model that account for 

individual differences: “baseline mental health, values, and abilities relevant to demands” 

(Warr, 1994, p. 90). In a work environment, a lack of well-being may be due to a 

personal trait rather than an environmental trait. Warr (1994) suggested that employees 

can more successfully achieve workplace well-being if they match their personal 

characteristics with their work environment.

Diener’s Concept of Subjective Well-Being

Diener (1984) associated well-being with words such as “happiness, satisfaction, 

morale, and positive affect” (p. 542). When defining well-being, he categorized the 

concept into three groups:

1. Happiness comes from external factors. In this definition, well-being is not 

subjective because happiness comes from possessing desirable qualities as set 

by society. These desirable characteristics are the standards that individuals 

must possess in order to be happy (Diener, 1984).

2. Happiness comes from individuals’ views of themselves and their lives. This 

form o f happiness is synonymous with life satisfaction. Happiness with one’s 

life is subjective, since individuals must evaluate their own lives and 

determine whether or not they are happy based on their own criteria (Diener, 

1984).

3. Happiness comes from “a preponderance of positive affect over negative 

affect” (Diener, 1984, p. 543). In other words, people experiencing happiness
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have positive, pleasurable feelings and emotions. This definition is the one 

most commonly used in everyday language.

Diener (1984) postulated that well-being and happiness are subjective in nature. 

Therefore, his preference is to speak o f happiness in terms of subjective well-being 

(SWB), which he described as “an umbrella term used to describe the level of well-being 

people experience according to their subjective evaluations o f their lives” (Diener, 2009, 

p. 391). Diener (1989) understood that SWB comes from both the presence of positive 

factors, as well as the deficit o f negative elements. He theorized that SWB measures 

assess a person’s life as a whole, rather than a specific domain.

Theoretical Framework 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a theory that focuses on human motivation. 

Individuals can be amotivated (without motivation), intrinsically motivated, or 

extrinsically motivated, depending on the activities in which they are participating. The 

researchers who founded SDT, Deci and Ryan (1985), have proposed five mini-theories 

within SDT that address different aspects of motivation. One of the mini-theories, Basic 

Psychological Needs Theory (BPNT), posits that three psychological needs must be met 

in order for the processes o f motivation to function at their maximum potential (Brien, 

Hass, & Savoie, 2012). The theorists stated that “satisfaction of basic psychological 

needs provides the nutriments for intrinsic motivation and internalization” (Gagne &

Deci, 2005). These needs are autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

Autonomy refers to the feeling o f acting voluntarily in accord with one’s true self 

(Deci & Flaste, 1995). People acting autonomously have the freedom to choose their 

own actions and are therefore motivated intrinsically. Competence is the need for people
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to feel effective in what they are doing (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004). In order for the 

need for competence to be satisfied, individuals must feel a sense of proficiency and be 

able to demonstrate those competencies (Brien, Hass, & Savoie, 2012). The third need, 

relatedness, refers to human interaction and the desire to connect with others (Deci & 

Vansteenkiste, 2004). Humans have the need to feel “connected to and cared about by 

others” (Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008, p. 153). In terms of work, feelings of relatedness 

come from relationships with peers, as well as from support from managers and co

workers.

According the SDT, when the need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness 

are met, individuals maintain their psychological health and well-being (Ryan, Huta, & 

Deci, 2008). These needs influence personal growth and integrity, as well as a person’s 

aspirations and motivation.

Sheldon, Ryan, and Reis (1996) hypothesized that “fulfillment of psychological 

needs for competence and autonomy is associated with greater daily well-being” (p.

1276). The researchers argued that individuals’ well-being and happiness fluctuate on a 

day-to-day basis and that their daily moods are dependent upon their feelings of 

autonomy and competence. In order to test their hypothesis, the researchers conducted a 

study with 60 participants in a university-level psychology class. Throughout the 

semester, data were collected through questionnaires and diaries. Every day, the 

participants evaluated their moods by completing a checklist to indicate the positive and 

negative emotions they felt throughout the day. They also completed a scale that 

assessed their “experience of aliveness and vigor” (Sheldon et al., 1996, p. 1273) on a 

daily basis.
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Overall, the findings of the study indicated that a correlation between feelings of 

autonomy and competence and well-being exist in the daily lives o f individuals (Sheldon 

et al., 1996). Specifically, participants who reported having higher levels o f autonomy 

and competence were more likely to have good days than those who expressed having 

lower levels o f the same psychological needs. Additionally, participants’ levels o f well

being were higher on the weekend than during the week. The researchers attributed this 

discrepancy to the belief that in general, “people engage in more volitional or self

selected activities on the weekend—that is, they feel more autonomous” (Sheldon, et al., 

1996, p. 1277).

As an extension o f the previous study, Reis, Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe, and Ryan 

(2000) conducted a similar study but with the inclusion o f the third psychological need in 

SDT, relatedness. The researchers put forth the hypothesis that fulfillment o f the three 

psychological needs would result in a state o f emotional well-being. The process of 

collecting data was similar to the previous study. The participants consisted of 76 

psychology students, and of the total number, 67 participants completed the entire study. 

The participants completed surveys to measure their levels o f self-determination, 

competence, and social connectedness to collect baseline data. Each day, for 14 days, the 

participants wrote in diaries and completed surveys to measure their moods, feelings of 

psychological vigor and alertness (vitality), symptoms of sickness, and overall feelings of 

well-being. When specifically looking at the results associated with psychological needs, 

researchers found that “autonomy correlated significantly with positive mood and 

vitality, competence correlated with all four well-being measures, and relatedness 

correlated significantly with positive moods and vitality” (Reis, Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe,
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& Ryan, 2000, p. 425). Thus, the researchers confirmed their hypothesis that 

psychological need fulfillment correlates with emotional well-being.

Gagne & Deci (2005) argued that the satisfaction of the three basic psychological 

needs has positive effects on employees at work. They postulated that satisfying these 

needs would result in the following outcomes: “(1) persistence and maintained behavior; 

(2) effective performance, particularly on tasks requiring creativity, flexibility, and 

conceptual understanding; (3) job satisfaction; (4) positive work-related attitudes; (5) 

organizational citizenship behaviors; and (6) psychological adjustment and well-being”

(p. 337).

Self-Determination Theory in the Workplace

When applying SDT to the workplace, researchers have hypothesized about the 

importance o f autonomy-supportive leaders for the well-being and motivation of 

employees (Gagne & Deci, 2005). Those leaders who adopt autonomy-supportive styles 

o f management empower their employees by allowing them to have “significant 

influence in how the work gets done, allowing greater satisfaction of the subordinates’ 

innate needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness” (Baard, 2002, p. 260).

In a study conducted by Baard, Deci, and Ryan (2004), 428 employees from a 

banking firm completed a survey indicating the extent to which the needs for autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness were met. The participants also reported their levels of job 

performance based on their annual evaluation ratings. The researchers hypothesized that 

greater need satisfaction would result in higher performance ratings. The results 

confirmed that employees’ work performance was significantly correlated with their need 

satisfaction at work. Those employees who reported high levels o f need satisfaction also
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received higher ratings in their performance evaluations. In addition, the results showed 

that autonomy-supportive managers positively influenced the need satisfaction of their 

employees. Thus, Baard et al. (2004) concluded that autonomy-supportive managers 

create a work environment in which their employees work harder because the employees’ 

psychological needs are met.

The previous study demonstrated the way in which well-being can positively 

affect an individual’s work motivation. It also showed the important role that people in 

authoritative positions can play in the well-being of their employees. In the following 

sections, I will review the literature related to the three basic psychological needs as they 

relate to teachers.

Autonomy, as it Relates to Teachers

In the age o f standards-based educational reform, teachers are often deprived o f their 

freedom to make professional choices. In fact, teachers have turned from “autonomous 

professionals into ... technicians” (Bodman, Taylor, & Morris, 2012). Rather than letting 

student growth guide their decisions, teachers are strongly encouraged to follow the 

guidelines o f policymakers and politicians, which hinder teacher autonomy (Stengel, 

2010).

In Turkey, for example, few teachers are able to participate in the development of 

the curriculum, even though they are responsible for its implementation in the classroom 

(Cenkseven-Onder & Sari, 2009). Due to the lack of input and control that teachers have 

in curriculum development, teachers’ feelings o f autonomy are challenged. This 

perception of powerlessness may lead to frustration, which detracts from well-being 

(Cenkseven-Onder & Sari, 2009).
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Hyslop-Margison and Sears (2010) equated professional autonomy with academic 

freedom when discussing the teaching profession. The authors argued for academic 

freedom by stating that “teachers cannot be expected to prepare autonomous, reflective 

and politically engaged citizens unless they possess the professional autonomy and 

political freedom to act as a role model for the students” (Hyslop-Margison & Sears,

2010, p. 12). In other words, if teachers do not have the professional freedom to think 

critically and take chances, they cannot expect their students to be risk-takers in their 

academic lives.

Competence, as it Relates to Teachers

As I stated previously, individuals experience competence when they feel 

effective in their interactions with the environment (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Competence is 

“a felt sense o f confidence and effectance in action” (Ryan & Deci, 2002, p. 7).

Although previous research has examined teachers’ need satisfaction at work, little 

research has been done to specifically examine the constructs of competence and teachers 

in the workplace. Therefore, I have explored the literature related to self-efficacy, which 

is an idea similar to competence.

The concept o f self-efficacy was put forth by Bandura (1977), who defined it as 

“the conviction that one can successfully execute the behavior required to produce ... 

outcomes” (p. 193). According to Bandura (1993), the higher the self-efficacy of 

individuals, the higher the expectations and challenges they set for themselves, and the 

harder they works to attain those goals. Based on this theory, teachers with high self- 

efficacy should persist, even when they face challenges in the classroom.
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Brown (2012) theorized that self-efficacy and teacher burnout are correlated. She 

defined burnout as “a breakdown of the occupational domain of a person’s sense o f their 

own efficacy” (p. 49). Teachers with high levels o f self-efficacy are able to manage 

challenging situations at school better than those teachers who are not as confident in 

their teaching ability. Burnout can be reduced by increasing teachers’ opportunities to 

feel successful in their profession.

Some researchers have linked self-efficacy of teachers to student performance. 

Caprara, Barbaranelli, Steca, and Malone (2006) have studied teacher self-efficacy and its 

link to academic achievement. They have found that teachers with high self-efficacy 

positively influence student achievement by using innovative teaching styles, 

implementing effective classroom management strategies, keeping students on task, and 

encouraging students to exercise autonomy. The researchers also posited that teachers’ 

efficacy is reflected in students’ efficacy and motivation. Therefore, creating an 

environment in which teacher self-efficacy, or perceived competence, is cultivated can 

contribute to the overall success of a school.

Similar to the ideas o f self-efficacy and perceived competence is the idea of 

academic optimism, explored by Hoy, Hoy, and Kurz (2008). They defined academic 

optimism as

a teacher’s positive belief that he or she can make a difference in the academic 

performance o f students by emphasizing academics and learning, by trusting 

parents and students to cooperate in the process, and by believing in his or her 

own capacity to overcome difficulties and react to failure with resilience and 

perserverance. (Hoy et al., 2008, p. 822)
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The authors posited that teachers with academic optimism are able to use 

affective, cognitive, and behavioral dimensions to act as effective teachers. They are able 

use good judgment when making decisions that affect students, as well as make the most 

efficient use of instructional time (Hoy et al., 2008).

Relatedness, as it Relates to Teachers

Teachers participate in nearly 1,000 human interactions each workday (Roffey, 2012). 

These interactions include encounters with students, colleagues, administrators, parents, 

and sometimes outside stakeholders. The quality o f these interactions can contribute to 

teacher well-being in both positive and negative ways.

Holmes (as cited in Roffey, 2012) listed attributes that contribute to a positive 

school environment. These attributes are:

1. “high expectations to create strong communal identity;

2. “respectful and dignified treatment as professionals;

3. “participation by teachers in decisions affecting work;

4. “regular opportunities for interaction and sharing with colleagues;

5. “recognition and rewards for effort and achievement” (p. 10).

All of these dimensions pertain to feelings o f relatedness in the workplace.

Similarly, Soini, Pyhalto, and Pietarinen (2014) postulated that teachers 

experience feelings of engagement and empowerment at work through the ways in which 

they internalize their workplace relationships, including relationships with students. 

However, teachers can also experience exhaustion and burnout through negative 

experiences with workplace relationships. The researchers stated the following:
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The ways in which the teacher solves problematic situations with her colleagues, 

pupils or their parents are likely to affect not only the end result o f the situation, 

but also the feedback the teacher receives o f themselves as a professional and 

hence one’s self-image as a teacher. (Soini et al., 2014, p. 738)

Thus, the quality o f relationships within the workplace can influence the well

being of teachers.

Workplace Well-Being 

Before exploring the idea of teacher well-being, 1 will first examine the literature 

related to workplace well-being, which spans all professions. Harter, Schmidt, and Keyes 

(2002) felt that the promotion of workplace well-being is among one o f the 

responsibilities o f an employer. Not only do employees benefit from feelings of 

satisfaction and positive affect, Harter et al. (2002) posited that employers also benefit 

from increased productivity among their employees.

Jorgensen, Nel, and Roux (2013) conducted a study with participants in different 

career fields to examine the differences in well-being among different professions. They 

also explored the levels o f well-being among employees within each profession. A total 

of 4,006 participants from South Africa were involved in the study representing the 

following professions: “academic and administrative personnel (n = 2501), the insurance 

industry (n = 613), and correctional services (n = 892)” (Jorgensen et al., 2013, p. 448). 

The participants completed surveys regarding job characteristics, their levels o f burnout 

and engagement, and organizational stress.

O f the three career fields represented, employees in the insurance sector showed 

the highest levels of burnout, according to the results (Jorgensen et al., 2013). However,
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participants from the insurance industry also reported the highest levels o f organizational 

support and potential for advancement. Teachers were the most engaged in their work 

and dedicated to their jobs, but they experienced the lowest levels o f job security. 

Teachers were also “the least prone to psychological ill health” (Jorgensen et al., 2013, p. 

449). The participants from correctional services experienced the least amount of 

organizational support, but they reported the lowest levels o f exhaustion.

The researchers concluded from these results that well-being in the workplace “is 

mostly affected by an environment o f high job demands and inadequate resources. The 

employees show higher levels o f exhaustion, which indicates that job demands may 

contribute to burnout” (Jorgensen et al., 2013, p. 449). They also found that exhaustion 

negatively affected both physical and psychological health in workers from all 

professions. In addition, the results indicated that poor physical health and poor 

psychological health were correlated. Therefore, Jorgensen et al. (2013) posited that 

employers should implement interventions to advance the well-being of their employees 

to thwart employee exhaustion. These researchers felt that the work environment and the 

nature o f the profession are the factors that influence the well-being of employees.

A study conducted by Tripathi (2011), on the other hand, focused more on 

existing psychological traits o f individual employees, rather than external factors, such as 

work environment. The researcher investigated employees’ psychological capital, 

psychological well-being, and overall satisfaction with life to determine whether these 

internal characteristics contributed to well-being in the workplace.

The study took place in India with 37 male employees working in the insurance 

sector. Tripathi (2011) found that self-efficacy and resilience were the most significant
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predictors of work well-being. Other psychological characteristics such as hope, 

optimism, and satisfaction with life also correlated with employees’ well-being at work, 

but the relationship was not as strong.

In South Africa, Narainsamy and Westhuizen (2013) examined work well-being 

among medical laboratory employees. A total o f 202 participants completed 

questionnaires regarding their workplace well-being. The researchers were interested in 

examining whether well-being in the workplace was related to four separate factors: job 

satisfaction, work engagement, burnout, and work-related stress. Thus, the questionnaire 

used in the study was comprised of items related to the four factors.

The results indicated that workplace well-being was indeed comprised o f four 

factors, thus supporting the idea of a four-factorial model to represent workplace well

being (Narainsamy & Westhuizen, 2013). Job satisfaction had the strongest correlation 

to workplace well-being. Although engagement was also correlated with well-being, the 

relationship was not as strong. This led researchers to conclude that employees’ level of 

interest in their work and their perceived importance o f their work were not as crucial to 

well-being as job satisfaction (Narainsamy & Westhuizen, 2013). As predicted, the other 

two factors, burnout and stress, were negatively correlated with well-being.

The research on workplace well-being is fairly consistent. Positive work 

characteristics and positive psychological traits contribute to the well-being of 

employees. In turn, negative characteristics o f a person’s job, such as stress, cause 

employees to experience exhaustion and low levels o f well-being at work. In the 

following section, I will examine the literature related to the correlation between
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workplace well-being and job performance. I will review studies conducted in a variety 

o f professional settings.

Workplace Well-Being, Job Satisfaction, and Job Performance

Because workplace well-being and job satisfaction are closely aligned in their 

definitions and ideas, I have incorporated research related to the relationship between job 

satisfaction and job performance in this section o f the literature review. In fact, Taris and 

Schreurs (2009) made no distinction between the terms well-being and job  satisfaction 

and use the terms interchangeably.

Researchers have disagreed on the relationship between job satisfaction and job 

performance (Iaffaldano, & Muchinsky, 1985; Judge, Thoresen, Bono, & Patton, 2001). 

Both Iaffaldano and Muchinsky (1985) and Judge et al. (2001) conducted meta-analyses 

o f existing data to determine the correlation between job satisfaction and performance at 

work. After reporting a mean true score correlation o f . 17, Iaffaldano and Muchinsky 

(1985) concluded that very little correlation existed between job satisfaction and 

performance. However, Judge et al. (2001) reported a mean true correlation of .30, 

which indicates a stronger correlation between satisfaction and performance in the 

workplace.

As I stated previously, researchers have explored the concepts o f well-being and 

satisfaction in a variety o f professions. I have chosen three studies that researchers 

conducted in non-teaching professions on the relationship between job satisfaction and 

well-being and work performance. I have reviewed them below.

To examine the relationship between well-being and job performance among 

physicians, Shirom, Nirel, and Vinokur (2006) conducted a study in Israel using
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physicians from six different specializations. The six areas o f medicine represented by 

the 890 medical doctors were “ophthalmology, dermatology, otolaryngology, and 

gynecology, mostly providing care in community clinics, and general surgery and 

cardiology, mostly providing care in acute-care hospitals’ outpatient clinics” (Shirom et 

al., p. 332). The researchers focused more on the negative feelings associated with the 

occupation, rather than the positive feelings. Although the physicians were asked 

questions about their levels o f autonomy, the majority of the items on the questionnaire 

pertained to negative aspects of their jobs, such as burnout and overload. Bumout was 

composed of three dimensions: physical fatigue, emotional exhaustion, and cognitive 

weariness. Overload referred to the feeling of having more work than a person can 

complete. Physicians also evaluated themselves on the quality of care they provide their 

patients.

The results indicated that those physicians who experienced emotional 

exhaustion, which was one component of bumout, provided lower quality o f care to their 

patients (Shirom et al, 2006). However, the researchers found that the global idea of 

bumout was not a significant predictor of the quality o f care that physicians provided. In 

fact, the results showed that physical fatigue was positively correlated with quality of 

care. These results are comparable to those found in a study conducted by Demerouti, 

Verbeke, and Bakker (2005), who speculated that employees who feel physically 

exhausted actually work harder to offset their fatigue.

Taris and Schreurs (2009) sought to test the happy-productive work hypothesis, 

which states that “satisfied and happy workers are on average more productive than 

others” (p. 120). The researchers conducted their study with the assumption that workers
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who experience well-being at work feel an obligation to their employers to work as hard 

as possible. The study targeted Dutch home care companies, which provided in-home 

support to individuals who were incapacitated. Data collection consisted of three parts: 

an employee survey, which measured the employees’ satisfaction with their work; a 

client survey, which measured the clients’ satisfaction with the home care companies; 

and an optional financial survey, which was completed by the individual companies on 

the status of their finances.

The study drew data from a large sample size, with participation from 56,963 

employees and 54,987 clients (Taris & Schreurs, 2009). The financial survey was 

completed by 66 companies. The researchers analyzed their results based on 

organizational well-being and satisfaction, as opposed to the well-being of individual 

employees. The results showed that companies whose employees reported high levels of 

satisfaction had clients who were relatively satisfied with the services they received. 

However, these companies did not outperform their competitors in the areas of 

productivity and efficiency (Taris & Schreurs, 2009). The clients o f companies with 

employees with high levels of exhaustion were less satisfied with the services they 

received. These companies also had low levels o f productivity. Although the results 

showed a positive correlation between employee and client satisfaction, the researchers 

did not find a positive correlation between employee satisfaction and productivity.

Unlike Taris and Schreurs (2009), Wright, Cropanzano, and Bonett (2007) 

distinguished between well-being and job satisfaction. They posited that psychological 

well-being was an overall feeling of happiness in life in general, and job satisfaction was
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specific to one facet o f a person’s life. They provided three characteristics of 

psychological well-being:

1. Based on Diener’s (1984) model, Wright et al. (2007) concluded that 

“happiness is a subjective experience” (p. 95).

2. For people to be happy, they must experience positive emotions, and negative 

emotions must be absent.

3. Psychological well-being is not specific to a situation. It encompasses a 

person’s whole life (Wright et al., 2007).

Based on these assumptions about psychological well-being, the researchers 

sought to test their hypothesis, which stated, “[Psychological well-being] will moderate 

the relation between job performance and job satisfaction, such that this association will 

be stronger when [psychological well-being is high and weaker when psychological well

being is low” (Wright et al., 2007, p. 97). To test their hypothesis, the researchers 

conducted a study in the United States using 109 managers from a large customer service 

company. The participants completed surveys pertaining to their psychological well

being and job satisfaction. To measure performance, the researchers obtained the 

managers’ evaluations from their supervisors.

The researchers found that job satisfaction and job performance were correlated 

(Wright et al., 2007). They also examined three separate facets o f satisfaction: the nature 

of the job, interactions with coworkers, and supervision. They found that when examined 

independently, the three facets of satisfaction were also statistically significantly 

correlated with the managers’ performance. After analyzing the data to test their 

hypothesis, the researchers found that job satisfaction was a predictor o f  job performance
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if “the employee also has a high level o f [psychological well-being]” (Wright et al., 2007, 

p. 100). However, when an employee’s overall psychological well-being was low, job 

satisfaction could not be used to predict performance. Therefore, according to the results 

of this study, psychological well-being was a more accurate predictor o f employees’ 

performance than job satisfaction.

Researchers have not found a consistent relationship between well-being in the 

workplace and employee performance. However, much of the research has shown a 

positive correlation between the two variables. Next, I will explore the literature related 

specifically to the well-being o f teachers at work.

Teacher Well-Being 

The well-being of teachers has been explored by many researchers in different 

countries across the world. Not all researchers have agreed on the exact variables that 

contribute to teacher well-being. Some researchers have speculated that school climate is 

the main cause o f teacher well-being, and others attribute it to personal characteristics. In 

this section, I review the literature on teacher well-being and give an overview o f the 

research results that have previously emerged.

As stated previously, well-being is comprised o f multiple facets. To examine the 

complex nature o f occupational well-being among teachers, van Horn, Taris, Shaufelis, 

and Schreurs (2004) conducted a study in the Netherlands using Warr (1994) and R yff s 

(1998) models as their conceptual framework. The study included 1,308 Dutch teachers 

from both public and private schools. The sample represented teachers from primary, 

secondary, and vocational schools.
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For data collection, the researchers administered scales measuring the following 

dimensions: affective well-being, professional well-being, social well-being, cognitive 

well-being, and psychosomatic well-being (van Horn et al., 2004). Through data 

analysis, the researchers found that affective well-being had the most impact on overall 

well-being, followed by professional and social well-being (van Horn et al., 2004). The 

researchers concluded that although well-being in the workplace is seen as one broad 

concept, it is composed of several separate components.

Bums and Machin (2014) conducted a study in Norwegian schools to determine 

what factors influence the well-being o f individual teachers and o f overall school well

being. The sample consisted o f 250 teachers from city, urban, and rural schools.

Because the researchers were interested in individual characteristics that could influence 

teacher well-being, the participants provided demographic information about themselves. 

Of the participating teachers, 68% were female, 63.2% were over the age o f 45, and over 

50% were veteran teachers who had been teaching for more than 20 years. In addition, 

45% o f participants taught in city schools, 33% taught in urban schools, and 22% taught 

in rural schools. The researchers also collected information about school size, personality 

traits o f  the participants, organizational climate o f the schools in which the participants 

taught, organizational well-being, and subjective well-being.

By analyzing demographic traits, the researchers found a high correlation between 

extroverted personalities and positive affect, as well as between neuroticism and negative 

affect. Positive school climate was correlated with school morale, and negative 

organizational climate and school distress were also correlated. In addition, the results
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indicated that teachers who had higher levels o f education experienced more school 

distress and negative affect.

When looking at the location of the schools, the researchers found that the 

participants’ views of organizational climate were correlated with location. Specifically, 

teachers in rural schools experienced a more positive climate. They reported “greater 

supportive leadership, increased participative decision making, effective discipline 

policies, and goal congruence” (Bums & Machin, 2014, p. 319). However, the results 

showed no differences in “negative organizational climate in terms of increased excessive 

work demands” (Bums & Machin, 2014, p. 319) among teachers from city, rural, and 

urban schools. The researchers speculated that the positive organizational climate 

experienced by rural teachers is a result o f smaller school size, which allowed for better 

communication between administrators and teachers. Teachers in smaller schools were 

also able to give input into decisions regarding policy and procedures.

Petegem, Creemers, Rossel, and Aelterman (2005) explored the connection 

between relatedness and teacher well-being by examining characteristics o f teachers that 

contributed to their ability to form interpersonal relationships in the classroom. Then, 

they explored how these relationships correlated with their workplace well-being. Their 

participants included 260 teachers from 19 schools in Belgium. For data collection, the 

researchers administered questionnaires on teachers’ perceptions o f their interactions 

with students, as well as on their perceptions’ o f well-being. Within the well-being 

questionnaire, teachers answered questions about their perceived competence.

One variable that the researchers examined was the gender o f the teacher. The 

results showed that overall, male teachers perceived themselves as being more unsure and
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dissatisfied in the classroom than their female counterparts (Petegem et al., 2005). In 

addition, the researchers found that number o f years of experience and teacher well-being 

were positively correlated.

After researchers examined individual teacher’s interpersonal behavior in the 

classroom, four categories o f personality traits emerged: dominance-cooperation, 

submission-cooperation, submission-opposition, and dominance-opposition. Dominance 

and submission referred to the amount o f control that teachers used to manage their 

students. Cooperation and opposition referred to the flexibility that teachers allowed for 

students to cooperate and work with one another (Petegram et al., 2005). These traits 

were used to further investigate well-being.

The researchers found that those teachers who were characterized as being 

dominant-cooperating in the classroom scored highest on the well-being scale. This led 

researchers to conclude that teachers who are helpful and friendly and use good 

management skills have the highest levels o f well-being. The results of the study also 

showed that teachers who were characterized as being submissive-opposing scored the 

lowest on the well-being scale (Petegram et al., 2005).

In a study conducted by Bogler (2001) in Israel, 745 teachers responded to a 

survey designed to measure the work-related variables that contributed to well-being and 

job satisfaction. The survey items measured such variables as the leadership and 

decision-making strategies o f principals and teachers’ views o f teaching as a profession, 

which Bogler (2001) referred to as “teachers’ occupation perceptions” (p. 667). Among 

the intrinsic qualities related to occupation perceptions were “autonomy at work, 

professional prestige and status, personal development, and self-esteem” (Bogler, 2001,
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p. 667). These qualities were contrasted with extrinsic properties, such as pay. The 

results o f this study showed that the most significant predictor of job satisfaction was the 

teachers’ occupation perceptions. This led the researchers to conclude that teachers 

valued feelings o f autonomy and self-efficacy more than external rewards.

The research on well-being showed that school characteristics, teachers’ 

personalities, and teachers’ views o f the profession contribute to the well-being of 

teachers. Although self-determination theory was not used as the theoretical framework 

for the aforementioned studies, the themes of autonomy, competence (or self-efficacy), 

and relatedness emerged from the results. This suggests that a study grounded in SDT 

would be a valuable contribution to the existing literature. In the next section, I will 

further examine teacher well-being by exploring the literature related to teacher well

being and their job performance.

Teacher Well-Being and Performance 

Before making a connection between the well-being o f teachers and its influence 

on teacher performance, I will first define the characteristics o f a successful teacher. 

Although some studies may report quantitative measures of teacher effectiveness, such as 

test scores, researchers have also examined qualitative traits associated with 

effectiveness. Klussmann, Kunter, Trautwein, Ludtke, and Baumert (2008) focused on 

the behaviors of successful teachers. They included the use o f effective classroom 

management, the cultivation o f “cognitive activation, enabling students to develop new 

insights and understanding” (p. 704), the procession at an appropriate instructional pace, 

and the creating of “a supportive social environment” (p. 704). These characteristics
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define successful teachers. I will now review the literature to explore whether well-being 

is related to teacher success.

Past researchers have not agreed on the relationship between well-being and job 

performance. This holds true for the teaching profession. These mixed results of 

previous research led Brien, Hass, and Savoie (2012) to conduct a study on need 

satisfaction at work and teachers’ perceptions o f their teaching performance. The 

researchers specifically examined teachers’ satisfaction o f basic psychological needs, 

namely autonomy, competence, and relatedness, and its effect on their perceptions of job 

performance. The study was grounded in SDT.

For the study, 292 teachers from Quebec, Canada responded to a survey regarding 

their work-related psychological health, as well as to a survey assessing their 

psychological need satisfaction at work. The researchers found that “the need for 

competence was related to both psychological health and performance, the need for 

relatedness was related to psychological health, and psychological health was related to 

performance” (Brien, et al., 2012, p. 293). Although autonomy was significantly linked 

to both psychological health and performance, the researchers found that competence and 

relatedness had an even greater influence on psychological health and performance.

Although the researchers found a correlation between the teachers’ psychological 

health and performance, the measures o f performance were self-reported. Therefore, 

teachers may have reported their performances more favorably than if  an objective 

evaluator had assessed the teachers.

Bakker and Bal (2010) conducted a study on the factors that contribute to 

beginning teachers’ engagement at work, as well as their job performance. The
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researchers defined work engagement as “a positive, fulfilling, and work-related state of 

mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption” (Bakker & Bal, 2010, p. 

190). The study was conducted under the assumption that work engagement differs 

among individuals but that it can also fluctuate for one individual on a daily basis.

The sample consisted of 54 Dutch teachers, who were spending the majority o f 

their time teaching in the classroom, but once a week, they reported back to the university 

for additional training. Each Friday, the participants completed questionnaires that 

Bakker and Bal (2010) used as their data source. The participating teachers also kept 

diaries to document their fluctuating levels o f work engagement. The questionnaire 

consisted of items regarding “autonomy, social support, performance feedback, 

supervisory coaching, and learning opportunities” (Bakker & Bal, 2010, p. 194). The 

researchers referred to these constructs as job  resources. The participants also rated their 

own levels of engagement and performance for the week.

The results showed that autonomy, contact with supervisors, and learning 

opportunities were significant predictors o f weekly teaching engagement. However, 

social support was not significantly correlated with engagement. When examining the 

link between engagement and performance, the researchers found that the two constructs 

were significantly correlated (Bakker & Bal, 2010). The researchers also explored 

whether weekly work engagement mediated the correlation between job performance and 

job resources. Although autonomy and learning opportunities and performance were 

mediated by engagement, contact with supervisors and social support were not.

Therefore, not all job resources were significant indicators o f the role that work 

engagement played in the relationship between performance and resources.
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In order to examine the influence that teachers’ well-being has on students, Roth, 

Assor, Kanat-Maymon, and Kaplan (2007) conducted a study among Israeli students and 

teachers. The researchers used self-determination (SDT) as their theoretical framework 

and examined “whether autonomous motivation for teaching is indeed associated with 

students’ self-reports o f positive teacher attributes and desirable teacher behavior” (Roth 

et al., 2007, p. 761). The researchers conducted their research with the hypothesis that 

teachers who were autonomously motivated would experience less exhaustion and more 

vitality, thus increasing their engagement at work. This hypothesis aligns with the ideas 

in SDT.

The participants in this study consisted of 132 female elementary school teachers 

in Israel, as well as their 1,255 students. Slightly over half o f the student participants 

were girls. Because the schools were located in urban settings, the students came from 

middle- and lower-income families.

Both teachers and students completed surveys. The teachers’ survey consisted of 

questions that assessed “autonomous motivation for teaching, feelings of exhaustion, 

personal accomplishment, and social desirability bias (Roth et al., 2007, p. 764). The 

students answered questions about “their perceptions o f their main teachers’ autonomy- 

supportive and competence-supportive teaching behaviors, as well as their autonomous 

motivation for studying in the classes taught by that teacher” (Roth et al., 2007, p. 764).

The main findings from this study showed that teachers’ motivations were 

positively correlated with feelings of autonomy and personal accomplishment and 

negatively correlated with feelings o f emotional exhaustion. Additionally, “autonomous 

motivation for teaching was found to be positively related to ... autonomy-supportive
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teaching” (Roth et al., 2007, p. 767). This style of autonomy-supportive teaching led 

students to experience autonomous motivation for learning. The researchers concluded 

that teachers who were autonomously motivated to teach have a positive influence on 

students’ desire to learn.

In a qualitative study grounded in SDT, Soini et al. (2014) examined teacher well

being by analyzing the situations that result in the engagement and empowerment of 

teachers. The study took place in Finland, where 68 teachers from nine schools 

participated in the research process. The researchers specifically investigated the factors 

that contributed to pedagogical well-being, which they define as “a sense of autonomy, 

relatedness, competence, and belonging or a lack o f these elements generated for teachers 

and pupils in the everyday interactions o f school” (Soini et al., 2014, p. 737).

Pedagogical well-being is one aspect o f teachers’ overall occupational well-being. 

Teachers can experience high levels of pedagogical well-being in some areas o f work, 

such as in their experiences with students, but they can experience low levels when 

experiencing stress in other areas. Specifically, Soini et al. (2014) referred to teachers’ 

interactions with parents as a possible source of stress and anxiety.

For data collection, Soini et al. (2014) conducted interviews that focused on 

“exploring those situations teachers perceived as significant for their occupational well

being” (p. 740). The participants’ experiences with pedagogical well-being ranged from 

feelings of exhaustion to motivation and drive. However, over half of the participants’ 

narratives involved experiences in which they felt engaged and empowered as teachers. 

The researchers also found that teachers’ pedagogical well-being stemmed from three
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areas o f their work: interactions with students, interactions with other teachers, and 

interactions with parents (Soini et al., 2014).

The researchers recorded the total number o f times that the teachers reported 

scenarios related to the three themes. The theme of interactions with students emerged 

most frequently. Out o f the 187 total reported experiences related to interactions with 

students, 105 were considered to be empowering, while 82 were considered to be 

stressful (Soini et al., 2014). These results indicated that although teachers found their 

daily interactions with students to be the most engaging and empowering aspects o f their 

jobs, they were also the cause of stress and burden.

Of the 148 reported cases o f interactions with other teachers, 107 were seen as 

empowering and engaging. This suggests that interactions among colleagues can have a 

significant positive impact on the well-being of teachers. Within this theme, teachers 

also stressed the necessity of a positive school climate and support from peers (Soini et 

al., 2014). The instances when interactions with other teachers were reported as negative, 

the stress and burden were results o f negative climate and an absence of school 

leadership. Overall, the feeling o f relatedness among the school community was a 

positive influence on teacher’s pedagogical well-being.

The final theme, interactions with parents, was only mentioned a total o f 48 times. 

However, 35 o f those instances were negative experiences that caused the teachers to 

experience stress (Soini et al., 2014). If parents did not share the teachers’ visions for the 

students, the teachers experienced occupational stress.

Although the researchers used SDT as their theoretical framework and 

specifically mentioned the importance o f autonomy, competence, and relatedness as



45

contributors o f teacher well-being, the themes that emerged focused mostly on the 

psychological need of relatedness. They did not find any results related to autonomy and 

perceived competence. Additionally, despite the use o f SDT as their theoretical 

framework, the researchers chose to use the term self-efficacy instead o f perceived 

competence, which is the SDT equivalent o f self-efficacy.

Some researchers have focused on one of the basic psychological needs o f SDT to 

examine how one specific needs affects teachers’ well-being and job performance. 

Klassen, Perry, and Frenzel (2012) explored the connection between relatedness and 

teachers’ emotions and work engagement. The researchers hypothesized that the need for 

relatedness among teachers stemmed from both relationships with their colleagues, as 

well as with their students. They conducted three studies to explore the following 

research question: “How does satisfaction of the need for two components of 

relatedness— relatedness with colleagues and relatedness with students— influence 

teachers’ engagement and emotions?” (Klassen et al., 2012, p. 153).

In the first study, Klassen et al. (2012) examined the relationship between 

autonomy support from school principals and teachers’ feelings o f relatedness with 

colleagues and students. To further their exploration, they also studied the correlation 

between relationship and work engagement and exhaustion. The 409 elementary and 

secondary teachers who participated in this study were attendees at a teacher convention 

in Alberta, Canada. Participants responded to a questionnaire, “which included measures 

o f perception of autonomy support satisfaction o f relatedness with colleagues and with 

students, work engagement, and emotional exhaustion” (Klassen, et al., 2012, p. 153).
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The results of the first study showed a statistically significant difference between 

elementary and secondary teachers’ perception of relatedness. Elementary teachers’ 

relatedness with students was higher than secondary teachers’ relatedness with students. 

This could be a result o f the difference in time that students spend with their teachers in 

different grade levels. Students and teachers in elementary school spend the majority of 

the school day together, whereas students in secondary school typically rotate among 

teachers throughout the day (Klassen, et al., 2012). Thus, elementary teachers have more 

opportunities to form personal relationships with their students.

The researchers also found a statistically significant relationship between 

autonomy support from principals and teachers’ relatedness with both students and 

colleagues. Additionally, the results indicated that relatedness with students was a 

significant predictor o f workplace engagement and was negatively associated with 

exhaustion. Contrary to the researchers’ hypothesis, relatedness with colleagues did not 

significantly influence engagement and exhaustion (Klassen, et al., 2012).

As an extension o f the first study, the researchers broadened their scope to include 

all three psychological needs— autonomy, competence, and relatedness—for their second 

study. They also eliminated the outcome variable o f exhaustion and replaced it with 

teachers’ feelings o f enjoyment, anxiety, and anger (Klassen, et al., 2012). The sample 

consisted of 455 teachers who did not participate in the previous study. The participants 

volunteered to participate while attending a professional development conference in 

Alberta, Canada. The questionnaire used in this study also measured “autonomy support, 

relatedness with students, and workplace engagement” (Klassen et al., 2012, p. 157), as 

well as two other measures: “teachers’ feelings o f anxiety, anger, and enjoyment”
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(Klassen et al., 2012, p. 175) and the satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness in the workplace.

The results confirmed what researchers found in their first study: Teachers’ 

engagement is more correlated with their relatedness with students than relatedness with 

colleagues. Furthermore, autonomy support from principals elevated the satisfaction of 

teachers’ basic psychological needs, which resulted in “higher levels o f engagement and 

teaching enjoyment and lower levels of anxiety and anger” (Klassen et al., 2012, p. 158).

For the third study, Klassen et al. (2012) used a different method of data 

collection, although the research question remained the same. The 185 teachers who 

participated in this study reacted to two scenarios presented by the researchers. Once 

again, the study took place in Alberta, Canada. The participants responded to scenarios 

about the following hypothetical teachers:

1. Jamie experiences high levels o f relatedness with students. However, she 

experiences low relatedness with her colleagues.

2. Kelly does not feel close to her students. Therefore, her relatedness with 

students is low. However, her relatedness with colleagues is high.

Both teachers were labeled as “good” teachers. After participants were presented 

with the scenarios, they answered questions regarding Jamie and Kelly’s “engagement, 

emotions, and emotional exhaustion” (Klassen et al., p. 159). They also completed a 

brief questionnaire in response to the hypothetical teachers’ emotions, engagement, and 

exhaustion, as well as a scale to assess their own relatedness in their workplace.

The results showed that the participants “rated the hypothetical teacher with high 

student relatedness [Jamie] as possessing significantly higher teaching engagement, and
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lower anxiety, anger, and emotional exhaustion than the hypothetical teacher [Kelly] with 

high colleague-low student relatedness” (Klassen et al., 2012, p. 160). Most participants 

also rated their own relationships with students as being more important than their 

relationship to colleagues in the workplace.

Overall, the results of the three studies showed that teachers’ relatedness with 

students positively influenced their workplace engagement. The results also indicated that 

relatedness with students negatively affected negative emotions, such as anxiety and 

exhaustion. However, relatedness with colleagues did not significantly affect 

engagement or exhaustion.

A common theme that emerged from the studies assessing the relationship 

between teacher well-being and performance was the idea o f engagement. Rather than 

gauging a teacher’s effectiveness by looking at students’ test data, most researchers have 

focused on the level o f engagement, which Schaufeli, Bakker, and Salanova (2006) 

defined as a “positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, 

dedication, and absorption” (p. 702).

To further investigate the construct o f teacher engagement, Klassen, Aldhafri, et 

al. (2012) used participants from five different countries to see if  results related to teacher 

engagement could be generalized across cultures. The five countries represented in this 

study were Australia (« = 206), Canada (n -  255), China (n =100), Oman (n = 192), and 

Indonesia (n = 100). The researchers purposely chose two Western (Australia and 

Canada) and three non-Western (China, Oman, and Indonesia) countries for their study. 

The teachers completed surveys in their native languages. The survey consisted of items
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measuring work engagement, job satisfaction, and teachers’ intentions to leave the 

profession.

Klassen, Aldhafri, et al. (2012) found that teachers’ levels of engagement and 

satisfaction were highly correlated for participants from all five represented countries. 

Additionally, teachers who reported high levels o f engagement were less likely to say that 

they intended to leave the teaching profession. Although the results showed that teachers 

with low engagement were more likely to want to leave the profession, the authors 

suggested that “some degree of attrition of teacher with low engagement is probably 

desirable” (Klassen, Aldhafri, et al., 2012, p. 331). In all countries, the relationship 

between teacher engagement and variables such as gender, number o f years in the 

teaching field, socioeconomic status o f the school, was inconsistent. The results of this 

study indicated that a relationship between teachers’ satisfaction at work and their level 

o f engagement existed across cultures. Therefore, creating an environment that cultivates 

teachers’ well-being and satisfaction is beneficial to the teachers, students, and overall 

effectiveness o f the school.

Teacher Retention

One area o f research related to the well-being of teachers is teacher retention. 

Ingersoll (2012) has found that the attrition rate among teachers who have been teaching 

less than five years is between 40 and 50 percent. He suggested that the number of 

teachers leaving the profession has caused a shortage of qualified teachers, which has 

forced “many school systems to lower their teacher qualification standards to fill vacant 

teaching positions, inevitably resulting in greater numbers o f underqualified teachers and 

lower school performance” (Ingersoll, 2002, p. 16).
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Ingersoll (2002) conducted a study to examine why teachers leave the profession. 

He found that almost half of the teacher reported leaving the profession due to their lack 

o f job satisfaction or their desire to seek better jobs. Among the reasons that teacher gave 

for their dissatisfaction were “lack of support from the school administration ... and lack 

of teacher influence over decision making” (Ingersoll, 2002,p. 26). These results suggest 

that the organizational climate o f a school contributes to the well-being of teachers, as 

well as the attrition and retention of its teachers.

In another study examining teacher retention, Perrachione, Rosser, and Petersen 

(2008) examined “intrinsic and extrinsic variables that influence teacher job satisfaction 

and retention” (p. 25). The researchers conducted a mixed methods approach by 

administering a survey and asking open-ended questions to their participants. The results 

indicated that both intrinsic variables and extrinsic variables contributed to the job 

satisfaction of teachers. Among the intrinsic variables, teachers cited self-efficacy, job 

satisfaction, and working with students as contributors to their satisfaction with the 

teaching profession. Extrinsic variables that contributed to job satisfaction were “good 

students, teacher support, positive school environment, [and] small class size” 

(Perrachione, et al., 2008, p. 35). Both intrinsic and extrinsic variables contributed to 

teachers’ intent to stay in the teaching profession. Therefore, the researchers suggested 

that schools and school districts examine these variables in an attempt to retain their 

teachers.

Conclusion

Well-being in the workplace has been studied extensively across different 

professions in different countries around the world. Although results have not always
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been consistent in all professions, the recent literature on teacher well-being has shown 

that teachers with higher well-being are more engaged at work, thus benefitting their 

students.

Although numerous studies have examined the correlation between teachers’ 

workplace well-being and performance, very few studies have taken place in the United 

States. Additionally, most o f the existing literature has examined the quantitative nature 

o f well-being by using multiple scales and questionnaires for data collection. However, 

for my study, I conducted a qualitative study in order to gain a rich understanding of the 

nature of teachers’ well-being by closely examining the lived experiences of the 

participants.

Even though researchers have found correlations between workplace well-being 

and job performance, critics can argue that perhaps workplace well-being and job 

satisfaction are results o f high performance evaluations at work. By conducting in-depth 

interviews with teachers, I was able to develop a more profound understanding of the 

nature o f their well-being. I was also able to explore the elements that contributed to 

their engagement at work. Klassen, Aldhafri, et al. (2012) stated that “recent studies have 

deepened the understanding that teacher’s engagement can be conceptually and 

empirically linked to job out comes and student performance, but there is less 

understanding about how to boost teachers’ engagement at work” (p. 333). They went on 

to suggest that SDT be used as a theoretical framework for future research on 

understanding teachers’ well-being and engagement. I followed their lead and furthered 

their research by gaining a deeper understanding o f the factors that drive motivated and
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engaged teachers on a daily basis, with a focus on the three basic psychological needs of 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

In the following chapter, I describe the methodology I used to conduct my study.

I explain the rationale for using phenomenology as my research design, how I selected 

participants, and the process I used to analyze the data. I also state my researcher 

experiences and biases, as well as the ways in which I addressed issues of ethics and 

trustworthiness.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY

In Chapter 2 ,1 presented previous research related to well-being in the workplace. 

I specifically explored the existing research on teacher well-being, as well as the ways in 

which autonomy, competence, and relatedness affect teachers. In this chapter, I detail the 

ways in which I structured my study. I provide a description of my research design, as 

well as the rationale for the chosen design.

The purpose of my study was to gain insight into the ways in which feelings o f 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness influence teachers’ workplace well-being. I used 

phenomenology as my methodology in order to develop an in-depth understanding of the 

participants’ everyday experiences.

By conducting my study, I answered the following primary research question:

1. How do teachers experience well-being in the workplace?

I also examined the following secondary questions:

2. What role does autonomy play in the well-being of teachers?

3. What role does perceived competence play in the well-being of teachers?

4. What role does relatedness play in the well-being of teachers?

5. What are teachers’ experiences of the connection between well-being and 

classroom practice?

53
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Research Design

By conducting my study, I gained insight into the lived experiences o f teachers 

and their perceptions about well-being at work. I was especially interested in how 

teachers experienced feelings o f autonomy, competence, and relatedness in their schools. 

Although well-being surveys exist, the goal o f my study was to gain a rich understanding 

of the factors that affect well-being, as well as the ways in which teachers describe their 

experiences with well-being at work. Therefore, rather than using a survey to collect 

quantitative data, I chose to conduct my study using a qualitative method. As Merriam 

(1988) stated, “personal perspective is ... what is sought in qualitative research” (p. 84). 

Through my data collection, I developed an understanding o f the day-to-day thoughts and 

feelings o f the participants through their words.

Within the qualitative tradition of research, I chose phenomenological research as 

my methodology. According to Moustakas (1994), a phenomenon is “what appears in 

consciousness” (p. 24), and the purpose of a phenomenological study is to grasp the 

essence of the participants’ lived experiences. Van Manen (1990) stated, 

“Phenomenology aims at gaining a deeper understanding of the nature or meaning of our 

everyday experiences” (p. 9). This methodology aligned with the goal of my study, 

which was to gain a deeper understanding of the participants’ everyday experiences with 

well-being.

When conducting a phenomenological study, the researcher examines the ways in 

which people describe their conscious experiences (Merriam, 2009). Consciousness is 

synonymous with awareness, and thus phenomenologists explore people’s awareness o f 

the world in which they live (Van Manen, 1990). According to Van Manen (1990), “A
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person cannot reflect on lived experience while living through the experience” (p. 10). 

Therefore, phenomenology relies on the retrospective views o f individuals and how the 

individuals become aware of their experiences. Interviews with participants allowed me 

to capture their awareness about their workplace well-being.

In phenomenological research, the primary source of data comes from gathering 

“first-person reports o f life experiences” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 84) that describe the 

experiences of the participants. By gathering data from individuals, the researcher hopes 

to accurately capture the “meanings and essences o f the experiences” (p. 84).

In a phenomenological study, data are primarily collected through interviews with 

participants (Merriam, 2009). Before interviewing can begin, the researcher must set 

aside her personal biases and assumptions. Moustakas (1994) called this process epoche, 

“a Greek word meaning to refrain from judgment” (p. 33). This process is called 

bracketing. In the “Researcher Bias” section, I will state my biases as they relate to 

teacher well-being in order to “hold them deliberately at bay” (Van Manen, 1990, p. 47).

Sampling

I used purposeful sampling to select two participants for my study, which means 

that I chose “particular subjects ... because they are believed to facilitate the expansion of 

the developing story” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 73). By selecting only two 

participants, I was able to devote the time I needed to gain a deep understanding of the 

essence o f their experiences.

The participants in my study were not individuals who teach in my school. By 

selecting participants with whom I do not work on a day-to-day basis, I hoped to 

minimize researcher bias. To find participants, I sent a recruitment letter to students in
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master’s-Ievel courses at a local university to see if any individuals were willing to be 

participants in a study. These students were certified teachers who were working toward 

their Master o f Education degrees. Only those students interested in participating in my 

study completed the form. The form asked for the following information from the 

students: (a) name of the student, (b) current job title, (c) school system, (d) number o f 

years as a teacher, (e) number o f hours each week that they are willing to meet with me, 

and (f) contact information.

Based on the responses, I reached out to potential participants by e-mail who 

matched the following criteria:

1. Participants were full-time classroom teachers in public school systems. This 

is to ensure that the participants I chose experienced the full workload of a 

classroom teacher.

2. They were in their fifth year o f teaching or beyond. Researchers have found 

that 40 to 50 percent o f teachers leave the profession within the first five years 

(Ingersoll, 2012). Therefore, I preferred to speak with teachers who had 

reached the five-year milestone.

3. Participants were willing to meet with me at least an hour each week.

Although I did not meet with each participant every week, I needed to know 

their availability.

The e-mail I sent asked students to answer the following questions about their 

well-being at work:

1. Are you happy at your job?

2. Do you like what you do?
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3. Do you intend to stay in teaching for the next several years?

Once I received responses to these questions, I narrowed my sample down to 

those teachers who claimed to be happy, enjoyed their jobs, and planned to remain in the 

teaching profession. I was able to select one participant using this method. Because I 

was looking for a second participant, I posted the recruitment letter on a social media 

website asking for participants. I asked interested teachers to send me a private message 

to maintain their anonymity; I received several responses. Using the same criteria that I 

used to select my first participant, I selected a second participant for me study.

Data Collection Methods

In August of 2014 ,1 began collecting data for my research project and continued 

to collect data until I collected a sufficient amount of data to fully capture the essence the 

participants’ experiences with well-being. I finished data collection in June of 2015. My 

goal was to collect enough data to be able to provide a “thick description” (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2007, p. 30) o f each participant’s lived experiences.

My primary method of data collection was interviewing, which remained true to 

the phenomenological tradition (Moustakas, 1994). I interviewed each participant four 

times throughout the course o f my data collection. My goal was to capture they ways in 

which the participants experienced teaching and the teaching environment. I recorded 

each interview session with a voice recorder, but I also took notes while I interviewing to 

ensure that I noted any information that I wanted to remember during the analysis 

process.
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Initial Contact

I contacted the participants via e-mail first to give them the opportunity to begin 

thinking o f questions they may have regarding my study. I thanked them for their 

willingness to participate and let them know that I would be calling them within a few 

days to set up our first appointment. I asked them to think of any questions they would 

like to ask prior to our first meeting and to also think o f a time and place that was 

convenient for them for our first interview. I then called them on the phone within a 

week of sending my e-mail. I asked them if  they had any questions first, and then I asked 

them about their availability and when they would like to meet.

Interviews

I then set up my first interviews. According to Bogdan and Biklan (2007), “most 

interviews begin with small talk” (p. 103) in order to establish a rapport and find common 

ground to being establishing a relationship. After getting to know the participants, I 

began asking them about their well-being at work. I continued to schedule as many 

interviews as needed until I had collected an adequate amount of data. I met with each 

participant four to five times. I asked the following interview questions:

• How do you experience autonomy at your school?

• How do you make decisions about you teaching?

• Who do you go to when you need support at school?

• Describe the kind of support you receive at school

• How do you feel about your abilities as a teacher?

• What is your favorite thing about being a teacher?
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• What have been your favorite experiences as a teacher?

• Can you describe the ways in which your work is meaningful to you?

• Can you tell me about a day that you felt really good about your work?

• How do you think your well-being at work is connected to your classroom 

practice?

I used a voice recorder to document each interview. I then transcribed the 

interviews and saved them to my computer. By transcribing the interviews myself, I was 

be able to siphon the rich and essential information that the participants provided. I sent 

copies o f the transcripts to the participants for member checking and asked for their 

perspectives on the direction that my research was taking. Each time, the participants 

confirmed that the transcripts were accurate to the best o f their recollection.

Site Visit

In addition to interviews, I visited the schools in which the teachers worked. I 

walked the halls and visited the classrooms to get a feel for the overall climate of the 

school. I observed teachers’ mannerisms, as well as the ways in which they talked to 

their students. During each observation, I took field notes using pen and paper. 

Immediately following the observation, I wrote detailed notes about what I observed 

while visiting the school site.

Since I collected two forms o f data, interview transcriptions and field notes, I was 

able to look at one participant’s words and answers and find complementary statements, 

as well as contradictions. I also found similarities and differences among the words and
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responses o f both participants. I used field notes from school visits to compare themes 

that emerged from my observations.

Data Analysis

Before I began analyzing the data, I transcribed my qualitative data using word 

processing. Each interview was transcribed as a separate document from the others and 

included the interviewee’s name, the date and time of the interview, and the location in 

which the interview took place. I also gave the interview a title that summarized the 

main idea of the interview (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). This method o f organization 

allowed me to access the data easily.

After transcribing the interviews, I uploaded the transcription documents into 

NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software. Then, I conducted an initial reading to 

“build a sense of the whole” (Bazely, 2013, p. 101) before focusing on the small details. 

After reading the transcription for the first time, I reread the interview and began 

recording annotated notes based on thoughts that came to my mind as I read. Then, I 

allowed myself time to reflect on the data by writing my thoughts in a journal. I 

continued to document my reflections each time I combed through the data. I also 

created memos in NVivo to document my thoughts.

I then used NVivo to develop coding categories based on the patterns and themes 

I found in the data (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). I labeled the data with a code based on my 

understanding of the participants’ words (Bazely, 2013). I hoped to accurately capture 

their experiences by using line-by-line in vivo codes. I then began sorting my data based 

on the initial codes I developed.
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Although much of my questioning was framed around self-determination theory 

and the three factors that contribute to well-being, I did not code specifically for 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Instead, I created codes that encompassed “the 

perspective o f the speaker ... rather than the perspective or experience of the analyst” 

(Bazeley, 2013, p. 162) based on the experiences they shared with me. However, after all 

data were coded, I began examining the names o f the codes I created through the lens of 

self-determination theory and noticed that most o f them fit under the umbrellas of 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

For example, the codes “students,” “administrators,” “coworkers,” and “haters” 

all fell under the category of relatedness. “Calling,” ’’time management,” “choice,” and 

“freedom to teach” were all related to autonomy. Finally, “furthering education,” 

“empowerment,” and “confidence” were codes that aligned with the concept of 

competence. After reexamining the participants’ quotes several times, I observed that 

most o f their words aligned in some way to either autonomy, competence, or relatedness.

As I continued to collect data, I repeated the process o f transcribing, reading, 

rereading, coding and looking for categories and themes. Some data merged into my 

existing codes. I also created new codes as needed. However, some data were not 

relevant to my research questions, and although I initially assigned a code to the data, I 

later made the decision not to use some of the data in my final analysis. I examined the 

codes and categories that emerged and moved them into broader themes (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2007).
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Researcher Experience 

I have been a classroom teacher for 12 years, and I have taught in three different 

schools throughout my career. Unfortunately, I do not consider myself to be a teacher 

who experiences well-being at work. By conducting my study, I have found that well

being fluctuates, but generally, teachers with well-being maintain a consistent level o f 

happiness at work. Although I have good days, my overall well-being is very low, and I 

find myself wishing my days and weeks away, longing for the weekend, for the next long 

weekend, or for the next extended break. I have not always felt this way; I have 

definitely had very positive experiences in my teaching career. However, the negative 

experiences, as well as the constant pressure that is placed on me (and all teachers), has 

caused me to feel the way I do today.

My student teaching experience was very unique. I was given special permission 

to teach in a small arts-based private school. The atmosphere within the school was laid 

back, and the teachers and students were all free spirits who marched to the beats of their 

own drums. The staff welcomed me with smiles and support. I worked in a classroom 

with both first and second grade students, and I could not have been happier with my 

placement. Although I was required to follow the school’s curriculum, I was also given 

the freedom to create and teach a unit o f my choice. The positive experience I had that 

semester as a student teacher gave me the confidence and motivation I needed to begin 

teaching in my own classroom the following year.

Because I was still nervous to jump into a public school setting, I began my 

teaching career as a pre-k teacher in a daycare. The program was funded by the lottery, 

so it was considered a public classroom within a private childcare center. The climate
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was very rigid, as I had to adhere the rules o f both the state and the private daycare. I 

experienced many ups and downs that year, but as the year came to a close, I decided to 

make the leap to public school.

My first year teaching in a public school is what I refer to as my “real” first year 

of teaching. I was nervous, but I felt well-prepared to handle the challenges that would 

come my way. What I did not realize until the school year began was how lonely the 

teaching profession could be. I was not alone, obviously. I was surrounded by children 

all day long. I attended staff meetings and grade level meetings and interacted with other 

teachers, but when it was time to go into my classroom and teach, I felt like I was on my 

own, and not in a good, “I’m a strong independent woman” kind of way. It was more 

like a “How in the world am I going to get through the day by myself?” kind of way. It 

was scary, and I remember going home and crying every day to a significant other who 

had no way of relating to what I was experiencing.

Some o f my co-workers enjoyed the “I just close my door and do what I have to 

do” mentality. I was conflicted because there were times when I enjoyed that sense o f 

freedom as well. I learned quickly, however, that the sense of freedom was only an 

illusion.

I have been reprimanded several times throughout my career for things that I did 

not know that I should/should not have been doing, things that I was just supposed to 

know. This continues to happen to me as a veteran teacher. As a person who does not 

like confrontation, rather than speaking my mind and arguing my point, I usually sit 

silently feeling embarrassed and ashamed and upset at myself for not doing something
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that I did not know I was supposed to do. My well-being has suffered from feeling 

belittled and feeling like I have no voice in my school.

My first-year self has grown into a veteran teacher with 12 years o f experience. 

From time to time, a wave of loneliness still hits, but I have learned to deal with it in a 

way that is healthy for my personal and professional identity. Most o f the time, I am able 

to close my door and enjoy the amount of freedom that I am given in the classroom. I 

still get upset and angry when I realize that I have not performed my job to meet the 

expectations o f my administrators, even when I do not think that I am in the wrong. 

Luckily, I have enough experience to move on and not let my negative experiences affect 

my relationships with my students. However, on the inside, I am still unhappy; I have 

just learned to cope with the feelings o f unhappiness and hope that those feelings do not 

show in my teaching.

Researcher Bias

Many years o f highs and lows have left me feeling tired and burned out. My 

work inside o f the classroom is still fulfilling, and my students make me laugh and smile 

every day. However, the negative aspects o f teaching have begun weighing heavily on 

me. Because o f these negative feelings, I took precautions to guard against researcher 

bias. While conducting my study, I was conscious o f my perspectives as both an insider 

and outsider. Although I have the working knowledge of the day-to-day experiences o f a 

classroom teacher, my role in this study was as a researcher, not a participant. 

Additionally, I did not collect data from teachers from my own school. By selecting 

teachers with whom I do not work, I minimized the risk o f influencing the participants’ 

answers during interviews.
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Ethical Issues

Before I began collecting data, I obtained formal approval from the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) from the university, as well as from the school systems in which I 

conducted my study. The participants also signed consent forms. I assured them that 

their identities would remain anonymous by using pseudonyms and that they were free to 

withdraw from the study at any time. To avoid conflict o f interest, I did not collect data 

at the school in which I teach. Frequent member checking took place, which allowed me 

to gain the perspectives o f the participants.

T rustworthiness

To ensure trustworthiness when conducting my study, I employed multiple 

strategies. First, I gathered data from multiple sources as a means o f triangulation 

(Shenton, 2004). By using interviews and field observations, I gained a deep 

understanding of the essence of the teachers’ well-being. Second, I conducted member 

checks to allow the participants the opportunity to review and comment on interview 

transcripts. I established “a relationship of trust” (Shenton, 2004, p. 65) with the 

participants in order to gain a sufficient understanding of their experiences. Third, I used 

peer examination by “asking colleagues to comment on the findings that emerge” 

(Merriam, 1988, p. 169). Finally, I examined my own researcher bias and stated my 

“assumptions, worldview, and theoretical orientation at the outset o f the study” (Merriam, 

1988, p. 169).

Summary

By conducting my research study, I provided insight into the factors that 

contribute to the well-being of teachers. The purpose of this chapter was to provide
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information about the research design and the rationale for why I chose this particular 

design, the sampling procedures I used, methods of data collection and analysis, my role 

as the researcher, and the issues o f ethics and trustworthiness. In the following chapter, I 

discuss the findings o f my study. I describe each participant, the school in which she 

works, and the ways in which they experience well-being.



CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

In this chapter, I present the findings o f my research study on teacher well-being. 

The chapter is divided into five major sections: research questions, an explanation of 

well-being, a description of each participant’s experience with well-being, a comparison 

of cases, and a chapter summary. Within the descriptions o f the participants’ 

experiences, I describe their backgrounds, the schools in which they teach, and the ways 

in which they experience well-being at work. The school descriptions are based on my 

observations during school visits, as well as information that the participants provided. 

The findings on the participants’ experiences will be focused on autonomy, competence, 

and relatedness to reflect the three factors necessary for well-being, according to self- 

determination theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Additionally, I discuss factors outside 

of school that contributed to the participants’ well-being at work. To add to the depth of 

my study, I also describe factors that detracted from the teachers’ workplace well-being. 

Furthermore, I explain the participants’ experiences o f the connection between their well

being and classroom practice.. Although I discuss each participant separately, I also 

compare the two, noting the similarities and differences between them in the ways in 

which they experience well-being at work. I conclude the chapter with a summary.

67
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Research Questions 

For this study, I asked the following research questions:

1. How do teachers experience well-being in the workplace?

I also examined the following secondary:

2. What role does autonomy play in the well-being o f teachers?

3. What role does perceived competence play in the well-being of teachers?

4. What role does relatedness play in the well-being of teachers?

5. What are teachers’ experiences of the connection between well-being and 

classroom practice?

Participant Selection 

When selecting participants for my study, I only considered individuals who met 

the following criteria:

1. Participants must be full-time teachers at public schools.

2. Participants must be in her fifth consecutive year o f teaching or beyond.

3. Participants must enjoy their jobs and experience well-being at work.

After reviewing all potential candidates, I chose two participants, Sarah and

Katherine, to participate in my study. Sarah is an elementary school teacher who has 

been teaching for six years. Katherine, who teaches middle school, is in her tenth year of 

teaching. I chose these two teachers carefully, based on their enthusiasm for their work, 

as well as their willingness to meet with me on multiple occasions.

Data Collection and Analysis 

For data collection, I met with each participant four to five times in order to 

gather a sufficient amount o f data. I spoke to each participant about their experiences
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with well-being at their respective schools. They shared their stories about factors that 

contribute to their well-being, as well as the variables that take away from well-being in 

the workplace. I transcribed each interview and uploaded the transcriptions in NVivo 

before coding. I also visited each participant’s school once. While I was there, I took 

notes about the school environment and the interactions I witnessed between teachers and 

students, as well as teachers and their colleagues. I typed my notes and uploaded the 

documents into NVivo.

I began the coding process by assigning codes to the participants’ words.

Although much o f my questioning was framed around self-determination theory and the 

three factors that contribute to well-being, I did not code specifically for autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness. Instead, I created codes that encompassed “the perspective 

o f the speaker ... rather than the perspective or experience o f the analyst” (Bazeley, 2013, 

p. 162) based on the experiences they shared with me. However, after all data were 

coded, I began examining the names of the codes I created through the lens of self- 

determination theory and noticed that most o f them fit under the umbrellas o f autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness.

For example, the codes “students,” “administrators,” “coworkers,” and “haters” 

all fell under the category of relatedness. “Calling,” ’’time management,” “choice,” and 

“freedom to teach” were all related to autonomy. Finally, “furthering education,” 

“empowerment,” and “confidence” were codes that aligned with the concept of 

competence. After reexamining the participants’ quotes several times, I observed that 

most o f their words aligned in some way to either autonomy, competence, or relatedness.
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Overall Findings on Well-Being 

After analyzing the data, I reached several conclusions about well-being and 

teachers. First, well-being fluctuated. Although both participants were generally happy 

at their jobs and enjoyed what they do, they each described several examples o f times 

when their well-being was negatively affected by their work environment. Second, I 

found that these two teachers with high levels o f well-being made conscious decisions to 

maintain their well-being, even in stressful situations. Both participants made an effort to 

be happy at work. Finally, even though both participants considered themselves to be 

good teachers, and they both experienced well-being, they did not always teach in the 

way that was most beneficial to their students. When their well-being suffered due to the 

pressures they faced at work, both teachers sometimes made choices that compromised 

valuable instructional time. In the following sections, I offer evidence to support these 

findings.

In the next section, I will provide a definition of well-being. Then I will introduce 

the first participant, Sarah, and share her experiences with well-being. Following the 

description of Sarah’s experiences, I describe Katherine’s experiences with well-being.

By examining the data I collected through interviews and school visits, I was able to form 

conclusions about the ways in which they experience well-being at work.

Well-Being Defined 

In Chapter 1 ,1 provided a definition o f well-being based on the works o f the 

theorists who conceived self-determination theory. People who experience well-being 

live a fulfilling life. Happiness and feelings o f pleasure are results o f well-being, but 

well-being is a process, rather than an outcome. A person who has high well-being
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“engages in meaningful endeavors, actualizes potentials, and is ‘fully functioning’” 

(Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008, p. 141). Ryan, Huta, and Deci (2008) also posited that well

being is not constant and that fluctuation o f well-being is absolute.

When interviewing the participants, I used the term “well-being,” in order to stay 

true to the theoretical framework of self-determination theory. However, I did not define 

well-being for them. Additionally, I was careful not to use terms such as “happiness” or 

“job satisfaction” interchangeably with “well-being.” I felt that using terms other than 

“well-being” would offer the participants a false definition of what well-being is. 

Therefore, I allowed the participants to formulate their own ideas o f what well-being 

means to them. In the following sections, I share what I found about each participant’s 

personal experiences with well-being, including their interpretations o f well-being.

Participant #1: Sarah 

Sarah is a first-grade teacher and has been teaching for six years. She began her 

career as a fifth grade teacher and transitioned to the first-grade classroom in her second 

year. She was grade level chair for the past two years and embraced her role as team 

leader. When I met her, Sarah was in graduate school pursuing her master’s degree in 

early childhood education. In her personal life, Sarah was married; she and her husband 

had been married three years, and they did not have any children. She had an extensive 

group o f friends and family who she enjoyed spending time with at home, restaurants, 

and football games. Sarah woke up at 4:00 every morning to go to the gym to put her in 

the right mindset for the rest o f the day.

As a devout Christian, Sarah believed that education was her calling. She was a 

self-proclaimed hard worker with a big heart. At work, she put her students first
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whenever possible. Sarah’s frustrations with her job surfaced on days when paperwork 

and her role as grade level chair took precedence over her students. She maintained a 

positive relationship with her administrators, which allowed her to communicate with 

them freely when she encountered any problems.

Although Sarah sometimes questioned her abilities as a teacher, she felt that her 

hard work, professionalism, and love for her students compensated for any shortcomings 

she might have had. Sarah did not believe in doing anything “half-butt,” as she called it. 

She put forth her best effort in everything she did, whether it was at work or in her 

personal life. Overall, Sarah considered herself to be a happy teacher who was fulfilling 

her purpose in life.

School Context

Sarah has taught in the same school for the six years that she had been a 

classroom teacher. The school was a Title I elementary school, which meant that at least 

40% of students in the school came from low-income families. The school served 

students from Pre-K to fifth grade. African-American students made up the majority of 

the population (55%), with Caucasian students being the second most predominant race 

(36%). Hispanic, Asian, and multi-racial students made up the rest of the population. 

School Visit

I had the opportunity to visit Sarah during the school day. I was immediately 

struck by the newness and cleanliness o f the school building. Although the school has 

been open for decades, the building itself is only five years old. Due to the growing 

number of students and dilapidated conditions o f the original building, the school system 

decided to move the location and build a brand new school.
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Prior to visiting the school, I had been in contact with the principal, Mr. Schultz 

regarding my school visit. Mr. Schultz was incredibly helpful as I sought institutional 

research approval from the school district. He gave me the contact information for the 

person in charge o f research, as well as the list of documents I was required to submit. He 

let me know that I was welcome to visit at any time once I received approval from the 

district.

As I entered the building and walked to the office, I was greeted by an 

administrative assistant who was kind and helpful. She made me feel comfortable right 

away as she helped me sign in and gave me directions to Sarah’s classroom. I could not 

help but feel at ease and in good spirits from my interaction with her. When I walked 

down the hallway to find Sarah’s classroom, every classroom I glanced into revealed 

teachers and students who were engaged in teaching and learning. Although I could hear 

children’s voices in every classroom, I noticed that teachers were not raising their voices 

at their students. I also noticed that some classes that I walked by had more than one 

adult working with the students, and Sarah told me later that every kindergarten class had 

a full-time paraprofessional.

When I entered Sarah’s classroom, her students looked up but did not speak to 

me, since they were engaged in an activity. I found the classroom to be warm and 

inviting, with instructional materials covering the walls but not in a way that was 

overwhelming. I also noticed that Sarah had included some personal touches in her 

classroom: pictures o f her with various friends and family, college paraphernalia, and 

drawings and photographs from present and former students. I arrived minutes before 

lunchtime, so I was able to see how the students transitioned from a work period to lunch.
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The students used this transitional time to speak to me and ask who I was, and Sarah did 

not reprimand them for talking as they walked in line down the hall.

On the way to the cafeteria, we walked through the lobby of the school, where 

one of Sarah’s students’ mothers was waiting to eat lunch with her son. Sarah recognized 

the parent immediately, and it was apparent by their interaction that the two had already 

established a friendly and professional parent-teacher relationship. Sarah made a joke to 

the mother about the woman’s son “showing o ff’ in front o f the visitor in the classroom 

(me). The mother laughed and responded, “I believe it!” Once in the cafeteria, Sarah 

helped her students walk through the lunch line. I noticed that the cafeteria staff 

interacted kindly with both the students and teachers. Once every student in Sarah’s class 

had gotten their lunch trays and were seated at their assigned tables, Sarah left to go eat 

her lunch.

On the way back to her classroom, Sarah explained to me that she and the other 

teachers on the first-grade team made a decision earlier in the year to eat in her 

classroom, rather than in the teacher’s lounge. She said that she and her team often felt 

like some of the teachers in the teacher’s lounge only spoke about negative things, and 

she felt that the negativity affected her mood for the rest o f the day. She decided to offer 

her classroom as a safe, positive environment for the teachers on her grade level to eat 

lunch. I decided to stay and join them during their lunch period. As teachers trickled in 

with their lunches, Sarah introduced me to each one. Each had packed a healthy lunch 

from home: salads, fruit, deli meat, or raw vegetables and hummus. Although they talked 

about their school day thus far, the stories were lighthearted, and even the stories about 

challenging students were told in a way that made the others laugh. The teachers also
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exchanged lesson ideas as they talked. At the end of Sarah’s lunch period, I walked out 

with her to pick up her students from the cafeteria. She left the other teachers in her 

classroom to finish their lunches. As we were walking, she told me that she looked 

forward to her lunch period every day because she was able to talk to her team and bond 

with them, and it helped set the tone for the rest o f her day.

Sarah’s Definition of Well-Being

When I first met Sarah, she was in the fifth year o f her teaching career. She 

eagerly volunteered for my study, identifying herself as a happy teacher who loved her 

job. She said, “I like to be a happy person. And I think that goes for every part o f my 

life, especially at work.” For her, well-being had become a choice, something that she 

strived for and worked toward every day, even when she had trying days: “Every day my 

joy changes, and I just try to find something that makes me feel happy and feel positive.” 

Sarah equated well-being with feelings o f happiness and joy. She also thought of 

well-being as a physical state. In one interview, Sarah shared the following about her 

well-being:

I’m generally just happy to be at work because I really enjoy what I do. I mean 

well-being in my mind can be many things, like if  I’m not feeling well and I want 

to sit at my desk. But if  I’m feeling awesome and have like a zest for life, and 

I’m excited to be there, then I’m teaching like I’m on speed or something. So 

yeah, I guess if  I have well-being, then, yeah, I’m being a better teacher.

In this quote, Sarah revealed her views about what well-being means to her. First, 

she used the term “happy” to describe how she feels when she is working. Then, she 

stated that well-being can have multiple meanings. For example, here, Sarah referred to a
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lack of well-being as “not feeling well,” a physical feeling that she felt affected her 

classroom practice negatively. However, in the next sentence, she described having well

being as “feeling awesome” and having “a zest for life,” which shows that well-being 

was also a mental or emotional state o f being, in addition to a physical feeling.

Also, I noted that in the last sentence, she said, that “i f ’ she had well-being, she 

was “being a better teacher.” This aligned with the notion that well-being was not a 

constant state. Sarah’s quote indicated that her well-being at work fluctuated, especially 

on days when she was feeling physically ill.

In another conversation I had with Sarah, she described her well-being in another

way:

It's not always that like I have the best lesson, but if  you’re feeling good about 

what you’re doing, your kids feed off your energy, and they get excited too. And 

yeah, you just feel good about what you’re doing and about teaching. That’s what 

well-being is, right? Feeling good and being happy?

Again, Sarah used the word “happy” to describe her well-being. In this example, 

however, “feeling good” did not just describe a physical state o f well-being. Instead, she 

referred to her confidence level and the positive energy she felt when teaching her 

students. Throughout our conversations, Sarah frequently used the word “happy” instead 

o f “well-being.” She also discussed other teachers in her school as being “unhappy” if  

they lacked well-being in the workplace. Therefore, Sarah equated workplace well-being 

with happiness at school. She also associated well-being with physical health. When she 

did not feel well physically, she noticed that her classroom practice suffered.
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Figure 7 is a depiction of Sarah’s well-being. Autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness are represented in the partial circle to show that the three factors contributed 

to her well-being. Relatedness is represented using a larger font because it was the factor 

that most strongly influenced Sarah’s well-being. I listed the ways in which she 

experienced each factor based on the data I collected. The circle is incomplete to 

represent the obstacles Sarah faced that hindered her well-being. I then listed the positive 

and negative ways that her classroom practice was affected.
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Sarah's Well-Being
Autonomy

Freedom to 
teach 

- Calling 
Choice

Competence Relatedness
Well-Being Students 

Teachers 
Parents 
Administrators 
Husband 
Friends

Teaching 
experience 
Support from 
coworkers 
Exercise

Paperwork/duties 
Curriculum created by 
non-teachers

Classroom
Practice

Positive
- Strong bonds with students 
• Leadership roles on grade level

Negative
- Time spent on paperwork instead of teaching
- Not trying new methods of teaching
- Considering leaving teaching

Figure 1. A representation o f Sarah’s well-being and the positive and negative ways in 
which her classroom practice is affected.

In the following sections, I will describe Sarah’s experiences with autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness and how they affected her well-being. I also explain the 

obstacles she faced at work that detracted from her well-being, as well as how those 

obstacles affected her practice.

Experiences with Autonomy

When talking to Sarah about her decision to become a teacher, she stated, “I feel 

like it’s what I’m meant to do.” I then asked her if  she considered teaching to be her
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calling, to which she responded, “Mm hmm. I do. I’ve always felt that way. I feel like 

I’m called to be in education. Even if I ever quit being in the classroom, I definitely feel 

like I’m supposed to stay in education.” Sarah’s intrinsic desire to be a teacher aligned 

with the concept o f autonomy. Because the teaching profession aligned with her intrinsic 

values, she felt autonomous in her decision to stay in the educational field.

Sarah felt that her autonomy was supported by her administrators at work. She 

described her school as having a “relaxed” environment. When I visited Sarah’s school, I 

also noticed that the inside of the school felt relaxed. Although I could hear students’ 

voices in the hall, they were not being reprimanded by adults. Most adults I passed in the 

hall smiled or said “Hello,” which made me feel at ease in an unfamiliar place. Sarah felt 

that her “laid back” administrators were responsible for creating this culture within the 

school. When I asked her to elaborate on her opinions about her administrators, she 

responded with the following:

What I said about my administrators being a little more relaxed, it's definitely, 

you know, about how you want to teach. My administrators encourage what I 

value as important, and they really give me, well really all the teachers, the 

freedom to teach how they want to teach. If I want to teach through centers, but if 

somebody else wants to bring everyone to the carpet and teach it whole group, its 

fine. It really goes back to we’re just teaching the same thing. And I'm fortunate 

that I'm not required to do the exact same thing as everyone else right now 

because I don't think that is true teaching. You know, teachers are different just 

like kids are different. Different people need different things. And I feel lucky to
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have that freedom. I definitely wouldn’t have the same positive feelings about my 

job if 1 didn’t have that freedom.

For Sarah, a sense of autonomy came from having the freedom to teach in the 

ways she deemed most appropriate for her students. This freedom came from her 

administrators, and she felt fortunate to work for an administrative team that supported 

her values and encouraged her to exercise her individuality in her classroom. Sarah also 

understood that her way o f teaching was not necessarily the only way of teaching. She 

was accepting o f other teachers’ right to exercise autonomy in their classrooms as well. 

Sarah understood that her sense of autonomy was a contributing factor to her well-being 

at work and that without it, she would not enjoy her job as much as she did.

Sarah’s attitude toward work and life in general encompassed the essence of 

autonomy. Sarah admitted that her feelings toward her job were not always positive. 

However, she believed that well-being could be created by making positive choices:

It’s about what you make of your situation, how you take it in and make it 

something positive. That’s what gets me through the day sometimes. And yeah, 

it’s a lot o f work sometimes, but that’s the choice I’ve made. I want to put my 

best foot forward.

This aligned with the concept o f integration within self-determination theory, in 

which “people have a full sense that the behavior is an integral part o f who they are, that 

it emanates from their sense of self and is thus self-determined” (Gagne & Deci, 2005, p. 

335). Although her well-being fluctuated, Sarah supported her own well-being by taking 

a less-than-ideal situation and finding the positive aspects o f it. She embraced every
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situation that she faced and moved forward with a positive attitude because she valued 

her sense o f well-being. She further reiterated her outlook with the following quote:

I think that it’s about choices. I think I’ve just learned- you just have to be who 

you want to be. And if  you’re not what you want to be, then take the steps you 

need to take to change it. And accept what you can’t change, and fake it ‘til you 

make it. Some days it’s about going to school and putting a smile on. But there 

are some days I go to school and put a smile on my face, and I’m in the worst 

mood. It’s like, you know what? I’m going to put my best foot forward. I’m 

going to be happy. And it’s because I’m a happy person and I want to be happy, 

no matter what’s going on.

Sarah believed that her nature, being a “happy person” contributed to her sense of 

well-being. Even on bad days, she made the choice to exhibit a positive attitude. On the 

day that I visited her, she told me that her day had been “crazy” with several interruptions 

to her schedule, and she confided in me that she was feeling “off.” However, her 

demeanor toward her students remained calm and friendly, and I would not have known 

that she was feeling out o f sorts had she not told me.

Sarah felt that well-being was a choice, something that a person could work 

toward in order to achieve. Although Sarah attributed her feelings o f autonomy at work 

to the sense of freedom created by her administrators, she also understood that her sense 

of well-being was a choice because of the value she placed on her own happiness. She 

was able to identify situations that could possibly take away from her well-being, 

internalized them, and made them align with what she valued, which was her own 

happiness.
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Experiences with Competence

Although Sarah identified herself as being a good teacher, she felt that she is 

constantly improving. When talking to her about her competence, she used a numeric 

scale from one to 10 to rank her level o f confidence in her teaching abilities. She 

reflected back on her first year o f teaching and remembered not having a sense of 

competence at all. However, with the support o f her team and through her teaching 

experiences, she felt a significant increase in her competence. She said, “That first year, I 

went from like a zero to a two. I made a big jump.” In her fifth year, she felts that she is 

“at a five, like halfway where I’m eventually going to be.” However, the climb from a 

two to a five was gradual:

And then I felt like over those next few years after my first year, once I moved to 

my first-grade team, it was a very tumultuous time in my teaching career. It was 

like a gradual like- so if my first year I went from a zero to a two, over those next 

few years, I gradually went up to that three because it was hard. If you do 

something good, and people don't say “Wow, good job,” you question yourself. 

And sometimes people even try to break you down. So I feel like that was my 

gradual climb to that number three in my confidence as a teacher because I had to 

learn how to find the confidence within myself. I couldn't go out and seek it in 

other people. But now, I have a good team, and I feel like I’ve jumped to like a 

five. Because I do feel more empowered. It's kind o f weird. People come to me 

and ask me questions. And I'm like, why do you want to know what I think? But 

it is very empowering when people take my ideas and use them and come back 

and say “Wow, that was a really great idea, thanks.” It does, it makes you feel
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more confident. So I think I'm halfway there. I think 1 definitely still have a ways

to go.

Sarah was able to track her levels o f perceived competence throughout her 

teaching career thus far. Although she identified her current level as five out o f 10, she 

took pride in the progress she made over the last five years. She partly attributed her 

increase in competence to the people with whom she worked, particularly the other 

teachers on her grade level. Sarah said, “It’s kind of weird” when people ask her for 

help, which shows that she still does not feel completely competent in her job, but at the 

same time, her competence was reinforced by her co-workers asking for her advice.

When they asked for her opinion or help, she found the experience to be empowering, 

thus raising her feelings o f competence.

I was able to witness Sarah’s interactions with the teachers on her grade level 

when I visited her school. Because I went during their lunch period, I had the 

opportunity to observe the conversations that took place between Sarah and her 

colleagues during a time when they were away from their students. During that time, in 

addition to having conversations, Sarah used their time together to delegate tasks to her 

coworkers. They also asked her questions about deadlines and what content to teach next. 

Sarah’s demeanor was confident, and I could tell that she felt very sure of herself as a 

leader to these teachers. She did not display any signs o f insecurities when talking to her 

colleagues.

Sarah’s perception of competence also came from learning to look within herself 

and seeking out her strengths as a teacher. For a period of time, she worked with a group 

o f teachers who did not offer encouragement, but rather than get discouraged, she used
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self-reflection as a tool to increase her feelings o f competence. Sarah further described 

the role that her coworkers play on her competence:

Now, I’m grade chair, and I’m the one who’s supposed to know everything. It is 

nice to have these new young girls on the team, but it's weird sometimes when 

they come to me. It’s like “Oh, you're not coming to me like peer-to-peer. You're 

coming to me like you're looking up to me.” It’s taking some getting used to. But 

I also still have those teachers that I go to when I’m feeling like I need help. I 

think it helps having those friendships with other teachers because sometimes it's 

more of a confidence thing, and I need those friends to be like, “No you really are 

good; you're here for a reason. Keep working hard.”

Once again, Sarah used the word “weird” to describe how she felt when her less 

experienced peers looked to her for help. Although she was considered to be an 

experienced teacher by the newer teachers, she also relied on her peers when she needed 

a boost in her perceived competence. She recognized those peers as being friends, and 

they were able to offer encouragement to increase her feelings o f competence.

Often, Sarah’s feelings o f competence fluctuated:

Some days I say, “I'm a great teacher,” but other days, like when you teach small 

children, sometimes we teach them things, and then a month later, they don't 

remember it, and you say, “Wait a minute, am I really good at this?”

This quote from Sarah shows that although she considered herself to be a good 

teacher overall, she sometimes questioned her abilities as a teacher. The fluctuation in 

her competence here was caused by her students’ tendency to forget information that she
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has taught them. She attributed this difficulty in retaining information to the students’ 

young age, since she taught first graders.

I asked Sarah to describe the times when she felt most successful as a teacher. 

After reflecting for a moment, she offered the following:

When you asked this question, my first thought was to say that I feel successful at 

work when I’ve turned in all my paperwork on time, responded to my e-mails, 

and I’ve checked off things on my long to-do list. But then I realized that those 

are things that are expected of me from the county or my principal, and I only feel 

successful because they say I am. But personally, when I feel like I’m successful, 

when I’m really feeling good about what I’m accomplishing is when I’m 

connected to my kids, like teaching, but also just talking to them on a personal 

level. Because really, that’s why I’m there is for the kids, to be there and give 

them a good experience. The days when I’m doing all that paperwork and sitting 

at my computer most o f the day, I get to the end o f the day, and I feel bad, like 

even though I got my checklist done, I didn’t really do my job as a teacher. So 

yeah, the days when I’m really involved with the kids, connected to them, is when 

I think, “Yeah, I’m a good teacher.”

Initially, Sarah’s reaction was to make a list o f accomplishments that made her 

feel productive based on deadlines and requirements set forth by the school system and 

her administrators. However, after contemplating further, she realized that her true 

feelings o f competence stemmed from her interactions with her students. She felt that her 

students were her sole purpose for being a teacher. On days when she did not have the 

opportunity to interact with her students, Sarah experienced decreased levels of
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competence and felt “bad,” thus affecting her well-being negatively. The days when her 

competence was highest was when she was able to dedicate the time to connect with her 

students. To her, being a good teacher was not just about teaching content; it was also 

about reaching her students on a personal level. In this example, Sarah’s feelings of 

competence were intertwined with her feelings o f relatedness. As her relatedness with 

students increased, so did her level of competence, and together, they affected her well

being.

I asked Sarah to describe how competence affected her teaching. She responded 

by saying, “I think that sometimes you go through phases where you're just like, ‘I am an 

awesome teacher, like I kick butt.’ And I think it does push you to be better.”

According to this quote, Sarah felt that her competence affected her classroom practice 

by motivating her to be a better teacher.

Experiences with Relatedness

Of the three factors that I explored, relatedness contributed most to Sarah’s 

workplace well-being. She placed equal weight on her relationships with her students 

and with other teachers when describing the aspects o f her job that contributed most to 

her well-being:

Some days, I can just be happy being with my kids. Some days, you feel like they 

say the funniest sweetest thing that brings me joy. But then the next day might be 

just being with my coworkers who I enjoy being around. But it’s usually a 

connection with somebody, whether it’s with my kids or my coworkers that 

brings me the most joy at work.
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In this section, I present specific interactions that Sarah has had with both her 

students and coworkers that have contributed to her feelings o f relatedness. I also discuss 

her relationships with the students’ parents and the administrators with whom she worked 

and how they built on her sense of relatedness.

Sarah believed in forming personal relationships with her students. She was with 

the same group o f students for the entire school day, except during lunch and her 

planning time. Because of this, she was able to cultivate relationships with them. The 

following quote came from a discussion we had in December, four months into the 

school year. I asked her to describe the aspect of her job that most positively influenced 

her well-being. She answered:

I think it's the connection with the kids. Like sometimes especially this time of 

year, you become like a little family. And it's nice to be able to kind of be in your 

room and it's just like the kids get you. You can just give them a look, and they 

know exactly what you mean. They know where certain things go in the room and 

they can get things for themselves. It's more o f a community than a teacher- 

student relationship. I really enjoy that. Because then, you can just kind of be 

with the kids and spend time with them, and it's not so much like I'm being an 

authoritarian figure. I mean, we’re just all kind of here together, teaching each 

other.

In this quote, Sarah compared her classroom to a community and her closeness to 

her students as familial. Rather than seeing herself as the sole leader o f the classroom, 

she viewed her role as a sharer o f knowledge, as well as a learner. This level o f comfort 

and familiarity that she established with her students took time, hence why she referred to
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“this time of year.” Through months of getting to know each other, Sarah and her 

students established routines and gained an understanding o f one another.

When I observed Sarah in her classroom, I noticed that her students were self- 

sufficient. The students were on task when I walked into the classroom, and shortly after 

I arrived, it was time to go to lunch. Sarah called students to line up in the order of their 

lunch choices for the day, and they got in line without any need for further directions. As 

students took a restroom break, they knew exactly where to line up in the hall, how many 

students should go into the restroom at one time, and where to line up when they were 

finished without being told by Sarah. This showed me that Sarah had spent the earlier 

part o f the school year establishing rules and routines in order to cultivate the type of 

climate she prefers.

Sarah cited several specific examples of how she formed personal relationships 

with individual students throughout her teaching career. The following vignette describes 

an experience she had with a student following a tragic incident in the community in 

which her students lived:

I’m sure you heard about the dad who shot a bunch of kids a few weeks ago. It 

was all over the news. Well, some o f those kids went to my school. That’s where 

I work. And we have a crisis team, and they came and talked to the kids, like see 

how they’re dealing with it. So my little Kayla, she just didn’t seem like herself, 

but I didn’t want to say like, “Are you upset about Leah?” But she just wasn’t 

herself. At the very end o f the day she walked straight out o f the bathroom and 

walked straight to me, hugged me, and said, “You know that little girl that died? 

That was my best friend.” And it just like, oh, killed me. It just killed me. So I
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just rushed her off. I said, “Is it okay? Can we go talk to someone? Would you 

be okay with that?” She said yes. So I rushed her off to the crisis team. I don’t 

know, it’s just moments like that that you’re just like, this is why I’m here.

Sarah’s school was affected by a shooting that occurred in the community. 

Because of the relationships that Sarah had already formed with her students, she was 

aware o f the effect that the tragedy would have on specific students. Not only did she 

know that her student, Kayla, had been good friends with one of the victims, she noticed 

that Kayla “didn’t seem like herself’ at school after the tragedy occurred. This showed 

that Sarah knew her students’ personalities and was able to recognize when they were 

acting differently. She also showed care and sensitivity by allowing Kayla to come to her 

first, rather than approaching her student about a delicate subject. By listening to the 

emotion in Sarah’s voice when she described the experience, and by hearing her say that 

it “killed” her, I was able to see how much Sarah genuinely cared for her students.

Another example o f the care that Sarah showed toward her students came from a 

day when snow started falling during the school day. Although schools closed mid-day, 

and students were dismissed early, the weather caused school buses full o f children to 

become immobile on the road. Additionally, some students, who were normally picked 

up by their parents, were stranded at school because their parents were not able to pick 

them up. Sarah reminisced about the day:

Moments like that remind you o f why you’re there. The ice storm reminds you. 

Like yes, I could have jumped in my car and ran home. Some teachers did. 

Granted I would’ve been sitting on the interstate, but there were a bunch of kids 

there still at the school that were scared, that wanted to go home, and their parents
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were scared because they couldn’t get to their kids. I mean, I answered the phone 

for hours and hours. And these parents screaming at me. I mean, I was just like,

“I know! It’s awful!” I mean, what are you going to say? I’m not going to sit 

there and argue with you. It’s not my fault that your child is sitting on the side of 

the road on the bus. All I can do is just try to make you feel a little better and 

comfort you and tell you that we’re all in an awful situation right now. And o f 

course I wanted to make the parents feel better, but they’re not the reason I 

stayed. I stayed for the kids because they needed me. So yeah, I was there all 

night with those kids. And I’m glad I stayed.

The way in which Sarah responded to this emergency situation at work showed 

how deeply she cared about the students who attended her school. Although some other 

teachers left to go home, she stayed and looked after the students whose parents were 

unable to pick them up and take them home. Sarah put the students’ needs before her 

own in this situation, and she said that she was “glad” that she stayed with the students 

overnight. She also said that incidents such as these reminded her o f her purpose for 

becoming a teacher, which showed that her purpose in teaching was connected to feelings 

o f relatedness with her students.

I witnessed several examples o f Sarah’s close relationship with her students 

during my school visit. First, the tone of voice that Sarah used with her students 

immediately caught my attention. Even when a student was misbehaving, she did not 

raise her voice. She used a caring tone when talking to every student. Next, on multiple 

occasions, Sarah said something that showed that she cared about individual students.

For example, she asked one student, “Did you find your coat? I don’t want you going
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outside without it.” At another time, she said, “You look sleepy today. Do you feel 

OK?” Finally, several students hugged Sarah during the short time I was there. Their 

hugs were not initiated by Sarah. This act of affection was a reflection of Sarah’s 

relationship with her students, and it showed me that Sarah’s students truly care about 

her.

Sarah also discussed her relatedness with her students’ parents during our 

conversations. After visiting her school and witnessing an interaction between her and a 

student’s mother, I was able to see that she placed importance on forming relationships 

with the parents at her school. Regarding her relationships with her students’ parents, she 

said the following:

I like my parents to think of me not like a friend, but I don’t want them to think of 

me like this teacher that they have no relationship with. So I do try to form 

relationships and get, not personal, but more like a mix o f personal and 

professional. Like I want my parents to be on a first name basis with me. Like I 

want them to feel like they can just pick up the phone, you know, and call me. So 

I do try to have that relationship. I feel like with a lot of parents, a lot o f my kids 

know that by this point in the year, I could just go right to my phone and (makes 

dialing noise), “Ms. Hartnett, we’re having some issues with Jonathan.” And he 

knows that. And he knows that I can just say, “Hey how are you? We’re having 

issues.” And his mom may show up. I think it’s through those relationships-1 

don’t ever want to feel scared to call the parents and say anything to a parent. 

Whether it’s your child is acting crazy, or you know, your child is really behind 

and we need to figure out what we’re going to do. And I feel like it’s through
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building a positive relationship is how you can then sit with a parent and say, “I 

think I’m going to retain your child.” I feel like you can’t just say that to 

anybody. You know, without having a positive relationship.

Sarah gave her personal phone number to all of her students’ parents. By doing 

so, she maintained a two-way line of communication. Not only could she call parents 

when necessary, the parents were also able to call her with any concerns they had. Sarah 

made an effort to establish these relationships with the parents so that a level of comfort 

and trust existed between them. By gaining the parents’ respect, she was able to be 

honest about her students to their parents.

I was able to see firsthand the kinds of relationships she formed with her students’ 

parents during my visit to her school. A boy’s mother was waiting for Sarah’s class to 

walk to the cafeteria so that she could eat lunch with her son. As soon as Sarah saw the 

mother, she said, “Oh good! Look who’s here, Jeff! Let’s tell her about how you were 

showing off for Ms. Hutcheson earlier.” Je ffs  mother laughed, and responded, “I believe 

it!” This friendly interaction between Sarah and the mother indicated that the two had 

not only met before, but also that they knew each other well enough to joke around with 

one another.

I asked Sarah to make a connection between the relationships with others at work 

and her workplace well-being. She responded:

It’s all about connections to other people. For me, it’s all about the kids and being 

with them, but at the same time, I really lean on my coworkers too. Like 

administrators are important, and it’s nice to know that I can go to them, but those 

are the people I deal with on a day-to-day basis. When I really need something, I
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go to my neighbor, not my assistant principal. You know, the teachers go in the 

lunchroom, and we chitchat, and we catch up with each other. And we go back in 

the classroom, and we’re dancing and being silly with our kids. And then, you 

know, somebody will say something funny and we’ll run next door and say, “Oh 

listen to what Johnny said.” So it’s just a combination of having fun with the kids 

and talking to my coworkers that really just makes my day great and brings me 

joy-

Sarah’s relatedness to her students and coworkers was the factor that most 

positively influenced her well-being at work. She strongly valued the connection she felt 

to both her students and her coworkers. Although in her quote, she acknowledged the 

importance of relationships with administrators as a contributing factor to well-being, she 

placed greater weight on relationships with students and peers.

Factors Outside o f the Workplace

When discussing her well-being, Sarah sometimes referenced her life outside o f 

work as a contributor to her well-being in the workplace. Specifically, she spoke about 

her daily exercise routine:

I think going to the gym, especially for me going in the morning, especially with 

what I’m doing. Because I do a lot o f heavy lifting, and I do a lot o f things I 

never thought I could do. Like I never thought I could climb a rope when I first 

started. So like being able to do that and leave and be like, I’m such a badass. 

Come on school, bring it on!

Sarah’s activities at the gym elevated her feelings of competence, and she carried 

that competence with her as she faced the school day. Over time, through her dedication
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to exercise, she grew stronger physically. Her physical strength also influenced her self- 

confidence, and she left the gym with the mentality that she would be able to tackle any 

obstacle that came her way at work.

Additionally, Sarah’s well-being was influenced by the relationships she had with 

people outside of work. She described a group of friends that she saw on a regular basis: 

So it’s four girls that I went to high school with. The four of us -  it wasn’t like 

the four o f us hung out in high school. You know it’s just like, we’re connected 

through friends and siblings and whatever, but yet we’re all friends now. We’re 

doing this Mexican thing once a month, where we meet for happy hour. And me 

and two of the other girls, we are all teachers, not at the same school. And the 

other, the fourth girl, she’s not a teacher but she has a lot o f family members that 

are, so it’s like, we do go and we laugh about stuff, and we unwind, and we talk 

about school, and we talk about random stuff. And I think that helps to keep me 

happy at school and that even though I may be outside of school talking about 

school, my life is not consumed with school. I feel like so many people I see, and 

you probably see the same thing, I see so many people at work that are unhappy, 

they’re stressed out, and I feel like their life is about at school. So I just think it 

helps to be balanced and to not feel like my whole life is about my job.

Sarah appreciated her outings with her friends and used them as a time to relax 

and unwind. Because three o f the women were teachers, they were able to exchange 

stories that were relatable to one another. Sarah realized that having friends and activities 

outside o f work positively influenced her well-being. She specifically stated that her 

happiness was affected by the knowledge that her life was “ not consumed with school.”
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She was able to leave the stress o f her job at work and enjoy her personal time outside of 

work. She compared herself to other teachers whose lives appeared to be consumed by 

teaching and understood that maintaining an appropriate balance between work and her 

personal life was crucial for preserving her well-being at work.

Throughout our meetings, Sarah frequently talked about her husband, Scott, as a 

person she depended on for support outside of school. Scott was not a teacher and could 

not always relate to Sarah’s frustrations:

It’s like I want Scott to understand what I’m talking about when I come home, 

and I’m venting and complaining. But he’s not a teacher, so he doesn’t get it.

And I guess sometimes it’s frustrating, but I’m sort o f realizing that it’s like, a 

good thing. I don’t want to come home to another teacher, and all we talk about 

is school stuff. I want to forget about work when I’m not there. So he’s really 

good about that. He lets me vent, and then we’ll talk about something silly that he 

saw on the internet, and I don’t think about school anymore. And the next day, I 

can get up and go to school with a clean slate.

Although Sarah wanted her husband to relate to her experiences at work, she was 

also grateful for the distractions that he provided by discussing topics unrelated to her 

school. He offered support by allowing her to share her frustrations with him, but also by 

taking her mind off o f work. By coming home to her husband every evening and 

spending time with him, she was able to return to work the following day with a renewed 

mindset.

Both Sarah’s outings with her friends and time with her husband were examples 

o f how she experienced relatedness outside of work. By surrounding herself with
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supportive people in her personal life, she was able to maintain a balance between work 

and home. This balance elevated her sense of workplace well-being.

Obstacles to Well-Being

At times, Sarah made comments to imply that her well-being was being 

negatively affected at work. As I described previously, Sarah’s primary purpose for 

teaching was to be connected to her students. Sometimes, Sarah took time away from her 

students to complete tasks that were required by her administrators or school system:

So I feel like with my classroom, I’m just resting on my laurels sometimes, and 

I’m doing what I know from experience is efficient. There’s lots o f things that I 

wish I could do, it’s just at the point where I don’t have the time to do it all right 

now because I’m grade chair and have so much extra paperwork to do. So maybe 

next year.

Sarah’s role as grade level chair has taken her time away from her students. 

Although she was still teaching her students to the best o f her abilities, she was relying on 

her previous experiences to determine what and how she taught. Ideally, she would have 

liked to have done new and creative activities to engage her students. However, due to 

the demands placed on her, she was unable to do those activities that she would like to 

do.

Sarah also discussed the statewide curriculum that determined the content that 

students learn:

I definitely think Common Core has some great foundations. But I also think 

there is a lot left out, and I don't think it's hitting what kids need, but I also I truly 

believe that people that are making decisions about our curriculum don't really
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know anything about kids. And they don't understand about teaching. I don't 

know the right way to explain it, but I feel like it doesn't matter what curriculum 

they pick until they get to the root o f letting teachers- until they really let the 

curriculum be teacher centered, I feel like it's not going to work because teachers 

are the only ones who really get how the kids learn and understand it. 1 mean, 

we're the ones that are with them every day.

Sarah felt that the individuals who were making decisions about the curriculum 

did not truly understand the needs o f the students. She believed that teachers should be 

charged with the task of writing the curriculum, since they worked with students daily. 

Although she felt that the current curriculum had positive aspects, she thought that 

important elements had been excluded from it due to the lack of pedagogical knowledge 

of those creating the curriculum. In a separate interview, Sarah reiterated her point of 

view:

Sometimes we have to do stupid, tedious things that are totally unnecessary. I 

mean, what does changing up my bulletin board have to do with teaching kids? 

And making little comments on every single one? And sometimes, I’m like, if I 

wasn’t sitting here stressing about documenting every single little thing, like I 

could do so much more with my kids. And I feel like it’s because o f all these 

people who make decisions that affect us are people that know nothing about kids 

and nothing about teaching and nothing about education.

Sarah’s feelings o f autonomy were compromised by the tasks that she was 

required to complete at work. These activities took time away from her true purpose, 

which was to teach the students. Again, she placed the blame on decision makers who
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lacked an educational background and knowledge about the ways in which children learn. 

Without some of her tedious duties, Sarah would have been able to spend more time 

teaching.

Sometimes, Sarah’s well-being was negatively affected when she lacked feelings 

o f competence. Not only was her well-being affected, she also felt that a low level of 

competence affected her teaching:

When I'm not feeling confident as a teacher, I really draw away. I kind of go 

within myself. I don't spend as much time with the kids or my other teacher 

friends, and I feel lonely. So I think it does affect my abilities. So yeah, my 

confidence does affect my teaching. I mean, when I’m feeling confident, I’m 

excited and energetic, and I want to spend more time and effort to like, engage my 

kids. But when I’m not, I isolate myself, even from my kids, and I’m not as good 

a teacher.

Sarah equated spending time with her students with good teaching. She enjoyed 

feeling connected to them, and when she was not engaged with them, she felt that she 

was “not as good a teacher.” This quote shows how Sarah viewed the connection among 

feelings o f competence, well-being, and classroom practice. Sarah’s words indicated that 

the three affected each other, and that she felt that competence was related to both well

being and classroom practice. When she was not feeling competent, she felt that she 

withdrew from her students, and she also experienced lower levels of well-being and 

described herself as feeling “lonely.” This shows that her competence also influenced her 

feelings o f relatedness. I asked Sarah to describe events that negatively affected her 

competence:
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I guess the main thing is sometimes we have these meetings with administrators, 

and even though they’re giving these like broad general statements and not 

specifically talking to me, they start telling us that our reading scores aren’t high 

enough or we’re not turning such-and-such in on time. Or like maybe they give 

us a speech about how we need to make sure we’re teaching bell-to-bell. Stuff 

like that makes me question my abilities as a teacher. And another thing, I really 

try not to let it affect me, but sometimes other teachers will make snide comments 

to me like- what’s it called? Like passive-aggressive. And I know usually people 

who are saying those mean things think I’m favored or whatever by the principals, 

even though it’s really that I work hard and am honest. But those people get to 

me sometimes. Not a lot because I’m good about staying focused on myself, but 

you can only take so much.

Although Sarah previously expressed having a good relationship with her 

administrators, this vignette shows that they could also negatively affect her well-being 

by lowering her feelings o f competence. Even though her administrators were not 

lecturing her directly, their reprimands had adverse effects on her competence and well

being. Similarly, her feelings o f competence were influenced by her peers. Although she 

made an effort to ignore the negative comments o f others, she could not help but be 

affected at times. She was aware that her peers’ negativity often came from a place of 

jealousy due to the positive relationships that she had established with the administrators 

at her school. This example shows that Sarah’s feelings o f competence were affected by 

her relationships with others at work. Therefore, similar to the previous example, Sarah’s 

feelings o f relatedness and competence influenced her well-being.
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Classroom Practice and Obstacles to Well-Being

Although Sarah experienced well-being at work and considered herself to be a 

“happy” teacher overall, the obstacles she faced that affected her well-being caused her 

classroom practice to falter. When I first met Sarah, her attitude about teaching was very 

positive. She felt very strongly that teaching was her calling, and her passion for 

education remains strong today. However, as time passed, her desire to continue teaching 

started to diminish. During our second meeting, Sarah said the following:

I've just noticed this year more than any year, so many teachers saying, “Well, 

with the way that things are going right now, nobody's going to want to teach. 

Nobody’s going to teach 30 years because people are going to keep quitting,” and 

it's- that negative- it's that same statement. And I'm trying so hard not to allow it 

to penetrate into my mind because I don't want to feel that way. Yes, my job is 

hard, and yes I'm asked to do ridiculous things, but I want to think that I'm going 

to teach for 30 years and I'm going to find a way to make it work. But it is hard, 

because the longer you teach, I find, the harder it is to stay positive, so I'm trying 

to fight against that. But it's a daily battle. For sure.

Despite the fact that Sarah claimed to be a happy teacher and made a conscious 

effort to maintain her well-being at work, she called staying positive a “daily battle.” Her 

initial enthusiasm for teaching has begun to waiver. By saying she was “going to find a 

way to make it work,” her positive attitude appeared forced. Sarah said this while she 

was still in her fifth year o f teaching. Later, in her sixth year, I had another conversation 

with her, and she made the following statement:
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I definitely still feel like I’m called to be in education, but now I feel like maybe 

I’m supposed to be helping teachers, maybe like be their voice. Because no one is 

listening to us right now. It’s all about these people who sit in their office and 

make these decisions, like, what do you know about teaching? Nothing! So it’s 

definitely about helping teachers because I really feel for them. I just don’t know 

if  the classroom is the right place for me anymore.

In less than a year, Sarah went from wanting to remain in the classroom to potentially 

leaving the classroom to consider a career related to teacher advocacy. Although she had no 

plans to the leave the classroom in the near future, her quotes indicated that she may not spend 

her entire career as a classroom teacher.

For Sarah, leaving the teaching profession is a possibility in the future. However, 

the obstacles to well-being that she has faced has affected her teaching practices as well. 

When I spoke with her, she often referred to the ways in which paperwork took away 

from her relationship with her students:

When I have all o f  this stuff to do, check e-mail, document behavior, write little 

notes, change my bulletin board, RTI, on and on and on, like, when am I 

teaching? When am I pulling my reading groups and doing math centers and 

writer’s workshop? I’m not! I’m trying to meet my deadlines and trying to avoid 

getting in trouble. It makes me so mad and so sad at the end of the day when I 

know I haven’t done right by my kids. But I don’t feel like I have a choice 

sometimes.

Sarah’s list o f tasks took valuable instructional time away from her students. 

Rather than focusing on teaching, she frequently spent class time on paperwork and
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attempting to meet deadlines. Sarah felt as if she was doing her students a disservice by 

not using their time together for effective teaching and learning. Sarah felt upset on days 

when she was not able to teach to her fullest ability, but she felt that she did not have a 

choice in order to “avoid getting in trouble.”

Sarah went on to say the following:

At the end of the day, there are days when the kids come up to me and hug me 

and say, “I love you, Ms. Webster!” And I’m thinking, “Really? Because I 

barely saw y’all today!” Because I’ve been so busy trying to get other stuff done. 

No time for small groups, to just chat and see how they’re doing. None of that. 

And I feel terrible those days because I didn’t get to connect with them the way 

that I like.

Again, Sarah talked about the ways in which her duties took her away from her 

students, reducing her feelings o f relatedness. In her quote, Sarah indicated that she felt 

guilty for not connecting with her students. What she was required to do conflicted with 

what she valued the most, which was connecting with her students. According to Sarah, 

had she not been trying to “get other stuff done,” she would have had time to meet with 

the students in small groups for instruction or to talk them about personal matters.

The data I collected from Sarah indicated that although she generally experienced 

well-being at work, several factors detracted from her well-being. She considered 

leaving the classroom because of the “ridiculous things” she was charged with in her job. 

The tasks and duties required of her caused her to spend time away from her students. 

Even though they were sitting together in the same classroom every day, at the end of the 

day, Sarah sometimes felt as though she had not spent quality time with her students.
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The time required to complete paperwork and other tasks also negatively affected her 

creativity in teaching.

In the following section, I describe another teacher, Katherine. I explain the 

experiences she has had with well-being. Like Sarah, she also faced obstacles in her 

well-being, which I detail at the end of the section.

Participant #2: Katherine 

Katherine was a middle school teacher in her tenth year o f teaching. She had 

been teaching at the same school for her entire career. For the first nine years o f her 

teaching career, she was a sixth grade social studies teacher, and she served as the social 

studies department chair for two years. In her tenth year, she changed departments and 

taught computer science to sixth, seventh, and eighth graders. Katherine earned an 

Education Specialist degree, and she also completed the requirements for a gifted 

endorsement, which was recently added to her teaching certificate.

Katherine had been married for eight years when I met her. She and her husband 

had two dogs, and they were not planning to have children. The two enjoyed hiking 

together and watching television at home to relax. They also enjoyed cooking and trying 

new foods both at home and at restaurants. She was very close to her family, especially 

her sister who lived out o f town with her husband and children. Recently, Katherine’s 

mother passed away, and she and her family suffered a difficult time. She was still close 

with her father, who lived near her. In her spare time, Katherine enjoyed exercising and 

taking dance classes, and she loved supporting her favorite professional football team.

As a young adult, Katherine wanted to pursue a career in acting, and teaching was 

her second choice. However, she compared teaching to acting by saying, “I put on a
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show five days a week.” She credited her inspiration to become an educator to a teacher 

she had in high school:

I remember in high school I had a teacher and I was like, “I wanna be a teacher,” 

and she was like, “No you don’t.” And I was like, “Yes I do.” She was trying to 

like, talk me out o f it. Because it is such a hard profession. But she was such an 

amazing teacher. You know? I mean she was. She was an amazing teacher. She 

taught me how to write a historical essay. And she really definitely inspired me, I 

think, to be the educator that I am today. I definitely give her credit for that. But 

she told me not to be one. She said, “Don’t be a teacher.” But you know, when I 

finished school, at Agnes Scott, the program was that you could go for a fifth year 

free. So that’s how I got my certification. I went for a fifth year. I took free 

classes, did my student teaching, and got my certification. And now, I don’t 

know what else I would do. I can’t imagine doing anything else.

Although initially, Katherine had not intended to become a teacher, nine years 

into her teaching career, she was unable to imagine herself in another profession. She 

took pride in what she did and exuded confidence when talking about her work.

Although she only saw each of her 200 students for 70 minutes a day, she made an effort 

to get to know them and form relationships with them. Overall, Katherine considered 

herself to be a happy person, and she experienced well-being at work.

School Context

Katherine worked in a middle school that served students from sixth to eighth 

grade. The student population was diverse, with 30% o f the students being Hispanic,
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24% African-American, and 24% Caucasian. The remainder o f students were Asian 

(18%) and multi-racial (4%).

School Visit

I visited Katherine at her school while she was still a social studies teacher. I had 

the opportunity to walk around the school, as well as observe her and her students during 

a fourth period social studies class. Before I visited Katherine, I communicated with the 

principal via e-mail to obtain permission from her. I explained the purpose of my visit 

and what I intended to do while I was there. Although she allowed me to visit, the tone 

of her e-mail was rather clipped, and I did not get a very positive vibe from her. I did not 

have the opportunity to meet her during my visit to the school.

Upon walking into the school, I noticed the cleanliness o f the school. A large 

desk was set up in the lobby, with an administrative assistant facing the doors, ensuring 

that all visitors entering the building would have to sign in. The administrative assistant 

was not overly friendly, but she was polite. A school police officer stood off to the side 

observing those coming through the doors, as well as the teachers and students in the hall.

I could hear students as soon as I walked into the building, and I saw students 

talking as they walked through the halls. I did not observe any adults asking students to 

be quiet. When I got to Katherine’s classroom, she was closing out her third period, and 

students were preparing to transition to fourth period. Katherine invited me to join her in 

the hallway for the transition between periods. She explained that the school 

implemented a system called “circular transition,” in which all students walked down the 

right side o f the hall and could only move to the other side when they reached the end of 

the hallway, where they were allowed to turn. This prevented students from cutting
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across the hall and increasing the risk for collisions among students. As students walked, 

teachers stood outside o f their classrooms in the middle of the hallway to monitor the 

students. I saw teachers interacting with the students as they walked to their next classes, 

saying hello or goodbye, reminding them to do their homework, and telling them to have 

a great rest o f the day. Every interaction that I observed between teacher and student was 

positive, and I did not see any teachers asking the students to be quiet, even though the 

noise level was high during this transition period. When I asked Katherine about this, she 

responded, “You have to pick your battles. They’re kids. They’re going to talk. They 

need a chance to talk between classes. A lot o f  teachers don’t let them make a sound 

while they’re in class.”

After the transition period, students settled into their seats in Katherine’s 

classroom. The students were curious about my presence and asked who I was. I 

explained that I was a friend o f Katherine’s and that I was visiting for a few hours. 

Another teacher walked into the classroom, and she introduced herself as the special 

education teacher who co-taught with Katherine during this class period. When class 

started, Katherine passed out a test, and most students immediately began working.

While students were working, I had the chance to walk around her classroom.

The classroom itself was spacious and organized. On and around Katherine’s desk, she 

had decorated her space with personal photographs of her with her husband, sister, dogs, 

and family, including her late mother, who passed away just months before. She also had 

objects representing her favorite football team, including a calendar and a flag.

As students finished their tests, they were sent into the hall to work on a 

geography project using laptops. I went into the hall to talk to the students and watch
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them work, and from time to time, Katherine came out to check on her students. I 

enjoyed watching her interactions with her students. It was apparent that her students 

respected her but appreciated the casual way in which she communicated with them.

They joked around with each other, and I could tell that they had a very good teacher- 

student rapport.

I left the school with a very positive feeling, mostly from observing Katherine 

with her students. I could clearly see that she loved her job and really enjoyed the 

students with whom she worked.

Katherine’s Definition Well-Being

When asked if she experiences well-being at work, Katherine’s immediate 

response was, “Yes.” When asked why, she replied, “I enjoy what I do, and I’m good at 

it.” The simplicity in her response captured the essence of her workplace well-being. 

From getting to know her through our conversations, I found that Katherine valued her 

own happiness: “Happiness is number one. But then it’s like nature versus nurture. Is it 

nature that’s making you a happy person, or is it the fact that you’re good at what you 

do?” Through self-reflection, she discovered that part o f her happiness at work stemmed 

from knowing that she was a good teacher, but overall, she was a positive person who 

made the most o f  every situation in life.

Like Sarah, Katherine often equated well-being with feelings o f happiness. She 

stated that “happiness and well-being go hand-in-hand, in my opinion.” She considered 

herself to be an optimistic person by nature, as she stated, “I’m definitely a glass half-full 

type of person.” Her well-being was innate, but she also realized that her high level of 

perceived competence contributed to her well-being, adding to her natural positivity.
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Another definition of well-being emerged from the following quote from 

Katherine:

I can’t imagine waking up in the morning and dreading going to work. Like yeah, 

Sunday night, I always think, “I wish I didn’t have to work tomorrow,” but in 

general, I get up and am excited to go to work. I really do enjoy what I do. I start 

thinking about my day, and I get pretty psyched about seeing the kids and 

teaching them new things. Is that nerdy?

In this example, Katherine talked about her feelings o f excitement about her job. 

She awoke every morning looking forward to the day ahead. She was eager to see and 

teach her students every day. Here, well-being came from a general love o f teaching, and 

her well-being felt like excitement.

Near the end o f her ninth year o f teaching, Katherine received news that she 

would be moving to a new department and teaching computer science the following year. 

This was a change that she had requested. She was very enthusiastic when she told me 

the news:

So next year, I’m going to be moving to what they call connections in middle 

school, which is like specials in elementary. So the extra classes. And I’m gonna 

be doing computer science, and it’s gonna be quite a bit different because the last 

nine years, I’ve only been in sixth grade. And so next year, I’m going to be doing 

sixth, seventh, and eighth. I’m just so excited about it. It’s like giving me a new 

life o f “Oh yes is going to be so awesome.” I mean, it’s been great for nine 

years, but I was getting kind of bored doing the same thing.
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This vignette shows Katherine experiencing a heightened sense of well-being. 

Again, she used the word “excited” to describe how she felt about her work. I was also 

interested in the phrase, “giving me a new life.” Because she had already stated that she 

enjoyed work and got excited about her job, Katherine’s feelings o f boredom from 

teaching the same subject for nine years did not cause her to lose her sense of well-being. 

However, by being offered the opportunity to teach a new content area, Katherine had a 

renewed sense of excitement about teaching.

Katherine’s overall view of workplace well-being was summarized by a statement 

she made during our last discussion:

I didn’t know that I wanted to be a teacher. I wanted to be an actor, and then I 

wanted to go to culinary school and be a chef. But I ended up being a teacher.

And honestly, I didn’t know if I would love it. You hear a lot o f people 

complaining about the profession. And yeah, some days, I don’t love it. Some 

days, I do get frustrated or upset or just really pissed off. But like I’ve said, 

happiness is important to me. And I do what I have to do to make sure that I stay 

happy and positive at work. Every day is a new day, and it helps that I have a bad 

memory.

Katherine laughed after saying she had a bad memory. However, her quote 

showed me that she was able to let go o f negativity at the end of each day and that each 

day was a clean slate. I also saw that she understood that her mood fluctuated from day 

to day, or even throughout the day, which affected her well-being. Yet, her overall well

being remained fairly constant because o f the emphasis she placed on maintaining her 

own happiness.



Figure 2 represents Katherine’s well-being. In the partial circle, I emphasize 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness as the three factors that contributed to her well

being. Like Sarah, relatedness most strongly influenced Katherine’s well-being, so I used 

a larger font to emphasize its significance. I also listed the ways in which she 

experienced each factor based on the data I collected. The incomplete circle represents 

the obstacles that Katherine faced that hindered her well-being. I then listed the positive 

and negative ways that her classroom practice was affected.
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Katherine's Well-Being

Competence
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- Stress and irritation
- Using instructional time to complete 

paperwork

Figure 2. A representation of Katherine’s well-being and the positive and negative ways 
in which her classroom practice is affected.

Experiences with Autonomy

Katherine was familiar with the concept o f  autonomy before she began 

participating in my study. Through her studies in graduate school, she learned the 

definition o f autonomy and how it applied to her workplace setting. She discussed 

autonomy in the context o f having freedom in the classroom to teach using her own 

personal style. She said that at her school, “Within the classroom, as far as your teaching
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style and teaching go, you have a good bit o f freedom.” Additionally, when she served as 

curriculum leader o f the social studies team, as a decision maker for the team, she felt 

especially autonomous:

I definitely feel like for the most part, I am very autonomous. 1 think that part o f 

that is because I am the curriculum leader for social studies, sixth grade. So if I 

want it to happen, then you know, everyone else has to kind of follow me.

Katherine used her leadership position to exercise autonomy within the social 

studies team. She cited an example o f a time in her career as a curriculum leader when 

her autonomy benefited her team and her students:

OK, I can think of a time when 1 really appreciated how autonomous I am at my 

job. In the year that we got a new textbook, they changed the curriculum. So the 

curriculum that aligned with the new textbook went away, and there was this 

whole new curriculum that did not align with the new textbook. So for like five 

years, we were teaching from the textbook that didn’t align to our curriculum. 

Basically, we were not using the textbook. So about two years ago, we found this 

workbook that we wanted to purchase for every kid that actually did align with 

what our curriculum is. And it was too expensive. They couldn’t afford to do it. 

But this year, I asked if  we could make workbooks for our kids, and they actually 

allowed us to create our own workbook. I took the lead because I’m the one who 

really wanted to do it, and I was curriculum leader. They gave me half days to 

work on it so I wouldn’t have to stay late. And it was a ton o f work, but once I 

finished it, it was done. And now we have it for as long as we have this 

curriculum. It’s fabulous. I feel really lucky to have been given the time and
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and my AP trusted me to do it.” And it’s made my teaching better and easier!

This vignette shows a time Katherine struggled at her job due to the lack of 

appropriate resources in her school. However, she took initiative and was granted the 

permission and freedom to create a workbook that aligned with the curriculum, which can 

now be used as long as the current curriculum exists. The enthusiasm and pride she 

showed when sharing this story was an indicator of the positive influence that autonomy 

in the workplace has had on Katherine’s well-being.

Katherine attributed her knowledge and application of autonomy to her graduate 

education.

I think me going back and getting my masters and getting my specialist and now 

doing my gifted, I think all o f those things contribute to my ability to be 

autonomous. If I didn’t do those things, I don’t think I would understand enough 

of the behind-the-scenes stuff to be as autonomous as I am. And I’ll talk to other 

teachers who are newer or who haven’t gone back and gotten more education, and 

they just don’t really understand what’s going on. They just do what they’re told, 

and they don’t really make decisions for themselves. So yeah, going back to 

school definitely gave me the knowledge and confidence to say, “Hey, I’m going 

to try this in my classroom even though it’s unconventional, whether you think 

it’s a good idea or not.”

Katherine’s quote indicated several things. First, Katherine valued education and 

grew professionally from the knowledge she gained in graduate school. She understood 

that her degrees and certifications contributed positively to the teacher she is today.



114

Second, she found her voice as a teacher through her education. She was not afraid to try 

new methods of teaching, even if others perceived them to be unconventional. Finally, 

she reiterated her definition of autonomy as having freedom to make choices in her 

classroom and that she was aware o f how to exercise her autonomy in the classroom.

Katherine felt that her administrators played a role in how she experienced 

autonomy at work. She stated that “In terms of like my AP and our interaction, I feel 

very comfortable going to him and talking to him about, you know, if  I want to do 

something different in the classroom.” Because Katherine was a veteran at her school 

and had established a relationship with the administrators, she was comfortable enough to 

speak to them about decisions she made about her teaching. In turn, they trusted her to 

make professional decisions within her classroom that benefited her students, as well as 

decisions that affected the social studies team.

When I asked Katherine about the relationship between autonomy and workplace 

well-being, she replied,

I hear from some o f my teacher friends at other schools about how they don’t 

have any freedom in how they teach the curriculum. Like they go page by page in 

the book and pretty much just have a script. Oh, I would hate that. I would be 

miserable. I would have to leave that school. How is that teaching? The fun of 

teaching is being able to be creative and doing stuff that your students like doing. 

So yeah, being able to teach how I want, having some input in what we’re 

teaching and how we’re teaching it. That definitely adds to my well-being.

This quote summarized Katherine’s idea o f what autonomy meant to her in the 

workplace. It further confirmed that the freedom she had in her own classroom to teach
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how she wanted to teach was how she most strongly defined autonomy. This data also 

shows that without this freedom, Katherine would not enjoy her job as much, thereby 

negatively affecting her workplace well-being.

Experiences with Competence

As cited earlier, Katherine stated, “I enjoy what I do, and I’m good at it,” which 

shows that for her, perceived competence and well-being go hand in hand. She even 

attributed competence as her reason for staying in the teaching profession by saying, “It’s 

what I’m good at” when I asked her why she continued to teach.

When I discussed with Katherine the ways in which she felt competence at work, 

she talked about the teacher evaluation system that is used by the school systems in her 

state. Administrators observed her teaching to evaluate her effectiveness as a classroom 

teacher. She offered the following insight about her experiences with the evaluation 

system:

I’ve never gotten a needs improvement. And in order to get an exemplary, you 

literally have to have led a staff development. So I have an exemplary in a couple 

areas because I’m the curriculum leader, but since I don’t lead any staff 

developments in the school, I don’t have any other exemplaries. I’m proficient, 

and that’s what I’m going to be because they’re never going to change the system. 

But I have a friend who teaches at another school, and she gets an exemplary on 

like everything because at her school, the criteria is different than mine. She 

doesn’t have to lead a staff development. Clearly there needs to be some 

consistency across schools. And yeah, it bothers me because I don’t think it really 

accurately portrays who I am as a teacher compared to other teachers at other
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schools. If I was to go up against somebody else, if I wanted to change schools, 

which I don’t, but if I did, if I were to go up against somebody from another 

school, and they’ve got eight exemplaries, and I’ve got two, you know? But they 

didn’t have to do what we have to do, the criteria for how they get that exemplary 

was different, that’s kind of a little frustrating.

While discussing the teacher evaluation system, Katherine seemed annoyed based 

on her tone and facial expressions. This vignette shows her frustration with the 

evaluation system because although the same evaluation was used for all schools within 

the state, different schools evaluated their teachers based on different criteria. Although 

this inconsistency may not affect teachers while they remain at the schools in which they 

receive the evaluation scores, Katherine has clearly thought about how the scores would 

affect her if she were to apply for jobs at other schools. I then asked Katherine how the 

evaluation system influenced her teaching. She responded:

Honestly, it doesn’t. I mean, I’ve been there nine years. They know how I am as 

a teacher. I think the way the administrators treat me says way more about me as 

a teacher than the evaluations do. I mean, after nine years, they know I’m a good 

teacher. Yeah, I make mistakes, but overall, they trust me, and I’m not going to 

change what I do because I’m getting observed or evaluated or whatever. So no, 

it doesn’t really impact how I teach.

This quote from Katherine shows that overall, she was confident in her teaching, 

and thus experienced feelings o f competence at work. Although earlier, she shared her 

feelings o f frustration regarding the evaluation system, she did not view her evaluation 

scores as depicting an accurate picture o f who she was as a teacher. She did not allow the
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evaluation process to control her teaching or change how she taught in the classroom. 

Rather than relying on the evaluations, she depended on her own sense of competence 

and the relationships she had established with her administrators to drive her teaching.

Katherine’s perceived competence came in part from continuing her education. 

Not only did she earn a specialist degree and a gifted endorsement, she also regularly 

attended professional development trainings that were offered in and out o f her school. 

She cited an example o f how continuing education has increased her sense of 

competence:

I think, you know, going back and getting my masters and my specialist really- 

especially the specialist- really opened my eyes to some things I had never really 

noticed before in my first seven years o f teaching. I took an assessment class as 

part of my specialist, and this year, I revised all o f our social studies test to be 

more rigorous to have higher test o f knowledge questions and all because I took 

those classes. And if  I hadn’t done that, I would still be, I feel like I would not be 

confident enough to do that. And this year, I’ve also written several document- 

based questions, DBQ’s, which they do a lot in high school history. But they are 

moving it down to the middle school, where basically the kids are looking at 

several documents looking for textual evidence and using those to write their pay 

for. So in the past, I’ve used other people’s DBQ’s, this year, I finally figured out 

how to create my own. Because I never really knew how to do it myself. But we 

took some staff development at school this year, and it just kind of opened my 

eyes. Like oh my gosh, I can do this.
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This quote clearly illustrates the relationship between Katherine’s experiences 

with ongoing education and her perceived competence. She took what she learned in her 

classes and applied them to her work, which increased her workplace competence. Prior 

to taking these classes, Katherine took a more passive role by administering tests to her 

students without questioning the level o f rigor. She did not possess the knowledge or 

confidence to modify or create tests for her students. The education she received 

positively affected her competence and how she viewed her abilities as a teacher.

When Katherine discussed the creation of the workbook that aligned with the 

social studies curriculum, she claimed ownership of the task:

Everything that goes with the curriculum, it’s all right there in the workbook. I 

think this comes with nine years o f doing something, I knew what to put in there. 

Like I knew what all needed to be in there in what order. And it was a lot o f work 

to put it together. But I did it, and it’s done, and now we have it.

Katherine exhibited great confidence in her abilities when discussing the effort 

she put into compiling the necessary components for the workbook. She attributed her 

competence to the experience she had gained from teaching the same subject for nine 

years. I asked to see the workbook when I visited Katherine at her school. It was very 

thorough and obviously took a great amount o f time and effort to compile. I was able to 

understand why Katherine took so much pride in the final product.

I asked Katherine if  her competence and well-being are related. She responded: 

Like I said, it’s hard to tell if I’m happy because I’m just a happy person or if  I’m 

happy because I know I’m good at what I do. I mean, I’m definitely a glass-half- 

full kind of person in general, but if  I wasn’t good at teaching? Yeah, I’d
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probably be miserable at work. Then again, even though I think part of me is just 

naturally good at teaching, I actually work hard to be a good teacher, you know? 

Like taking classes. I’m constantly looking for ways to get better. You can’t get 

comfortable. I know teachers who have been doing the exact same thing for like 

20 years, and it’s like, “Dude. Times have changed.” I wouldn’t be happy like 

that. I like knowing that there’s always room for improvement. That’s how you 

don’t get bored.

Katherine’s insight into her well-being shows that she values continuous 

improvement and that stagnation would detract from her well-being. She also understood 

that part o f her well-being was innate and that she generally viewed life through an 

optimistic lens. Overall, she felt that her feelings of competence influenced her well

being, but her sense of competence stemmed from both her natural abilities as a teacher, 

as well as from putting forth a conscious effort to improve.

Although Katherine identified herself as a “good teacher,” the descriptions she 

provided regarding her competence did not reflect her teaching in the classroom. Instead, 

she focused on the ways in which she used her knowledge of good teaching to create 

resources for her students and other teachers to use, such as a social studies workbook 

and tests. However, the overall well-being she experienced from creating and modifying 

resources pertaining to the curriculum was directly related to her feelings of competence. 

Experiences with Relatedness

When talking about factors that contributed to well-being, Katherine most 

frequently referenced her relationships with others, namely her students, fellow teachers,
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and administrators. I asked her to describe her favorite part o f teaching, and she 

responded with the following:

The kids. For sure. I definitely enjoy being with the kids at school. I think it’s 

just having that relationship of teacher-student, mentor-mentee, you know, the 

idea that hopefully you’re helping the future generations. Not just in knowing 

what the types o f government are but like knowing how to interact within our 

society, within our world. A lot o f students come to us with no work ethic, no 

manners. And I think that is one- you know there’ve been a lot of studies done 

about class size and how it doesn’t affect student achievement, but I think one of 

the biggest things about class size is that it’s so much harder to build relationships 

with kids when you have so many. And a lot o f teachers think, “It’s not my job to 

teach them manners. I’m not the parent.” But really, it is. You see them 

everyday. You’re pretty much responsible for shaping them into being good 

citizens. And I think that’s really cool that I have that kind of influence over the 

future.

Katherine’s well-being was most influenced by her relationship with students.

Her outlook shows that she viewed herself as a role model, and she took pride in knowing 

that her relationship with her students was influencing their futures. Although her 

primary role as a teacher was to teach content, she felt that molding her students to be 

good citizens in the future was equally important. She understood the necessity of 

establishing relationships with her students in order to have a positive effect on their 

learning.
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In a separate interview, I asked Katherine to elaborate upon how she experienced 

relatedness with her students. She cited specific examples o f how the relationships she 

had with her students contributed to her well-being. In the following example, she talked 

about two students she taught and the friendly interactions she had with them:

The students just make me smile. Example. A little girl who every time I see her 

now, she’s like, “Hey Beautiful” or “Hey Gorgeous.” You know? Every time I 

see her. So the other day, she said something in class like “Hey Beautiful,” and I 

was like, “We’re in class now. Let’s be professional. Okay? Call me Miss 

Carpenter when we’re in class. Because that’s the way we need to be.” And she 

got it and respected it. But whenever she sees me in the hall, it’s still, “Hey 

Beautiful.” (Katherine laughs.) It cracks me up. Then I have another girl, “Hey 

best friend. Hey, best friend.” I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been like, 

“OK, I’m not your best friend. I’m your teacher. There’s a difference.” You 

know? But they don’t care. They’re just goofy, and honestly, I kind of like that 

they are comfortable enough with me to joke around like that. When they’re in 

class, they’re great, so I don’t take it as like a disrespect thing. They’re sixth 

graders. They really still want people to love on them.

The joy in Katherine’s demeanor when talking about her students was apparent to 

me while she spoke. Her rapport with her students was positive, and she enjoyed her 

interactions with them inside and outside o f the classroom. As she stated in the previous 

vignette, establishing relationships with students was an integral part o f her job, and she 

had clearly succeeded in forming positive bonds with them. Although she redirected 

students who overstepped the bounds of a student-teacher relationship, she was able to do
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it in a professional way that did not shame the students. She was also able to laugh about 

the situations and appreciated the camaraderie between the students and her, albeit 

privately.

After observing the interactions between Katherine and her students, I was able to 

witness the bond that they shared. Katherine’s tone with her students was friendly but 

firm when necessary. She also joked around with her students, which was heartwarming 

to see. Several students asked Katherine questions about their assignment while they 

worked. She answered each question in a kind tone, which caused most students to smile 

at her and respond with “Oh, I get it now” or “Ok, thank you!”

Katherine became somber and paused for a moment before speaking again:

When my mom passed away, they all wrote me a letter. Every single kid. And 

this is going to sound horrible, but I sat with my family- my dad, my sister and 

her husband, my aunt- and we just read them all and we were just cracking up at 

these kids like trying to be sweet, but it was the nicest thing. They said the most 

random stuff, but you knew it came from the heart. Even though you know it’s 

the teachers who told them to write letters to me, they almost meant more to me 

than stuff that adults said or wrote to me. Like it was more genuine, I guess. It 

really helped, and I don’t know, it made me feel like I was ready to go back to 

work and see the kids.

Katherine’s students helped her cope with a very difficult and emotional time in 

her life. While she and her family were experiencing extreme sadness from the passing 

o f her mother, the letters from her students allowed them all a chance to laugh. Stating 

that her students’ letters were “more genuine” than those of adults showed how
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meaningful and personal the letters were to her. Her desire to return to work signified the 

love she had for her work and for the students with whom she worked.

Although Katherine stated that her students were the primary reason she enjoyed 

teaching, she frequently referenced her relationships with coworkers throughout our 

conversations. The relatedness she experienced when spending time with other teachers, 

both socially and professionally, influenced her well-being. She specifically referred to 

her “curriculum group,” as the colleagues with whom she preferred to spend the most 

time while at work:

Days when I can like work with my curriculum group, like planning group, are 

better than days that I have like an IEP meeting or an SST or whatever during my 

planning. It’s so important to collaborate. Absolutely. With you know, with 

other social studies teachers. I do kind of have a go-to person in my curriculum. 

But then for some people, I’m that go-to person. So working together, swapping 

ideas. It’s great. I wish we had more time for it.

In this quote, Katherine stressed the importance of collaboration among peers and 

how it contributed to her day-to-day well-being at work. She felt that not enough time 

was allotted to working together due to various tasks that compromised her planning 

time. She enjoyed exchanging ideas about different ways to teach the curriculum, and 

she relied on one person in particular when she needed advice about something specific 

regarding the curriculum.

I was not able to witness any formal collaboration between Katherine and her 

curriculum team, but I did have the opportunity to observe her and her co-teacher during 

her fourth period class. In one conversation that she and I had, she mentioned that she
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really enjoyed her fourth period because she was able to work with this special education 

teacher. It was apparent in their interactions that the two teachers were good friends and 

worked well together. They almost spoke in code to talk about their plan for the day, 

using verbal and nonverbal communication that only they could understand. I understood 

why Katherine enjoyed working with her so much.

Although Katherine’s quote focused on relatedness, I noted her reference to being 

a “go-to person” on her team as a nod to competence. Not only was collaboration 

necessary to Katherine’s well-being, but being seen as a contributor to the curriculum 

group, not just a person who received information from others, also added to her sense of 

well-being. Additionally, her desire to use her planning time to collaborate was a 

reference to her sense of workplace autonomy. Having time to work with her colleagues 

aligned with what she valued, which was collaboration. Therefore, in this particular 

example, all three factors, autonomy, competence, and relatedness, influenced 

Katherine’s well-being.

I spoke to Katherine about the level of support she received at work. Again, she 

spoke highly o f her co-workers:

I remember in my first year, I would literally go into the curriculum leader's room 

every morning and find out what he was doing that day so I would know what to 

do that day in my classroom. He was always like, “Yeah, this is what I’m doing.” 

You know, “Let me give you this.” So I think that we do have a really supportive 

staff who all are willing to share stuff with each other. And after that year, the 

next curriculum leader- she became like my best friend. She helped me all the 

time, so I tried to help her a lot with everything she had to do being curriculum
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leader. We were like co-leaders, in a way. We worked really closely together.

So definitely lots of support from people I work with. I don’t think I would’ve

made it otherwise, especially my first year.

Katherine referred to her early years o f teaching when talking about the support 

she received from her coworkers. Again, it seemed she had a “go-to” person during her 

first two years o f teaching when she needed help. Her co-workers’ willingness to share 

ideas and materials with her showed that they understood the value of supporting others. 

Although she had been teaching for nearly 10 years, she still remembered the kindness of 

her coworkers from the beginning of her teaching career. This shows that the 

relationships she formed with them, both professionally and personally, were valuable to 

her growth as a teacher, as well as her well-being.

Katherine also said she felt “really supported” by her colleagues when her mother 

passed away. She said, “ ...especially with my mom passing away in October, and I just 

didn’t even have to think about school once because they took care of everything, got 

other teachers to help and I’m just- it was great.” Katherine’s week-long absence from 

work was unplanned, and due to the nature o f the situation, she did not have time to write 

lesson plans for a substitute teacher. However, her colleagues assured her that they 

would assist the substitute in every way possible so that Katherine would not have to do 

anything related to work while she was spending time with her family. In this way, 

Katherine felt that her coworkers were supportive of one another, as well as 

compassionate toward each other’s personal situations.

Katherine also valued her personal relationships with her colleagues. Because the 

teachers’ primary focus was on their students and instruction, they rarely had time to get
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to know each other on a personal level and speak about their lives outside o f work. 

Katherine emphasized the importance of having the time to talk to each other:

I really enjoy getting the chance to talk to the people I work with when I can. I’m 

more happy on the weeks when there is more of that time where you can socialize 

with people who are adults. Because I think as teachers, you can really get caught 

up in spending a lot of time with children, and you lose the ability to 

communicate with other adults.

Katherine repeatedly commented on the positive relationships that she had with 

her coworkers. Although Katherine enjoyed her time with her students, this quote 

showsthat she differentiated the way in which she communicated with other adults, 

compared to children and that her time to speak with other adults was a contributing 

factor to her well-being. To say that she was “more happy” when she was able to spend 

time with other teachers indicated that she noticed an increase in her workplace well

being when she was given the opportunity to socialize with her colleagues. The 

following quote also supported this notion:

So for example, the other day, Thursday, they gave us duty-free lunch. We didn’t 

have to watch the kids during lunch, as kind of like a reward for testing. And so 

we just sat in the board room and we just actually talked, the four o f us who teach 

sixth grade social studies. We talked for like 20 minutes about what had been 

going on in our lives, which just doesn’t ever seem to happen because we’re so 

busy worrying about everything at school. But I do feel like I’ve made a lot o f 

really good friendships.
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To reward teachers for their hard work during the weeks that standardized testing 

took place, Katherine’s administrators allowed the teachers to take a duty-free lunch one 

day. Normally, teachers acted as monitors in the cafeteria and therefore, they ate with the 

students. On this particular day, Katherine and her coworkers ate together without their 

students and were able to discuss their personal lives. This allowed Katherine to feel 

more connected to her colleagues and to experience feelings of relatedness. She has 

formed bonds with some of the other teachers and she sees them as friends, not just 

coworkers.

In addition to her relationships with her students and coworkers, Katherine also 

spoke about her relationship with the administrators in her school building. Because 

administrators were responsible for setting the tone and climate o f the school, Katherine 

frequently referenced them without being prompted. One principal and six assistant 

principals worked in Katherine’s school. Each year, the assistant principals rotated to a 

different grade level, so teachers worked with a different assistant principal every year. 

According to Katherine, teachers interacted more with the assistant principal over their 

grade level than with the principal herself. Because Katherine had been at her school for 

nine years, she said that she was “comfortable with whoever, all o f them.” She did not 

hesitate to ask for support from the administration team or for permission if she wanted to 

“try something different” in the classroom. They supported her when she created the 

social studies workbook by giving her half days off to complete it. She also felt at ease 

when she asked to move out o f the social studies department and into “Connections” to 

teach computer science. She spoke about her conversation with her assistant principal:
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When I talked to my AP, about the whole moving to computer science thing, he’s 

like, “Look, we’re going to miss you in social studies. I mean you’re an amazing 

social studies teacher, but I’m not going to hold you back from doing something 

else just because I don’t want to lose you in social studies.” So that definitely 

made me feel confident in, you know, they’re not going to keep me in someplace 

I don’t want to be. It felt good, like they value me as a teacher.

Because of the rapport that she had with her assistant principal, Katherine was 

able to speak to him about her desire to change to a different department within her 

school. Although she had taught social studies for nine years and had put in a significant 

amount of time and effort into creating materials for the social studies curriculum, she 

was ready for a change, and her assistant principal exhibited understanding of her 

feelings. He also made her feel valued by complimenting her teaching skills and 

respecting her request to teach something new the following year, thus increasing her 

perceived competence.

Within in the past year, Katherine experienced some tension with one of her 

coworkers, whom she considered to be a good friend. Her assistant principal became 

involved with the situation in an attempt to neutralize the situation. Katherine described 

her experience:

I said some things that I shouldn’t have, and we just got into it, into an argument.

It was a mistake, and you know, I apologized to them. But I also apologized to 

my administrator for having to deal with all the crap that went down afterwards. I 

apologized to him for having to deal with my mistake because he did. He had to 

meet with other people and make sure that everything was okay. And he said, “I
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appreciate your apology, but how are you doing?” Because this girl is like my 

best friend, and he knew that. And I totally messed up. So that made me feel 

good. It’s like okay, he actually cares that you know, I’m not doing so great.

Then he checked on me again on Monday, and said how was this weekend? Did 

you talk? So I definitely feel supported.

This vignette describes Katherine’s experience with her assistant principal after he 

intervened in the situation between her and her coworker. Katherine was able to admit 

her mistake, which caused her to apologize to both her coworker and to the assistant 

principal. Although the assistant principal accepted her apology, he was more concerned 

about how the situation was affecting her well-being. He understood that the two 

teachers were good friends, and therefore, the argument between them could negatively 

affect their overall well-being. By asking Katherine how she was doing, he showed her 

that he cared about her on a personal level, thereby causing Katherine to feel supported 

and cared for by her assistant principal.

The feelings o f relatedness that Katherine experienced at work from her 

relationships with her students, colleagues, and administrators most greatly contributed to 

her feelings o f well-being at work. She cited her relationship with students as being the 

best part o f her job. She also felt that her professional and personal rapport with the other 

teachers in her building supported her well-being at work. Although she did not 

explicitly attribute her well-being to her administrators, the trust and support she received 

from them contributed to the positive feelings she had about her job and workplace.
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Factors Outside o f the Workplace

While talking to Katherine, she sometimes discussed factors in her personal life 

that contributed to her well-being. She often spoke about her husband, Colin:

I have a very supportive husband. Very supportive. I can’t imagine what it 

would be like to not have that support at home, how lonely it would be. I try not 

to bring my work home with me, and not just like papers to grade. I mean like the 

drama and the stress. But sometimes you can’t help it, you know? My work and 

home life are interconnected. If I had a bad day at work, I’m in a bad mood at 

home. And if  I’m having a hard time at home, I don’t have the best day at work. 

So having Colin- he listens to me when I need to vent. He encourages me. It’s 

great. I look forward to coming home and hanging out and relaxing with him 

every day.

Katherine relied on her husband for comfort and support at home. He was her 

companion and the person she enjoyed relaxing with at the end of the day. She believed 

that she would be “lonely” without his support and encouragement. Her feelings of 

relatedness at home with her husband were important to her overall well-being. This 

quote also shows that Katherine was not always able to separate her work and home lives. 

She understood that the two were connected, and how she felt in one area o f her life 

affected her feelings and behaviors in other parts o f her life. Therefore, her well-being at 

home and her well-being at work were correlated.

When I asked Katherine if  other factors outside of school contributed to her well

being, she replied with the following quote:
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Dance. I love dance class so much. And I really do like-I just watch TV. Like, I 

zone out. You know, we’ll watch three hours o f TV at night. I go to dance, I 

come home and cook dinner, which I also love-1 love cooking. And then we’ll 

binge watch TV for a couple hours. And I think I mentioned how I don’t want 

kids? Colin and I just love our life as is. Maybe it sounds selfish, but we’re 

happy the way things are.

Katherine took dance classes at a studio near her home, where she also took a 

circuit training class. At home, she enjoyed cooking, as well as watching TV with her 

husband. She established routines outside o f school to elevate her sense o f well-being. 

Because she and her husband did not have children, they were able to choose how they 

enjoyed their free time. This freedom and autonomy they experienced at home were 

contributing factors to Katherine’s overall well-being.

Obstacles to Well-Being

Throughout our conversations, Katherine occasionally mentioned aspects o f her 

job that reduced her feelings of well-being. Among those factors, she discussed feelings 

of isolation within her classroom:

I was reading some article on Facebook the other day called “Eight Things we 

Want you to Know About Teachers,” right? And one of them was like, we feel 

isolated within our own classrooms. And certainly, especially this time of year, 

because I feel like every other day, we’re eating lunch in our classrooms, and 

we’re so busy doing planning because you have all this grading to do to finish for 

the year, and it’s almost like it’s really easy to feel that sense of isolation.
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For Katherine, even though she was with students all day, she experienced 

isolation because she did not have the opportunity to interact with other adults. When her 

time was consumed by tasks that required her attention, she was unable to connect with 

her colleagues. Instead, she spent her time alone in her classroom working to meet 

deadlines. She later described teaching as “a lonely profession” and elaborated by saying 

that teachers often went hours without speaking to another adult. She further supported 

her point o f view by saying, “I do have to say that I am less happy at work on the weeks 

when we don’t have lunch together, or we have meetings everyday, so there’s no time to 

like socialize.” Without time to interact with her coworkers, Katherine’s well-being was 

negatively affected. These feelings o f loneliness and isolation detracted from her 

workplace well-being. Katherine’s point o f view supported the notion that feelings o f 

relatedness contributed to well-being.

Katherine also felt like her well-being was compromised when she was 

overwhelmed with deadlines and paperwork. She described some of her duties and how 

they affected her well-being at work:

We still have to have a certain number o f tests or quizzes in a given time period. I 

have to go to those IEP meetings and SST meetings. I guess paperwork wise, I 

feel a lot less autonomous than I do in terms of what I get to do in planning my 

lessons. So the piles of-1 gotta do my ESOL modifications, those are due by this 

certain date. I have to get my academic contracts done. They are due by this 

certain date. So it’s like a never ending pile of stuff that I don’t have enough time 

to do unless I work until 7:00 every night. And guess what? That’s not going to 

happen. I had to make that decision my first year. I was staying so late every
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night, and one day, I just decided like, “I’m not doing this anymore.” Granted I 

still stay late sometimes, but not like I used to. I think that’s why I haven’t gotten 

burned out. But going back to my feeling autonomous, I mean I definitely get 

overwhelmed and irritated and fed up when it comes to paperwork. It’s probably 

what I like least about my job. But hey, it’ll still be there the next day, so I try not 

to let it stress me out past 4:00.

Katherine’s quote illustrates how aspects o f her job detracted from her well-being, 

but it also shows how she made conscious decisions to maintain her well-being. 

Seemingly endless paperwork and deadlines caused stress and negatively influenced her 

feelings o f autonomy. However, Katherine made a concerted effort to leave work at a 

reasonable hour most days in order to preserve her positive attitude. She made this 

decision during her first year of teaching after staying late every day for an entire 

semester to try to complete everything that was due. After her first semester of teaching, 

because she left on time each afternoon, she continued to love and enjoy her job, and she 

avoided feelings o f burnout 

Classroom Practice and Obstacles to Well-Being

One o f the major obstacles affecting Katherine’s well-being was lack of time. 

Specifically, she talked about not having enough time to collaborate, to socialize with her 

coworkers, and to complete all o f the paperwork that she needed to do. This caused her 

well-being to waiver at times.

I scoured the data to find quotes from Katherine that indicated how she felt that 

these obstacles influenced her classroom practice. I found one example in the following:
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After first period, the kids go to connections, so I get my planning period. If 

something didn’t work well in first period, you can kind of like fix it for the rest 

of the day by thinking about it or talking to other teachers during planning and 

then trying again next period. But that time is a lot o f times filled with meetings 

and that kind of thing. So on days when I can like work with my curriculum 

group, like planning group, are better than days that I have like an IEP meeting or 

an SST or whatever. If I don’t have that time to, you know, reflect or whatever, it 

throws the rest of my day off. Sometimes I feel irritated or just not on my game, 

you know?

Having her planning time compromised affected the way Katherine felt for the 

entire day. Feelings o f irritation affected her in the classroom, and she felt as though she 

was not teaching to her potential. This influenced her teaching by decreasing her level of 

competence. Irritation could also affect the way she interacted with her students. By 

losing her planning time, she was losing the opportunity to improve upon her lesson for 

the day.

I also found the following quote from Katherine that shows how she believed her 

classroom practice was affected by the amount o f paperwork with which she was 

charged:

When you’re overwhelmed with paperwork, you have to think, “When am I going 

to do this? Do I stay until six or seven at night? Or do I fit it in during the day?” 

And yeah, I stay late sometimes, but that’s my time, and I don’t really do that 

anymore, not very often. So yeah, I’ll admit it. I might give my students an
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assignment and plop down at my desk for a period or two just to get it done. And

most o f the time, I don’t even feel bad about it.

Katherine mentioned several times during our meetings that she spent the first 

semester o f her first year of teaching working until 6:30 or 7:00 every evening. After 

that first semester, she began going home on time, and she attributed her lack of burnout 

to this decision. However, although her well-being improved, her classroom practice 

sometimes suffered because o f this choice. When paperwork became overwhelming, 

Katherine was disconnected from her students. She gave them a task to complete, but 

rather than engaging with them, she retreated to her desk to complete her tasks. This 

negatively affected her relatedness with her students and also took away instruction time 

from her students.

Katherine felt that lack o f time affected her well-being and classroom practice. 

When she did not have enough time to reflect on her teaching or to complete paperwork, 

her students suffered as a result. Her mood and the ways in which she taught were 

affected negatively. Sometimes, she gave the students an assignment but did not take the 

time to give direct instruction because she was more concerned about her paperwork.

After coding and analyzing the data from both Sarah and Katherine’s interviews, I 

noticed commonalities between the two cases. In the following section, I present the 

findings that were similar for both participants.

A Comparison of Cases

Now, I will compare the two teachers who participated in my study. First, I 

discuss their overall well-being. Next, I describe the three factors that were the primary 

focus o f my study: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Then, I explain the
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similarities in the obstacles to well-being that each teacher faced. I also compare the 

ways in which these obstacles influenced their practice.

Overall Well-Being

Both Sarah and Katherine considered themselves to be happy people in all aspects 

o f their lives. I specifically chose these two teachers to participate in my study based on 

their positive attitudes toward their jobs as teachers. However, after getting to know 

them, I found that their well-being transferred to all areas o f their lives. They 

experienced well-being both in their professional and personal lives.

As teachers, both participants enjoyed what they did. Although they experienced 

stress at their jobs, they chose to focus on the positive facets of their job, rather than the 

negative. This allowed them to maintain a continuous level o f well-being at work. 

Interestingly, both teachers have only taught at one school.

In their personal lives, Sarah and Katherine led social and active lives. They both 

found activities that supported their well-being, and they participated in those activities to 

maintain their happiness. O f those activities, both participants discussed forms of 

exercise. They also spoke about spending time with their husbands and friends as being 

essential to supporting their overall well-being.

Both participants described themselves as happy people who made the most out of 

every situation. Katherine made happiness a priority in her life, and Sarah made choices 

in her life to ensure that she remained a happy person. Therefore, both participants 

viewed well-being as a state of mind that came from making positive choices in their 

lives.
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Autonomy

When discussing autonomy, both Sarah and Katherine focused on the freedom 

they had to teach in whatever way they chose. Their lessons were not scripted, and they 

both appeared grateful that they were able to showcase their teaching styles freely in the 

classroom. Both credited their teaching autonomy to their administrators and the 

environment that they had created within the schools.

Although both participants had acted as their grade level or curriculum chairs, 

only Katherine referenced her leadership role when talking about autonomy. She felt that 

being a curriculum leader enhanced her autonomy by giving her the authority to make 

decisions about the curriculum. However, Sarah preferred to consult her team before 

making decisions, so her autonomy was not affected.

Sarah and Katherine both became teachers after college, so neither had worked in 

a different profession. They both chose to attain teaching degrees in their early 20s, and 

they have remained in the teaching profession. However, only Sarah felt that teaching 

was her calling. Katherine made the decision to teach only after she completed a four- 

year degree and was offered a master’s degree in education, as well as a teaching 

certificate, by completing a fifth year of college. Sarah, on the other hand, began her 

days as a college student knowing that she wanted to become a teacher. However, 

despite feeling called to teach, she was beginning to question whether she should remain 

a classroom teacher.

Both participants referenced paperwork and tasks not directly related to 

instruction as factors that detracted from feelings of autonomy and overall well-being. 

However, because they both made conscious efforts to maintain their well-being at work,
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they managed their responsibilities in ways that allowed them to remain happy with their 

jobs.

Competence

When asked if they considered themselves to be good teachers, Katherine 

answered with more confidence than Sarah. Katherine saw herself as a good teacher and 

felt that her natural abilities as a teacher contributed to her well-being. Sarah viewed 

herself as a good teacher as well, but her competence fluctuated. However, she was 

aware o f the changes in her competence and was able to monitor her growth as a teacher 

in the six years that she had been teaching. Both participants expressed the belief that 

there were always ways to improve as teachers.

Only Katherine spoke about the evaluation system used to assess her teaching 

abilities. Although she found the system to be rather subjective and unfair, she did not let 

it affect her teaching. She was confident in her teaching abilities and did not let the 

scores on her evaluation determine her worth as a teacher. Sarah did not discuss the 

teacher evaluation at all when we discussed her perceived competence.

Both Sarah and Katherine have gone back to school to attain higher degrees in 

education. Sarah was in school completing her master’s degree, and Karen had recently 

obtained a specialist degree. Sarah spoke very little about her education, but Katherine 

specifically mentioned graduate school as a factor that increased her feelings o f 

competence. Overall, both participants valued furthering their education as an integral 

part o f becoming better teachers.
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Relatedness

Sarah and Katherine spoke extensively about their relationships with others. 

Therefore, I determined that feelings o f relatedness most strongly influenced their well

being. Both spoke explicitly about their relationships with students and colleagues as the 

bonds that most affected their well-being. They both cited their relatedness to students as 

the biggest contributor to their well-being, but they spoke almost as frequently about their 

coworkers. Sarah and Katherine discussed their relationships with their administrators as 

influencing their well-being at work as well. Although Sarah also talked about the 

relationships she formed with her students’ parents, Katherine never mentioned the 

parents o f her students.

When discussing their relatedness to students, Sarah and Katherine both talked 

about their personal connections with them. They talked about the positive ways in 

which they interacted with their students. Neither viewed herself as being an 

authoritative figure in the classroom. Rather, Katherine preferred to think of herself as a 

mentor to her students, and Sarah viewed herself and her students as being a community 

in which they all worked together. The personal relationships that each teacher formed 

with her students were the key factor than influenced and maintained their well-being.

Sarah and Katherine also relied heavily on their colleagues to support their well

being. Sarah’s relationships with her coworkers elevated both her feelings o f relatedness 

and feelings o f competence. The friendships she formed with her co workers boosted her 

morale and self-confidence. Katherine also depended on her coworkers for support, and 

she felt that collaborating with them elevated her feelings o f well-being.
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In addition to their students and colleagues, Sarah and Katherine both discussed 

their relationships with their administrators. Although both participants mentioned their 

principals at least once throughout our conversations, they spoke more extensively about 

their relationships with their assistant principals. By forming relationships with their 

assistant principals, both teachers felt comfortable approaching them to ask for support. 

Katherine also appreciated her assistant principal’s concern for her on a personal level.

By showing care and concern for their teachers, Sarah and Katherine’s assistant 

principals created environments that supported their teachers’ well-being.

Only Sarah mentioned forming relationships with parents o f her students. Every 

school year, she made a deliberate effort to form bonds with them. These relationships 

cultivated a feeling o f trust between her and the parents. By forming this positive rapport, 

Sarah was able to ask them for support when necessary.

As two teachers who both experienced well-being at work, Sarah and Katherine 

both felt that their positive attitudes were reflected in their work. Both teachers 

genuinely enjoyed their interactions with their students, thus creating a positive learning 

environment for them. They were dedicated to student learning and the effort that was 

required to ensure that they were meeting the students’ needs.

Obstacles to Well-Being

Although both participants called themselves “happy” teachers, and overall, they 

both experienced workplace well-being, both shared factors that interfered with their 

sense o f well-being. Among those factors, the one most frequently discussed was the 

issue of paperwork and deadlines. Both Sarah and Katherine reported feeling 

overwhelmed by the amount o f paperwork that they were required to complete. To them,
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the quantity o f work, coupled with the lack of allotted time to complete the work, caused 

them to experience a drop in their well-being.

The concept o f time was another obstacle that arose several times throughout my 

conversations with the participants. Both teachers valued their planning time. They used 

it as a time to plan lessons, to troubleshoot lessons they had already taught, or to 

collaborate with colleagues. However, their time was often compromised due to 

meetings. By having their planning time taken away, the teachers experienced a lower 

sense of well-being.

Finally, Sarah and Katherine spoke about loneliness in the teaching profession. 

Both teachers were outgoing by nature and enjoyed the company o f their coworkers.

They leaned on other teachers for support and for friendship. However, they both 

discussed times when they did not have the opportunity to interact with their coworkers 

because o f their workload or because they were isolated in their classrooms with their 

students all day. Next, I explore the commonalities in the ways these obstacles affected 

the teachers’ practice at work.

Similarities in Classroom Practice

Sarah and Katherine shared their experiences with well-being in their schools, but 

they also spoke about the negative aspects o f  their jobs. Both teachers talked about the 

ways in which the factors that impeded their well-being affected their perceptions o f their 

classroom practice. The data collected from each teacher revealed one major 

commonality. In both cases, the amount o f paperwork and tasks unrelated to instruction 

caused the teachers to use instructional time to complete these tasks.
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Both teachers discussed using class time to work on their paperwork. Sarah 

admitted to feeling guilty, saying that doing so took away from her connection with her 

students. She felt especially upset when her students hugged her at the end of the day 

because she knew that she did not teach her students in the ways that she thought they 

deserved. Instead, she spent the day paying more attention to her work than to her 

students.

On the other hand, Katherine, who also used instructional time to complete her 

paperwork, did not feel the same kind o f guilt that Sarah did. She felt that the lack of 

time given to her and other teachers was disrespectful. Therefore, she felt justified in 

using her instructional time to complete what was required of her.

By completing tasks delegated by administrators during the school day, students 

were missing out on direct instruction. The students were still working, but they were 

robbed of the valuable experience of connecting with their teachers.

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to determine the extent to which autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness influence the well-being of teachers. I sought to understand 

the ways in which teachers experience these three factors at their workplace. For this 

study, I chose two teachers who were self-proclaimed happy teachers who experienced 

well-being at work. I collected data by interviewing each participant four to five times 

each. I framed my interview questions around the three factors I was exploring; I wanted 

to determine if  the teachers placed equal weight among all three factors in their 

contribution to well-being. I also explored the participants’ views on well-being and how 

it affected teachers’ views of classroom practice. I asked them to reflect on their own
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practices to determine how well-being affected their practice. I also examined the ways 

in which their well-being was compromised at work. I then looked at the data to search 

for ways in which a lack of well-being affected student learning. Additionally, I visited 

the schools in which these teachers worked and made observations about the 

environments in which they taught.

The purpose of this chapter was to report the findings o f my study. Although my 

primary focus was on the experiences o f the individual teachers, I also compared the two 

cases and found similarities and differences between the ways in which they experienced 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness at work, as well as how the three factors 

contributed to well-being. In the following chapter, I will offer conclusions based on the 

results I gathered from this study, with a focus on the ways that instruction in the 

classroom is affected because o f teacher well-being. I will begin by summarizing the 

study, and then I will put forth the implications o f the study, as well as recommendations 

for future research. I will conclude by offering my final thoughts.



CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

According to Van Manen, a phenomenological study captures “the general mood, 

sensibility, sensuality, and felt sense o f being in the world” (Van Manen, 2007, pp. 20- 

21). The nature o f my study reflects the underlying goal o f phenomenological research, 

which is to capture individuals’ lived experiences. By using the participants’ words to 

describe my findings, I hoped to encompass the essence of their experiences. When 

planning my study, I sought to accomplish the following objectives:

1. To gain a rich understanding o f the participants’ lived experiences with well

being at work.

2. To explore the degree to which autonomy, competence, and relatedness contribute 

to workplace well-being.

3. To develop an understanding of the ways in which teachers’ well-being affect 

their classroom practice.

4. To use my findings to guide future research in a way that would be beneficial to 

teachers, schools, and school systems.

In this chapter, I describe the ways in which I met these four objectives. I begin 

by providing a summary o f my study. Following the summary, I offer conclusions about 

my study on teacher well-being framed within self-determination theory (SDT). Then, I

144
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suggest implications for schools. Finally, I present implications for future research and 

offer a conclusion.

Summary of the Study 

This phenomenological research study focused on the lived experiences o f two 

teachers, Sarah and Katherine. Each participant was examined separately and then 

compared to find commonalities between them. To guide my research, I focused on the 

following research question: How do teachers experience well-being in the workplace?

I initially recruited participants by attending graduate level classes that catered to 

certified teachers. I explained the purpose of my study and how I intended to collect data 

and then distributed a letter of recruitment. From the responses I received, I chose one 

participant, Sarah, who met my criteria. Because I still needed a second participant, 1 

recruited teachers on social media and asked interested participants to send me a private 

message to maintain anonymity. Several teachers showed interest and a willingness to 

participate, and from those candidates, I chose Katherine as my second participant.

My primary source of data came from interviews with participants; I met with 

each teacher four times. I also had the opportunity to visit their schools for several hours, 

during which time I gathered notes about the climate o f the school. I also noted what I 

observed from watching the participants in the classroom. To assist with the data 

analysis process, I used NVivo for coding and organization of the data. Through 

analysis, I was able to develop codes from the data that pertained to the research 

questions and the theoretical framework. I initially coded the data by assigning random 

names to the data. Then, I was able to arrange the codes under the broader themes of
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autonomy, competence, and relatedness, which are the three factors that influence well

being, according to self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985.)

Findings to Support Self-Determination Theory 

In this study, I investigated the ways in which autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness contribute to the well-being of teachers, as well as the obstacles to well-being 

that teachers face. The two participants detailed the ways in which they experienced 

well-being in the workplace. In this section, I examine the findings with a focus on 

answering the research questions. Figure 3 shows the ways in which autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness interacted to create well-being, according to the participants.
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Three Basic Needs of Well-Being With Participant Quotes

R e la ted n ess
/T h e  s tu d en ts  ju s t make 
m e smile."

"I th ink it's  th e  connec tion  w ith th e  kids. Like 
so m etim es especially th is tim e of year, you 
becom e like a little family."

"My favorite  th ing  a b o u t w ork? The 
Yids, for su re . It's ju s t having th a t 
rJJationship... th a t  idea th a t  you 're 
h a p in g  th e  fu tu re  generations."

"I th ink  th e  m ore you te ach , th e  m ore  wf 
n eed  th o se  te a ch e r  friendships, to  be abl 
to  sh u t the  d oo r and  like, say  th ings howj 
you really feel." I

"Days w hen  I can w ork w ith my 
curricu lum  group a re  better...
I'm m o re  happy  on th e  w eeks 
w hen  th e re  is m o re  o f th a t tim e 
w here  you can socialize w i t h ^ ' '  
p eop le  w h o  are  adu lts .

As fa r a s  my teach ing  
style goes, I have a  good 
bit of freedom ."

"I am  a happy  person, 
and  I w a n t to  be  a 
happy  person."

W ell-B eing

A utonom y C o m p e te n c e

"I do  feel b lessed  to  have 
th e  freedom  to  do  w h a t's  
right fo r me."

"It ju s t kind of o p ened  my 
eyes, like, oh my gosh, I can 
do  th is!"

"Is it na tu re  th a t's  
making you happy, or 
is it th e  fact th a t 
you 're  good a t  w hat 
you do?"

Figure 3. Direct quotes related to autonomy, competence, and relatedness as they 
contribute to well-being. The circle marked “Relatedness” is larger than the other two 
because it had the greatest influence on the participants’ well-being.

Relatedness

After analyzing the data, I found a strong relationship between relatedness and 

well-being between both participants. Sarah and Katherine cited working with students 

as their primary source o f well-being. Relationships with coworkers also had a strong 

influence on well-being. In fact, although both participants claimed their feelings of 

relatedness with students as the favorite parts o f their jobs, each teacher said that without
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time with their coworkers, her well-being decreases. In other words, when they are not 

able to spend time with their coworkers, for collaboration or social conversation, their 

well-being drops, even though they have spent the day with their students.

Relationships with individuals outside of work were also important to both 

participants’ well-being. Both teachers were married to husbands who created supportive 

environments at home. Sarah and Katherine also had friendships outside o f work that 

helped them separate their work lives from their personal lives. Spending time with 

friends and family outside o f work allowed the teachers to set aside their stresses when 

they were away from their jobs, which helped them to maintain their well-being while 

working.

“The students just make me smile.” Throughout the data collection process, both 

participants voiced their love of working with students. Most o f their stories were 

focused on the personal interactions that they had with their students on a day-to-day 

basis.

Sarah’s stories o f her students were truly heartwarming. The intensity o f the 

affection she felt for each o f her students was apparent each time we met. Because she 

worked in a school with a vulnerable population, the effect that her caring had on her 

students was probably tremendous. The results of a study by Lee and Bierman (2015) 

found that students who come from low-income families benefit from positive student- 

teacher relationships. Specifically, students in the study increased their learning 

engagement in school when they had strong relationships with their teachers. If the 

results o f Lee and Bierman’s (2015) study can be generalized, then the positive
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relationships that Sarah formed with her students could have positive effects on the 

students’ levels o f engagement in school.

Katherine also spoke about her relationships with students. Unlike Sarah, who 

was with the same group of students every day, Katherine taught over 200 students and 

only saw each student for 70 minutes a day. However, she made a conscious decision to 

form personal relationships with as many students as she could. She expressed her 

frustration with large class sizes because they hinder the process o f getting to know 

individual students on a personal level.

Katherine discussed the friendly interactions she had with some o f her students. I 

also witnessed the amicable manner in which she and her students communicated with 

one another, as well as the emotion she exhibited when talking about the ways in which 

her students helped her cope with her mother’s passing. All are indications of the 

positive relationships that she has formed with her students. Katherine’s sunny demeanor 

when talking about her students also supported her claims that her students were her 

favorite part of her job as a teacher.

“The more you teach, the more we need those teacher friendships.” Sarah and 

Katherine both spoke highly o f their coworkers and emphasized the importance of their 

relationships with them. They both stressed the importance of collaboration, as well as 

the need to develop personal relationships with their colleagues. Sarah expressed how 

significantly relationships with her colleagues affected her well-being:

Especially this year being on the team that I’m on. This year reminded me of how 

wonderful it could be, how great it is to have a team that works well together. I 

mean, we hang out outside o f school. We have plans this summer to do stuff.
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And being able to have them to lean on and to laugh with and do things, it made it 

so much more enjoyable being at school.

Sarah’s quote summarized how much her feelings o f relatedness with coworkers 

influenced her well-being. Not only did she rely on other teachers for support at work, 

she has also formed relationships with them that transferred to her personal life.

Katherine also spoke very highly o f her coworkers. She felt a noticeable 

difference in well-being when she did not have time to interact with her colleagues. 

Several times throughout our conversations, Katherine mentioned the importance of 

collaboration and how much she enjoyed collaborating with other teachers. The 

following is one example o f the ways in which Katherine has benefitted from 

collaborating with a fellow teacher:

There is another teacher who will be teaching computer science with me. So we 

will be able to plan together, so I’m really excited about that. She’s also like my 

best friend at work. Yeah, and she was actually in language arts last year and she, 

but we were on the same team, so yeah, I have a relationship with her, so we’ve 

worked together a lot this year on the creation o f some materials like the DBQ’s 

that I wasn’t as confident in. Because she has that background in language arts, 

she was able to help me with that. So yeah, collaboration I think is really 

important. I think there needs to be more of it in schools. I don’t think there’s 

enough o f it.

Katherine’s quote shows the way in which collaborating helped her to become a 

stronger teacher. Not only is Katherine’s well-being positively affected by the idea of 

collaborating with a teacher who is also a friend, she has also given a specific example of
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how collaboration benefitted her classroom practice.

Although both participants reported that their experiences with relatedness 

contributed most to their well-being, autonomy and competence also played a role in their 

workplace well-being. In the following section, I describe the similarities between Sarah 

and Katherine’s experiences with autonomy and well-being.

Autonomy

When examining the concept o f autonomy, I observed that both teachers 

discussed their freedom to design lessons and to teach in the ways they deemed most 

appropriate for their students. They both stated that their well-being would decline if 

they were given scripted lessons or if all teachers were required to teach in the exact same 

way. In addition, I coded both teachers’ choice to teach and to remain in teaching as 

examples of autonomy.

Additionally, a strong connection that I saw between autonomy and well-being is 

each participant’s choice to maintain her well-being despite the negativity that sometimes 

surrounded them at work. Each participant stated that happiness was a priority in her life. 

Therefore, they both made choices at work and in their personal lives to ensure that their 

well-being would not suffer.

“As far as my teaching style goes, I have a good bit o f freedom.” Sarah and 

Katherine expressed their appreciation for having administrators who allowed their 

teachers to teach in the ways that matched their teaching styles. Neither was required to 

follow a scripted lesson, and this freedom enhanced the participants’ feelings of 

autonomy. Hyslop-Margison and Sears (2010) discussed the importance o f autonomy in 

the teaching professions. They equated autonomy with academic freedom, which aligns
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with the participants’ views of what autonomy is. The researchers posited that teachers 

who exercise autonomy and academic freedom set positive examples for their students 

and act as role models for how to be autonomous citizens.

Sarah and Katherine gave credit to their administrators for their feelings of 

autonomy. Sarah said she felt “blessed” for the relaxed environment that her principal 

and assistant principals created that allowed her the freedom to teach in the way she 

wanted. Katherine also spoke highly about her assistant principal, saying that she felt 

comfortable enough with her assistant principal to go to him if she “wanted to do 

something different” in the classroom. I concluded from speaking with the participants 

that administrators play a large role in the creation of an autonomous environment in 

schools.

“I am a happy person, and I want to be a happy person.” One key finding from 

my study was the perspective that each participant had about her well-being. Both 

participants used the terms “well-being” and “happy” interchangeably. When discussing 

their happiness, they both talked about the conscious decisions they made to make their 

happiness a priority in their lives. According to SDT, individuals who are autonomous 

act in a way that aligns with their values (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Sarah woke up every 

days and made the decision to put her “best foot forward,” to put on a smile, and told 

herself to “fake it ‘til you make it” because happiness was a quality in her life that she 

valued. She acted in ways that allowed her to maintain her happiness. Similarly, 

Katherine claimed that in her life, “Happiness is number one.” Therefore, she also made 

choices to remain happy at work and in her personal life.
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Sheldon and Lyubomirsky (2006) conducted three studies on well-being and 

happiness to determine if  well-being is more heavily influenced by the circumstances 

with which individuals are presented or by the activities that individuals choose to do in 

order to support their well-being. The results o f the study indicated that individuals’ 

changes in activities elevated their well-being more than any changes in circumstance.

The researchers concluded that “effort and hard work offer the most promising route to 

happiness” (p. 82-83) because changing activities requires a person to put forth effort to 

change what they are doing. The results o f this study align with the findings o f my study. 

Rather than allowing the circumstances to dictate their well-being, Sarah and Katherine 

made conscious decisions to act in ways that supported and elevated their well-being.

Autonomy played a key role in the participants’ well-being. Choosing to make 

the most out o f every situation, as well as having the freedom to teach according to their 

preferences contributed to Sarah and Katherine’s well-being. In the following section, I 

explain the similar ways in which the teachers experienced feelings o f competence. 

Competence: “Oh my Gosh, I Can Do This!”

Feelings o f competence varied between participants, but generally, both teachers 

considered themselves to be good teachers. Katherine felt more confident about her 

teaching abilities than Sarah. Consequently, Katherine’s well-being seemed influenced 

more strongly by competence than Sarah’s.

Although both participants experienced feelings o f competence at work, I 

especially noticed through our conversations and my data analysis that Katherine’s 

confidence in her teaching abilities strongly influenced her well-being, as well as her 

classroom practice. Specifically, she often mentioned the ways in which she applied the
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knowledge she gained from workshops and graduate school classes. By learning new 

skills and information, Katherine’s competence increased, and she gained the confidence 

to create new materials and tests for the social studies team. I noted the excitement and 

pride in her voice when she talked about her contributions to her team.

Sarah also described herself as a good teacher, but her confidence was not as 

apparent when she spoke. In fact, her feelings o f competence stemmed more from 

knowing that she was a hard worker. She also relied on her coworkers to help support 

her feelings o f competence by relying on them when she was experiencing low levels of 

competence. However, overall, she felt that she had the skills to manage most situations 

that she was presented with at school, which is the definition of what competence is, 

according to SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2002).

Although the participants experienced the three basic needs o f well-being, 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness, at work, the participants also experienced these 

factors outside o f work. By experiencing well-being outside o f the workplace, the 

teachers were able to maintain their workplace well-being. The following section 

describes some of the factors outside o f work that contributed to the participants’ well

being.

Outside Factors

In addition to variables in the workplace, several outside factors contributed to the 

teachers’ sense o f well-being. First, both women spoke highly o f their husbands and 

acknowledged the amount o f support they experienced at home because of their 

husbands. Additionally, both teachers had hobbies outside o f work that helped them 

maintain feelings o f well-being. O f those hobbies, the one they had in common was
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exercise; both participants exercised several times a week. Finally, both teachers made a 

conscious decision to be happy. They created their own well-being in order to maintain a 

positive disposition at work. Next, I discuss the obstacles that my participants described 

that hindered their well-being at work.

Obstacles

Although both teachers experienced workplace well-being and were happy 

teachers, they faced obstacles at work that detracted from their well-being. Sarah and 

Katherine discussed the overwhelming amount o f paperwork with which they were 

charged. The strict deadlines set by their administrators caused them to feel aggravated 

and overwhelmed, compromising their feelings o f autonomy. Additionally, feeling 

overloaded with paperwork led the participants to lose some of their feelings of 

relatedness to students because they used instructional time to complete the tasks required 

of them.

The participants also faced obstacles to their well-being when they did not spend 

time with their colleagues. Katherine specifically stated that she was not as happy on 

days and weeks that she did not have time to spend collaborating or socializing with other 

teachers. Sarah’s well-being was also affected when she felt disconnected from her 

coworkers. The participants both expressed how valuable their relationships with their 

coworkers were to their workplace well-being. On days when they did not spend time 

with their coworkers, their feelings o f relatedness suffered, as did their well-being.

Contradictions Regarding Well-Being

Both Sarah and Katherine expressed their love of teaching, as well as the 

importance o f maintaining their well-being at work. However, they faced obstacles in
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their teaching on a daily basis. Although both teachers stated that they experienced 

autonomy, Sarah also voiced her frustration with the rigidness o f the mandated 

curriculum, taking away from her feelings o f autonomy. Katherine stated that she felt 

lonely during the school day; yet, both teachers emphasized the positive effect that their 

relationships with others had on their well-being. Additionally, both teachers reported 

feelings of stress and frustration despite their claims that they are happy at work.

These contradictions led me to conclude that even teachers with well-being face 

day-to-day challenges that they must tackle in order to maintain their well-being. Self- 

determination theory suggests that well-being fluctuates (Sheldon, Ryan, & Reis, 1996), 

and speaking to the participants supported this aspect o f SDT. However, SDT only 

addresses the basic needs o f autonomy, competence, and relatedness as the factors that 

contribute to well-being without accounting for individual differences in affect, 

personality, and disposition.

In an effort to maintain their well-being, both teachers made decisions to 

compromise instructional time to complete their paperwork. The choice to take time 

away from their students despite their claims that their students were the main contributor 

to their well-being is another contradiction to their statements about well-being. From 

this, I concluded that Sarah and Katherine placed well-being above all else because they 

made intentional decisions to complete their work during the school day, rather than 

staying after school or falling behind in their duties.

Sarah and Katherine both felt strongly about making personal choices to maintain 

their well-being, despite the obstacles that could potentially detract from their overall 

well-being. Their conscious efforts to maintain their well-being in the face of the daily
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stressors led me to question whether other factors besides the basic needs o f autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness exist in the cultivation of well-being.

To further explore the idea that well-being extends beyond the meeting of the 

three basic needs, I examined the concept o f eudaimonia, which was a notion put forth by 

Aristotle. Aristotle “defined eudaimonia as a character o f persons that entails living in 

accordance with reason and moderation, and aiming toward excellence and the realization 

of a complete human life” (Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2006, p. 143). Like the concept o f well

being as defined by SDT, a person who experiences eudaimonia does not simply 

experiencing positive feelings. Instead, he lives a full life by “engaging one’s best human 

capacities by actively pursuing virtues and excellence” (Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2006, p.

144). The emphasis that Aristotle placed on actively pursuing a good life supports the 

findings o f my study on well-being. Like Sarah and Katherine, who made conscious 

decisions to maintain their well-being at work, Aristotle believed that a person who 

experiences eudaimonia deliberately chooses his actions in pursuit o f a fulfilling life. 

Although Ryan, Huta, and Deci (2006) argued that Aristotle’s notions were not supported 

by research, I believe that his ideas are worth revisiting and exploring further based on 

the findings of my study.

Implication for Schools 

The well-being of teachers is a quality that is often overlooked due to the focus on 

quantitative measures o f school success. However, implications exist for considering and 

emphasizing teacher well-being. As Sarah said, “Happy teachers are just happy.” When 

a teacher is happy, everyone around that teacher benefits. Students benefit from a teacher 

who is actively engaged with them, and fellow teachers reap the benefits of a happy
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teacher who takes initiative and, in the case o f the participants, acts as a leader. Rather 

than focusing exclusively on quantitative data, educators should consider the qualitative 

experiences that take place within the schools to enhance the experiences o f teachers and 

students.

Positive relationships with students and coworkers was a theme that emerged 

from speaking with and observing Sarah and Katherine. Of the three factors that I 

examined for my study, relatedness was the factor that most heavily influenced the 

teachers’ well-being, based on my participants’ claims that their relationships with 

students was their main source of well-being. This result aligns with previous studies 

that researchers have conducted on the influence of relatedness on teachers’ well-being 

(Klassen, et al. 2012; Soini 2014). These studies also showed that relatedness, 

specifically relationships with students, lowered teachers’ negative emotions. Thus,

Sarah and Katherine’s claims that their relationships with their students have the most 

positive influence on their well-being are compatible with previous research.

For positive student-teacher relationships to exist, teachers must genuinely care 

about their students. Noddings (1995) stated that “we should want more from our 

educational efforts than adequate academic achievement, but we will not achieve even 

that unless our children believe they themselves are cared for and learn to care for others” 

(p. 24). According to Cornelius-White and Harbaugh (2010), the first step to establishing 

student-teacher relationships is for teachers to show their students that they care. They 

referred to this act o f caring as “warmth,” which “refers to positive regard, 

unconditionality, respect, and acceptance” (Cornelius-White & Harbaugh, 2010, p. 34). 

Warmth must always be present for students to feel strong relationships with their
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teachers. Teachers must also establish trust with their students, show empathy and an 

interest in their students’ lives, and be real and transparent to their students.

Murray and Pianta (2007) also suggested ways in which teachers can encourage 

the cultivation of student-teacher relationships:

1. Create a climate in which relationships with others are valued.

2. Establish routine and rules.

3. Use peer and cooperative learning in the classroom.

4. Set high expectations for achievement, as well as for behavior.

5. Hold individual conferences with students.

6. Give praise and offer positive feedback to students.

7. Teach students how to be self-aware.

8. Teach social awareness and good decision-making skills.

The researchers stressed the importance of teachers’ roles in fostering student- 

teacher relationships. They stated that “within schools, teachers are the central and most 

powerful force in the lives of young people” (Murray & Pianta, 2007, p. 110). Therefore, 

teachers are responsible for laying the foundation for positive student-teacher 

relationships. Through observing Sarah and Katherine’s interactions with students, I saw 

some of the ways in which they connected with their students. When I visited their 

schools, I was able to see the ways in which both teachers had established rules and 

routines in their classrooms. Additionally, I heard both teachers praise their students for 

good work and good behavior. I also witnessed Katherine’s students working in 

cooperative groups. Although I did not see all eight of Murray and Pianta’s (2007)
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suggestions, I saw some of the strategies that Sarah and Katherine have put in place to 

form relationships with their students.

Because the cultivation of positive relationships with students is so salient to 

teacher well-being, educators should place more emphasis on ways in which they can 

form bonds with their students. Teachers can encourage the cultivation o f relationships 

with students in several ways. First, teachers should show care for their students and help 

their students learn how to care for others (Noddings, 1995). Second, teachers should set 

time aside during the day or throughout the school year to allow students to share 

personal stories about themselves. By showing concern for students’ personal lives, 

teachers can demonstrate their care for their students. Teachers can also use this time to 

share stories about themselves to allow students to get to know them better. Finally, 

teachers should create a climate of trust and openness within the classroom and reinforce 

the climate by being available to the students during the school day.

As I talked to the participants, both teachers expressed a need for more time: time 

for collaboration, time to complete paperwork, and time for socializing with colleagues. 

Katherine especially conveyed negative feelings about days when her planning periods 

were filled with meetings, which resulted in no collaboration, self-reflection, or 

socialization. Although Sarah did not specifically talk about her planning period, she 

complained about the lack of time she had to complete her paperwork. For both 

participants, this lack o f time resulted in the same consequence: The teachers used class 

time to complete the work they felt they did not have time to complete, thus taking 

valuable instructional time away from students. By providing extended planning periods 

to teachers or allotting half-day planning sessions for collaboration and paperwork,
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teachers would not feel pressured to complete their work during students’ instructional 

time. Alleviating pressure and stress would increase well-being, and students would in 

turn benefit from being with a teacher who is not distracted by other demands.

Although both participants I interviewed expressed the desire to remain in 

education, attrition still remains a concern in the teaching field (Ingersoll, 2012). 

Consistent with the results o f the study conducted by Perrachione et al. (2008) who found 

that teachers who experience well-being are more likely to remain in the profession,

Sarah and Katherine also conveyed their intent to remain in the educational field. 

Although Katherine never communicated the desire to leave teaching during our 

discussions, Sarah did mention the possibility of leaving the classroom but staying in 

education. Both are still teaching today and expressed their intent to stay for at least the 

next few years.

Researchers have found that school climate contributes to teacher well-being, as 

well as the retention of teachers (Ingersoll, 2012; Parrachione et al., 2008). The results of 

the studies indicated that factors such as a positive school environment and teacher 

support contributed to the well-being of teachers. Creation o f school climate, as well as 

giving support to teachers, is the responsibility o f school administrators. Therefore, 

administrators should be cognizant o f the climate they are creating for their teachers to 

ensure that the school environment is positive.

Strong leadership is necessary for a positive school climate to exist.

Administrators should stress the importance o f creating a shared vision for the school as a 

whole. By allowing teachers to contribute their ideas when conceptualizing the school’s 

vision, teachers would be more likely to show commitment to it and work together to
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achieve it. Working together as a community to achieve a common goal supports a 

positive climate in the school. Additionally, administrators can help boost teachers’ 

morale by showing the teachers that their well-being is important. By offering positive 

feedback to teachers on a regular basis, administrators can make teachers feel 

appreciated. Small rewards, such as jeans days and early leave days can also make 

teachers feel valued.

Administrators might also consider well-being when hiring new teachers. From 

speaking with Sarah and Katherine, I gleaned that personality and disposition play a vital 

role in workplace well-being. Therefore, during the interview process, principals could 

note the dispositions o f potential employees. Some teacher preparation programs 

evaluate their teacher candidates’ dispositions. Making those evaluations available to 

school systems could assist principals in hiring teachers with positive dispositions, 

thereby increasing the chances o f hiring teachers who prioritize their well-being.

In the next section, I offer suggestions for future research based on the results o f 

my study.

Suggestions for Future Research 

I was able to draw several conclusions from the results o f my study. Flowever, a 

need still exists to further examine teacher well-being and the effects it has on classroom 

practice. Because teacher well-being is an area that has not been deeply examined by 

many researchers, it is also a factor that is often overlooked in schools. By further 

exploring the well-being of teachers and its implications on classroom practice, 

administrators can help cultivate the positive climate needed to maintain teacher well

being.
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First, because I only chose two participants for my study, I recommend 

conducting a study with a larger sample size. By including more participants, researchers 

could examine the data and compare and contrast the findings across several individuals. 

Additionally, participants should better represent the general population. Both 

participants were Caucasian, female teachers in their late 20s and early 30s. Further 

research should include teachers o f both genders, as well as varying ethnicities, ages, 

number of years taught, and grade levels taught. Student populations should also be 

taken into consideration.

Second, although I spoke with the participants throughout the school year, I did 

not focus on the fluctuation of their well-being at different points in the school year. I 

recommend monitoring teachers’ well-being throughout the year to notice any patterns in 

levels o f well-being at different points in the year. Administering well-being surveys to 

participants, in addition to interviews, would help inform the researcher of fluctuations in 

well-being. If teachers exhibit lower well-being during specific times of the year, 

administrators should be aware in order to help alleviate teachers’ stress levels.

Finally, I focused my study on the well-being o f teachers and its impact on 

classroom practice. However, I focused my data collection solely on teachers. To 

investigate the influence that teachers’ well-being has on students, I suggest that 

researchers interview students on their perceptions o f their teachers and classroom 

environments. The teachers of these students should experience varying levels of well

being, which would allow researchers to observe differences in students’ perceptions.
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Limitations

Some limitations exist when considering the results o f  the study. First, due to the 

nature o f qualitative research, the results o f this study are not generalizable. The sample 

consisted o f only two participants, so the data I collected was limited to the words and 

experiences o f two teachers. Also, although I attempted to bracket my preconceived 

notions about teacher well-being, my thirteen years o f experience as a classroom teacher 

may have caused my analysis to be biased. Lastly, I focused the interviews on the 

participants’ experiences within the workplace. Although the participants naturally 

talked about other aspects of their lives, I did not fully examine the scope of their well

being to see if their personalities and outside lives heavily influence their well-being at 

work.

Conclusion

In this study, I investigated the workplace well-being of teachers using self- 

determination theory as a theoretical framework. I focused on autonomy, competence, 

and relatedness as the three factors that most influence well-being. I then examined the 

factors that hinder well-being, as well as the implications that well-being has on 

classroom practice. I chose two participants for this study, both who claimed to 

experience well-being at work.

The primary focus of this study was to capture the lived experiences o f classroom 

teachers who experience well-being at work. Each participant shared the experiences she 

has had with autonomy, competence, and relatedness in their personal and professional 

lives. Overall, relationships with students and teachers most heavily influenced their 

well-being at work. The participants also discussed the ways in which their well-being
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was negatively influenced at work, as well as the ways in which these negative feelings 

influenced their classroom practice. What I found to be most salient was that despite the 

obstacles and negativity that the participants have faced throughout their teacher careers, 

both have managed to maintain their well-being by making conscious decisions to remain 

happy. By doing so, they were able to sustain their well-being, which positively affected 

their relationships with their students. Although little value is placed on the well-being of 

teachers, my hope is that administrators and school systems begin to see the significance 

that teacher well-being can have on the success o f a school and its students.
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Informed Consent

The Influence of Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness on the Well-Being of
Teachers

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your 
consent to volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask 
as many questions as necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to 
do.
Investigators

Maya Hutcheson
Tift College of Education
D epartm ent of Curriculum and Instruction
3001 M ercer University Dr.
Atlanta, GA 
404-642-3843

Faculty Advisor:
Dr. Sherah Carr
3001 M ercer University Dr.
Atlanta, GA
678-547-6064
carr_sb@ m ercer.edu

Purpose of the Research

This research is for my dissertation, which is a requirem ent for the  completion of my 
Ph.D.

Procedures

If you volunteer to  participate in this study, you will be asked to  m eet with the 
researcher for multiple interviews. The conversations will be recorded. The researcher 
will then transcribe the interview and show you th e  transcription to  ensure tha t it is 
accurate.

The researcher will also conduct one or m ore school observations. She will visit the  
school in which you work and observe your teaching.

mailto:carr_sb@mercer.edu
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Potential Risks or Discomforts

There are no foreseeable risks associated with this study.

Potential Benefits of th e  Research

Although you may not directly benefit from this study, the  data collected will contribute 
to  the  literature regarding teacher well-being.

Confidentiality and Data Storage

To ensure tha t your information remains confidential, all data will be stored and secured 
in Dr. Carr's office for a minimum of th ree  years after the  study is complete. Only Dr. 
Carr and Maya Hutcheson will have access to  this data. Your nam e will be changed in 
th e  study to ensure th a t you remain anonymous. Audio recordings will be used for 
transcription. They will also be secured in Dr. Carr's office for a minimum of th ree  years. 
Recordings will be destroyed after th ree  years.

Participation and Withdrawal

Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a participant, you may refuse to 
participate at anytime. To withdraw from the  study please contact Maya Hutcheson at 
404-642-3843 or maya.hutcheson@ gmail.com.

Questions about the  Research

If you have any questions about the  research, please speak with Dr. Swanson at 3001 
Mercer University Dr., Atlanta, GA. You may also contact her by phone or email: 
678-547-6398 
Swanson_kw@ mercer.edu

Audio or Video Taping
Audio tapes will be held in a secured area. During transcription, participants' will be 
given a pseudonym.

This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University’s IRB. If you 
believe there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may 
contact the IRB Chair, at (478) 301-4101.

You have been given th e  opportunity to  ask questions and these have been answered 
to  your satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreem ent to 
participate in this research study.

mailto:maya.hutcheson@gmail.com
mailto:Swanson_kw@mercer.edu
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Signature of Research Participant Date

Participant Name (Please Print) Date

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent

R ev .0 8 /1 9 /2 0 1 0
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My name is Maya Hutcheson, and I am a Ph.D. candidate in the Curriculum and 

Instruction program here at Mercer University. For my dissertation, I am conducting a 

case study on teacher well-being, and I am currently seeking participants. If you would 

be interested in participating, please fill out the form below. Please do not hesitate to e- 

mail me with any questions you have regarding my study. Thank you!

Maya Hutcheson

maya. hutcheson@gmai 1. com

N am e_________________________________________________

Job T itle___________________________________ Years of Teaching Experience____

School System___________________________________

Would you be willing to meet with me for an interview once a week? Yes No 

E-mail address
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Interview Questions

• How do you experience autonomy at your school?

• How do you make decisions about you teaching?

• Who do you go to when you need support at school?

• Describe the kind of support you receive at school

• How do you feel about your abilities as a teacher?

•  What is your favorite thing about being a teacher?

• What have been your favorite experiences as a teacher?

• Can you describe the ways in which your work is meaningful to you?

• Can you tell me about a day that you felt really good about your work?

•  How do you think your well-being at work is connected to your classroom 

practice?

Following the participants’ responses, I asked follow-up questions to gain a deeper 

understanding of their experiences.


