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ABSTRACT

Most of us can empathise with feeling stressed. Each of us has our own unique
interpretation of what stress is and our own understanding of what stress feels like. We
each feel stress from a variety of sources and for a variety of reasons. We all have different
coping strategies, which may or may not be effective. It is likely we learned our coping
strategies in childhood; children who cope successfully with stress are likely to become
adults who cope with stress successfully. Stress is not necessarily a 'bad thing". it can have
many positive benefits. But too much stress, or coping ineffectively with repeated stress
over long periods of time can have harmful effects on physical and psychological well being.

This research investigates stress in school children, focusing specifically on school
stress and everyday stressors inherent in schooling. It lets the pupils taking part in the
research define their own stress and set the agenda for the research. How the pupils define
their stress, their assessment of what is stressful for them in their life at school and how it
makes them feel are all accepted unconditionally, and I have endeavoured to be non-
judgemental in processing the information about stress disclosed to me by these pupils.

The research was conducted over a two year period (1993-1994), at the eleven to
sixteen comprehensive school where the author is employed. The data were collected by
means of questionnaire, semi-structured interview and pupils' own personal writing and
'stress diaries’.

After piloting, the first questionnaire was issued in January 1993 to one hundred and
eighty volunteers in every form and every year group in the school (six questionnaires to

each of the thirty tutor groups in the school). Of these questionnaires, 167 were returned



(92.8%). The questionnaire asked respondents who would be prepared to be interviewed at
a later stage, to identify themselves. Forty-five pupils volunteered.

From these volunteers I selected pupils who had indicated that they had experienced
feeling stress at school at some time on their questionnaire. [ tried to keep a balance
between males and females wherever possible, and to choose volunteers from across the
age range. There were ten male and eleven female interviewees in the final selection one
male and one female from year seven; one male and two females from year eight; two males
and two females from year nine; and three males and three females from years ten and
eleven respectively.

The process was repeated again in 1994. Of the one hundred and eighty
questionnaires issued in 1994, one hundred and forty three were returned (79%). Possible
explanations for the difference in the number of questionnaires returned are discussed in
Chapter 6. The same volunteers were interviewed in 1994 as in 1993, with the addition of
two new volunteers, one male and one female, from year seven.

The questionnaires and interviews were issued and conducted during the same time
periods in both years. This was deliberately done to maintain consistency, to confirm the
data collected in 1993 and to highlight any periods during the school year when pupils
reported feeling more stress than at other times. This was successful as much of the data
collected in 1994 does confirm the findings of 1993, and helps to build up a remarkably
consistent picture of how pupils perceive stress at school. Originally, the author had
planned to repeat the research method for a third year, but it was felt unnecessary to do this
due to the corroborative nature of the data already collected. 1 have presented the results of
each year separately rather than amalgamated the two sets of data, not only to emphasise

this correlation but also because I wished to present as detailed a picture as possible of the



stressful aspects of school life as perceived by the pupils, and although much of it is similar,
none of it is the same. Each pupil has offered their own unique interpretation of the stressful
school experiences he/she has encountered, and I felt it was important to include them all as
equally important and valid in order to preserve the aims and integrity of the research. It
would be impossible to amalgamate the data without trivialising the disparity of the
experiences being disclosed to me.

The main findings of this research suggest that there is a diverse, but ultimately
exhaustive, range of school experiences pupils describe as being stressful for them. Most of
these experiences can be categorised into domains relating to stressors which are
curriculum generated, stressors which are the result of conflict in relationships with peers,
teachers and/or family members; everyday life stressors not necessarily associated directly
with school and a range of individually unique 'one off stressors.

By far the most prominent domain of stress for the pupils taking part in this research
was the curriculum generated category. Specific items perceived as stressful within this
category were: exams and tests; coursework deadlines; too much homework/coursework;
unequal distribution of work load leading to overload at some times and underload at
others, and not understanding the work set.

The amount of stress the pupils reported feeling in relation to curriculum generated
stressors increased steadily throughout their school life reaching predictable, but
significantly, high levels by years ten and eleven.

Pupils' affective response to this stress was manifested mainly in feelings of anxiety,
anger and sadness which again increased progressively through their school career, peaking
in year 11. Reported physical manifestations included: feeling tired, run down or weak,

suffering headaches, stomach ache and sickness, loss of sleep or appetite, and exacerbation
g p pp
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of allergies and asthma.

The data to suggest that school life is stressful for a significant proportion of the
pupils participating in this research is considerable, and I felt that the research should
provide a springboard for change in the school where the research has been conducted. I
have offered some suggestions for improving school life for pupils and ways in which the
school can take stress on board as a whole school issue in terms of the school's policies, its
development plan, the curriculum and classroom practice. [ suggest that many of the
initiatives discussed would be possible and desirable in other schools and that there are

implications for future teacher training.
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INTRODUCTION

Stress is often popularly referred to as the 'fight or flight' response. This idea is
inherited from our ancestors: living in a difficult and often hostile environment. surviving by
hunting and foraging for food and having to cope with the ever-present threat of attack by
wild animals. Their bodies were equipped with the 'fight or flight' response which prepared
them for instant action in life-endangering situations: either fighting for their lives or
running away.

Although obviously today we do not face the same sort of dangers as our ancestors,
the 'fight or flight' response of our bodies still exists. It is a sequence of biological processes
which were first identified by Dr. Hans Selye and used to describe 'physiological stress'"

In the 1930's Dr. Selye was engaged in research on the hormonal functions of rats at
the McGill University in Canada. Part of this research required him to inject the rats with a
variety of substances of varying degrees of toxicity. When they died, Selye would dissect
the animals to ascertain the effects of the substances on their internal organs. He discovered
a pattern of change which was broadly similar despite the substance the rats had been
injected with; their bodies seemed to have a standard response to unpleasant stimuli.

Selye called the stereotyped response the 'general adaption syndrome' or GAS and
distinguished three stages: 'alarm reaction’, 'stage of resistance’ and the 'stage of exhaustion'

The 'alarm reaction’ had been identified earlier by Walter Cannon as the ‘emergency
reaction’, but in a more extreme form. In the most acute circumstances the 'emergency
reaction' equates to the 'fight or flight' response in ensuring the survival of the organism.

This 'alarm reaction’ is triggered in humans by what Selye called a 'stressor’, and is
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partially recognisable to us in all the situations where we experience fear or maybe great
excitement. The alarm reaction sets off a complicated series of physiological and chemical
changes in the body which are outlined here in a simplified form.

When the brain first receives the stimuli of danger, from the eyes or ears for
example, the hypothalamus of the brain activates the pituitary gland to secrete a hormone
called adrenocorticotrophic hormone, or ACTH, to activate the adrenal glands. The adrenal
glands release the hormones adrenalin, nor-adrenalin and cortisone. The involuntary
nervous system is also activated and signals sent to various parts of the body via 'nerve
pathways'. In general terms this leads to the following bodily changes: the breathing
increases and can become shallower, air passages in the lungs open wider to allow air to
pass more quickly; the heartbeat increases and the blood pressure rises; the liver releases
sugar, cholesterol and fatty acids into the blood to supply energy to the muécles; sweating
increases to help cool the body, blood clotting ability increases, preparing for possible
injury; the muscles of the bladder and bowel openings contract and non-life saving functions
of the body systems cease temporarily; blood is delivered to the muscles and muscle fibres
tense ready for action.

This is the standard response of the 'alarm reaction’ and it puts an enormous strain
on the body's resources, but it cannot be avoided entirely. In the short term this response
can be life saving but in the long term it can damage health. After the ‘alarm reaction' the
body will 'return to normal’, but if the stressor remains it will be followed by the 'stage of
resistance’ when the body will remain mobilized and will 'fight' the stressor. Continued
resistance leads to 'exhaustion’ when the body's resources are depleted and it becomes
Vulnerable to stress-related diseases.

Some of the more serious stress-related diseases are the consequences of repeated

12
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'alarm reactions' exacerbated by 'exhaustion’. For example, in the 'alarm reaction’ the
stomach releases hydrochloric acid which is essential for the digestion of food. If this acid is
released into an empty stomach it can cause damage to the lining of the stomach, the
oesophagus and the upper intestines. Over a period of time this can lead to the development
of ulcers. Similarly, continued mobilization of the cardio-vascular system can lead to cardio-
vascular disease and heart attacks in the long term.

Other physical disease associated with the long term effects of stress include:
headaches, dizziness, blurred vision, hyperventilation, asthma, palpitations, high blood
pressure, excessive sweating, high blood sugar, nervous indigestion, disturbed sieep
patterns, difficulty in swallowing, neck and back problems, bowel disorders, rashes and
allergies.

Although, as Selye said, we cannot avoid stress in our lives or contfol the response
it has in our bodies, Selye believed we could learn to use it more effectively. Selye states

'We can learn to make this valuable resource last long, by using it wisely
and sparingly, only for things that are worthwhile and cause least

distress.’

(Selye 1974 page 40).

However, it is a finite resource, and it will eventually 'wear out"

Selye described the GAS as 'non-specific’ meaning that no one specific cause can be
attributed to it. The stressor which triggers the 'alarm reaction' and the length of time it lasts
are both psychologically linked. Humans vary enormously in what they perceive as being
stressful. Stressors can be external, internal or a combination of both. In Selye's account of
physiological stress, the 'alarm reaction' is dependent on the process of cognition. A stressor

only becomes a stressor when an individual identifies it as one. The status of the stressor
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and the 'alarm reaction' are maintained for as long as the individual concerned continues to
identify it as a stressor. When the stressor loses this status, the 'alarm reaction’ ceases.

Since Selye's pioneering research in the 1930's into physiological stress, there has
been a tremendous interest in all aspects of stress research - physiological, psychological,
and social - which has yielded no consensus on what stress actually is.

I would like to introduce my research, (and my own ideas on what stress 'is'), with a
discussion, which inevitably refers again to the work of Dr. Selye, on the problems
seemingly inherent in trying to define 'the nature of stress'. The first chapter will also review
some of the literature attempting to define stress and various stress models. The review is
by no means exhaustive; I have had to be selective owing to the wealth of literature
available on this subject.

Following this chapter I will discuss the nature of school stress and consider some
of the external environmental and social conditions which potentially, and maybe indirectly,
influence the stress pupils feel at school.

In chapter 3 I will describe the background to my own research and discuss the
complicated methodological issues surrounding stress research.

In chapters 4 and 5 I will describe and analyse the data collected through
questionnaires and interviews during 1993. The next two chapters will follow a similar
structure analysing data collected during 1994.

[n the final chapter I will consider the implications of this research for the school
and its pupils. This research aims to influence change, where change is possible, in the
Policies and practices of the schoo! which govern everyday life for its pupils and sometimes
create stressful situations for them. The research sets out to discover what these stressful

Situations are and how they make pupils feel; it then moves on to look at what the school
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can do to improve these situations to make everyday school life less stressful for its pupils.

It is therefore hoped that the research will be productive and used as a catalyst for change.
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CHAPTER ONE

STRESS: THE ELUSIVE CONCEPT

'The single most remarkable historical fact concerning the term 'stress’ is
its persistent, widespread usage in biology and medicine in spite of almost
chaotic disagreement over its definition.'

(Mason in Garmezy and Rutter 1988 page 1).

I chose this quotation as a starting point to my discussion of the nature of stress
because perhaps the most strikingly consistent feature in the vastness of literature to be
found on the subject, is the uniform uncertainty surrounding a precise definition of its
meaning. Mason's choice of the adjective 'chaotic' gives this uncertainty the precision the
definition itself lacks.

Salient to the elusiveness of a definition for stress is its common usage by academics
and professionals from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds, for example psychology,
psychiatry, sociology and anthropology (not only the biologists and medics mentioned by
Mason), and laymen alike, at different times and in differing contexts. However, despite this
lack of consistency or maybe even because of it, it is a word which is understood by all,
albeit in vague and general terms.

As stress means different things to different people at different times, there are many
confusing and seemingly contradictory attempts at its definition (Selye 1974) There are
strategies to these definitions: one is to define the concept so rigidly it becomes exclusive
and 'rules out' other important and connected concepts and areas of research; another
Strategy defers to v'agary or even abandons the concept and definition (McGrath 1970).

Another strategy suggested by Cox is not to attempt a definition but to refer to 'models’ or
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‘approaches’ to the 'stress concept' as a single definition can only have heuristic value at the
present time (Cox 1978). A further strategy pursued by McGrath is to forget the question
'what is stress”" and ask the question 'what is stress research?’. In his own words:
'We shift from an attempt to determine what the phenomenon of stress is to a
consideration of what kinds of phenomena have been referred to and investigated under
this label and how those phenomena are related to one another.’

(McGrath 1970 page 11).

Traditionally, the literature describes three different but overlapping approaches to,
or models of, the stress concept (Cox 1995): the stimulus-based model; the response-based
model and the transactional model. A common theme running through these models of
stress is the relationship between the individual and his/her environment with the
environment as either the 'source’ (not necessarily the sole source) or 'cause’ of the stress
and the individual as the 'target’ or 'locus of effects’' (Karasek and Theorell 1990). However,
transactional mode}s of stress recognise the mediating role of the individual, and take on the
notion of 'personal meanings' (Fisher 1988) and therefore place greater emphasis on the
interaction between the individual and his/her environment than Karasek and Theorell have
suggested.

Briefly, the stimulus-based approach considers stress as an objective characteristic
of the environment which affects the individual's perceptual and cognitive processes. These
characteristics are independently verifiable and not dependent on the individual's
consciousness or experience (Pratt and Barling 1988). Stress is seen as a stimulus; events or
Circumstances which are determined stressful are referred to as stressors. The response-
based approach considers stress as a dependent variable and focuses on stress as the

Individual's subjective response or reaction to stressors; this reaction is sometimes referred
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to as 'strain'. The transactional approach focuses on stress more as a process which involves
stressors and strains, and is influenced by the individual's continuous interaction with his or

her environment (Sarafino 1994).

THE STIMULUS-BASED MODEL

Stress as the independent variable

The stimulus-based model is also often referred to as the 'engineering model' of
stress (Cox 1978, Hinkle 1974, Sutherland and Cooper 1990). This analogy has its roots in
the later part of the Seventeenth Century when Robert Hooke formulated his Law of |
Elasticity. The Law describes the effect of external force on the distortion of an elastic body
(Engel 1985). Stress is the application of the external force to the substance, also referred
to as 'load' or 'demand', which results in 'strain’ or deformity to the substance to which the
force is being applied (McGrath 1970). All substances have a tolerance level, if the stress is
Within the 'elastic limits' of the substance it will return to its original form when the stress is
removed. If this tolerance level is exceeded then temporary or permanent damage ensues
(Cox 1978, Sutherland and Cooper 1990). The main principle of the law states:

‘That if the strain produced by a given stress falls within the 'elastic
limit' of the material, when the stress is removed the material will simply
return fo its original condition. If, however, the strain passes beyond the

elastic limit then some permanent change will result.’

(Cox 1978 page 13).

Cooper and Sutherland (1990) liken the stimulus-based model of stress to the adage

1t is the straw that breaks the camel's back'. The individual can only tolerate a certain
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Figure 1 The Stimulus-Based Modei »(;f Stress

amount of potential stressors from the environment, once this limit is reached, one more
Seemingly minor event may be all it takes to cause the individual to no longer cope
effectively which leads to a deterioration in functioning, which is the reaction to stress
(Defogatis and Coons 1993). This model of stress is represented in Figure 1 ( Reproduced

from Sutherland and Cooper 1990 page 16).
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In human terms the engineering analogy implies that people also have an inherent
resistance to stress and are able to tolerate certain amounts of stress; however if the stress
level becomes intolerable damage may result. The stress is seen as a condition of the
environment: social, physical or psychological which 'impinges' on the individual
(Meichenbaum 1983). These conditions or 'stressors' are generally described as being
negative environmental factors or 'aversive or noxious' elements of a given environment
(Cox 1995).

Problems with this application of Hooke's Law to humans arise in defining what
constitutes a stressful environment. The stimulus-based approach is objective and ignores
the differences in individual perceptions. There is great individual variation to the
interpretation of a stressful environment just as there are vast differences in resistance to
one. We cannot assume that what is considered stressful for one person will also be
stressful for another. Lazarus has suggested that no situation can be described as stressful
Objectively, only the individual experiencing it can do this (Lazarus 1966). One attempt to
overcome this problem is to define stress in terms of the levels of stimulation experienced
by individuals, and see stress ‘as an intense level of everyday life’. However, this does not
recognise the 'absence of stimulation' as being stressful (Fisher 1986). Indeed the
'engineering model' in general does not take into account in human terms, the absence of
Stimulation. It 'assumes that an undemanding situation is not stressful and is a prescription
for maximum well-being', and that people and machines behave in a comparative way (Cox
1978).

The stimulus-based model of stress has been challenged by more contemporary
Models, but has been used in ' life event' theory into human stress responses to catastrophic

Natural disasters, for example: earthquakes, floods and fires; 'life event' stress which affects
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almost all individuals at some point during their lives, for example: bereavement, retirement
and marriage; and more recently, environmental and occupational stress. Some theorists, for
example Elliot and Eisdorfer (1982) distinguish between these different classes of stressor
and their responding ability to induce stress. The main categorieé the stressors are put into
are: acute, time-limited stressors, for example: immediate situations of threat or fear,

natural disasters at one end of the scale personal attack at the other, stressor sequences,
chronic intermittent stressors and chronic stressors all of which can be related to 'life
events'.

The first human 'life event' stress research was conducted during the Second World
War by Grinker and Spiegal (1945) and explored soldiers' reactions to battlefield trauma
(Karasek and Theorell 1990). In 1947, Charles Symonds stated the views of the Royal Air
Force Medical Service on flying stress as 'stress is that which happens to the man, not that
which happens in him; it is a set of causes not a set of symptoms’ (Symonds in Cox 1995),
clearly emphasising stress as the stimulus. Stress was conceptualised 'as an insulting agent,
generally external to the organism, to which the organism responds' (Sells 1970). This
theory was developed during the early 1960's to consider major stressors in the lives of
individuals, mainly in relation to their health,

In 1964, Homes and Rahe developed the Social Readjustment Rating Questionnaire
(SRRQ) to gather numerical ratings for the degree of life change and readjustment
experienced by individuals. This was subsequently revised to produce the Social
Readjustment Rating Scale (SRRS), an extensive checklist of possible life event stressors.
The list contained 42 life events which ranged in severity, for example 'marriage’, 'birth of a
child', 'divorce’ and 'death of a spouse’, and which seemed to cluster in the six to twelve

Months preceding the onset of illness in the 5000 patients examined. Originally, a simple
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scoring method was used which was supposed to reflect the level of stress being
experienced by the individual completing the checklist. Later, this method was replaced and
a weighting system was introduced to differentiate the severity of the life events (Ogden
1996). Physically well individuals were asked to rate the stressful nature of the life events
relative to marriage, which was given a base score of 500. Each item on SRRS was then
assigned a weighting based on these scores. The resulting score was calculated in terms of
life change units' which were used to compare individuals who were ill and to predict the
likelihood of illness prospectively, or link the life events with illness retrospectively (Fisher
1988). Some studies have shown a small correlation between high scores on the SRRS
(scores of over 300 life change units) and susceptibility to physical and mental illness for
example: Eron and Peterson (1982) and Holmes and Masude (1974). However, it is unclear
as to whether life events trigger illness or whether some life events are themselves signs of
deVeloping illness, for example a change in eating or sleeping habits or being fired from
work (Gross 1987). Dohrenwend, Raphael, Schwartz, Stueve and Skodol (1993) refer to
the problem of 'intracategory variability' when considering life events checklists and the
Prediction of health outcomes. They believe that these correlations are low due to the
Mmeasurement error inherent in checklists derived from the variability in individual ratings of
the magnitude of events.

The Holmes and Rahe SRRS is objective as the importance of events is measured in
terms of how much change and readjustment the event was likely to cause the individual,
Viewing the event as the significant factor and therefore the stimulus. Other scales and
Checklists with similar methods of measurement were subsequently developed for example,
COddington (1972) modified the SRRS to measure stressful life events in childhood. As

INterest in life events research increased the initial stimulus base approach was adjusted to
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include the significance of 'personal meaning' to events which were no longer considered to

be the sole variable. More emphasis was given to the individual than to the environment and
stressful life events were considered to be 'person-environment transactions' (Dohrenwend,

Raphael, Schwartz, Stueve and Skodol 1993).

The Holmes and Rahe SRRS and other similar scales and checklists, like the
stimulus-based model itself, do not take into account individual differences in psychology,
cognitive and perceptual processes. It assumes all the events on the SRRS are stressful for
everyone and that the same amount of stress is experienced by individuals; it is
retrospective and does not accommodate change over time; it ignores a possible interaction
between the life events listed, assuming the effects to be accumulative whereas in reality
one supposedly stressful event might balance out another, for example, 'divorce’ and
‘trouble with in-laws'.

The stimulus-based approach was also used in early research into stress at work;
stimulus-based models identified aspects of the work environment as potential sources of
Stress. In recent years there has been a growth of interest in occupational stress and
accompanying research into it from the perspective of the individual, the organisation and
Society; the main concerns being the of cost of stress to industrial productivity and to
individual health. Much of the earlier research grew from rapid industrialisation which
brought with it problematic physical working conditions: space, heat and noise for example,
Which had harmful effects on workers' health. Stress was associated with a physical aspect
of the working environment which created unpleasant conditions for the workforce.
However, as physical conditions have improved due to health and safety legislation
'comemporary industrialization and new technology bring different problems’ (Sutherland

and Cooper 1990). For example, Cooper and Marshall (1976) identified work overload.
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role conflict or ambiguity and poor working conditions as important aspects of potential
occupational stress. The worker's experience of stress is here no longer viewed in isolation
and organizational features and personal differences are acknowledged as mediating factors.

Cooper and Marshall conceptualise stress at work in terms of an interaction
between the potential sources of stress in the working environment, the characteristics of
the individual involved, (this interaction has been labelled by Lofquist and Dawis (1969) as
the person-environment fit) and potential sources of stress which are 'outside' the working
environment for example: problematic personal relationships or financial concerns (Cooper
and Marshall 1976). French, Caplan and van Harrison (1982), focusing on the work
environment, identified two basic components to the theory of person-environment fit.
Firstly, the degree to which the motives of the individual, and the 'preferences' and 'goals'
induced by those motives, are satisfied by the job and environment. Secondly, the ability of
the individual to meet the demands of the job. Lack of fit in either or in both components, is
likely to result in stress. This stress can be viewed in one of two ways: as either needs-
supplies misfit or abilities-demands misfit which need not necessarily be mutually exclusive
(Caplan 1983). Person-environment fit theory is based on the supposition that individuals
vary in their needs and abilities just as jobs differ in their incentives and demands. Person-
environment fit theory suggests that where lack of fit is experienced, the individual is likely
t0 suffer harm to well-being (French, Caplan and Harrison 1982).

Although the person-environment fit theory described here is related to work stress,
it is also applicable to stress generally and has much in common with transactional stress
Models which highlights the overlapping nature of the traditional stress models. It serves to
Move the discussion on from consideration of stimulus-based models of stress, which can be

Criticised for being too dated and simplistic because they fail to take into account the

24



personal meanings of the events and situations of the individual experiencing them As [
have already suggested more recent theories do account for individual differences in
perceptual and cognition processes, but before a consideration of these I would like to

discuss the models of stress which view stress as the response.

THE RESPONSE-BASED MODEL

Stress as the dependent variable

The response-based model of stress may also be referred to as the "physiological’ or
'medicophysiological' model of stress (Cox 1975, 1995). It focuses on the individual's
Iesponses and reactions to 'disturbing stimuli' and has two main components:
thSiological/biological responses and psychological/affective responses. As this model is
strongly influenced by medical science, initially more attention was given to the
Physiological aspects of the stress response, than with the psychological aspects. More
Contemporary conceptualisation of the response-based model of stress considers both
Physiological, neurobiological and psychological responses and their effects on individual
health ang behaviour. The response-based model is represented in Figure 2. (Sutherland and

Cooper 1990 page 11).
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Figure 2 The Response-Based Model of Stress

This model of stress owes much to the work of Hans Selye who suggested that
although individuals vary in the situations or events they consider to be stressors,
biologically they respond in a 'stereotyped manner' (Selye 1974) However, the origins of
the concept go back to the second half of the Nineteenth Century. The French physiologist,
Claude Bernard, suggested that the 'internal environment' of any living organism must
Temain fixed despite its external environment: 'it is a fixity of the 'milieu interieur' which is
the condition of free and independent life' (Selye 1974) This gave rise to the term
'homeostatis' from the Greek 'homoios' meaning similar, and 'statis' meaning position, which
Was used fifty years later by Walter Cannon to refer to the 'co-ordinated physiological
Processes which ma;intain most of the steady states in the organism' (Selye 1974). Canon,

Who investigated how an organism responds in extreme physical environments, developed
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the popular 'fight or flight' model of stress which describes physiological changes,
associated with increased activity rate and arousal, which occur when an individual feels
threatened. The response prepares the individual to either escape from the source of stress
or fight, and is inherited from our ancestors who literally had to 'fight' or resort to 'flight' in
order to survive the dangers inherent in their lives.

In 1926 Hans Selye, noted that situations which threatened homeostatis had
Common signs and symptoms, or what he termed as a medical student 'the symptoms of
being sick’. He observed patients suﬁ’erir)g a diversity of illnesses and noted similarities in
their symptoms for example: 'loss of weight and appetite, diminished muscular strength, and
absence of ambition’ (Selye in Goldberger and Breznitz 1993). Laboratory experiments
gave rise to Selye's 'General Adaption Syndrome' or GAS in 1936. Selye believed that the
thsiological stress response was a non-specific defence reaction, independent of the
Stressor and common to all species. He also believed that the General Adaption Syndrome
Progresses through three stages which can be identified as: the alarm reaction; the stage of
resistance and the stage of exhaustion.

The alarm reaction occurs immediately the individual is exposed to a stressful
Situation; it constitutes the initial psycho-physiological response and the body shows signs
OfChange and the individual's resistance is lowered. (Cannon's 'fight or flight' response
(1932)). The body cannot maintain the stage of alarm; if the stressor is sufficiently severe
and irlcompatible with adaption, it will die. Selye suggests that this will be within the first

few hoyrs or days (Selye 1980). Sutherland and Cooper describe the body's response at the

alarm stage:



'Increased sympathetic activity results in the secretion of catecholamine,

which prepare the body physiologically for action; for example, heart rate

and blood pressure increase, the spleen contracts, blood supplies are

redirected from the skin and viscera to provide an improved blood supply

to the brain and skeletal muscle. Glucose stored as glycogen in the liver is

released to provide energy for muscular action, the blood coagulation

process is enhanced and the supply of blood lymphocytes increased to

combat potential injury and infection.’

(Sutherland and Cooper 1990 page 14).

If the individual survives this initial reaction, the stage of resistance follows. Selye
believed this stage to be 'quite different' and in many ways 'opposite' to the characteristics of
the alarm reaction. Selye states:

".. during the alarm reaction, the cells of the adrenal cortex discharge

their secretory granules into the bloodstream and thus become depleted of

corticoid-containing lipid storage material; in the stage of resistance, on

the other hand, the cortex becomes particularly rich in secretory

granules. In the alarm reaction, there is hemoconcentration,

hypochloremia, and general tissue catabolism, whereas in the stage of

resistance there is hemodilution, hyperchloremia, and anabolism, with a

return to normal body weight.’

(Selye in Goldberger and Breznitz 1993 page 10).

These changes mark a period of adaption to the situation. However, the individual's
adaptability is finite and with continual and prolonged exposure it can 'wear out' and the
Stage of exhaustion is reached, when literally, the individual dies. Selye likens the whole
Process to life itself where childhood represents the alarm stage characterised by low
fesistance and excessive response to stimulus; adulthood responds to adaption and
INcreased resistance and old age to loss of adaption, exhaustion and eventual death (Selye in
GOldberger and Breznitz 1993). As stress is synonymous with life, it cannot be avoided and
1t 18 not inevitably negative. A certain amount of stress can be considered good for the

ndividual and has been termed 'eustress'. Unfortunately, Selye did not distinguish the level

at which stress changes from being good to harmful (Karasek and Theorell 1990). He did
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claim we could learn to adapt more efficiently but gave no evidence to suggest that we can
add to our reserves of adaptability (Selye 1956). Selye's General Adaption Syndrome is

represented in Figure 3 (Reproduced from Cox 1978 page 6).
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Figure 3 Selye's General Adaption Syndrome

Although Selye's physiological response based theory of stress, and particularly the
idea of non-specificity, has been influential in increasing understanding of stress related
illness it has been challenged. There is evidence to suggest that not all responses follow the
Same pattern as Selye suggested, and that they are stimulus specific and identifiable through
hormone secretion. For example, adrenaline is associated with anxiety and noradrenaline
with aggression (Sutherland and Cooper 1990). Also, Mason (1971) noted that exercise,
faSting and heat as adverse stimuli do not produce the GAS in its entirety. Lacey (1967) is
also cautioys of claims for an identifiable response syndrome due to the low correlation of
the phySiological indices which have been included in Selye's GAS (McGrath1970).

McGrath (1970) identifies three weaknesses in response-based models of stress.

Fi o . .
rstly, all situations which produce the stress response must be considered as stressors
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even when the term might not be appropriately applied for example: passion, exercise and
surprise. Secondly, the same response pattern may arise from different situations for
example: blood pressure and heart rate will both increase through exercise or in the
presence of threat and thirdly, all the symptoms suggested by Selye do not always appear
together.

A criticism of Selye's response-based model is that in placing emphasis on the body's
physiological response to stressors, he ignored the psychological processes involved (Cox
1978), or if not ignored, placed the psychological component to stress in a secondary and
less important place in the total concept of human stress (Morgan 1986). Cox suggests that
'much of the physiological response is not directly determined by the actual presence of the
Stressor agent but by its psychological impact on the person' (Cox 1978). Kegan and Lewvi
(1971) developed Selye's model to include a psychological dimension While agreeing with
the general framework of Selye's model, that stress provokes a physiological response
which prepares the individual for the physical coping response, they incorporate the idea of
an interaction between external stimuli (psychosocial stimuli) and the genetic characteristics
(pSyChObiological make-up) of the individual. Stress is still viewed as the response, but it is
1o the interaction between the individual's psychobiological make-up and the psychosocial
Stimulus, The significance of this model is that it moves the response-based definition
forwarg to more contemporary interactional and transactional models of stress, viewing
Stress more as a process rather than simply a physiological/psychological response.

A further criticism of the response-based model of stress, and indeed the stimulus-
baseq model, is that they both treat the individual as passive, viewing stress as something
Which ig either external or internal to the individual. The individual is an important variable

IN considar: . : .
Considering stress and accounts for the vast differences in what are considered stress
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stimuli and stress responses.

It is the idea of stress being equated with the stimulus and the response,
psychological, physiological and behavioural, which gives rise to the transactional model of
Stress. Transactional theories emphasise the importance of the individual's characteristics in
mediating between the aspects of their environment and the responses evoked. As
Derogatis and Coons (1993) state:

'not only does the individual mediate the impact of environmental

stimulus upon responses, but, in addition, the perceptual, cognitive, and

Physiological characteristics of the individual affect and become a
significant component of the environment.’

(Derogatis and Coons in Goldberger and Breznitz 1993 page 203).

THE TRANSACTIONAL MODEL

The transactional model of stress recognises the importance of the interaction
between the individual and the environment in determining whether stress is likely to occur
and has evolved from the stimulus and response models. 'In short, stress resides neither in
the situation nor in the person, but depends on the transaction of the individual in the
Situation' (Meichenbaum 1983). Dewe, Cox and Ferguson (1996) maintain transactional
deﬂnitions of stress have three important components:
> Stress is a dynamic cognitive state
representing a disruption in homeostatis or 'imbalance’

giving rise to a requirement for resolution of that imbalance or restoration of

homeostatis.
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The idea has been argued from a number of different perspectives; Selye suggested
that stress is ever present making continual demands on the individual. The demand may be
internal or external, but it is the individual's perception of the demand which is significant.
The perception may be of threat from the environment (Scott and Howard 1970), or of
endangerment of well-being (Cofer and Appley 1964) for example, but if there is an
imbalance between this perceived demand and the individual's perceived ability to cope with
it, then stress will occur. 'Demand' is defined by Cox as 'a request or requirement for
Physical or mental action, and implies some time constraint' (Cox 1978) and coping is
defined by Lazarus (1974) as 'problem solving efforts made by an individual when the
demands he faces are highly relevant to his welfare ..... and where these demands tax his
adaptive resources' (Murgatroyd 1982). The perceived significance of the demand and the
Perceived importance of coping successfully may also affect the level of stress likely to be
Xperienced by the individual. However, not all interpretations of the transactional model
Qualify individyal perception. Mechanic (1962) for example, emphasises a 'focus on the
Objective discrepancy between demands and ability rather than the individual's perception of
the discrepancy’ (Kyriacou and Sutcliffe 1978).

There are two important variables to consider in the dynamic relationship between
the individual and his/her environment which determines much of the concept of stress as
transactional: firstly, individuals vary immensely in what they perceive as stressful;
Secondly, in appraising the perceived stress, individuals may inadvertently contribute to
their OWwn stress. This paradox is also recognised by Selye which illustrates the eclectic
Nature of this model of stress. In his discussion of his 'General Adaption Syndrome' he

5 .
ates 'one's own individual response to stress may also become a source of stress' (Selye

1956),



The cognitive appraisal process is fundamental to the transactional model of stress.
The appraisal process assesses four major factors: the demand itself, the individual's coping
résources; the constraints individuals are under when coping and the social support they are
likely to receive (Sarafino 1994). In much simplified terms Lazarus sees it as a two-tier
Process involving primary and secondary appraisal. Primary appraisal judges the immediate
Situation or demand being made on the individual These judgements may be made instantly,
consciously or unconsciously, but are subject to a variety of individual factors such as
Personality, culture, values and beliefs. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) argue that the
individyal may be unaware of all components of an appraisal. Judgements may be made
Without the individual fully knowing all the reasons for his/her appraisal of the situation or
event (Robson 1994). The individual may judge the situation or demand to be either
threatening or non-threatening, having advantages or disadvantages, potentially harmful or
safe, g challenge or a threat. When this judgement has been made secondary appraisal then
beging. This involves the individual's perception of his/her ability to cope with the situation.
This Judgement again is subject to individual factors such as personality, previous
®Xperience, self-esteem and self-confidence. If this judgement is negative then stress may
Ocur (Lazarus 1966; Folkman and Lazarus 1986)

A third aspect in the appraisal process is offered by Sells (1970). Tertiary appraisal
Considers the consequences of the individual's responses to these judgements. Stress occurs
if the individual judges the consequences of not coping, or failure to cope, as important to

his/her well-being. This process is clearly described by Sells:
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'The state of stress arises under the following conditions:

1 . The individual is called upon in a situation to respond to

circumstances for which he has no adequate response available. The

unavailability of an adequate response may be due to physical

inadequacy; absence of the response in the individual's response

repertoire; lack of training, equipment, or the opportunity to prepare.

?. The consequences of failure to respond effectively are important to the

l.mlividual. Personal involvement in situations can be defined in terms of

Importance of consequence to the individual.’

(Sells in McGrath 1970 page 138).

It could be suggested that in this conceptualisation of the stress response that the
fesponse may be evoked even if the individual does have what he/she believes to be an
adequate response’ when the demand is first made. The individual may realise, at a later
Stage, that his/her initial response is inadequate and have no further strategies to try.

Appraising situations as stressful or otherwise depends on factors concerned with
the individyal and factors relating to the situation. Personal factors include intellectual,
Motivational and personality characteristics. For example Cohen and Lazarus (1983)
Suggest the significance of self-esteem; people with high self-esteem are more likely to have
Confidence in their coping strategies and see demands as challenges rather than threats.
Paterson and Neufield (1987) cited motivation as a significant factor and Ellis (1987) noted
the importance of people's belief systems. Situational factors which affect the appraisal
Process are to do with the severity of the demand itself, the imminence of the demand, the
timing of the demand in relation to the individual involved, desirability, ambiguity and
COntrollability (Sarafino 1994).

Recent theories of stress have emphasised the importance of self-control in the
4PPraisal process. For example: Lazarus and Folkman (1987) suggest that self-efficacy,

Which refers to the individual's feeling of confidence in his/her ability to meet the demand

*Ing made, and belief in ability to control one's own behaviour are significant factors in
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appraising a demand as stressful or otherwise. Maddi and Kobasa (1984) offer the concept
of "hardiness' as a mediating factor in the appraisal process. Hardiness encompasses feelings
of personal control, desire to accept challenge and commitment. Karasek and Theorell
(1990) suggest the term 'mastery’ as reflecting the individual's control over their stress
response.

Cox and Mackay (1978) identified five distinct stages to the transactional model of
Stress, which elaborate slightly the appraisal process identified by Lazarus (1966). The first
Stage is the demand itself. This can be internal or external, psychological or physiological.

The second stage of the process is the individual's perception of his own ability to cope with

'his demand, The stress may ocour when there is an imbalance between demand and ability

' cope, This 'imbalance’ may not be 'actual’, what is important is the perceived demand and
the percejved ability to cope.

If a situation demands too much of man, but he has not realised his

limitations, he will work on without being stressed until it becomes

obvious to him that he cannot cope. He must then recognise his
limitations and the imbalance between demand and capability. He then

experiences stress.'

(Cox and Mackay 1978 page 18)

Perceived imbalance will cause the individual to experience stress which determines

PSychological and physiological changes to the individual which constitutes the third stage

M the Process, which Cox and Mackay regard as ‘coping’. The consequences of this ‘coping'

become the fourth stage in the process,; this involves actual as well as perceived
C . . . o
ONsequences of coping. As previously stated, it has been argued that the stress occurs if

t . . o .
he Consequences of not coping are important to the individual, for example in terms of a

threat to self-esteem or well-being (Sells 1970; McGrath 1970). Lowe and McGrath (1971)
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Suggest smaller imbalances between perceived demand and perceived ability to meet the
demand may be more stressful than larger imbalances due to the uncertainty in outcome to
Situations where the imbalance is less; this uncertainty increases the demand and the
individual's response to it. However, it may be argued that if this uncertainty exists, it is
Mmore likely to frustrate or anger the individual and thus exacerbate his/her stress response.

Cox uses the term 'feedforward' to describe this fourth stage. The fifth stage is
'feedback', which also occurs at every other stage. 'Feedback' is the result of the responses,
either physiological or psychological, made at each stage and may alter or influence the
Perception of stress or alter the nature of the demand. Cox suggests that perhaps the most
important one is the coping response. He states: 'inappropriate and ineffective response
Strategies will invariably prolong or even increase the experience of stress' (Cox 1978). This
“onfirms the findings of other writers who maintain individuals are not 'victims of stress' but
freqUently behave in ways which create, maintain or exacerbate the stress experienced
(MeiChenbaum 1983; Phillips 1978, Selye 1956). These five stages describe what Cox terms
the Operation of stress'. This transactional model of stress is represented in Figure 4

(Reproduced from Cox 1978 page 19).
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Figure 4 The Transactional Model of Stress

As with the concept of stress itself, a number of different theories have evolved as
t . . . .
© the nature of coping. Coping has been viewed as a psychoanalytical process; as a

Personal trait or style; as a description of situational-specific strategies; as a sequence of
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Stages; and as a taxonomy of strategies (Dewe, Cox and Ferguson 1996). Lazarus and
Launier (1981) describe stress as a misfit between the characteristics of the individual and
his/her environment, and coping as a state of fit between the two (Woolfe 1984).
Meichenbaum (1983) regards coping as a type of problem solving and Evans (1991) sees
coping as the way individuals control their environment. In general terms coping refers to
the Tesponse the individual makes to the demand and may involve either adjustment to a
Situation or adjustment of a situation (Cox 1987).

Lazarus (1966) suggests coping has three main features: it is the process the
individya] goes through, what he/she thinks or does, when in a stressful situation; it is
influenceq by the appraisal which initiates it and the resources available to the individual to -
Manage the situation, and that it should be defined independent of outcome that is,
fegardless of whether or not the coping is successful as coping refers to the effort the
indivigya] has made to overcome the stress, not to the outcome of those efforts
(Murgatroyd 1982).

Meichenbaum (1983) suggests that although there are diverse coping strategies they
all serye one of two major functions: either to alter the situation which is causing the stress
9T to reduce the amount of emotional distress experienced. He suggests that certain
Situations can be changed by altering the physical or social environment, and that 'palliative’
*lrategies of coping help 'emotion regulation’ (Meichenbaum 1983)

Pearlin and Schooler (1978) make a distinction between coping resources and
Coping responses. An individual's coping resources refers to the means they have available
for Coping for example, use of social support and positive self-esteem, coping responses
Tefers to what the individual actually does in order to cope. Pearlin and Schooler offer three

t . . . . )
Ypes of coping resource/response which can be used in any combination and at any time.
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They suggest that flexibility is the best approach to coping with stress. Their three types of
coping are firstly to change the situation and therefore solve the problem causing the stress
(mainly use of coping resources); controlling the meaning of the situation and controlling
the stress itself (use of resources and responses).

Plancherel and Bolognini (1995) elaborate these three categories: problem-focused
Coping which involves direct action to either eliminate or reduce the demand, or an increase
in resources in order to manage the demand; appraisal-focused coping which requires a
redefinition of the demand so that it becomes more manageable; emotion-focused coping
Which aims 1o manage the individual's feelings engendered through experiencing the
demand. 1t i not known whether one coping strategy is better than another but research by
Seii:fge-Krenke (1990) showed that problem-focused coping strategies are more prevalept
than €motion-focused strategies (Plancherel and Bolognini 1995). Compas et al (1988)
Suggest that individuals use more problem-focused coping than emotion-focused coping in
Situationg they perceive as not being inevitable and therefore changeable (Compas,
Malcarpe and Fondacaro 1988).

These three models of stress seem to form the foundations of many of the
deﬁnitions of stress described in the literature (Cox 1978, 1995, McGrath 1970; Fisher
1986, Meichenbaum 1983; Field, McCade and Schneiderman 1985; Sutherland and Cooper
1990; Sarafino 1994, Ogden 1996). I will next discuss my own definition and model of
Stregg Which is transactional in nature. I agree with the ideas of Compas, Orosan and Grant
(1993) Who suggest that response-based approaches (subjective) and stimulus-based
*PProaches (objective) are not sufficient alone to understand individual differences in the
e)(pe“'ence of stress and vulnerability to stress. Stress is much more complex than a simple

S . . . . . . . .
tmuyg Or response, it is a dynamic interaction between the environment, the individual's
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perceptions of the environment and the individual's physiological, psychological and

behavioural responses to the environment.

A WORKING DEFINITION

The lack of consensus over definition, and the way the word stress has become
SYnonymous with concepts such as anxiety, conflict and frustration, contributes to its
elusiveness, However, strands of agreement emerge from the definitions and in simple terms
Twould describe stress as an individual phenomenon which involves both cognitive and
Perceptual processes which need interpreting in relation to the individual's environment
(social ang physical) as well as to themselves; it is not necessarily a negative experience
althoUgh it would seem that most individuals find it undesirable. It is experienced
PhySiologically and psychologically and is very closely related to an individual's personality,
Culture ang social background. The individual may be unaware of some physiological
TeSponses in the short term, for example neurobiological changes, but psychological
reSponses wi| manifest themselves in terms of feelings of threat, anxiety, fear and worry,
for example, however, this will vary from individual to individual There will also be
behaVioural responses which again, will vary from individual to individual. The individual's
Perception of their ability to cope with stress is an important mediating factor as to the
Severity ang duration of the stress and its psychological, physiological and behavioural
manifeStations. The author's definition of coping will be included in the explanation of the

Stress moge|

My own psychological model of stress draws upon ideas from Lazarus (1974), Sells

40



(1970) and Cox (1978), among others, and conceptualises stress as a five stage process
which [ will describe here briefly and elaborate upon in relation to school stress in the
following chapter.

Stage one is the situation/event/demand itself, which is the potential stressor; stage
two is the individual's appraisal of the potential stressor; appraisal is based on such factors
as previous knowledge and experience of the potential stressor, culture, expectation,
motivation, self-esteem and self-confidence; if the individual perceives the potential stressor
as an actual stressor, he/she will move to stage three which involves a second appraisal or
assessment of the individual's perception of their ability to cope with the stressor; this
Second appraisal will be based on such factors as the individual's known coping skills and
their potential effectiveness, and whether the individual perceives the potential stressor as a
threat or 5 challenge. Both 'threat' and 'challenge’ appraisals can be deemed potentially
Stressful, but I would suggest that the individual who appraises a potential stressor as a
challenge will also recognise some positive gain from successfully coping with the potential
Stressor, whereas threat appraisals are more negative and not necessarily likely to bring any
feWards. (For example, the challenge of taking a driving test and the threat of being
involved in a driving accident). Stage four considers the importance of coping to the
individyal at 2 personal level and the consequences of not coping, and stage five is the stress
f®Sponse itself which can range in severity from a minor feeling of threat to well-being to a
Severe state of immobilization.

I would argue that the stress response actual begins, albeit mildly, at stage two. The
task of appraisal of the demand itself may bring feelings of threat or challenge which will
Sither be eliminatedAor exacerbated at the next stage. In stage three, if the potential stressor

beCOmeS an actual stressor and the individual doubts his/her ability to cope, the feeling of
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Stress will increase. If the individual still perceives the stressor as actual but has confidence
in his/her ability to cope, the feeling of stress may remain constant, become more slight or
even disappear. If no actual stressor is perceived and so coping, or not coping, is not an
issue for the individual, the feeling of stress will disappear. At stage four, the individual will
consider the personal consequences of not coping. The greater the consequences, the more
intense the feeling of stress. The full stress response is the final stage where the individual
has negatively assessed his/her ability to cope with a potential stressor he/she has perceived
a$ actual, when the personal consequences (physical, psychological or behavioural) of not
Coping are important to him/her. The stress could be quite mild if the consequences of not
coping are considered relatively unimportant to the individual, or severe where the
consequences of not coping are critical. Coping is viewed as having the personal strategies
available to effectively manage the physical and psychological symptoms of stress so that
the individual can meet the demand being made successfully and without any reduction in
Performance, or having the ability to manage or redefine the situation so that the amount of
Stress being experienced can be tolerated at a level which will not hinder performance. Not
coping is viewed as lacking the personal resources needed to cope, or having no strategies
(or inappropriate or unsuccessful strategies) to use to manage either the physical and
PSychological symptoms of stress or the situation, and the individual being aware that this is
the cagse ¢ the individual is not aware that this is the case, he/she will believe themselves to
be €oping until it becomes obvious that they are not. Not coping is the experience of stress
itself which at one extreme may be quite mild but in its severest form, may lead to panic and
Complete immobilization. This model of stress is represented in Figure 5 and differs from

the transactional model of stress illustrated in Figure 4 in several ways
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It does not distinguish between actual and perceived demand and capability; it assumes
Stress results from an imbalance between the individual's perception of a potential stressor
and their perception of their ability to cope. It suggests three types of possible appraisal of
Potential stressors, two of which may lead to a full stress response, and recognises the
perception of both challenge and threat as potentially stressful. The personal consequences
of not coping are more significant in determining a full stress response, and coping is
viewed in relation to outcome, not as Lazarus suggested, independent of outcome. The
model is more person-centred in that it allows for a range in intensity and duration of
individya] responses to potential stressors, and recognises that these are not necessarily
Constant over time. The model is intended to be 'research friendly' and is used to inform the.
OPerational definition of stress used in this research.

It may well be impossible to write the 'definitive definition' of stress and it is
Utnecessary for the purpose of this particular research. Any definition of stress is open to
indiVidual interpretation and therefore of little value in trying to supply a 'universal truth’.
Kelly's personal construct theory (1955), emphasises how individuals differ in their

'Mterpretation of their experiences and how they behave according to their anticipation of

Cvents:

'Each of us sees our situation through the ‘'goggles’ of our personal
construct system. We differ from others in how we perceive and interpret
a situation, what we consider its implications, the degree to which it is
clear or obscure, threatening or promising, sought after or forced upon
us.'

(Bannister and Fransella 1971 page 22).

Kelly's theory is helpful to understanding how individuals perceive their stress
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because 'in focusing on the individual's values, perceptions and belief systems about the
world, it attempts to see the world from the individual's point of view' (Batty and Hall
1986). So this research attempts to understand the stress pupils report to experience within
the context of their perceptions of their school environment. It accepts, unconditionally, the
Pupils’ self-reporting of feeling stress at school and the school stressors they describe as
being genuine for them. It therefore very much belongs to the school of thought that 'stress
is in the eye of the beholder' (Sarafino 1995, Haan 1993).

Therefore, for the purpose of this research it is enough for the young people taking
part to report a feeling or experience which they call ‘their stress’. There is little consensus
and there does not need to be. The research is taking on board the myriad of interpretations
a3 to what 'stress is' and is being enriched by them. It concerns children and their experience
of what they call 'stressful' in their school lives. However, it is important to establish some
‘Common ground'.

With this in mind an operational definition of stress, based on the transactional
Model previously outlined, was formulated for this research. The nature of the research to
S0me extent also helped determine the definition. The definition had to be accessible to
children of varying abilities from the ages of eleven to sixteen and therefore quite simply
®Xpressed, and non-judgemental. It was important not to suggest that stress was either a
800d' or 4 'bad' experience in the definition, as the research is concerned more with the
individual chil's interpretation of what stress is or is not, rather than trying to conform to a
*€cognised and 'approved' definition. Although the definition does suggest types of situation
Which may be deemed 'stressful’, for example situations of harm and challenge, the research
itself adheres strictly to the model of stress outlined earlier: that it is the individual's

Perception of the situation, his/her perceptions of their ability to cope and the importance of
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coping or not coping, which is crucial to the experience of stress. The suggestion of
situations of harm or challenge as potentially stressful, and the decision to include a
selection of related emotions, was purely to help establish some common ground to the
pupils' thinking and to reassure them that many different and varied situations and
eXperiences, which may or may not relate to those I suggested, can come under the
umbreila term of 'stress'.

The definition is as follows:

'The term 'stress’ is often used to describe dangerous or possibly harmful

situations which make us feel physically uncomfortable or threatened. It

might also make us feel anxious, nervous, worried or frightened.

However, stress is not always an unpleasant experience. It can be very
challenging. It can motivate us and bring positive benefits.'

In chapter two I will review some of the literature on adolescent stress and school
Stress and relate my own general model of stress to school stress. In this review, [ have
Selected research which has investigated more general areas of adolescents' 'worries',
'COncems', or 'problems' and not confined the review to investigations of 'stress' alone. This
has enabled a wider range of research to be included which conforms to the general heading
of ‘areas of anxiety in the lives of adolescents', but which might not necessarily be

Compatible with the concept of stress as the writer or the reader define it.
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CHAPTER TWO

STRESS IN ADOLESCENCE AND SCHOOL STRESS

It would be impossible to move on to a discussion of stress in secondary schools
without at first making some fundamental comments on the concept of adolescence; a more
detailed discussion is beyond the scope of this research but will be referred to again where
and when appropriate to the discussion of stress.

The term 'adolescence' comes from the Latin 'adolscere' meaning 'to grow into
Maturity'. However, it is not easy to define in terms of age. G.Stanley Hall was one of the
first psychologists to consider the subject of adolescence, and is often termed 'the father of
adolescent psychology'. His book 'Adolescence’ was first published ;n 1904; he suggests
that this 'stage in life' can last anything from the ages of twelve to twenty five, beginning
With puberty and ending in maturity to adulthood.

Thinking and understanding of adolescence has gradually changed over the years;
the impossibility of classifying young people of the same chronological age together has
been recognised in research which has demonstrated the existence of too much individual
Variation. Adolescence is now much more popularly recognised as a 'transitional process'
rather than 4 'stage of life'; it is a 'time during which the individual passes from one state -
childhood - to another - maturity' (Coleman and Hendry 1990).

Traditionally, adolescence has been associated with 'storm and stress'; a problematic
Period marked by tension and conflict, rebellion and emotional instability. These traditional
theories of adolescence, chiefly attributed to psychologists such as Erik Erikson, Anna
Freud ang Peter Blos, have been challenged and not all experts would agree that

adolf:‘fscence is a problematic period for the individual. For example, Offer and Sabshin
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(1984) claim that only about 21% of their sample experienced a 'tumultuous adolescence’;
about the same percentage reported feeling confident and experienced few problems during
their adolescence, while 35% experienced emotional and mental 'spurts’. However, it can be
universally accepted as being a ‘critical period' in individual development and as such, one
that can have significant implications for adult development.
It is also a critical period in family life and the importance of the family must not be

underestimated. Olsen et al (1983), in a large cross-sectional study of families, found that
adolescence was 'clearly the most stressful stage of the family life cycle'" The study showed

that-

'Marital and family satisfaction, family pride and marital communication
were all lower for families with adolescents than for any other group of
families, and family stress was higher than at any other stage.'

(Noller and Callan 1991 page 79).

This study also showed that families that cope well with 'transition to adulthood' are
close ang supportive with a flexible approach to solving family disputes; in such families,
autonomy and communication are encouraged (Olsen et al 1983).

School inevitably influences adult development, secondary schools, in particular,
wilf inevitably influence this 'transitional process' of the individual - the ‘critical period' of
adolescence,

Although interest in teacher stress has grown considerably over the last decade,
concern regarding pupil stress has received a much lower profile (Dunham 1989). Similarly,
While interest in adult stress and coping remains undiminished, comparable interest in
adolescent stress and coping is limited (Seiffge-Krenke and Shulman 1993). Research into

ad S . ,
Olescent stress generally has been conducted mainly in America, Australia, Canada and
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Britain and shows a consistently worrying relationship between stressful events and
adolescents' coping strategies, and the onset and maintenance of psychological distress and
psychopathy (Compas, Orosan and Grant 1993), psychological maladjustments (Hains
1992) and emotional and behavioural problems (Compas, Malcarne and Fondacaro 1988).
According to Garton and Pratt (1995):

Q. . . . . .
Stress in young people is now recognised as a major issue for concern,
for children and adolescents, and their families.'

(Garton and Pratt 1995 page 625).

Garton and Pratt suggest that the effects and consequences of stress in children and
adolescence are less well known than in adults, but that there is growing evidence of its
fegative contribution to poor health in young people. Omizo, Omizo and Suzuki (1988)
endorse this view and suggest that adults may underestimate the amount of stress
®Xperienced by young people, believing them to be immune as they do not have to assume
responsibility for many things in their lives. They suggest all stress has negative effects, the
Worst of which includes: depression, impulsive, aggressive, anti-social or self-destructive

behavipys:

'"All stresses have negative effects on the physical, emotional, social and
Psychological development of children, which are similar to the negative
effects of stress on adults.’

(Omizo, Omizo and Suzuki 1988 page 267).

Youngs, Rathge, Mullis and Mullis (1990) claim adolescent stress as a 'major
CO ' . . . R . .
nCern’ because of its negative consequences and relationship with delinquent conduct,
sch
001-rela;ed performance, classroom burnout and self-esteem.

However, as with adults, there are enormous individual differences in vulnerability
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to stress and stressful situations, and in subsequent ability to cope, which mediate the
Individual stress experience. Compas et al (1993) suggest:

'Stress is a pervasive feature of human development throughout the

lifespan, and the adolescent period is certainly no exception. Stressful

experiences of both an acute and a chronic nature are important in the

course of normal as well as disrupted development during adolescence.

Moreover, the role of stressful experiences in adolescent development

depends on the ways in which individuals attempt to cope with stress and

adversity. Adaptive coping responses may reduce some stressful

experiences to the level of momentary disruptions while other patterns of

coping may exacerbate stress and contribute to long-term, pervasive

hegative outcomes.'

(Compas, Orosan and Grant 1993 page 331).

Many studies have tried to investigate stress during childhood and adolescence from
4 stimulys-based approach where stress is conceptualised in terms of a demand, an event or
®Xperience for example, which requires the individual to make some sort of adaptive
fesponse. Predominant are studies which aim to measure stress in terms of major life events
and thejr negative effects on psychological functioning and possible implication in the
development of ill health. As Seiffge-Krenke and Shulman note:

'The typical approach involves studying the reactions of small

omogeneous groups of adolescents to an extremely stressful, non-
normative event such as kidnapping, rape, death of friends or family

members, or contracting a serious illness.’

(Seiffge-Krenke and Shulman page 171 in Jackson and Rodriguez-Tome 1 993).

Other studies have used a more transactional approach and have investigated stress
Within life span development, where stressful events are viewed as developmental in nature
and able to make positive contributions to personal growth. Other approaches have
®Xamined the relationship between stress and adaption (Compas, Malcarne and Fondacaro

1 .
988) and stress and coping (Frydenberg and Lewis 1991, Porteous and Fisher 1980;
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Plancherel and Bolognini 1995); where coping is viewed as the individual's overall efforts to
respond to stress, but not necessarily his/her successful adaption to either the stress or the
stressor,

Compas (1987) in conceptualizing stress within life events, suggests three
dimensions to stress in childhood and adolescence which need consideration: the demand as
NOrmative or atypical; large or small in magnitude; acute or chronic in nature.

Some research studies focus entirely on major life events which are atypical
(Coddington 1972; Johnson and McCutcheon 1980) while others also include daily hassles
a“‘? upsets which are normative (Compas, Davis, Forsythe and Wagner 1987; Garton and
Pratt 1995). Compas suggests both normative and atypical events should be considered as
fesearch with adults has implicated both the hassles and the pleasures of daily life as
Significant to the experience of demand (Delongis, Coyne, Dakof, Folkman and Lazarus
1982). As Seiffge-Krenke and Shulman (1993) suggest:

'Although earlier research has provided a strong foundation for the study

of stress and critical life events, it seems likely that considerable

advantages can be derived from exploring the role of daily stressors in the

lives of adolescents."

(Seiffge-Krenke and Shulman page 173 in Jackson and Rodriguez- Tome 1993).

Whether these events are cumulative, occurring in combinations or separate events
1s also significant, Hains (1992) suggests that the relationship between major life events,
Stress and psychological problems is mediated by daily stressors; a greater contribution to
Such problems oceurs if daily stressors are experienced cumulatively or in combinations.

Cumulative events, combinations of events and separate events, whether they are
Major life events or daily hassles and pleasures are considered acute demands; demands

Which Tequire some situational adjustment by the individual or demands which upset the
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'status quo’. Chronic demand may result from environmental conditions or personal
Characteristics, deprivation or disability for example, and are more enduring in nature.

From these dimensions, three broad categories of stress in adolescence are
Suggested: generic or normative stress: severe acute stress, and severe chronic stress
(Compas et al 1992)

Generic or normative stress will be experienced by all adolescents as a normal part
of thejr development. It includes both daily stresses and hassles and normative major life
Events, transition to a new school for example. Some adolescents will also experience
Severe, acute stress in addition to normative stress, events in this category might include
Parental divorce, major illness or bereavement. In addition, some adolescents might also
®Xperience severe, chronic stress as a result of their environmental or personal
circumstances for example, poverty or degenerative disease.

Life span development theory adds further characteristics to these categories of
Events: normative events concerned with social and biological development but which could
become atypical if occurring at an unexpected point in the individual's life span for example,
Physica| development in adolescence or change in family circumstances; the social
diStribution of events which may have an effect on individuals or on whole cultures for
Xample, man-made or natural disasters; and finally, the cohort effect of shared cultural
events which involves not only individual differences in the experience of the event within a
Cohort, byt differences in experience between cohorts for example, the effects of war.

It is important to consider the transactional nature of stress when considering these
“ategories of life events as stressors. On their own, they are potential stressors only, it is the
"ansaction between the individual and the event which will deem it as stressful or not. As

With adults, there will be enormous variation in the responses of adolescents to these
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events. Not all these life events will be perceived as stressful by adolescents and some will
have the resources to cope with the event more effectively than others. D'Aurora and

Fimian (1988) note:

Stress is actually a diverse collection of events, as well as the child's
Pperceptions of and reactions to those events. It is also experienced in a
variety of ways and for numerous reasons........ certain events can produce
extreme stress for some children and not for others. Similarly, certain
events prove to be very strong, yet extremely brief, while others occur with
little strength, but do so for an extended period of time.'

(D'Aurora and Fimian 1988 page 44/46).

Referring back to my own definition of stress, it is important to consider how
individuals perceive these events, the perceived importance of the event to the individual
concerned, the coping strategies available to the individual and the perceived importance of
€oping or not coping which will result in the experience of stress, which might contribute
Negatively to the individual's psychological, physiological and social well-being. This is also
Suggested by Plancherel and Bolognini (1995) who hypothesize in their investigation into

mental heajth during adolescence:

- psychological stress results from experiencing events or situations the
Subjects themselves perceive to be threatening or demanding adjustments
which are beyond their capacities to cope with. These stressful agents can
weaken the subjects’ capacity to adapt in such a way that psychological
difficulties could result. We further postulate that the influence of
stressful life events on mental health is mitigated by 'protective factors'
such as good coping styles, high social support and good self-esteem.’

Plancherel and Bolognini 1995 page 462).

Chandler (1982) suggests four basic behaviour response patterns to stress in
chi .
tldren: dependent, impulsive, passive aggressive and repressed. The dependent response

3Y manifest in passive behaviour typified by lack of independence and initiative in both
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learning and social situations, or in demanding behaviour where defiance or immediate
demand for gratification are common. The impulsive response may be displayed in 'acting
out' behaviour where the child indulges in anti-social or trouble making activities, or in over
activity demonstrated by acting without thought, short attention span and lack of self-
control. Passive aggressive responses may compromise over-compliance in the form of
Procrastination and dawdling, or unco-operative behaviour in the form of stubbornness and
indifference, F inally, a repressed response will manifest in anxious behaviour comprising of
N€Tvous mannerisms or fearfulness, or by withdrawn behaviour typically, introversion and
daydreaming. In adolescents, responses to stress may take the form of approach or
avoidance strategies. Approach requires action by the individual on the source of stress to
Promote change in the situation/event causing the stress, avoidance secures a reduction in
the €motional distress being experienced by the individual concerned (Boekaerts 1993).°
S€’iffge-Krenke and Shulman (1993) identify three types of adolescent coping responses to
Stress: active coping which involves the individual in actively trying to do something about
the cauge of stress; internal coping, where the individual reflects over possible solutions
before embarking on a course of action, or withdrawal, where the individual ignores or
4V0ids the stress and its consequences.

More recent studies into childhood and adolescent stress have adopted a more
tralnSactional model than investigations into life events as stressors, and have focused on the
Perceptions of adolescents themselves and obtained their views and opinions on what they
fing Stressful, or what their perceptions are of adolescent problems, worries or concerns.
Much previous knowledge and the selection of items for lists of life events had come from
adult assumption or from other scales designed for adults and not adolescents (Garton and

Pratt 1995) for example, the Coddington scale (1972a, 1972b) was adapted from Holmes
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and Rahe (1967) originally designed for use with adults (Compas 1987).

One of the first studies to redress this discrepancy aimed to discover what, at the
time, contemporary adolescents were concerned about (Porteous 1979). Porteous
fécognised that due to age and the changing nature of adolescent culture, adults were not
necessarily accurately assessing the needs of young people. His study aimed to discover

.. a closer understanding of the adolescent world to help us in the task of

Preventing problems arising from changes in social structure,

environment and expectations which affect adolescents.’

(Porteous 1979 page 309).

In his review of the literature Porteous noted that, at the time of writing, research
into adolescence in Britain was lacking and that much of the research completed was
American in origin. This early research had mainly involved the ranking of the importance
of problems such as personal qualities, home and peer relationships. An American study,

Cited in Porteous (1979) by Clements and Oelke (1967) had found the ten most worrying

Problems among American adolescents to be:

not spending enough time in study
worrying

Wanting to earn some of my own money
wanting to be more popular

Wwanting advice on what to do after school
worrying about examinations

Wanting a more pleasing personality

can't forget some mistakes I've made

needing to learn how to save money
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»

can't keep my mind on studies

In this study, four of these problems are directly related to academic aspects of
SChooling, and at least two of the other problems mentioned (wanting to be more popular
and wanting a more pleasing personality) have implications for social aspects of schooling.
This highlights the predominance of school-related concerns in this study for the American
adolescents involved.

An Australian study, also cited in Porteous (1979) investigating the problems of
adolescents in Sydney by Collins and Harper (1974) reported boys showing twice as much
concern over educational problems than girls, and girls reporting more problems in general
than boys and twice as much concern over family adjustment (Porteous 1979).

Porteous found research of this nature lacking in Britain, and what was particularly
SCarce was research which aimed specifically to elicit the viewpoints of adolescents
themselves as to their concerns and worries.

In his study, Porteous constructed a Problem Check List containing items drawn
from clinical experience, previously published literature and problem lists and from informal
discussions with adolescents. The one hundred and seventy seven items originally on the list
Were reduced to one hundred and sixteen after piloting and loosely categorised as problems
"elating to; employment, school, peers, self and home and family. The Problem Check List
Was completed by seven hundred and seventy five, fifteen year old pupils from four
No”hem Metropolitan schools. One in four of the pupils was then asked by letter to be
interViewv.ed, of which 65% agreed. The interviews lasted for approximately one hour and
Aimed tq find out more about the problems of the adolescents, their coping strategies and

Where they obtained advice from. Porteous concluded:
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4

Many of the common problems of adolescents seem to be caused by the
social and economic situation in which they find themselves.
Unemployment and examinations are major worries and both these areas

c.'ould be modified in various ways to alleviate some of their problematic
impact.’

(Porteous 1979 page 317).
The higher scoring items on the check list relating to school included:
the academic side of school
parental pressure in relation to examination success
unhappiness with courses
concern over school work
disciplinary aspects of school (although this was less frequent than items to do with
the academic side of school)
finding school oppressive

Porteous suggested from his results that for between twenty and fifty per cent of the

Pupils completing his Problem Check List, school provides the opportunity for its pupils to

f .
*¢l inadequate (Porteous 1979).

A subsequent DHSS funded study of a similar design by Porteous and Fisher (1980)

rey . .
®aled four main areas of adolescents' worries and problems:

>

parents - caring and communicating

employment and future life

physical and social inadequacies of the individual
conflict with authority and adult criticism

Although in this study school and specific academic concerns are not mentioned,

the ST L - : :
f¢ are clear implications of their significance within the categories concerned with

€m . . , o .
Ployment and conflict with authority and adult criticism. Porteous and Fisher concluded
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that within their sample of adolescents in their last year of compulsory education:

r . 3
...... few claimed to have no problems, and a considerable number had
many.’

(Porteous and Fisher 1980 page 69).

At this time some American researchers were also becoming aware of the need to
ascertain information about the ongoing concerns of adolescents from their own
Perspective. Smith (1980), critical of check lists for this purpose designed by adults on the
basis that- they assume those who select the items on the lists know intuitively what the
toncerns of adolescents are, they are therefore biased and do not reflect the true concerns
of adolescents and that they can only demonstrate differences; designed his study to :

' obtain spontaneous responses about personal ongoing concerns and

interests from a wide range of individual adolescents who are

unhampered by immediate peer or adult influence.’

(Smith 1980 page 476).

Adolescents were asked their 'concerns' and what they would like to know more
about in terms of 'desired information’. The main concerns expressed were:
” school/grades
dating
relationships with peers
the future
parents
The stronger items for desired information were:
professions

Careers advice

Wwhat to do about school and grades



Again, items relating to schooling have considerable predominance in the concerns
of the young people in this study.

Similar findings were reported in an American study by Omizo, Omizo and Suzuki
(1988) designed to explore the stressors and symptoms in elementary, intermediate and high
school pupils, Twenty students from each grade were interviewed for approximately one
and a half hours and questioned about stress, stressors, symptoms and coping. The most

COmmonly cited, self-reported stressors in each age group were:

Elementary:

>

‘family problems

feeling different

school related problems. Specific concerns were - performance in school, living up
to parents' and teachers' expectations; pressure to do well and homework.
discipline (school and home)

general concerns

Intermediate.

general adolescent problems

Peer pressure

family problems

not feeling contented

school related problems. Specific concerns were - relevance of school; not doing
very well; problems with teachers; difficulty in adjusting to teachers and peers and

different school organisation.

High School
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future

school related problems. Specific concerns were - teachers not understanding them;
getting good grades and courses to take in the future.

peer pressure

substance abuse

family problems.

; i relating to
Clearly, again the relevance and importance of worries and concerns relating

Schooﬁng cannot be ignored, and also the difficulties surrounding family and peer

relationships which emerge from these studies.

i lescents
Greene (1988) investigated the self-reported stressors of American early ado

i i i the subjects. The
and derived seven categories of stressors from questtonnaires filled in by J

Categories in this study were:

»

personal loss
school

peers

self

family
extra-curricular
other

i ssors 'occurred
The results showed that six of the eighteen most frequently cited stre

' xams and homework
"thin or were related to the school context (Greene 1988). Grades, e

ive responses to
Were the most frequently occurring school related stressors. The affect p

: : ; nd anger were the
these Stressors were also investigated in the study, anxiety, sadness a g
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most frequently mentioned responses to school stressors making disruptive impacts on the
Subjects' school activities, peer relations, concentration, sleep patterns and self-esteem

Greene (1988), for similar reasons as Smith (1980), was critical of earlier research
Into adolescent stress with its 'overreliance on adult informants' Bv investigating stressors
thrOUSh the perception of the adolescents themselves, Greene was able to demonstrate early
adolescents' perceptions of stress differ from those of adults. While broad agreement exists
in generg| perception of events which are potential stressors, differences occur in their
ratfg of the impact of such events (Greene 1988).

A more recent Canadian study by Mates and Allison (1992) highlights the
r‘31'(1tionship between academic stressors and home stressors Their study investigated what
has been termed by Wills and Shiffman (1985) as 'enduring life strain’ with particular
*Mphasis on the home and school. Enduring life strain refers to chronic, long term pressure
Asociated with an individual's 'role' for example, being a student or being a teenager, and 1s
distinc from major life events and everyday hassles.

Data collected from focus group discussions with students from three high schools
in Toronto identified five different categories of stress for these students:

Parents/family

work/money

friends

school and sport

gangs/strangers/addiction and drugs

These students were selected from a range of academic abilities and the study
Aimeq tq obtain data to use later in an investigation into stress, coping and drug addiction

. . ¥ f
TherefOTE, the study may be biased in the selection of subjects and the management o
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discussions. However, consistency was reported at all academic levels but the lowest, in the
relationship between the family as a source of academic stress. Mates and Allison (1992)

report:

'As expected, there was a considerable overlap between descriptions of

school stress and stress due to relationships with parents. In fact, much of

the tension associated with relationships with parents concerned

disa‘greements about such issues as homework, grades and achemic

aspirations. ' ‘

(Mates and Allison 1992 page 472).

However, students at the lower academic level did not share the same academic
tensions byt displayed‘apathetic and negative attitudes towards their schooling (Mates and
Allison 1997)

Raphael (1993), in his review of potential areas for school based personal
development programmes identified similar, although broader, domains of 'challenge’ and
Stresg' for Australian adolescents; namely: transfer to secondary school, the development of
adolescent sexuality; family conflict; parental mental illness; socio-cultural factors (for
*Xample, ethnic identity); substance use and abuse; work and career; abuse, social and anti-
*0cial behaviour and the carry-over of problems from childhood. Raphael suggests that
S0me of these stressors are inherent in the ageing and development of adolescents, while
Others are a result of life events, social or biological challenge or threat. School-based
Persona| development programmes are considered ideal for addressing some of these issues
i order to promote resilience and enhance adolescent mental health (Raphael 1993).

Earlier studies in this country have revealed similar findings and suggest the major

Cay : .
5¢s of concern among young people in Britain to be:

employment or specifically being unemployed (Porteous 1979, Cherry and Gear
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1987, Gillies 1989)

worry over school work and examinations (Porteous 1979, Tabberer 1984 Sloboda
1990, Gillies 1989)

family relationships (Porteous and Fisher 1980 Gillies 1989)

self image (Cherry and Gear 1987)

areas of school and job finding (Porteous 1979; Gillies 1989)

I have already discussed the work of Porteous (1979) and that of Porteous and
Fisher (1980) and will briefly discuss these earlier British studies before considering more
Técent findings,

Tabberer (1984) conducted a survey to appraise the effectiveness of the NFER
TeaChing of Study Skills Project and was therefore focused mainly on students’ study
h?bits, attitudes and problems, and also their assessment of the study skills teaching they
had received. One thousand, six hundred and fifty nine students from twenty two
Mstitutions completed a first questionnaire on their study skills, and seven hundred and sixty
On€ students from nineteen institutions completed a second questionnaire.

From this data, Tabberer discovered a high percentage of students reporting anxiety
2bout 4 variety of aspects of their study skills. He states:

'More than 50% expressed anxiety about being able to cope with large

amounts of background reading, being able to get down to work, being

able to concentrate properly, Knowing how to revise for examinations

and having a good memory for facts. Between 30% and 50% indicated

they were anxious about being able to organise study time, being able to

plan an essay or report, having a wide vocabulary, being able to take

notes from lessons or lectures, being able to judge the merits of an

argument and being able to take notes from a book.'

(Tabberer 1984 page 3).
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Although this study does focus on older adolescents in post sixteen education. it
serves to emphasise the range of problems relating to study skills being experienced by
these students and the scope for the work which could be done in secondary schools to
address these problems, and to alleviate the anxiety they produce [t seems such anxiety
continues in higher education A study by Sloboda ( 1992) aimed to investigate the stress
experienced by students undertaking their 'finals' in their last year of university. One
hundred and sixty nine students at Keele University returned a questionnaire filled in at the
end of their last examination in the Summer of 1988. Sloboda states that for these students

30% reported significantly high stress which may have led to performance degradation

(Slaboda 1990).

Cherry and Gear (1987) investigated the vocational guidance needs of voung people

of average ability and below, and their worries and concerns about leaving school and

securing employment. A questionnaire of sixty eight pre-determined items revealed the

most highly rated worry to be fear of not finding a job at all. Other worries given high

ratings included:

> worry of not being able to handle an interview
> worry about not knowing how to find a firm with a vacancy
> worry about feeling msecure in the first few days of employment

Lesser worries rated were:

> transport problems
> fear of being bullied by older workers
> worry about being paid less than friends
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A second questionnaire collected data relating to more general worries not
necessarily to do with work Worry levels rose when pupils had lett school and were at

work. the most significant worries recorded were

’ health

, money

> getting on with parents

- getting on with the opposite sex

> getting on with peers of the same sex
> appearance

Cherry and Gear found younger pupils, specifically thirteen and fourteen vear olds.

more vulnerable to worry. They suggest a 'psvchological vulnerability’ amongst third vear

pupils (year nine) who reported 'relatively high levels of anxiety’ and who

"were significantly more likely than older pupils to report worries about
school work and getting on with teachers, and for whom concern about

health ranked third after finding a job and school work.'

Cherry and Gear 1987 page 69-70).

Gillies (1989) investigated the hopes and worries of the future of five hundred and

forty seven, eleven to fourteen year olds in Nottingham, through questionnaire and

interview. Approximately 50% of the youngsters mentioned unemployment and exam

failure as their first choice worry. The other most frequently mentioned worries were:

> war



> own death

> money

> AIDS

> poor health

> marriage

> childbirth

> parents' death

The most frequently mentioned hopes for the future were’

- employment

> exam success

> happy marriage
> money

> pleasant home
> good health

> happiness

> peace

More recent studies have revealed very similar categories of worries and concerns.

For example Balding (1992) conducted a major survey of the health-related behaviours of

twenty three thousand and nine hundred, eleven to fourteen year olds, in one hundred and

thirty two schools in England on behalf of the School's Health Education Unit at Exeter

University. The results showed that approximately 20% of boys and 24% of girls worry

about school; approximately 25% of boys and 36% of girls worry about their family;

approximately 16% of boys and 31% of girls worried about their friends, other sources of
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worry were money, health, career and personal appearance (Balding 1992)

A study by Carey (1993) aimed to investigate the types of 'life crises’ experienced by
pupils and which teachers had to subsequently deal with Seventy seven potential life crises
were identitied by teachers from primary. secondary and teacher training institutions during
discussion groups The potential life crises were placed in one of seven categories
determined by the teachers: individual, family. peers, school, community and global. The

items relating to the category of school as perceived by the teachers were.

> death of a teacher

> new school

> exams

> expectations of teachers
> problems with teachers
» absenteeism

> abuse by teacher

This study aimed to investigate ways teachers could cope with pupils’ stress and

pupils' life crises without having any formal training in ‘crisis management' The teachers

have suggested some interesting potential stressors which have not so far appeared on lists

created by pupils. For example absenteeism is here seen as a potential stressor by teachers,

but has not figured highly if at all on any of the lists pupils have contributed to. This

perhaps reflects the adult, or teacher, perspective of this study, Where schooling is perhaps

viewed more holistically by teachers than by pupils. Carey concludes that:
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'most teachers' view their pupils' problems as having a basis in family
life, or concerning the individual pupil. They appeared to view issues
relative to the pupils' social life and position in society as d less
significant source of problems. '

(Carey 1992 page 14).
Again this perhaps suggests that the teachers. although recognising the signiticance

of the family as a source of stress. had underestimated the academic aspects of schooling as

potential stressors leading to life crises

One final study of note concerning adolescents' worries and concerns is that of
Millar, Gallagher and Ellis (1993) and the follow-up study by Gallagher and Millar ( 1996)

conducted in Northern Ireland. The study aimed to discover the self-perceived issues which

were of concern to young people in Northern Ireland and which caused them to worry. with

the view to identifying individual needs in personal, social and academic domains (Millar.

Gallagher and Ellis 1993)

Initially, the 'Things I Worry About' questionnaire consisted of eighty items

grouped under eight domains, or general areas of concern. These were: at school or

college; choosing a job; job finding, at home, starting work, opposite sex. myself and myself

and others. Piloting suggested that six of these eight groups were valid and a 'free response

option suggested the existence of four new groups. These were labelled: social

confidence/assertiveness. verbal communication; information/advice seeking and

powerlessness. The categories of 'at school or college' and 'myself and others’ were

recombined to constitute the categories of social confidence/assertiveness and verbal

communication. The three free response categories which could not be combined, created

three new categories labelled: academic aspects of school/college. dealing with financial

matters. and coping with change. It was felt that the resultant thirteen categories adequately
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represented the range of worries typically experienced by adolescents in the fifteen to

sixteen vears of age range (Millar, Gallagher and Ellis 1993). The final list of domains was

> choosing a job

» job finding

> at home

> starting work

> opposite sex

> myself

> social confidence

> verbal communication
> information seeking

> powerlessness

> money matters

g academic aspects of school or college
> change

Within the category of academic aspects of school or college. the specific items of

WOrTy were:

> whether [ will pass my exams

> having enough time to do my homework

> being under pressure from school/college work
> coping with stress from exams and coursework
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> getting down to studying

> what will happen to me if [ don't do well enough in school
> having to do subjects which are not important to me
> whether | am doing the right subjects

The 'Thing I Worry About' scale was completed by three thousand, nine hundred
and eighty three, thirteen to eighteen year old students in twenty four institutions in
Northern Ireland. The results show that the domain relating to the academic aspects of
order of all domains of adolescent worry on the

school or college to be the top in the rank

scale. The rank order was:

> Schoolwork

> powerlessness

> finances

> change

> obtaining a job/course
> myself

> verbal communication
> starting work or college
> opposite sex

> at home

> information seeking

> social confidence
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Within the thirteen categories. six of the top ten items of specific worry for these

adolescents related to schoolwork or examinations.

this review, and rei

concerns amongst young people today.

and concerns of adolescents. studies which are de

whether I will pass my exams

what will happen if I don't do well enough at school
not getting good enough grades to get a job/course
never finding a job

getting down to studying

coping with the stress of exams and coursework
what kind of work I will end up doing

not making anything of my life

being under pressure of school work

people close to me dying

The results of this survey reflect the findings of many of the other studies cited in

nforces the almost ‘universal predominance of academic worries and

As Gallagher and Millar (1996) state:

'The finding that schoobwork/examinations was a frequent source of

concern for adolescents would reflect findings obtained in other cultures
such as Canada, Australia, America and England. This category of worry

reflected difficulties in studying, coping with pressure and in particular,
fears about failure.’

(Gallagher and Millar 1996 page 28-29).

Despite the predominance of academic concerns in studies of the general worries

dicated to the further investigation of
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specific school stressors are relatively harder to find

Few people would disagree that going to school for the first time is a daunting
experience, although not necessarily an unpleasant one, marking 'a major developmental
milestone in the life of every child’ (Schultz and Heuchert 1983)

Leaving home, and the carer the child has come to trust, being left in a new and
strange environment, where the child has to learn new rules and accept authority from
another unknown adult must be bewildering, at least at first. to the child. He or she has also

to deal with mixing with larger groups of children who make equal demands on the

teacher's time. He/she looses the personal and often instant attention he/she has been used

to at home, and has to learn to become part of a group while still preserving his/her own

unique individuality.

By the time these children arrive at a secondary school they 'know the ropes'. they

understand, although not necessarily accept, the rules and routines of school life and can

recognise some logic and meaning in most of it. However, the transition from junior to

secondary school can still be a difficult experience. For some it will be the 'last leg' in their

school career before they take their place as young adults in society and the 'world of work',

if that is their choosing and their choices are available to them; for others their academic

success in secondary school may lead them to further education or training, a few will drop

out of the system entirely and choose more unconventional life styles. Whatever the final

outcome the five years spent in secondary school is a significant stage in the process of

'becoming an adult’. When we look back on our school days, with either affection or

disdain, it is usually the years spent at secondary school which spring to mind first-perhaps

it is because they are the most recent or because they are the most significant, we all have

stories to tell of our days at school which engender a range of emotions within us Our
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memories may be peppered with fondness and humour at one end of the spectrum or we

may look back with anger and bitterness.

Although the vast majority of children cope more than adequately with their school
experience, many can recall at least one occasion when they have felt unhappy or anxious
about something connected with school. Isolated incidence might be considered normal,

acceptable and no more than part of the 'learning process' but repeated, negative school

experiences can cause great distress to pupils and may cause lasting damage. Although

schools may not deliberately set out to be hostile places for pupils and their philosophies
may be founded on the desire to provide the best quality education possible for pupils,

whilst taking on board a commitment to their welfare and personal development, their

pupils might not always share these perceptions of their education and school experience.

Sadly, for some pupils school is a frightening, threatening place and their experiences are

filled with anxiety and 'pain' as Schultz and Heuchert describe:

ny painful events for children,

rts or breaks the spirit of the
ain unseen

'The school experience includes far too ma
the accumulation of which eventually disto
child, with tragic consequences. These painful events may rem

at first, but await unfolding in the future.'

(Schultz and Heuchert 1983 page 19).
The concept of 'anxiety' and the notion of 'painful experiences' in school are closely

linked with the concept of 'school stress’. Anxiety has been associated with response to

stress (Grunker 1966), and school stress can be describe in much the same way as stress in

general as discussed previously. Anthony and Thidodeau define psychological stress in

school the following way:
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'An y.thing that a student perceives as a threat - a threat cither to his
survival or to his self-image. Moreover, the threat does not need to be real
- it needs only to be real to the individual. He/She must see it as a threat
although in truth it may not be. Psychological school stressors produce a
syndrome of subjective and objective responses. Dominant among the
subjective reactions is a feeling of anxiety. Other emotional reactions
such as anger, hate, depression, fear and guilt are also common
subjective responses to psychological school stressors. Some characteristic

objective responses are restlessness, fidgeting, crificising, quarrelling,
lying and crying.’

(Anthony and Thidodeau 1979 page 672).

Lewis suggested a strong link between excessive anxiety and poor academic

achievement in school. He observed the following symptoms in children suffering from

anxiety:

Rapid heart beat; fast, uneven breathing; increased sweating; dry mouth;
queasy tummy; giddiness or trembling; blushing and turning pale;
muscle cramps and feeling sick. These physical symptoms are
accompanied by negative thoughts and ideas as the child feels
increasingly unable to cope. This further fuels the anxiety experienced

and leads to a decline in concentration and impairment of intellectual

ability. In instances of chronic anxiety the child might experience
difficulties in getting to sleep at night despite feeling tired; nightmares
and bed wetting; loss of appetite; apathy and an increase in minor
illnesses such as headaches, upset stomach and sore throat.’

(Lewis 1992 page 32).

This reaction to anxiety correlates closely to the 'fight or flight' response to stress

described earlier in Chapter 1. It is part of the human autonomic nervous system (ANS)

over which we have little control, as its name suggests. The ANS has two branches: the

sympathetic and parasympathetic. In normal situations these two branches work together

to maintain the 'status quo'. In a situation of perceived stress, the sympathetic branch takes
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over to prepare the body for 'fight or flight' and a vicious circle of anxiety begins. The brain
might rationalise the situation if no actual physical harm is threatened, and the
parasympathetic branch of the ANS will try to re-establish its balance. The result of this

reaction is described by Lewis:

As a result the body becomes a battlefield, the sympathetic branch orders
the heart to beat faster and the lungs to work more rapidly while the
parasympathetic instructs both to slow down. Blood is removed from just
beneath the skin and sent to the muscles, making the child turn pale. It is
returned by the slow-down branch and so causes blushing. Additional
blood, rich in oxygen and glucose, reaches the brain making the child
light headed. Then it is diverted away again leaving them giddy. The
muscles tense and relax until they feel like jelly. The inevitable result is
confusion, uncertainty and a total inability to recall facts and figures that
have been revised carefully and were known perfectly until the anxiety

attack began.’
(Lewis 1992 page 33).

Fimian (cited in D'Aurora and Fimian 1988) groups responses to stress in terms of

emotional or biobehavioural-fatigue manifestations. Common emotional responses to stress

in young people include feelings of anxiety, insecurity, pressure, vulnerability and anger.

Biobehavioural-fatigue manifestations include stomach pain, dizziness, fatigue,

defensiveness, crying and/or the breakdown of friendships (D'Aurora and Fimian 1988)

The research suggests (Schultz and Heuchert 1983, Fimian 1986, Mills 1992), and

my own investigation supports the suggestion, that school stress has three main sources,

which demonstrate a clear distinction between life event stress and daily life stress and

which relate closely to the broad categories of adolescent stress defined by Compas et al

(1992) and discussed earlier in this chapter. The model used is essentially stimulus-based,

with stressors viewed as being either events, situations, aspects of the environment or the
individual:
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> Sources relating to the school environment, or curriculum generated, inherent in the
concept of 'schooling', for example: overcrowded classrooms or inadequate

facilities, systems of assessment and examination.

> Sources arising from interpersonal relationships, for example: peer groups and

friendships; relationships between teachers and pupils.

> Sources arising from life events which do not necessarily have a direct relationship
to school but the effects are manifested in school, for example: bereavement and

family difficulties; being in trouble with the police. (Schultz and Heuchert 1983)

Mills also describes three sources of stress which might result in children displaying

symptoms of stress in school. Her categories are:

s The pupil as a source of his / her own stress. This category includes physical illness,

terminal illness, personal appearance, physical handicap, moderate learning

difficulties, autism, mental illness, homosexuality, speech defects, hearing

impediments, sight impediments, religion and race.

> The home as a source of stress. This category includes physical deprivation, social

deprivation, parental break-up, TOWS at home, bereavement, physical abuse, sexual

abuse, parental pushing, parental objections to further education, sibling rivalry,

parents' jobs (dangerous, armed forces, high stress), problems with the police, single

parent family, adoption, poor communications at home, over-protection, under-
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protection, parent with alcohol problems, parent with physical or mental health

problems and stress in members of the family.

> The school as a source of stress. This category includes bullying, examinatton
pressures, issues to do with being female, being new to the school, relationships
with staff, staff shortages / high turnover of staff, racial and ethnic issues, streaming
and setting, environmental conditions, witnessing bad behaviour in other children,

aspects of school organisation and experiencing failure. (Mills 1992).

Fimian (cited in D'Aurora and F imian 1988) identified the following categories of
school stress: Student Distress, Social/Academic Problems and Poor Instructional

Relations.

> Student distress is the largest category and mainly comprises events which

necessitate change, for example: school entry, location changes within and across

schools and the final years of school. Other sources include non-acceptance by

peers, inability to make friends easily, inability to learn in school, inadequate leisure

time and poor grades.

> Social/academic problems include teacher power over students, being or becoming

the class pet, parental expectation, being fidgety, procrastinating, having to deal

with excessive or ambiguous information and becoming tired.

> Poor instructional relations stressors include repetitious classwork, difficulty
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conversing and communicating with the teacher, loneliness and excessive

interruption of classroom routines. (D'Aurora and Fimian 1988).

A study by Dunham (1989) invited one hundred and thirty pupils, in two
Gloucestershire comprehensive schools, to identify the major 'pressures' they experienced in
their lives. These pupils identified three similar areas of their lives where pressure was
experienced: in school; at home and other than in school or home. Although in this study

the pupils were given the freedom to identify the pressures they experienced in their lives,

there is no agreed definition of 'pressure’ which might ensure that all pupils were identifying

a similar phenomenon. Stress and pressure are used inter-changeably with the assumption

that they are the same or have similar meanings for everyone. Despite this, there is

consensus among the pupils who report similar pressures to those identified by Mills (1992)

and Schultz and Heuchert (1983). These self-reported pressures were:

> Pressures in school - homework, decisions about options, learning difficulties,

pressures from teachers, exams and tests, other pupils' behaviour, grades and bad

reports.

» Pressures at home - behaviour of brothers and sisters, being treated by parents as if

they were much younger people, control by parents, family arguments and worries

about parents, for example, health and unemployment.

> Pressures other than school and home experiences - behaviour of other teenagers,

behaviour of adults, little money, poor prospects, fear of nuclear war and ill-health
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or body worries.

More specitic school pressures identified by these pupils were: feeling inferior in
certain subject areas, boring or authoritarian teachers; being pressured or made fun of by
peers; feeling aggravated or irritated by teachers or peers, worry over not completing
homework properly, not being able to revise for exams and feeling intimidated by exam
situations. It is not clear from this study which area of pressure is the most problematic for
the pupils taking part; what is clear, is that school pressures cause these pupils considerable
anxiety and worry which may manifest itself in physical symptoms such as headaches, and

psychological symptoms such as depression.

An investigation into stress amongst pupils in year11 by Kyriacou and Butcher

(1993) found academic stressors to be the principle sources of stress among the pupils in

the study. The seventy eight pupils in this study, from an inner city comprehensive school in

the North of England, were shown a video on pupil stress as part of their PSE curriculum

and then asked to fill in a questionnaire. The questionnaire consisted of thirty items and the

pupils were asked to tick items which made them feel 'nervous' or ‘worried’. Over half the

items on the list related directly to social or academic aspects of schooling, while other

items reflected more general concerns such as parents, health and appearance. The four

most frequently ticked stress items are similar to those identified in other investigations for

example Gallagher and Millar (1996) and Dunham (1989). The items were:

> exams
> deadlines for assessed work
> revision
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> what you will do when you leave school

In this study, teachers' views concerning what they felt the pupils’ concerns would
be were also investigated. There were differences as Carey (1993) found in his study. Staff
ranked issues relating to self-image, and for girls appearance and relationships with boys,
more highly than academic concerns. Carey also found teachers tend to rate individual
concerns more highly than academic concerns, although the impact of neither should be
under-estimated. Greene (1988) also noted discrepancy amongst early adolescents' and

adults' estimates of the perceived impact of stressful events.

As in Dunham's study, stress is not formally defined in this study although the video

the pupils watched would almost certainly have done so. The list of stress items the pupils

were asked to tick on the questionnaire, was preceded by the question: 'Do you feel

nervous or upset about any of the following?'. The use of the term 'nervous' and 'upset’,

seemingly interchangeably with the term stress, means that perhaps not all the pupils in the

study were referring to the same phenomenon. While undoubtedly these are related feelings,

it is arguably possible to feel nervous or upset without feeling stress. Indeed, some of the

pupils in my own study, while being unable to articulate clear distinctions, felt that stress

was a separate and different feeling from the associated feelings of nervousness and

anxiety.

While serving to confirm the results of similar studies and adding weight to the

evidence of the significance of academic stressors in the lives of adolescents, unfortunately,

Kyriacou and Butcher's study did not seem to allow for pupils' contributions and

perceptions of stress at the questionnaire stage, (although those pupils who attended the

subsequent stress counselling course undoubtedly had the opportunity to do this in session
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one), and is therefore driven by someone else's perception (presumably an adult's) of what
year 11 pupils find stressful. Inevitably, watching the video on pupil stress prior to filling in
the questionnaire would have given the pupils some pre-conceived ideas of situations
considered to be stressful in school, again based on presumably, adult perception. The
stimulus-based approach of the checklist does not allow for consideration of the context of

the event, for personal interpretations as to the significance of the event, the cumulative

effect of events or the passing of time. The importance of the individual's appraisal of the

event, as a significant factor in determining the degree of threat or stress it can induce, has

been neglected.

Research which has investigated the significance of the individual's appraisal of a

demand has been completed in the Netherlands by Boekaerts (1993). In her research into

the affective learning, Boekaerts presents her 'adaptable learning process' which has been

extended and refined over the last decade. Adaptable learning is described as the balance

between a student's desire to learn and his/her maintenance of resources and well-being,

taking into account 'contextual, social and emotional factors' (Boekaerts 1993). When

students are able to maintain this balance and are achieving their learning intentions they

attain 'mastery mode'; if the balance slips and learning is not occurring, the student aims to

restore well-being and adopts the 'coping mode’. In her research into how this balance is

tipped, Boekaerts investigates the importance of the appraisal process to the individual's

subsequent learning intentions and performance outcomes. Boekaerts' work has been

influenced by Lazarus and Folkman (1984) and Lazarus and Launier (1978) and their

transactional theory of stress discussed previously. Boekaerts theorizes that:
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... when an individual appraises a learning situation and notes a
discrepancy between perceived task demands and perceived resources to
meet these demands, he or she may experience negative emotions, a
change of mood, and concern for well-being. It stands to reason that
these changes in affect will influence a person's functioning.’

(Boekaerts 1993 page 150).

Boekaerts suggests two complimentary aspects of students' appraisal of a demand:
firstly, those based on the individual's competence in managing the demand, his/her
perceptions of the attractiveness of the demand and willingness to accept the challenge.
This aspect is termed 'situationally induced self-efficacy and pleasure'. Secondly, those
based on the individual's perception of the difficulty of meeting the demand, expectation of
success as an outcome and the perceived utility of the demand. This aspect is termed
'situationally induced outcome expectancy'. Boekaerts' research seemed to suggest that
students who made optimistic appraisals of demand tended to form a behavioural intention

to learn and aspiration to mastery mode, though not necessarily achieving it, while more

pessimistic appraisals were associated with the maintenance or restoration of well-being, or

adoption of the coping mode.

In Boekaerts' study of stress and coping in the classroom, students were asked to
rank forty two 'stressful situations' (identified from structured interviews with pupils) and
rate them according to their problematic nature and the intensity of the feelings they created
in the individual. Boekaerts found the students perceived each of the situations as belonging
to one of four categories, the first two of which relate to academic situations and the
second two relate to social situations: confrontation with failure and shortcomings and

confrontation with taxing academic demands; identification with stress in others and social

isolation.
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Boekaerts discovered in this study that students in the eleven to thirteen age range
reported more problematic social conflict situations than academic situations; the frequency
of situations does not affect the intensity of the emotion experienced except for specific
emotions in specific categories, more anxiety was reported in academic situations than in
social conflict situations where more anger and sadness are reported; and finally more
approach and less avoidance is used in academic situations than in social conflict situations,
however, boys (younger boys especially) used more avoidance than girls. From this, and
from similar findings from a German study cited by Seiffge-Krenke (1990), it is suggested
that students consider approach to be the best strategy to respond to stressful academic

situations and to attain mastery mode, rather than avoidance strategies which would help in

the short term to reduce the anxiety these situations create.
In the categories of academic stressful situations identified earlier, Boekaerts

suggests anxiety and avoidance behaviour are associated more with confrontation with

failure and shortcomings, and anger and approach behaviour are associated more with

confrontation with taxing academic demands. This is due to the type of threat appraisal the

individual makes, the amount of actual or perceived control over the situation the individual

feels he/she has and the intentions the individual has for his/her coping behaviour.
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The author's model of school stress
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The author's own model of school stress which forms the basis of my research, is
essentially a refinement to the general stress model described in Chapter 1 and illustrated in
Figure S. It is transactional in nature (Lazarus and Launier 1978, Lazarus and Folkman
1987) and places similar emphasis on the appraisal process described by Boekaerts (1993).
It shares the ideas regarding potential school stressors described by Greene (1988),
D'Aurora and Fimian (1988); Dunham (1989); Mills (1992) and Kyriacou and Butcher

(1993) amongst others and is represented in Figure 6.

Within this model of school stress I expect that there will be a fairly lengthy, but
exhaustive, list of school situations perceived as stressﬁil.by pupils. In keeping with the

numerous studies already cited, the main stressors are likely to be associated with academic

aspects of schooling, for example: exams, homework, coursework and internal assessments.

There is also likely to be a range of what Greene (1988) termed 'idiosyncratic Stressors’.

personal 'one off' stressors cited by a minority of individuals. Other potential sources of

stress are likely to include relationships with peers and teachers. These potential stressors

are seen as the demand.

The pupil will appraise the demand in relation to its context; this process will be

influenced by such factors as: the personality of the individual; the social and cultural

background of the individual; previous experience of the individual; self-concept of the

individual, social support available to the individual; the timing and the importance of the

demand.

The pupil will appraise the demand as either challenging, threatening or non-

threatening. Challenge appraisals will occur when the pupil recognises demand with

favourable consequences. This may be in terms of seeing an opportunity to succeed, in

personal development from a learning situation; as a way of showing the teacher what has
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been learned or that the individual has prepared well and worked hard; or knowing that
reward or praise will be forthcoming. Threat appraisals will occur when the pupil recognises
demand with unfavourable consequences. This may take the form of being made to feel
foolish or experiencing failure; a threat to self-esteem and self-respect; getting into trouble
with the teacher; or feeling unprepared or lacking the experience to meet the demand. Both
challenge and threat appraisals may result in the start of a stress response. A non-
threatening appraisal will remain neutral, being neither stressful or non-stressful.

Once the pupil has gone through this process of appraising demand, a second

appraisal process will occur. This time, of the individual's ability to cope with the demand.

It is at this stage that the demand may change from being a potential stressor to an actual

stressor.

A positive appraisal of ability to cope will be based on factors and behaviours such

as previous experience; good personal organisation and time management, known effective

strategies to manage the demand; good preparation,; feelings of self-confidence; feeling

rested, refreshed and relaxed and being optimistic about the outcome of the demand. A

negative appraisal of coping will be based on factors and behaviours such as feeling anxious

or embarrassed by the demand; making up excuses to avoid it; complaining of illness or

frequent absences, withdrawn or attention seeking behaviour in the classroom; feeling tired

or apathetic and feeling pessimistic about the outcome of the demand.

Finally, it is the personal consequences to the individual concerned, of coping or not

coping, which determines the full stress response which is in effect, not coping itself. If the

pupil reasons that the consequences of not coping are minimal, based on arguments such as:

it's not that important anyway; I'll get another chance later; I don't care; or someone else

will do it for me, some mild feelings of stress may follow but are likely to be short lived. If
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however, the consequences of not coping are important to the individual concerned,
manifested in feelings of failure; feeling the individual has let others down: parents, peers or
teachers for example; fear of being laughed at or being told off, or feeling there will be no
more chances in the future, then acute stress will occur. This can be short lived but
depending on individual circumstances and situations, could become chronic if effective

ways of managing it are not found by the individual concerned.

The major areas of school stress as indicated by many of the studies cited in this

chapter are related to the academic aspects of schooling, particularly areas where pupils

experience competition and have to satisfy their own, and/or their parents' and teachers'

of success of failure (Gallagher and Millar
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1996; Gillies 1989, Balding 1992; Dunham 1989).

In 1979, Johnson estimated that between 10% and 30% of American school

students experienced school anxiety serious enough to hinder their school performance

(Forman and O'Malley 1984). This estimate was confirmed a decade later by Elias (1989)

who suggests that up to 30% of the American school population are debilitated by school

stress resulting from an over-emphasis on academic success and competition in the school

system. Elias believes that while some pupils do benefit from the academic emphasis of

schools, others become alienated, 'psychological casualties' of misdirected academic

demands:

'Paradoxically, placing an overlay of strong academic demands on the
to result in few increases in learning

current educational climate is likely
and instead exacerbate current stress related problems and lead to further

alienation among our student population.’

(Elias 1989 page 393).

Elias sees this sense of failure and alienation leading to further lack of motivation
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and underachievement in school. As the pupil's self-esteem and self-confidence continue to
declined, stress may manifest itself in delinquent and anti-social behaviour, substance abuse,
irresponsible sexual behaviour, 'dropping out' and even suicide. D'Aurora and Fimian (1988)
also see suicide as a 'last-ditch' manifestation of stress in young people and comment upon
the dramatically rising suicide rate among American adolescents:

'Experts believe these young people are driven to suicide by a series of
stressful problems involving humiliation, depression, failure in
communication, and lack of loving help and support at crucial

moments.'

(D'Aurora and Fimian 1988 page50).

The suicide rate for adolescents has also increased in Britain, aithough for all other

age groups it is decreasing. Suicide is the third most common cause of death, after

accidents and cancer, among fifteen to nineteen year olds. It is believed that at least six in

every hundred adolescents are suffering from severe anxiety and depression. 1990 saw a

two third increase in the number of young people seeking help and two thousand, five

hundred under twenty five year olds admitted to hospital from mental and/or emotional

disturbance ('Reportage’ BBC 1991).

Many others have noted the changing political and social nature and pace of life in

the last decades of the twentieth century (Coleman 1992: Coleman 1993; Raphael 1993;

Cooper, Cooper and Eaker 1988) which present adolescents with their own unique

problems which many adults can only begin to empathise with. Coleman (1992), speaking

about Western society generally, states:
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'The truth is that we live in strange, difficult and confusing times. In
material ways we are richer than any of our ancestors. But in spiritual
ways we are infinitely poorer........ We are surrounded by the gaudy signs
of our wealth and the physical consequences of several thousand years of
human ambition and endeavour. But despite all this, loneliness,
unhappiness, anxiety and depression are now commoner than at any
other time in our history. There has never before been as much sadness,
dissatisfaction and frustration as there is today.'

(Coleman 1992 page 23)

Referring to adolescents in particular Coleman (1993) notes:

'Young people are growing up today in a world of uncertainty, where
values are unclear, where cultures are on the move, where the nature of
the family is altering. Such circumstances inevitably affect the adolescent
transition to adulthood.’

(Coleman in Jackson and Rodriguez-Tome 1993 page 268).

Anxiety and worry over family break-up, unemployment, abuse, crime, sexual

relationships, alcohol and drug misuse amongst other major life stressors, are just a few of

the problems young people might be bringing into school with them. This, together with the

many previously discussed potential stressors inherent in schooling, can make their lives

over stressful and miserable.

This research sets out to discover the stress young people between the ages of

eleven and sixteen experience at school, as seen through their eyes. It acknowledges from

the previous studies described that much of this stress is likely to be 'daily life stress' and, to

some extent, an unavoidable by product of this country's educational system, but it could

exacerbate any 'major life stress' pupils might be experiencing outside their school life and

compound their suffering.

This research sets out to answer questions, posed by an adult, from the viewpoint of

a young person in full time, secondary education. These questions are:
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> how do pupils describe the stress they experience
> what aspects of their school lives do they find stressful
> how does this stress make them feel
These questions were formulated from my review of other British studies which
have posed similar questions, and aimed to contribute more detailed information to the

existing body of knowledge in the area of school stress in this country. However, the aim of

the research is not only to answer these questions, but also to consider ways schools and

teachers can help their pupils manage the stress they experience in their lives at school, and

to thus enhance the quality of their school experiences.
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CHAPTER THREE

METHODOLOGY

Kerlinger, defines research as:

' the systematic, controlled, empirical and critical investigation of
hypothetical propositions about the presumed relations among the
natural phenomena.’

(Kerlinger in Cohen and Manion 1 989 page 4-5).

Often contrasted with experience and pure reasoning as a source of knowledge in

three main ways: it is systematic and proceeds according to some rules; it is empirical and 1t

is self-correcting.

Alternatively, Mouly states:

'Research is best conceived as the process of arriving at dependable
solutions to problems through the planned and systematic collection,
analysis, and interpretation of data. It is a most important tool for

advancing knowledge, for promoting progress, and for enabling man to
relate more effectively to his environment, to accomplish his purposes,

and to resolve his conflicts.’

(Mouly 1978).

In its simplest definition, research means:

'Systematic investigation towards increasing the sum of knowledge.’

(Chambers Twentieth Century Dictionary 1972 page 1148).

Traditionally, research in social science has followed one of two main paradigms:
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the normative or scientific, and the interpretive, generic terms conventionally used to
describe positivist and anti-positivist viewpoints (Cohen and Manion 1989); two different
and competing ways of understanding the world (Maykut and Morehouse 1994). There is
considerable controversy and debate, largely of a philosophical nature, surrounding the

most appropriate model to follow, and research techniques to use (Hitchcock and Hughes

1989).

The positivist approach reflects the scientific methods and procedures used in the
natural and physical sciences to gain knowledge of the social world. Normative approaches
to the understanding of human behaviour are linked to the idea that behaviour is rule-

governed and predictable and can be observed and measured using the methods of the

natural sciences. Medium and large scale research, conducted from 'the outside' are used to

generalise from specific global rules or laws, to explain behaviour. Behaviour refers to

responses to external environmental stimuli or to internal stimuli and has its roots in the

past. Part of the aim of the research is to establish causality. Objectivity is an important

factor and research methodologies are usually quantitive in nature and methods used

include recording measurements, describing phenomena and performing experiments.

However, anti-positivists believe that the social world cannot be investigated by the

same methods as the physical and natural sciences, as human beings cannot be treated in the

same way as objects in the natural world; what distinguishes humans is their ability to think,

feel, interpret, create and communicate. The only valid way of investigating the social world

from an anti-posivitist view point is to discover the meanings and interpretation of events

from the perspective of the individual's experiencing them (Hitchcock and Hughes 1989).

Interpretive approaches are usually small scale, subjective and concentrate on the

individual's perceptions of the world. The research aims to understand and share the
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experience of the individual and as such needs the personal involvement of the researcher. It
is descriptive and seeks insight rather than quantitative data. Theory is emergent and rooted
in data from 'everyday life’ situations. Methods used tend to be qualitative: observation,
interviews, accounts and diaries. (Cohen and Manion 1989).

This research does not conform directly to either of these two approaches; it i
eclectic and uses methods from both the normative and interpretive paradigms, but has a

bias towards qualitative methods and an interpretive approach.

The concept of stress itself is partly responsible for some of the methodological
debate surrounding this research. [ described the elusiveness of a single definition of stress

in Chapter 1 and my desire to pursue the research using a subjective (meaning personal and

introspective in nature) definition concentrating on the individual's perceptions of stress.

This definition was informed by my own transactional model of school stress which

emphasises the individual's appraisal of potential stressors as he/she interacts with his/her

environment. This transactional model of school stress is sympathetic towards the

philosophy of the anti-positive view point outlined previously; stress is accepted to be

present in situations and events as they are perceived and constructed by the individual, just

as anti-positive inquiry will focus on human experiences and situations as described by the

participants or 'subjects' of those events (Maykut and Morehouse 1994). Response-based

and stimulus-based models of school stress might more readily lend themselves to the

positivist view point and quantitative methods; for example studies which have assigned

values to school stress checklists (Garton and Pratt 1995) and those which have measured

stress hormone levels in relation to school stress (Long, Ungpakorn and Harrison 1993).

However, this research does not set out to prove cause and effect of the individual's

interaction with his/her environment in an objective manner; it aims to describe and discover
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more about these interactions and how they are interpreted and ascribed meaning by the
participants of the research. As such it is person-centred and descriptive, first person
accounts, either written or transcribed feature strongly in the research rather than the
objective observations of the researcher; the participants of the research are located firmly

in the day to day context of their school lives, and it is from their interpretations of this that

the data emerges.

However, the research does contain some quantifiable data which would normally

be associated with a more normative approach; this can be explained by considering the

aims of the research.

This research has five broad aims:

> to establish the existence of stress in the pupils at the school
> to discover the extent of this stress

> to discover the causes of this stress as perceived by the pupils
> to discover how this stress made the pupils feel

> to suggest ways to combat this stress

As stated previously, this research is for a purpose and seeks to foster change in the

learning environment in the ‘nstitute where the research has been conducted, and thus

improve the quality of schooling for the pupils who attend the school. In this respect the

research has much in common with action research which insists that educational research

and theory must be grounded in educational practice and that teachers working in the

classroom are in a much better position to do this than external researchers. Action research

has its main focus in the classroom and the school and encourages teachers to become

involved in their own practice (McNiff 1988).
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Stephen Kemmis and Wilf Carr define action research in the following way:

'Action research is a form of self-reflective enquiry undertaken by
participants (teachers, students or principles, for example) in social
(including educational) situations in order to improve the rationality and
justice of (a) their own social or educational practices. (b) their
understanding of these practices, and (c) the situations (and institutions)
in which these practices are carried out.’

(Carr and Kemmis in McNiff 1988 page 2).

The research did not begin as action research as it is not self-reflective or completed

by the participants of the educational setting, but it is research for action. It sets out to

discover more about stress in school; examine the factors in the school environment which

create this stress and to suggest changes which could be made to alleviate this stress. It

attempts to give an insight in to what actually happens in school which creates stress for

pupils and to recommend what the school could do to relieve this stress.

It is perhaps now more readily agreed that there is no single 'best way' to complete

educational research and approaches can be justifiably more varied. Burgess (1985)

suggests that in recent years there has been an increase in the popularity of qualitative

methods in educational research but emphasises the appropriateness of the method of

investigation to the research problem as being more important than discussions concerning

the superiority of one method over another. Hitchcock and Hughes (1989) also note 2

growing dissatisfaction with positivism within educational research and a slow and gradual

movement towards qualitative research, on the basis that quantitative methods present a

'mechanical' and 'dehumanized view' of human beings. This view is also endorsed by

Bogdan and Biklen (1992) who claim most educational researchers identify themselves

more with qualitative approaches and have welcomed the changes which have occurred 1n
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research strategies. Bell states:

'The approach adopted and the methods of data collection selected will
depend on the nature of the inquiry and the type of information
required.’

(Bell 1987 page 4).

This research initially seeks to find out more about school stress as perceived by
those pupils experiencing it, and as such lends itself to qualitative methods. Its main
concerns are with what individuals have to say about their engagement with their

environment and the effects that has upon them. Semi-structured interview, personal

accounts and diaries are some of the methods used to collect data for this research.

However, it was felt that some statistical evidence was appropriate at the start of

the research to establish the existence of stress amongst the pupils at the school and the

extent of stress in the school and thus fulfill the first two aims of the research. A

questionnaire was designed to do this. The questionnaire design was also based on the

notion that if the pupils perceive themselves to feel stress, then they are feeling stress,

regardless of physical, psychological or social theory which might suggest otherwise.

Questions were largely subjective requiring descriptive replies, with some 'factual’ questions

to supply background data for example: age, gender and year group. The questionnaire was

flexible enough to allow the respondents to demonstrate their true feelings and to write at

length about their experiences of stress if they wished to do so.

Many of the questions on the questionnaire aimed to extricate personal responses

and in this respect, was also subjective. It was used as a mapping tool, and has been

analysed as such with basic presentation of data mainly in terms of frequencies and

percentages; the aim being to use the data to establish 'facts’, as the pupils perceive them,
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about stressors at school and how it feels for the pupils who perceive themselves to be
stressed. The questionnaire was also used to help identify volunteers for the semi-structured
interviews which followed and volunteers to supply written accounts of their experiences of
stress at school. Some of the data from the questionnaire was used to provide a starting
point for discussions in the semi-structured interviews, interviewees were reminded of some
of the comments they had made on the questionnaire and invited to elaborate if they wished;

additional comments led to deeper exploration of experiences and their interpretation by the

individual's involved and triangulate some of the questionnaire data.

The 'type of information required' for this research and the 'knowledge' being

sought were the perceptions and experiences of the pupils. The data is consequently

subjective, descriptive and at times anecdotal, providing valid insights into the reality of

school life as perceived by those personally living it. These are not experiences which can

be reproduced in any simulation or experiment, the information can only be provided by the

individuals themselves currently interacting with the environment they describe. This is the

main reason qualitative methods were used for the bulk of this research with the

questionnaire providing an authentic context in which to place the data.

The final aim of the research is met in the last chapter which explores some of the

implications of this research for the school, I have also included data collected in a stress

management lesson delivered to Year 11 pupils in 1995. The stress management lesson was

a new initiative for the school, implemented as a result of this research. Although the focus

of the stress management lesson was slightly different from the research, the data gathered

in this lesson can be used to triangulate the questionnaire and interview data. The

quantitative and qualitative data collected from the questionnaires and interviews supplied

two different types of knowledge about school stress; descriptive and evidential. Data from
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the stress management lesson provides a means of consolidating and checking the research
data; adding to a broader view of school stress.

Appendix Two contains the raw written accounts and diaries kept by pupils during
the first year of the research. Some written accounts included may have been collected by
the researcher prior to the beginning of this research as it had often occurred to me to ask

pupils to write down anything about school life that they felt was stressful for them, just

from personal curiosity. This personal curiosity, and the magnitude and sensitivity of some

of the personal writing I received, became the motivation for this research.

BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH

At the start of the research, in January 1993, the school was part of the Derbyshire

Education Authority. It became Grant Maintained on September Ist. 1993. It isan11-16

co-educational comprehensive day school with 850 pupils on roll in September 1993. Itis

six form entry with an admission level for Year Seven at 181 pupils.

The research began with the issue of questionnaires during the first week of the

Spring Term, 1993. The questionnaires were filled in by six volunteers, three male and three

females, in every form in every year group. In all 180 questionnaires were issued.

Interviewees were identified on a voluntary basis from the questionnaires and six pupils

from each year group were interviewed. Where possible an equal balance of male and

females was obtained, although as I was relying on volunteers, this was not always possible.

Some of these interviewees agreed to be interviewed in the following year of the research

and some agreed to supply written evidence of their experiences either in the form of a
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piece of descriptive or personal writing, or as a diary over a fixed period of time decided by

themselves. The same procedure was followed in the second year of the research.

THE PILOT QUESTIONNAIRE

The questionnaire was designed as a ‘'mapping instrument', aiming to establish the

'extent of the problem’. It was designed to be raccessible to all'. A pilot questionnaire was

conducted in the Autumn Term of 1992, prior to the start of this research which involved

40 volunteers, males and females from every year group. These volunteers were selected by

myself from my own teaching groups. I chose a day of the week when I taught pupils in

every year group, and simply asked the first seven or eight pupils who walked into my

classroom if they would mind helping me out by filling in a questionnaire. All of them

willingly complied, although some may have declined with hindsight!

Refinements were made to the questionnaire in the light of feed back from the pupils

who took part in the pilot scheme. The changes made were quite superficial but thought by

the pupils taking part in the pilot to give greater clarity to the questions being asked. The

length of the questionnaire was criticised by some volunteers in the pilot who felt it took

them too long to fill in - on average approximately twenty minutes. However, it was

intended to glean as much information as possible from those filling it in and seen by the

researcher as an opportunity too good to miss of building up 2 relatively quick and accurate

picture of the extent of the problem within the school. As the researcher is also a teacher in

the school a good return on the questionnaire could be expected, and again this was an

opportunity too good to miss.
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Despite the criticisms of the length of the questionnaire at the piloting stage it also

received some praise. Favourable comments included:

'I think this questionnaire is a good idea and people should have the
chance to fill it in, to get their opinions over and to make people

understand how we feel.'

(Female year 10).

'I think it is a good idea to find out how much stress people go through
as some people get more and more stressed and don't say anything and
this is unhealthy. I think it would be worth the school looking into

getting a qualified counsellor.’
(Female year 11).

very well written and helped me myself

'I thought this questionnaire was
I have helped you with this

to answer these questions. I hope
questionnaire.’

(Male year 8).

Criticisms made of the pilot questionnaire included:

'Some of the words are large and [ didn't understand some of them

and number 23 is hard to understand.’
(Male year 8).
'I would like to know who or what the questionnaire is for by

a brief paragraph at the front'.
(Female year 10).
Three changes were made to the questionnaire after the pilot, taking on board the

criticisms cited above. Question number 23 referred to the health of the respondents and

asked the question :
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> Do you suffer from minor complaints?

The word 'complaints' was understood to mean 'criticisms’ by some respondents

rather than the intended 'minor illnesses’. Two of the more amusing replies to this question

were:

'Sometimes. My mates call me a wimp.'

(Male year 8).

'Sometimes. When I wear some of my clothes which I like, but other
people don't.’

(Female year 8).

Another problem with this question was that a subsequent question, number 26,

listed various minor illnesses and asked the respondents to tick any they suffered from

'always', 'often’, 'occasionally’ or ' never'. In a few cases respondents had said that they never

suffered from 'minor complaints' in question 23, yet had ticked 'often’ or ‘occasionally' in

question number 26. To further highlight the unsatisfactory nature of this question one

respondent, a male in year 7, described his health as 'good’, said that he ‘never suffered

from 'minor complaints' yet made 13 positive claims to have experienced the minor illnesses

listed in question 26 against only 3 'never' responses.

In another example, the respondent had read through all the questions before

answering any of them. Consequently, many of the 'minor complaints' listed in question 26,

appeared in her response to question 23.

In the final questionnaire, question 26 was removed entirely as it was considered to

be misleading and possibly too suggestive; question 23 remained with space for respondents
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to give their own examples of the ‘'minor complaints' they felt they suffered from. I decided
not to change 'minor complaints' to 'minor illnesses' even though it had confused two
respondents in the pilot, because having talked to volunteers in the pilot they seemed to

associate 'being ill' with 'being weak', and I did not want to suggest that admitting to feeling

stress was a sign of either 'weakness' or 'illness'. Despite this care, one interesting comment

is worth quoting:

'Stress is worrying about things that you can 't do nothing about.

So if you don't worry you wont be stressed. And also never show

how you feel it is a weakness.’

(Male year 11).

Another question changed in the final questionnaire was question number 25 which

asked:

> What is your school attendance record like?

Choices given to respondents were rexcellent’, 'very good', 'good’, ‘average', 'below

average', 'poor’ or 'very poor' Objection to this was that it asked for a subjective assessment

of attendance and implied that it is acceptable, and indeed expected, that school attendance

should be anything less than 'excellent’ It also involved a 'value judgement' of what

'excellence' is; what is considered excellent for one pupil may not be considered excellent

for another.

It was decided to ask respondents to estimate their record of attendance in terms of

their absences, rather than using an adjective to describe it. Choices were given as follows:
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> What is your school attendance like?

Never absent

Absent one or two days each year
Absent about one week each year
Absent one or two days each term

Absent one or more weeks each term

Absent more frequently

No further changes were made to the questionnaire after the pilot was completed.

The amendments were made and the second version issued to just ten volunteers for

'testing'. These volunteers had not previously filled in a questionnaire and were again

selected randomly by myself from my own Tutor Group. This version received no further

criticism from respondents and this version of the questionnaire was used at the start of the

research in January 1993. Examples of the pilot questionnaire and its final version can be

found in Appendix One.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE 1993 QUESTIONNAIRE

As stated previously, the questionnaire was issued to 180 volunteers during the first
week of January 1993. The questionnaires were issued by Form Tutors on the Monday
morning and collected back in by the Friday by myself. Prior to this, co-operation from

Form Tutors had been elicited at Pastoral Meetings during the last few weeks of the

previous term. No Form Tutor objected to either the questionnaire itself or to having to

'administer' it in Pastoral time. This can be a sensitive issue as many Form Tutors feel that

their Pastoral time is 'overloaded' by administration and feel resentful of anything that they

feel impinges more on this time or their good will. This feeling is especially strong in the

Upper School. Tutors were again reminded about the issue of the questionnaire at a brief

Staff Meeting which is a regular Monday morning feature at the School. It was stressed at

this meeting how important the questionnaire was to the research and that the highest

return possible was desired.

Most Form Tutors issued and collected in the questionnaire efficiently and helpfully

and showed a genuine interest in the research. A few were quite cynical about the idea that

pupils might feel stress and felt themselves, or teachers in general, to be more worthy and

deserving subjects for such research. Two Tutors, both male, while not expressing their

disapproval to me directly, registered their disinterest by issuing the questionnaire but

declining to ask pupils for its return. Subsequent reminders achieved no response but a

'‘trawl' of their Pastoral bases proved more fruitful. Completed questionnaires were found
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under layers of papers, marking, books and other disregarded notices with the excuse of
'well, you know what my lot are like!"

By the end of the second week I had secured the return of 167 questionnaires which
was 92.8% of the total issued. Of the 180 questionnaires originally issued, 36 had been
issued to each of five year groups. 35 were returned from year 7, 35 were returned from
year 8, 32 were returned from year 9, 34 were returned from year 10 and 31 from year 1.

Of these, 80 or 47.9%, were returned by males; 84 or 50.3% were returned by females and

3, or 1.8%, returned their questionnaire without stating whether they were male or female.

One questionnaire of a dyslexic male pupil in year 7 had been filled in by his mother, but all

responses were his own opinions. (This was confirmed by his mother who 1s a member of

the School Governing Body.)

Of the 167 respondents, 165 agreed with the definition of stress provided on the

questionnaire and 2 did not agree with it. The two who disagreed were a male in year 7 and

a female in year 10. The year 7 male did not suggest an alternative definition but the year 10

female suggested:

. ’
'I think stress means when everything gets on top of you.

Several 'riders' or additions to the definition were suggested, exclusively by female

members of year 11. Perhaps this could indicate a greater confidence in completing

, . : : e
questionnaires based on greater previous experience, more concern to fill in questionnaires

o : . o
well based on their own reliance on the use of questionnaires in their own academic studie

tionnaire. Indeed the

or greater interest, experience and concern for the subject of the ques
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results of the research suggest the latter to be true as will be discussed in more detail later.

Examples of these further suggestions are:
'Yes. Apart from the last part about positive benefits.’

'Yes. Stress is different for different people.’

'Yes. You have to be the right sort of person to gain from stress.'

'Yes. It also makes you tired, lethargic and agitated. It can also
reveal itself physically in other forms, for example: shaky hands,

lack of appetite etc.’

'I agreed with the above but stress is not always caused by a situation
that is dangerous. The situation just seems harmful to us. Perhaps

a mental fear.'

The second question asked respondents if they had ever experienced stress.6% said

that they had 'never' felt stress, this was 10 respondents all together, 5 males and 5 females.

59.9% said that they 'occasionally’ felt stress, this was 100 respondents all together, 52

males and 48 females. 29.9% said that they 'often’ felt stress; this was 49 respondents all

together, 20 males and 29 females. 1.8% said that they 'always' felt stress; this was 3

respondents all together, 2 males and 1 female. This meant that 91% of respondents said

that they had experienced stress either 'always', 'often’ or 'occasionally'. (Figure 7).
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FIGURE 7
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MALE 5 52 20 2
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Figure 7

Question 3 asked respondents where they experienced this stress: at home, at

school, with their friends or when alone. 74% said their stress was experienced at home;
74.8% said it was experienced at school; 51.5% said when they were with their friends and

50.9% said they experienced stress when they were alone.
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Of those respondents who said they experienced stress at school, 3% or 5
respondents said that school was 'always' stressful for them; 3 males and 2 females. 25.7%
or 43 respondents said that school was 'often’ stressful for them; 16 were male and 27
female. 46.1% said school was 'occasionally' stressful; of these 36 were male and 41 female.
18.6% said that school was 'never' stressful for them, this included 19 males and 12 females.
All together 125 respondents said that they either 'always', 'often’ or 'occasionally’
experienced stress at school, while only 31 said that they had 'never’ experienced stress at

school. In terms of gender, 55 males and 70 females said they had either 'always', 'often’ or

'occasionally' experienced school stress; 19 males and 12 females said that they had 'never’

experienced stress at school. (Figure 8).
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FIGURE 8

NEVER OCCASIONY OFTEN ALWAYS
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If these figures are considered in terms of year groups, 63% of year 7 pupils report
feeling 'always', 'often’ or 'occasionally’ stressed at school; 60% of year 8 pupils share these
experiences; 81% of year 9 report the same; 88% of year 10 and 93% of year 11 also report

the same experience. (Figure 9).

FIGURE 9
YEAR 7 YEAR 8 YEAR 9 YEAR 10 YEAR 11
63% 60% 81% 88% 93%
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Figure 9

A slightly smaller number of respondents said that they had experienced stress at

home, 74%. 1 male and 2 females, 1.8% of the sample, said that they 'always' experienced
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stress at home. 11 males and 24 females, 21% of the sample, said that they 'often’
experienced stress at home. 49 males and 37 females, 51.4% of the sample, said that they
'occasionally' experienced stress at home. Finally, 16 males and 14 females, 17.9% of the
sample said that they 'never' experienced stress at home. A total of 124 respondents said

that they either 'always', ‘often’ or 'occasionally’ experience stress at home and only 30 said

they 'never' experienced stress at home. In terms of gender, 61 males and 63 females said

they have 'always', 'often’ and ‘occasionally’ felt stress at home, 16 males and 14 females said

that they had 'never' experienced stress at home.

No respondent said that he/she 'always' felt stress with friends. 14 or 8.3% said that

they 'often’ felt stress with friends; 6 were males and 8 females. 72 or 43% reported feeling

stress 'occasionally' with friends; 28 males and 44 females. 63 or 37.7% said that they

'never felt stress with their friends; 37 males and 26 females. All together 86 respondents

said that they either 'often’ or 'occasionally' felt stress with their friends and 63 said that they

'never' experienced stress with friends. In terms of gender, 34 males and 52 females said

that they 'often’ or 'occasionally felt stress with friends; 37 males and 26 females said that

they 'never' felt stress when with their friends. (Figure 10).
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FIGURE 10
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3, or 1.7%, of the sample, all female, said that they ‘always' felt stress when alone.

25, or 20%, of the sample said that they 'often’ experienced stress when alone; 10 males and

15 females. 57, or 34.1% of the sample said that they 'occasionally' felt stress when alone;

26 males and 31 females. 64, or 38.3%, of the sample said that they 'never' experienced

stress when alone. All together 85 respondents, 50.8% of the sample said that they either
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'always', 'often’ or 'occasionally’ felt stress when alone and 64, or 38.3%, of the sample said
that they 'never' experienced this. In terms of gender, 36 males and 49 females feel stress

‘always', 'often’ or 'never' when alone; 36 males and 28 females 'never' experience this.

(Figure 11).
FIGURE 11
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The next three questions in the questionnaire concentrated more specifically on
'school stress' as perceived by the respondents. They aim to elicit more information as to the
situations which are perceived as stressful, and the feelings and emotions these situations

create for pupils. The results are listed according to year groups, the situations are

described first, and the pupils' own words have been used throughout.
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SITUATIONS YEAR 7 PUPILS PERCEIVE AS STRESSFUL IN

SCHOOL AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED
Tests and exams 5
New work / not understanding work 4
Being bullied or threatened 4
Competitive sports / competitions 3
Being told off / getting into trouble 3
When homework hasn't been done 3
Music lessons 2
2

When teachers get cross

When friends leave you out

Detention

Losing a friend

Being called names

Speaking in front of the class

Fighting and being blamed

When I've lost something

When friends are not nice

Falling out with brothers and sisters

Maths

Horse riding

Playing on the computer

When time is running out
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FEELINGS YEAR 7 PUPILS ASSOCIATE WITH THESE
SITUATIONS AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED

Nervous

~

Mad / angry

Worried

E N )

Frustrated

Unhappy

Tired 3

Frightened

Uncomfortable

Want to be alone

(SRR

Sick

9

Tense

Panic

Helpless

Lonely

Sad

Violent

Hot

Snappy

Upset

Cold

Bored

Fed-up

Tearful

Distressed

116



Down

Horrible

Out of place

Uncared for
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SITUATIONS YEAR 8 PUPILS PERCEIVE AS STRESSFUL IN

SCHOOL AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED
Tests and exams 7
When friends fall out 5
Being nagged by teachers / told off 3
When you cannot do the work set 3
Bullying 3
Teachers asking questions 2
Exams at short notice / no revision time 2
When the whole class is told off 2
2

Being told off when you didn't doit

Rushing to finish work

When no one likes me

PE.

Breaking friends / falling out

Being a bully

Being rejected by girlfriend / boyfriend

Stealing

When teachers have a bad day

Too much homework

Family problems / worrying about money

Being asked to compete
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FEELINGS YEAR 8 PUPILS ASSOCIATE WITH THESE

SITUATIONS AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THE Y WERE

MENTIONED
Angry 6
Worried 6
Nervous 6
Want to be alone 3
Aggressive 2
As if no one cares 2
Ratty / impatient 2
Depressed 2
Unhappy 2
Upset 2
Mad 2
Browned-off 2
Panic l
Anxious !
Down ]

As if the World's against me

Not worth living

Cannot concentrate

Hot

Sick

Bad

Want to give up

Snappy

Guilty
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Unwanted

[.onely

Tired

[eft out

Tearful

Low

Not very good inside

Impatient




SITUATIONS YEAR 9 PUPILS PERCEIVE AS STRESSFUL AT

SCHOOL AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED
Exams and tests 12
Being in trouble with teachers 6
Too much homework 4
Deadlines 3
Being blamed when you're innocent 3
Being threatened 3
Bullying 2
Unable to do the work set 2
Not being liked 2
2

French lessons

Being in love

Teachers not believing you

Fighting

Teachers shouting for no reason

Problems at home

Problems with friends

Cross country running

Sports Day

Being asked questions by a teacher

Detention

Being picked on

Being in the playground

Changing years

Competitions
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Speaking out in the class

[
9




FEELINGS YEAR 9 PUPILS ASSOCIATE WITH THESE
SITUATIONS AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED

Worried 7

Angry

Tense / uptight

Nervous

Depressed

Annoyed 3

Tearful 3

Fed-up

Sad

9

Screaming / shouting

Kicking / hitting

[N 2N I NS

Wound-up / under pressure

Confused

Hopeless

Unhappy

Bad-tempered

Anxious

[gnorant

Tired

Snappy

Want to be alone

Uncomfortable

Down in the dumps

Angry with family
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Insecure

Lonely

Unable to cope

I

Bored
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SITUATIONS YEAR 10 PUPILS PERCEIVE AS STRESSFUL

AT SCHOOL AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED
Tests and exams 11
Too much homework 7
Deadlines 7
Overload of coursework 6
Homework 5
Not understanding work 5
Bullying 4
Problems with girlfriends / boyfriends 3
Arguing with friends 3
Being in trouble / punishments 2
2

Competition (academic) with peers

Competition (academic) with siblings

Competition (sport) with peers

Study

Falling out

Family arguments

Financial problems

Petty arguments and rumour

Changing classes

Fights

Talking in front of the class

Being asked a question by a teacher

Revising

Being left out of a conversation
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Having a clever friend




FEELINGS YEAR 10 PUPILS ASSOCIATE WITH THESE
SITUATIONS AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED

Nervous 6

Angry

Depressed

o

Worried

Tense

Upset

Tearful

W W Jw ] w

Anxious

Sense of underachievement

Need to talk

Very low

Lonely

Guilty

Uncomfortable

Under pressure

PRI o o ol Ty bw

Short tempered

Run down

Heavy

Mad

Hot

Tired

Bored

- Fed-up

Pushed




Impatient

Panic

No one cares

Unable to keep still

Angry with family

Annoyed

No one can help

The whole World's against me

Want to be alone

Tight

Wound-up




SITUATIONS YEAR 11 PUPILS PERCEIVE AS S TRESSFUL

AT SCHOOL AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED
Deadlines 18
Test, exams and results 13
Lots of coursework all at once 4
Homework
Too much work 3
Pressure of time 2
Being bullied 2
Problems with friendships / relationships 2
2

Crucial sporting matches / competitions

Interviews

Forgetting something

Parental pressure / nagging

Teachers humiliating you

Pushing in the corridors

Choosing a career

People depending on me

Insecurity

No solutions to situations

Other people's expectations

Revision

Letting people down

Balancing school life and social life




FEELINGS YEAR 11 PUPILS ASSOCIATE WITH THESE
SITUATIONS AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED

Pressured

Nervous

~J

Tired

Irritable / snappy

Depressed

Anxious

Tense

Upset

Tearful

wWwlwlalelelolo

Frustrated

(U]

Worried

Confused

Sick

Hot

Agitated

[ SO T S R B ST B

Moody

Nasty

Bottled-up

Annoyed

Mardy

Wound-up

Stupid

Very strong
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Run down

Trapped

Cross

Self-conscious

Embarrassed

Bad tempered

Argumentative

Edgy

Hopeless

Ratty

Irritable

Lonely

Scared

Flustered

Alone

Unsure

Fed-up

Mad at myself

Unable to concentrate

Frightened

Sense of underachievement

Weak
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In each year group it was possible to categorise the perceived stressors and the
feelings described by pupils. Stressors fell into three main groups: conflicts in relationships
with peers, with teachers or in the family/home; 'curriculum generated' stressors associated
with general work load or subject specific problems and a miscellaneous category of ‘every
day life stressors'.

Feelings described could be loosely categorised into six main groups: feelings
related to a negative state of being angry, anxious or unhappy; feelings describing a physical

'symptom’ of stress, feelings related to a state of boredom and a group of miscellaneous

comments relating to personal feelings for example, 'as if the whole World's against me' and
‘as if no one cares'.
The following pie charts show how frequently the categories of stressors identified

were mentioned by each year group.
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FIGURE 12

Relationships with peers 9
Relationships with teachers 7
Relationships with family members 1
Curriculum generated stressors 19
Every day life stressors 2

CATEGORIES OF STRESS

YEAR 7 - 1993

Every danyc'st'rgéors

Figure 12
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FIGURE 13

Relationships with peers 11

Relationships with teachers

Relationships with family members

Curriculum generated stressors 17

Every day life stressors

CATEGORIES OF STRESS

YEAR 8 - 1993

| Reationships with pocts |

| Relaronships with tachers |

R it s vy ol

Figure 13
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FIGURE 14

Relationships with peers 11

Relationships with teachers 12

Relationships with family members

Curriculum generated stressors 28

Every day life stressors

CATEGORIES OF STRESS

YEAR 9 - 1993

| Relationships with peers

Eveiy éay hfestmssorsJ

| Relainships with family |

Figure 14
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FIGURE 15

Relationships with peers 16
Relationships with teachers 2
Relationships with family members 3
Curriculum generated stressors 46
Every day life stressors 2

CATEGORIES OF STRESS

YEAR 10 - 1993

Relationships with famﬁ;':J | Relationships with @ teachers 1

| Relationships with pess |

| Ever day life stressors

 Curriculum goncrated |

Figure 15
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FIGURE 16

Relationships with peers 5

Relationships with teachers

Relationships with family members 3
Curriculum generated stressors 48
4

Every day life stressors

CATEGORIES OF STRESS

YEAR 11 - 1993

L Relationships with 1ly
Rer’ n§h1ps

i Relatlonshlps w1th peemJ

| Every day life stressors |

Figure 16
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References to the categories relating to relationships and every day life stressors
remain fairly constant in all years while the category relating to curriculum generated
stressors rises consistently and dramatically over the five years the pupils are at school.
This correlates closely to the gradual increase of school stress over the year groups shown
in Figure 9. The type of curriculum generated stress described by pupils was very similar in

every year group with exams and tests, too much homework/coursework, not

understanding work, being asked to speak in front of the whole class and competition being

common to all years. Living up to the expectations of others, namely teachers and parents,

was mentioned exclusively by Year 10 and 11 pupils.

The feelings pupils associated with these categories of stress were grouped

according to their similarity, as outlined previously, and are represented in the table below.

All of the feelings listed in the table were mentioned at least twice by pupils in every year

group. The list is not exhaustive; other feelings were mentioned less than twice and not

necessarily by pupils in every year group.
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FEELINGS MENTIONED GROUPED ACCORDING TO

SIMILARITY
A B C D E F
Anger Anxiety Unhappy Boredom Physical Personal
snappy tense down fed up cold no one cares
upset nervous lonely frustrated hot not worth it
mad worried helpless browned off tired out of place
ratty distressed tearful sick want to give
up
impatient frightened low bad guilty
aggressive panic depressed ill unable to
concentrate
violent uptight left out weak the World's
against me
wound up pressured unwanted run down want to be
alone
agitated discomfort sad unable to
cope
s were

Feelings relating to the categories named anger, anxiety and unhappines

mentioned most frequently in all year groups. The frequency of mention for feelings relating

to anger remained fairly stable in the first four years of school and then doubled in mention

in year eleven. This was also true of the mention of feelings relating to anxiety in the first

four years with a significant increase in year 11. A similar but less striking pattern is shown

with the mention of feelings relating to unhappiness. More 'physical symptoms' were

mentioned by pupils in year eleven. Feelings relating to boredom remained consistently low

in all year groups. Figure 17 illustrates this.
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The increasing mention of the feelings relating to anger, anxiety and unhappiness
through the year groups, correlates with the increasing number of pupils reporting
experiencing school stress through the year groups. These pupils cite curriculum generated
stressors to be their main source of school stress. It is the curriculum generated stressors
the main symptoms of their school

which are causing their anger, anxiety and unhappiness;

stress.
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THE NUMBER OF TIMES EACH CATEGORY OF FEELING

WAS MENTIONED ACCORDING TO YEAR GROUP

FIGURE 17

YEAR 7

YEAR 8

YEAR 9

YEAR 10

YEAR 11

ANGER

10

13

15

14

29

ANXIOUS

14

22

24

37

UNHAPPY

10

11

12

15

BORED

PHYSICAL

13

PERSONAL

N | Q||

11

12

8

w
wv

&

N
W

NUMBER OF TIMES MENTIONED

FEELINGS ASSOCIATED WITH STRESS

FREQUENCY MENTIONED - 1993

Figure 17
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The next five questions aimed to discover the extent of school stress as perceived by
the questionnaire's respondents. 19.7% believed that ‘all' pupils feel stressed at some point
in their school careers; 26.3% believed that 'many’ pupils experience stress, 31.7% believed
that 'quite a lot' of pupils experience stress in their school lives, 17.9% replied that 'some’
experience stress and 2.3% estimated 'a few' No pupil seems to escape experiencing stress
at school, while 97.9% of pupils experience it to varying degrees. Nearly all respondents

considered boys and girls to experience equal amounts of stress. 55% thought girls

experienced more stress, 54% thought that boys experienced more. This stress was

perceived as being developmental with 74.8% of respondents believing that stress increases

as pupils get older, 10% believing it to remain the same and 8.9% believing it to decrease. .

56% thought that the 'stressors’ changed as pupils matured while 38% thought that they

stayed the same.

By far the most frequent explanations given for these changes and the subsequent

increase in stress were examination pressure, increased coursework demands, homework

and increased pressure to achieve. Similar explanations came from boys and girls from

every year group and typical answers included:

¢ about. The results you get in these

'ds you get older exams and tests com
bound to be put under some

tests affects your whole life so you are
pressure.’

(Male year 11).

'Exams get larger and more important, the pressure on us o do well increases

and the workload of coursework also gets larger.’

(Male year 11).
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'As you get older situations change and your school work load increases
somewhat and a lot more pressure is put in your own hands. When you
come to the 10th. and 11th. years you are attacked with last minute pieces
of work that will up your final grade. The 11th. year is the worst - coming
up to your final exams.'

(Female year 11).

'[ felt stressed when 1 first started school. So many things to remember. As I get
older I think I will feel more stressed about work, learn it and
remembering it. Trying hard to get good marks.’

(Female year 7).

'As we get older we have to start thinking about what we are going to do at 16:
leave school, go to college etc. as well as thinking about our GCSE's. As

we get older the things that cause us stress are more important to the
future of our lives so we suffer from stress.’

(Male year 10).
'They start with little things like too much homework, friends - especially

girlfriends/ boyfriends. Later it turns to worrying about what exam results
they'll get etc (studies).’

(Female year 8).

Less typical answers cited relationships, home environment and growing up

generally as being the cause of increased and changing stress at school. For example:

'They might be stress at home and you can 't keep itin.’

(Male year 8).

'Growing up emotionally. You handle it in a different way. Home environment.'

(Male year 10).
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'It is not always to do directly with school. Exams are very stressing but you also
seem to argue more and more.'

(Male year 11).

'When you are about 12 it is just bullying, when you get older it is when you
smoke and when you are pregnant.’

(Male year 7).

The next group of questions asked respondents how they dealt with their stress and

if they knew of ways they could help themselves. Most respondents gave examples of how

they helped themselves deal with stress, the most common strategy being to talk: best

friends, boyfriends/ girlfriends and Mums were the most popular choices of people to talk

to. A variety of other strategies were given the most frequent of which are listed after
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STRATEGIES FOR COPING

1993
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Figure 18

Figure 18
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MOST FREQUENTLY MENTIONED STRATEGIES FOR

COPING
FEMALE MALE

Eating - chocolate and chips 4 8
Having a hot bath 4 3
Reading 11 0
Listening to music 9 12
Arguing/shouting/screaming 9 12
Having a good laugh 8 7
Computer/arcade games 0 7
Have a cup of tea 2 0
Relax/deep breathing 16 11
Physical exercise 4 3
Telephone someone 3 !
Walking 6 3
Drawing 1 1
Playing guitar 0 2
Watch T.V. 4 5

Have a cigarette/drink 3 4
Stress ball/cord/sponge 0 4
Sleep 7 z

Visit horse 2 0
Forget it/ignore it 6 !
Cry 10 1
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These strategies came from boys and girls in every year group. Very few
respondents suggested strategies that they knew of but did not try. One female in year 10
suggested yoga or meditation; one year 10 male suggested smoking, taking drugs or playing
truant from school but emphasised that he had not tried any of these things. One year 8
male said it would help to be more involved and to join in with more activities. Some

answers to these questions were remarkably honest, sensitive and showed a great deal of

self-awareness. For example:

'l get angry and I take my feelings out on objects ie. I might slam my fist
on my desk or kick doors shut, or on a person by arguing with them and
getting mad with them. I do not do this on purpose, it just happens. !

(Male year 10).

"I cry - all of the time.'

(Female year 10).

'Shout. Shut myself in a dark room and sob!’

(Female year 10).

'I go and run for hours on end. Go to see a close friend and we talk. Sometimes 1
don't come back at all. I find that being with my friends calms me down.
I sometimes do some very strange things when I can't get away!'

(Male year 11).

en quite soon. If I am in

'] start acting out a conversation which I hope will happ
't tell anyone.) If

bed at the time, (mostly) I talk to the pillow. (Please don
I knew anything else I would try it out. ’

(Female year 8).
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"The only thing is for the thing that is causing the stress to change.’

(Female year 7).

'"When I feel stressed it is hard to cope with I try and make myself feel better, ifI
try to look at similar situations that | have experienced before this gives
me confidence and sometimes makes me feel better.’

(Female year 11).

51.4% of respondents said that they had noticed their friends suffering from stress

while 45.5% said that they had not noticed this. Females seem to notice this more with 59%

of those observing stress in their friends being female and 41% being male. The main

sources of identifying stress in friends were dominated by changes in mood, arguing/falling -

out, looking sad or depressed or talking about the cause of stress or the feelings involved.

54% of respondents said they talked to their friends about how they feel, 39.5% said they

did not. Of these 64% were female and 37% male. 60 4% said that their friends talked to

them about their feelings and 34 7% said that this never happened. Again this was more

common among females with 64% saying that their friends talked to them and only 36% of

males saying that this happened.

Only 29.9% of respondents said that they had gone to an adult for advice when they

felt stress and 65 9% said they had never done this. Females were more likely to do this;

69% said that they had talked to an adult but only 31% of males said they had done this.

Adults most frequently consulted were Mums and Dads, older siblings, older boyfriends,

teachers, an Aunt, a Grandmother, in one case a doctor and one respondent had telephoned

'Childline' (male).

53.3% thought schools should be doing more to help pupils suffering from stress

and 39.5% thought that this was unnecessary. Suggestions included more sympathetic
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teachers, a school counsellor or someone to 'go to', less work, relaxation/yoga classes and a

shorter school day. The most constructive and thoughtful suggestions came predominately

from female members of Year 10 and 11:

'If a pupil is suffering from stress their teacher has to be more aware and
be prepared to talk to their pupil in confidence, to see what is causing the
stress. Even if the teacher cannot help with the situation, they could

probably give their pupil some advice.’

(Female Year 10).

'I think there should be a private room, where people who are suffering from
stress or any other situation can go and talk to a teacher, or a group of
people about their problems, and it's not allowed to go any further than

that room.’

(Female Year 11).

'You could offer like a counselling system where pupils could express their
feelings of stress and a counsellor could help them over the problem,
relate to the problem or live with the problem.’

(Female Year 11).

'Raise awareness, have closer Faculty co-ordination when setting coursework so
that we don't get 5 assignments all at once! Although Faculties claim to

co-operate, this does not really effect us! It doesn't reach us.’

(Male Year 11).

The final questions asked the respondents to assess their own health. 94% of

respondents described their health as either 'very good', 'good' or 'average' Only 6% said

that their health was 'below average'. 25% said that they ‘never suffered from minor

illnesses; 5% said that they ‘frequently’ suffered from minor illnesses; 48% said that this

happened 'sometimes' and 12% said that this 'seldom' happened to them.
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The types of 'minor illnesses' described included: migraine/headaches, stomach ache,
period pains, spots, colds/flu/coughs, allergies, asthma, eczema, aches, tiredness, backache,

hay fever, butterflies in the stomach and 'thought inspections' (throat infections!).

Most respondents reported a good attendance record at school with only 7%
describing an attendance pattern of one or more weeks absence each term or more
frequently; 85% reported an absence rate of between one or two days each year to one or

two days absence each term and 8% said that they were never absent.

Finally, the last page of the questionnaire left room for pupils to make their own
additional statements either about their experiences of stress, or about the questionnaire

itself. Many pupils made helpful comments, a selection of which appear below:

'I enjoyed filling in this questionnaire. You don't usually get a chance, at our
e stress with adults.

age, to express the stress we feel. You usually relat
uffer stress also.

Not many people realise that children / teenagers s
Filling in a questionnaire, like this, about stress, could also be used as a way in

which children/ teenagers could overcome their school related stress.’

(Female year 11).

'Although I've no idea what, I think something should be done about stress.
Whenever I am stressed I take it out on someone, mostly my brother, and

I get told off for it. Other people get stressed (I find) because their parents
are split up. I feel sorry for them because it is their parents who are the
problem, they have no one to help. This leads to problems at school.’

(Female year 8).

ed about stress because I feel that there

'I'm glad to see that someone is concern
and sometimes need help to get

are a lot of people who experience stress
through it.'

(Male year 11).
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'It wastes an awful lot of paper!’

(Female Year 9).

Respondents were asked if they would be prepared to be interviewed, at a later
date, about some of their experiences of stress. Year 11 pupils were the most enthusiastic

volunteers with 14 pupils agreeing to be interviewed; 9 pupils from Year 10 volunteered; 8

pupils from Year 9, 7 pupils from Year 8 and 7 also from Year 7. From these volunteers 4

pupils, 2 male and 2 female, were selected from each year group to be interviewed, and the

others were approached to consider recording written 'statements’ of their experiences.

It is unlikely that my volunteers represent a true 'cross - section’ of the pupils in the

school and this has been taken on board as a possible problem by the researcher. They are

likely to be those pupils who have volunteered because they like me and wanted to do

something to help me; or they may be pupils with extreme views on the subject of stress or

who feel themselves to be particularly affected by stress in school and therefore good

'examples' for the research.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE 1993 INTERVIEWS

The interviewees were selected from volunteers, in every year group, who said that they
had either 'occasionally’, 'often’ or ‘always' experienced stress in school when answering the
questionnaire. They were all interviewed on the school premises during March to July 1993.
There were 10 male and 11 female interviewees: one male and one female from year 7, one

male and two females from year 8; two males and two females from year 9, three males and

three females from both year 10 and year 11.

The interviews were semi-structured; each volunteer was asked the same 12 basic

questions but their responses were probed and explored where more information, or greater

clarity, was required.
Each interviewee answered the following basic questions:

> Have your experiences of school stress always been unpleasant?

> Can you think of any occasions when the experience has been 'motivating' or has

brought 'positive benefits'?

> Do you think that stress is a normal and acceptable part of every pupil's school life?

g Can you add anything more to the feelings you described in the questionnaire that you
experience when under stress?
g Can you add anything more to the situations you described which make you feel stress

at school?
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> Do certain people - peers, teachers or other adults maybe - make you feel more

stressed than others?

> Would you describe to me your worst experience of school stress”?

> What would have helped you in that situation?

> What is your happiest experience of school so far?

> Can you think of anything that would make this school less stressful for its pupils?
> Do you think that boys and girls are treated equally at this school?

> Are you optimistic about the future? What are you hopes and dreams?

The first three questions aimed to clarify the interviewees' perception of stress as a

positive as well as a negative experience and to ascertain how normal and acceptable a part of

school life they felt it to be. The next three questions aimed to add more detail to the

information the interviewees gave on their questionnaire on the situations that caused them

to feel stress and what that stress felt like for them. Question six proved to be 'redundant’ as

none of the interviewees felt able to comment in any depth on this question and it has therefore

been largely ignored in my analysis. The next three questions asked the interviewees to describe

specific incidents of school stress and aimed to discover whether they felt that they could have

been helped in that situation. Question nine provided a balance for these questions as [ needed

to eliminate the possibility of an individual for whom school was always a negative experience,

who would therefore have been unable to answer the question. The last two questions aimed

to elicit their opinions and ideas regarding stress and the school in relation to the nature of this

research. The final question aimed to determine whether they felt positive or not about the

future to see if their school experience had in any way 'coloured" their future expectations,
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The interviews have been analysed according to the groups of questions described

above and at the end of this analysis [ suggest a male and female stress typology' determined

from the interview data.

Despite the fact that none of the interviewees could recall a positive aspect to stress on

their questionnaire, some were able to recall positive benefits when interviewed. These positive

benefits were mostly perceived in terms of improving time management Of increasing

motivation and were mentioned by both boys and girls. One boy in year 11 said that stress

increased his competitiveness and one girl, also in year 11, said that stress had taught her to

be patient.

'When we did an RAF Careers type thing, (initiative course), and there
was a lot of stress in getting a suitable time limit. But because everyone

was working so hard we got it done.’

(Joe year 11).

'Yes, when I've had a lot of work and I feel stressed about it, it motivates me to
get it all done.'

(Suzie year 11).

'I think it does give you patience but the one I remember is an English

essay and the essay had to be in. I abways get it in before it has to be
handed in, but knowing there is a deadline there puts you under stress a
bit. But it motivates you more and like you tend to get a higher mark
because you tend to organise your time better.’

(Sally year 11).
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'Yes, perhaps when you 're getting stressed out in a negative way it actually
brings you to think about it more. It depends how it affects you, like if I
was affected because of bickering it would probably do me good. I would
probably learn something from it, do you know what I mean? Learn from
the situation so it actually has a positive outcome. But the feeling of stress

at the time didn't actually benefit me really.’

(Julie year 11).

Younger pupils, especially in years 7 and 8 found it quite difficult to recognise a
positive aspect to stress. Both year 7 pupils described stress as an unpleasant feeling; the
boy associated stress with nervousness, anger and boredom while the girl felt that stress,
‘complicated things' for her. She said that she thought that she experienced more stress than
her peers and at the time of the interview she felt that she had little control over her feelings

and felt 'unhappy quite a lot of the time'. She was very articulate and described her feelings

in some detail:

'It is sort of like when you are trapped, you can 't go anywhere, especially
in lessons. You can't go anywhere or do anything. You just have to wait
and see what happens. It is like when somebody has died or something.
You can't get away from the sadness. 1 feel like I'm going to cry. I feel
hot and panicky. It happens once every two or three days. Sometimes you

get good patches and sometimes you get bad patches. When 1 feel .
panicky, I feel like I want to hit something or just shout out something or

go away or something. It makes me feel quite aggressive.'

(Sarah year 7).

Another girl this time in year 9 expressed similar feelings to Sarah although less

articulately. She could see no positive benefits to stress and she felt stressed ‘'most of the

time but not always' at school. She said that she often felt like 'giving up' and that her stress

was something she 'deserved, like a punishment'. However, she was unable to elaborate on

those feelings.
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One boy in year 8 had quite strong reservations to the idea that stress could be

positive.

The experience discussed was a 'family stress', but its consequences made the pupil
concerned feel very stressed in school. This was a very difficult experience for all the family
members and the pupil interviewed had found it particularly distressing. He found it quite
difficult to talk about his feelings and apparently the interview with me was the first time he
had been able to talk at length about the experience. I was informed of this by the boy's

mother who requested an appointment with me at a subsequent Parents' Evening.

Appointments are usually made in school time with pupils, who then take their 'booking

sheet' home to whoever is to attend the Parents' Evening. I do not teach the pupil

concerned and the appointment was made over the telephone by one of the school

secretaries. | was puzzled as to why this parent wanted to see me; I did not recognise the

surname as all the interviews with the pupils had been recorded using Christian names only.

When I met the boy's mother she wanted to thank me. Her son had come home after

his interview and was able to talk to her and to confide in her in a way he had not been able

to before; she felt I had helped him to do this. This was a 'positive outcome' of stress for the

pupil and for his mother:

'Mostly unpleasant. Stress was caused mainly by our move from ‘K.ent.
Spent a long time selling the house, and Mum and Dad were splitting up.

It was quite hard for me and my two sisters. I cannot think of any time
when it was good. I suppose good things come out of it in the end

sometimes.'

(Paul year 8).
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All interviewees felt that school stress was a normal and acceptable part of school
life, 'up to a point'. The 'point' being whether or not the person suffering the stress

remained 'in control' or whether their stress was affecting other people.

'I think it is normal but I don't know whether it should be normal, and it is
acceptable to a certain level. If it's getting to a point where you just don't
think you can carry on and things are getting on top of you, then it
shouldn't be acceptable. But if it just motivates you more then it is, yes,
but I think it's accepted and is normal in the society, (and in school), we
live in at the moment. I think it's just that we get used to it. We aren't
usually asked about it. You just have to cope with it yourself.'

(Julie year 11).

'When people start shouting at each other and getting ratty with staff, just
basically can't handle it any more, that's when it gets unacceptable. It's
acceptable when they know they are stressed, but can control it.’

(Lee year 11).

ure of some sort at school. Yes, it's

'Yeah, really. You are always under press
le can feel violent. I can control

acceptable. You can control it, some peop
it. 1 just take it out on one of my sisters.'

(Russell year 9).

'Yes, it's acceptable. Not too much, but it's acceptable. It's OK for people to feel
stressed. But if they get too much stress they should try and sort it out.
Talk to somebody about it.

(James year 9).

In the next group of questions, interviewees were invited to expand on the feelings

they associated with their stress and on the situations in school which caused them to

experience stress.
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Interviewees referred to the same feelings as categorised from the questionnaire

data. Most talked about their feelings relating to anxiety, anger and unhappiness with some

reference to the 'physical symptoms' they associate with their stress. Two pupils, both in

year 8 had consulted a doctor with stress related symptoms. One of them, a boy, had been

diagnosed as having an allergy to dairy products directly related to stress. The other, a girl,

suffered stress related migraine attacks:

'Stress gives me a headache. Once when I was really stressed [ started
getting migraines. I was sent home from school. When the stress went

away, the headache went away.'
(Louise year 8).

Other interviewees, especially girls, likened their feelings when stressed to feelings

of illness particularly headaches and sickness:

questionnaire and was elaborated upon during the interview

'Yes, sometimes. It can bring on headaches, when I feel stressed. Like

when people intimidate you, like someone in the classroom - sometimes
it's been teachers and I've been thinking 'don’t ask me a question’ and I
get stressed. This is short term stress. I will go to my next lesson with an
headache because of all the adrenaline which has been rushing. I just go

totally blank, you know, actually feel ill.’

(Suzie year 11).

depressed and nervous when I'm stressed. I just start

'Well, I am usually
't shake when I'm nervous but the

feeling sick and I get headaches. I don
colour drains from my face. I just go pale.’

(Hannah year 10).

Feeling tired when stressed was mentioned by pupils quite frequently on the

s. One boy in year 10 had

particular trouble with sleeping when stressed:
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'Uneasy, nervous. I just worry a lot of the time. I don't feel right some
days. Sometimes I don't sleep very well. I have always had problem
sleeping but it gets worse if I'm stressed. If [ have something on my mind
I can not sleep. Sometimes if it is the weekend and I haven 't got to go to
school, I sometimes don't go to bed until 2 o' clock, in the week I usually
get about five hours. This becomes less if I am worried.’

(Robert year 10).

'It always makes me feel tired, tired I think more than anything. When other
people have a problem I worry about them, it makes me stressed. If

someone has died and it's really affecting them, if they were close, it

really worries me. My Dad's very upset and it worries me, I get really

panicky about it.'

(Suzie year 11).

The feelings associated with anxiety that I had categorised from the questionnaire

were referred to frequently in the interviews. 'Worry' was often mentioned by interviewees

and I tried to establish the differences between feeling worried and feeling stressed. The

pupils found it hard to articulate a clear difference but were insistent that they are two

separate feelings which can be experienced individually or simultaneously as a response to a

situation they find unpleasant:

'It makes me nervous, I can't think about what I'm doing. Stress and
eelings. You can experience them both at

worry are two similar types of f
the same time. If you are worried about something you feel stressed.’

(Megan year 8).
'There is always something to worry about. Being stressed and worried are not
d, I'm really worried. When I'm stressed,

the same thing. When I'm worrie
it's just my problem that I have to think about. You can be stressed and

worried at the same time. It's terrible.’

(Louise year 8).
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Feelings associated with anger were commonly expressed mainly with feelings of

aggression but sometimes with unhappiness also:

'l just feel angry, I just want to........ , it depends. If I feel stressed with a person [
just want to shout, it is an aggressive feeling. It makes me angry, I just

have to like calm down. Sometimes it makes me worry, and I feel like

crying. Sometimes in the lessons, I get headaches.’

(Emma year 9).

'You feel lonely a lot, and you want to talk to your friends but sometimes you
can't. If you are depressed, sometimes you might want to cry, it gets on

top of you. Sometimes it all builds up inside you because you can't tell
anyone. You might crack up one day, or burst into tears.’

(Elisa year 9).

'You feel all this power inside you. You know it's just building up and if anyone

started on you, started fighting with you, you could just push them and
they would go flying. You just feel so strong. You could just lift anything
or do anything. You know you have got the power there, but you don't

like to use it. Keep it inside you.'

(Lee year 11).

'I think sometimes you feel that you're on your owh. Everyone is asking for
things and you're on your own. No one to depend on. Idon't usually tell

people, I keep things to myself’.’

(Mark year 11).

ve got all this energy and you just want to hit

'You get really fed-up and you ha
and you end

them or something. You feel uptight for the rest of the day
up moaning at all your friends.’

(Joe year 11).
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'It makes me feel angry. When I see everybody around who seem to be coping,
even though they may not it just appears they are. There are little things
people say that are just comments, but because you're tired and stressed

you tend to take them more personally. I used to feel unhappy, I used to

more but now I tend to have a lot more to do and to get on with. I just do
different things that take up my time more and give me more experience

with people, it all helps.'

(Sally year 11).

When asked to elaborate more on the feelings experienced when stressed there was
considerable difference between male and female interviewees. The males tended to give
quite succinct answers which needed probing to discover more detail; they described feeling
either aggressive or isolated. The female interviewees gave more elaborate answers which
needed no further probing and described feelings of anxiety, unhappiness and anger

generally. All were remarkably honest in disclosing their emotions when under stress. [

mentioned in the previous chapter an observation that girls generally tended to fill in their

questionnaires with more care than males, supplying more detailed responses to some of the

questions. I suggested that either, they had more empathy with the subject of the

questionnaire, or more empathy with the questionnaire method as a means of research

owing to their own frequent use of questionnaires. Perhaps the more elaborate answers

supplied by girls in the interviews supports the idea that it is the subject that girls are

relating to more with than the method.
Sources of this school stress remained fairly consisted, although to varying degrees,

over the year groups and correlated with the questionnaire data. In this analysis of the

interviews I will refer to the same categories of 'stressors' identified by the questionnaire:

relationships with peers, teachers or family; curriculum generated stressors and every day
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life stressors. As would be expected from the questionnaire data, curriculum generated
stressors were referred to with the most frequency, especially by Upper School pupils.
Relationships with peers and teachers were mentioned by pupils in every year group,

but there was little reference to other relationships outside school. Bullying was mentioned

the most frequently:

'There's a lot of people who have a go at other people. Like when
someone starts a fight, things like that. Not that the teachers don't do
anything about it, they try and find out why it is happening. Bullying and
things like that. I think that there is a lot of bullying. If I made a list of
things wrong with this school, it would be at the top.'

(Emma year 9).

Another interviewee talked of bullying as a source of stress both for the victims and

for the bullies:

'Being bullied can cause a lot of stress. I think it is quite common in this
school, Not so much nowadays, but when you come into the first year.
Nowadays you might be doing the bullying, but you realise how the other
people feel because you felt like that in the first year. I was bullied in the
first year, mainly by the second and third years. The Upper School
weren't that bad to me. The bullying was name calling, it wasn't ever
physical. I sometimes retaliated if they called me stuff to my face but |
never got into a fight or anything. Bullies must also feel some sort of .
stress, they must have some problem somewhere, and they must take it

out on someone.'

(Katy year 9).

Neither of these pupils felt that there was anything that could be done to help them

to deal with their stress in this situation, other than having a sympathetic member of staff to

talk to. All pupils thought that teachers 'did their best' or 'did what they could' but
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recognised the limits of any intervention, believing that they alone were responsible for
'sorting things out in the end'"

Some of the interviewees talked about peer groups and the expectation on pupils to
conform' and 'fit in'. This was identified as being more of a problem during the first three
years at school, gradually lessening in importance as pupils moved up the school, matured

and learned to accept themselves and others:

'I think the main thing is peer pressure. The different groups that are
formed in the playground and if you're not in a certain group, you know
you're not anyone. Not really worth anything as a person. I think often
there is a lot of prejudice in the school yard and in the common roonm
area and a lot of pressure on you if you are not in certain groups. I think
people should be more willing to mix or more willing to get to know
different people rather than just making judgements.’

(Suzie year 11).

'As I have got older I have tended to accept people for whaf they are. There's no
acts or anything. You know when people are trying to be nice. Everyone

is very natural. You know when you are younger, it's very bubbly and .

you're very much involved with yourself. You're it. You're whc.zt you think
about. When you get older, there's a lot more to consider. 1 tl.zmk you

realise what people do for you. How much your family has given you,

how much you need your friends. You realise you're not the only

important person.'

(Sally year 11).

Relationships with members of staff were mentioned twice, on both occasions by

male pupils. One observed negative attitudes in staff who appeared to be unhappy in their

work. Perhaps under stress themselves?
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'Some teachers make lessons enjoyable, they relax. Some have got an
attitude on them, they don't want to do the job. Most teachers have got

enthusiasm, they want to teach you. But there are some who don't'.

(James year 9).

'Some members of staff make me feel nervous, without actually being
cross or anything, it's just the way they are. Their attitude, their
reputation makes you feel nervous of them. They are angry people. They

seem to be to me.'

(Paul year 8).

In the case above the teacher actually added to the pupil's stress by making him feel
'nervous' without a specific reason. Indirectly this statement answers question six without
the question actually being asked. This question asked interviewees if certain people made

them feel more stressed than others. Only one interviewee could give me an answer to that

question when asked in the interview.

Relationships with parents, or other significant others at home, were mentioned

particularly in the context of expectation. Some interviewees felt that they were pressured

by unrealistic expectations of parents, while others felt that parental support encouraged

them to do well:

Mum and Dad

they help me
she

'I like to do well, it's very important to be successful. My

like me to do well. They don't put me under any pressure,
out a lot. My Mum was very clever, she was always top of the class,

would like me to do the same.’

(Louise year 8).

One interviewee has parents who are both teachers in secondary schools. His

parents often talked of 'the stress of teaching' at home, which made him feel 'under

pressure’.
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‘Just feel under pressure. Just feel everything is on top of you, you feel
you have to do everything well. Pressure comes from parents mainly,
sometimes from my sisters who say I won't do as well as them. Sometimes
a bit from teachers but they are concentrating on the whole class, not just
individuals. I feel under pressure to live up to my parents' expectations.
They expect me to do well in GCSE's and stuff. They are teachers and
they think teaching is really hard, and they think school work is really
easy. I feel there is more pressure on me because my parents are teachers.
Like sometimes my Dad looks at my work and he knows the marks. He is
pressuring me to do more. Sometimes it is a disadvantage. But they do

help me when I'm stuck.'

(Russell year 9).

The expectations of others was also closely linked to other curriculum generated

stressors cited by interviewees. The male interviewees in particular spoke most vehemently

about school rules and school discipline being a source of stress particularly when they felt

rules were unclear, or enforced inconsistently. Typical examples were of minor discretion

at lunch times which had caused conflict with lunch time supervisors. This may imply a

difference in expectation of behavioural standards between teaching and non-teaching

staff, or a difference in pupil behaviour, as no such incidents were reported in lesson time:

teachers and grandparents - is a

'Living up to people's expectations - parents,
Getting into trouble at

cause of stress. You're expected to get the grades.
school. There's a lot of rules you have to keep to. If you don't and you
think you're going to get caught, that worries you. Going down a corridor
at break to get my bag and a dinner lady took my pass and I didn't know
why. I didn't know we're not meant to go down that corridor. I was

mainly annoyed. Annoyed and stressed.’

(Lee year 10).
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One of the males felt particularly strongly that the inflexibility, structures and
routines of school contributed to stress for its pupils. He found the very nature and role of
being 'a pupil' the cause of much of his own school stress. The following extract, although

lengthy, highlights the strength of his feelings and resentments particularly well.

'That you have to be at school at such and such a time or you get a detention
and stuff. And you have to come to school every day, no breaks, you
cannot have a day off. One day you know you are not going to work

because you have had a really good result, you have just passed and you

know you're not going to work because you are 5o excited, because you

are doing something or you're going on holiday. You know you're not
going to work and you're just going to put other people off and so end up
in detention. But you still have to come to school. It's just the way you
have to come to school.

It's just the inflexibility of it. It's like you are not treated as a normal person. It's
like as if I walk down the street with the people 1 go around with now,
they always treat you the same as them, but you find at school they treat
you lower. It's like I go out of school with my friends who are 16 and 17,
or I go out with my parents on a Saturday night. It's usually just me and
my parents, us and them, we just have a laugh and it's adult, and I feel
like an adult then. Then I come back to school and you have to sit down
in assembly and listen to the big teacher talking, and it's just 'what am I
doing here?' I just want to leave, [ think it's not worth it. It's so

degrading.’
(Joe year 11).
Other sources of curriculum generated stress cited included work overload or

underload. Lack of liaison between Faculties in setting coursework deadlines was given as

a particular example of an unnecessary source of stress, and one which the school could

take steps to avoid with more careful planning and co-operation:
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'Maybe when, between the Maths and Humanities teachers are trying to organise
it, so present all the coursework all at one time and then no coursework at

the same time. It just seems like all Maths and Humanities and then

when you finish, you've no coursework. And then you get it all again at

the same time. Well, it's like rest time and work time. Never like steady

work, constant work. There's never enough time. It's either pressure, or

relax.’

(Lee year 11).

Specific incidents of school related stress were explored in more detail in the next
group of questions. Typically responses to question seven, which asked pupils to talk about
their worst experience of school stress, fell into two categories: relationships with peers or
staff and a curriculum generated incident. Females tended to describe conflicts in
relationships with peers, particular lessons or subjects; the males tended to cite conflict in
relationships, one of which had led to the pupil interviewed being temporarily excluded,
problems with work load, other people's expectations (parents) and the standards set by the

school. Two pupils were particularly critical and vocal about the school's standard of

discipline, the rules and the authority they were expected to accept. At the time of these

interviews, the school management had just introduced a 'dress code' which all pupils had to

accept or find an alternative school. This had led to much ill-feeling among many pupils,

especially in the Upper School, who seemed to feel most keenly a sense of injustice and loss

of personal choice over their dress. Many felt that they should have been consulted before

the decision to revert back to a dress code was made. In fact the decision had been made in

response to 'popular demand' after consultation with parents. Each family with pupils

attending the school had had the opportunity to express their viewpoint on a questionnaire

which had been issued by the school. However, many of the pupils seemed to feel that it

was really their parents' views which had been represented on the questionnaire and that
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their own views had been overlooked. In the interviews with me, many of the Upper School
pupils and especially the boys, referred to 'the dress code' as an unnecessary source of stress
for them. By this, they were also referring to 'the process' by which the dress code had been

introduced to the school, as well as the limitations in choice of clothes which the dress code

had impinged. For one interviewee, the dress code was the 'final straw' and brought many

resentments from the past into the conversation:

'Enforcing dress codes, assignments and not understanding what to do. When a
teacher gets at you all the time and you think like what have I done

wrong? You don't think you have done an ything wrong, but they always

seem to think that they are right. Being told off for things you were not

doing wrong deliberately. Forgetting your P.E. kit. You do it just once

and they have a mass go at you for it. If you forget your work, or it's late,
kes me feel dead mad. But it is

they really have a big go at you. That ma

still a source of stress. Some teachers - they think they are always right.
They use their authority to tell you to shut up. They say 'shut up' if you
are right and they don't like to admit it. Being unreasonable. That's
about it, those who use their authority to put you down. Deliberately. Also
pupils who go around boasting how good they are. 1 just get sick of it
after a bit. You just wish they would shut up. They keep distracting you.

Arrogance. Boastfulness.'

(Andrew year 10).

None of the interviewees had a problem recalling their worst experience of school

stress and some long and complicated stories were told. Many interviewees perhaps saw

this question as an opportunity to air unresolved grievances from the past, and as such it

may have had some therapeutic value. One interviewee offered the following insight into

her memories of school. At the time of the interview she was in the last term of her final

year:
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'['ll tell you something definitely. You remember the good things about it
because the good things always remain the same and you often find
people talking about good times. But bad things, when you look back in a
few years they don't feel so bad, or you don 't often remember them that
much. Or perhaps it is a sub-conscious thing that you don't really want
to. I look back and I just remember the good times and 1 can't think why
it was such a big deal to me in the third year when I was in a situation

where I didn't have a very nice life.’

(Julie year 11).

The interviewees Were asked what they thought might have helped them during their

worst experience of school stress. One female said that she did not think a teacher, or the

school, could have done anything to help but the others all mentioned wanting someone to

talk to or wanting to be listened to. One of the males mentioned needing reassurance and

one would have liked less interference and more privacy.

The following extracts are from the interviews with males:

cher tells you something and you try to argue back they chuck you

'If the tea
straight into detention. They should let you argue your side of the story.
If they let you argue they would probably get to see your side of the story.

I always argue back and they always tell me to shut up. It seems to help.
It does not help me - it seems to help them.”

(Joe year 11).

Everybody - friends - girlfriends - everybody wants to know. You
cthing to someoné and get away with it. You have to keep

your feelings, or your deepest feelings: inside or you just get hurt. Most
people I know are fed up with people interfering. I like to keep some

things back, put it is important to have someone when things get you

down. It would just get you down more. '

'Interference-
can't say som

(Lee year 11).
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'They could maybe talk to people, like say one week like in a tutor group, a stress
meeting, a tutor group talk on how to get over stress.'

(Mark year 11).

All interviewees felt that teachers were generally supportive but limited in what they
could do to help. They recognised the need for individuals to come to terms with the things

which caused the stress and find their own coping strategies:

'We have got Form Tutors. I have got a Form Tutor I can actually talk to. I am

not frightened to talk to them. Some people are a bit shy an.d they can 't'
talk to their teacher. You can't be shy, you've got to be out in the open.

(James year 9).

The final group of questions were more general asking interviewees for suggestions

of ways to make the school a less stressful place to be and whether or not they felt the

school treated its pupils equally. Finally they were asked about their ambitions, hopes and

dreams for the future.

There were few positive suggestions for making the school less stressful, and many

of the comments made in question eight were repeated in this question. However, one pupil

suggested the school 'should cut down on bullying', and another suggested that 'over-

crowding' caused stress.

'Sometimes I think it's a bit overcrowded and you haven .'t got anywhere
to go. Especially in Winter and the weather is not very nice. It makes you

feel worse.’

(Sarah year 7).
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As this pupil had been a member of the school for less than a year, perhaps she was
missing the 'closer' and more protective environment of her previous junior school. Maybe
pupils become more used to the school environment over time, or accept their
circumstances as something they cannot change. Certainly, as pupils move up the school
they are given more 'space' and when they are in Year 11 they also have access to an indoor

'common room'. This was the first and only reference linking an environmental feature of

the school to stress.

One other positive suggestion to make the school less stressful was having a school

counsellor to whom pupils could self-refer:

'Perhaps a counsellor, for more extreme cases. I think there are quite a few who
could do with that sort of thing because I know quite a lot of people who
have got quite a lot of problems in my year. '

(Paul year 8).
The next question asked the interviewees whether they thought pupils were treated

equally at school, or whether they thought there were any areas of school life where boys

and girls were not treated the same. All the interviewees had quite definite opinions on this

but there was little variation of views. Everyone felt that in general males and females were

treated the same; both male and female interviewees said they were treated differently in

PE. lessons and one male thought that girls were put under more pressure than boys in

Maths lessons and in examinations.
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'Sometimes in some of the exams, the girls are pushed more than the
boys. It's in most of the subjects. Maths seems to be very different for

girls, girls seem to be pressured a little more than boys. The teachers
seem to be on at the girls to revise, but not so much with the boys, I don't

know why.'

(Suzie year 11).

Both male and female interviewees, when probed on the question of equality, felt

that differences were more obvious in how males and females show their emotions at

school. All felt that males were more likely to hide their emotions, but females found it

easier to talk about their feelings. (This has already been noted earlier in this chapter).

However, the general feeling seemed to be that despite this, boys perhaps coped better with

stress than girls.

'I don't think boys show their emotions as much as girls. They don't
They think that they can cope

share them as much, they bottle it all up.
with it better.'

(Sally year 11).

'Boys feel a lot of stress. They just don't show it.'

(Mark year 11).

'The fact is that a lot of girls like t0 show their stress to their friends. In
we sit. We talk about all the stress

Science lessons there's this table were
situations but they (girls) seem to revolve round stress. But stress doesn't

just revolve around them. They seem to live for it. I know its a nasty thing
to say, but they seem to live for it '

(Lee year 11).

e to keep it a secret. They don't like showing

'They have stress but they (boys) lik

it
(Joe year 11).

172



The dress code was mentioned again and by the same male pupil who expressed his

views so vehemently previously. He added:

'Dress code, the girls are allowed to wear white socks and the boys are
not. Really stupid rules like that, and I think we should all be allowed to
do the same things. If you suggested it to staff, they just blow it off and
change the subject. This is the sort of attitude that makes me feel cross

and stressed. You are not really getting through to them.’

(Andrew year 10).

Since conducting this interview with this pupil, the rule regarding the white socks

which he referred to has been changed as a response to complaints from pupils and from

staff as to its discriminatory nature. Perhaps his words did not fall on deaf ears after all!

The observation that girls and boys show their stress differently was made again by

these pupils. Both male and female interviewees shared the opinion that boys did not show
their stress as much as girls.

t anything. They don't understand as much
lot and put on a macho image. They
a lot. I have met one boy

'Boys never seem to get stressed abou
as girls. I think they try and hide it a
never seem to tell you, a few of them do but not
who is stressed, and that's it.’

(Kathryn year 10).

I get into trouble. You have to learn

't always sort it out yourself.
t sometime or another.

'Sometimes I don't go for help That's when
as you go on you have to have help, you can

Girls know this. I think everybody needs help a
You can't go through life without being helped sometime.’

(Robert year 10).
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One of the interviewees thought that girls were treated better than boys in the

classroom and felt that personally she had been on the receiving end of ‘teacher favouritism"

'1 .think that girls are treated better in class and the boys always think so too.
Like some teachers never tell girls off. It's not mainly because we're not
naughty or do anything to get told off for. But the boys always do things
that are naughty, but they say that the teachers always take our (girls)
side. Like with Mrs.X, me and Becka have been late a few times this year
and she has only given us two late marks. Some of the boys say she's only
being nice to us because we are quite close, and talk to her about our
problems. They think that the teachers favour us and I think some of
them do. I think it's mainly because we don't have to be told off as much.
Our class is typical of our year, the boys are always jumping around and
noisy, they are the ones who get blamed for it anyway. The girls don't.

They just sit there quiet and perfect.’

(Katy year 9).

The pupil who referred to her stress as a 'punishment’ earlier in the interview, said

that she did not notice any inequality in gender but she thought that there was

discrimination between 'clever' pupils and those who did not match up to their standards:

'No I think girls and boys are treated equally. I think sometimes the

cleverest people are treated the best, they are treated with more respect. If

they do more work or better homework the teachers go on about it and it

gets on your nerves sometimes. People who, like can’t get up their

standards, don't get any reward. So the amount of praise given is
unequal. This happens quite a bit in my experience. My friends feel this

too.’

(Emma year 9).

Only one pupil commented on the 'occasional’ example of sexism which occurred in

the school:
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'Occasionally, teachers will say, 'I need two strong boys to carry
something.' I think that is sexist.’

(Sarah year 7)

The final question asked the interviewees what their hopes and ambitions for the

future were. Generally, the older interviewees all had positive ideas and expectations and

felt optimistic about their future. None felt that their experiences of stress at school would

affect their future achievements, although some expected to feel just as much stress in their

adult lives, Ambitions were quite modest, and maybe a little bit predictable, and seemed

realistic:

'A nice job, earn some money. pay my Grandma back.’

(Lee year 11).

'Having someone to talk to and not being on my own. Fi riendships, relationships.

Just that someone there that I can talk to.'

(Sally year 11).

'l am going into the Army or the Air Corps and I have visions of dying there. It
doesn't bother me a lot. I am just not bothered by it.’

(Joe year 11).

'I'm hoping to go on to college and eventually become a photographer.’

(Mark year 11).

'l want to be happy. I don't want to be rich, but I want money for a nice house,
meet a lot of people - just be happy. '
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(Julie year 11).
One female was a little more cautious in her comments:

'I don't feel safe about my future. You don't know what's going to
happen to you, do you?'

(Suzie year 11).
Some interviewees were less optimistic about their future:

‘There are no jobs, the Government has really kept the country down,
there is a big recession on. If I left school at 16 and I didn't get very good
grades there wouldn't be much chance of me getting a job. That stresses
me - worrying about what I'm going to do when I leave school. There is a
Iot of stress outside school that people bring into school that adds to the
stress of school. For example, the family splitting up, if there is a death in
the family, if there is a problem with drugs. This is becoming more and
more of a common problem in this school. People in this school turn to
alcohol, this is also a problem in this school. There are a lot of people
who get drunk. When you are drunk it is a different feeling to what it is
when you are normal. It doesn't change the real world, that stays the
same. It just gives you a bit of relief. Also people smoke to relieve stress.’

(Robert year 10).

'l haven't got a clue! I think the future is the worst thing to think about. You

don't know what the future holds. I think I will go to college. I worry
about World issues. Things like war. I worry about family stuff. I worry

about relationships and making a mistake.’

(Andrew year 10).

The younger pupils were understandably less sure about their future plans.

However, most seemed optimistic. As with the older interviewees, the boys talked about

their future in terms of career while the girls tended to emphasise personal fulfilment more.
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'Get GCSE passes, go to university and become an accountant. [ feel
quite optimistic about the future.'

(Russel year 9).

'l want to go in the RAF and be a technician. 1 feel quite optimistic about
the future, you've got to be haven't you? You can't feel that everything is
going to go wrong, that isn't the right attitude. Yes, I feel quite in control
of what will happen to me in the future.'

(James year 9).

' hope to have a good life and lots of family and friends around me, not
to be lonely. That I have friends to talk to and people around is really
important to me. I feel quite optimistic about the future. A good
education and a good job. Get married later.’

(Katy year 9).

'I would quite like to do woodland conservation or tree SUrgery, something
. . . . » ’
environmental anyway. I am quite optimistic about my future.

(Ian year 7).

'My perfect life would be to finish school and get good results. Live somewhere
nice. Very quiet. Where it is not too hot like a city. I don't know really.
Sometimes I think I might like to be an optician, but I'm not really sure.
Sometimes I think of myself sitting at home with no friends. I'm not very

good at making friends. I can't always think of something o say. So I

don't say anything. I never seem to be in the right place at the right time.
Sometimes my friends are making other friends and I don't know what to

do'.

(Sarah year 7).
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SUMMARY

A general summary of responses from all year groups has been made in the same
sequence as the questions were asked. Some conclusions can be draw from the information

given by the pupils in these interviews and in the questionnaires.. The conclusions follow

the summary.

Stress is perceived as an unpleasant experience by both males and females. When

questioned, most pupils could recognise positive aspects of their stress. However, this was

not mentioned without 'prompting' in the interviews and was not mentioned on the

questionnaires. Positive benefits fell into three main categories: increased motivation or

competitiveness, better time management and improved results or performances. One

parent of an interviewee, reported a significant improvement in her strained relationship

with her son as a result of 'family stress', after her son's interview as part of this research.

All pupils interviewed perceived stress as a 'normal’ part of school life and

'acceptable up to a point’. This ‘point’ is ill-defined. It is associated with being 'in control' or

'not in control' and is related to causing harm (non-specific) to either the person

experiencing the stress, the effect that person has on other people or both.

This ill-defined point is reflected in my model of school stress discussed in Chapter

2. In the model, stress occurs when the result of not coping with the perceived demand has

personal and damaging consequences for the individual involved. Coping or not coping with

the demand is synonymous with being in control' or 'not in control'

The pupil who has perceived a demand as potentially stressful and who appraises

his/her ability to cope positively, feels 'in control'; although some stress may be experienced
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the pupil employs the appropriate coping strategies and meets the challenge of the demand.
The pupil who perceives a demand as potentially stressful and who appraises his/her ability
to cope negatively, will feel 'not in control’ and stress will be experienced. This stress may
be acute or chronic depending on the nature of the demand itself and the pupil's ability to
recognise he/she needs help and to seek support, and the school's willingness to offer that
support if it is requested by the pupil.

In general terms the pupils felt that 'too much stress is harmful', but pupils found it
difficult to elaborate on the nature of this harm in these interviews, perhaps because of its
subjectivity.

As a general observation, the males tended to associate their stress with other
feelings of power, anger and aggression (although this was not exclusively a 'male feeling’);
females were more inclined to associate their stress with feelings of sadness, unhappiness
and tearfulness. Both males and females mentioned feelings of loneliness, depression,
anxiety and nervousness. All interviewees mentioned physical symptoms associated with
feeling stress, the main symptoms were headaches and physical sickness.

The situations that these pupils described fell into the same consistent 'categories'

determined by the questionnaire data, although the circumstances were obviously different.

The main categories of situation described were:

> Those relating to relationships in school and curriculum generated situations:

> Relationships with peers and teachers (males only mentioned this), and situations
perceived as bullying by the pupil concerned. This was almost exclusively mentioned

by Lower School pupils, male and female.
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stressed than other people and this was his Mother. This was also the sam
whose mother felt that their relationship had been improve

discussed previously. This interviewee g

Other people's expectations - mainly parents, but teachers, peers, siblings and

Grandparents were also mentioned by both males and females.

The attitude of teachers was mentioned by males, one of whom also mentioned

school rules and discipline, and had also described a situation of conflict in his

relationship with staff.

School work - overload and underload; meeting homework and coursework
deadlines; tests and examination, not understanding the work set or feeling that it

had not been explained properly in the first place.
Authority, school rules and discipline was cited by males in the Upper School only.
given brief mention by both

Lack of space, privacy and overcrowding were each

females and males.

Only one male interviewee mentioned anyone specifically who made him feel more
e interviewee

d by stress and by the interview

ave a specific example of his Mother always being

in a hurry and 'nearly always being late', her rushing around made the interviewee feel

nervous:
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'My Mum, because she has lots of work to do in her job. She has to race
around and go to meetings. She is always very nearly late. I would
describe my Mother as being under stress and I think she would say that
she is under stress. By her racing around makes everyone feel nervous
because it puts everyone on edge.’

Other pupils mentioned that when their friends were under stress it sometimes made
them feel stress too, especially if they were not enjoying their normal levels of
communication, but no other specific examples were given.

All of the interviewees could describe their 'worst experience of school stress'.
'Thinking time' was offered on this question, but none of the interviewees needed to accept

it. Their responses elaborated on the situations described above. Some written accounts of

these experiences can be found in Appendix Two. As a 'balance’ to this question, the pupils

were also asked to describe their happiest memory of school. I used this question as a

‘check’ to see if any of the pupils perceived school as 'all bad" Again none of the pupils had

any difficulty thinking of their happiest memory and no one needed time to think. Even the

two male pupils who had been most critical of the school found a positive memory to

describe.

When asked what would have helped the pupils to cope in their 'worst situation’

most pupils felt that the school, or teachers, had helped all they could. Only one female was

critical of how she had been treated. Pupils seemed to accept limitations on 'what teachers

can do' recognising a degree of personal responsibility and control over individual feelings.

The need to talk to a sympathetic and impartial person was mentioned consistently, as was

the need to be 'listened to' by that person. Many pupils mentioned the need/desire for the

school to provide 'someone to talk to' in the questionnaire, but only one person mentioned

the need for a 'professional counsellor' in the interviews. Several pupils mentioned the
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usefulness of their Form Tutor in times of crisis, but this was not unanimous. Some pupils
felt that their Form Tutor was not someone that they could approach and that it was 'a
matter of luck' as to whether the Form Tutor was the 'right’ person to help pupils.

Most of the interviewees had a suggestion to help make the school 'less stressful’ for
its pupils although many of these suggestions had already been talked through as part of
previous questions. The main suggestions were: better co-ordination between Faculties
when setting homework/coursework deadlines; stress management lessons; school rules and
regulations made clearer; less bullying; less crowding and a school counsellor. Apart from
the last two suggestions which came from a female and male pupil respectively, the
suggestions were made by both male and female pupils.

The question on equality met with almost consistent responses. Sport and P.E.
lessons were given as examples of males and females being treated differently by almost all
interviewees but not necessarily as a criticism. Some females expressed a desire to play the
same sport as the males, but in general terms the females could see why restrictions were in
place. Since completing these interviews, football practice is available at lunch time to both
males and females. It might be that this will make sport a less contentious issue in the
future. Other perceived sources of inequality mentioned by the pupils were: encouragement
in some maths lessons and examinations; criticism as to the general behaviour of pupils - the
boys being on the receiving end of the most frequent as observed and mentioned by

females, but not males; and an inequality in 'the distribution of praise’.

The last question asked how pupils perceived their future and aimed to discover

how optimistic they felt about this. It was also asked to ascertain whether any of the pupils

felt that their negative school experiences had ‘coloured' their expectations of the future.

This did not seem to be the case. In general the interviewees felt optimistic although there
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were some pessimistic comments made by both males and females. Males who made
pessimistic comments tended to address them at ‘wider issues' for example economic
recession and war; the females tended to make pessimistic comments of a more individual
nature for example, not having friends. A considerable difference in expectation was also
evident between male and females. The males mentioned almost exclusively their career
intentions which were in the main quite modest and included: higher education,
photography, conservation, the Forces and medicine. Few females mentioned a career.
Those who did were again quite modest: optician, business and child minding. The females

by far, but not exclusively, emphasised personal fulfilment in terms of' happiness, family,

friends and 'a nice house'. One mentioned 'a good job' and one had thought about medicine, -

but they were not typical.

One question I asked all the interviewees but did not mentioned on 'the schedule

came right at the end of the interview. I asked them if they could think of anything they

thought was important about stress which I had not asked them either on the questionnaire

or in the interview: basically, 'what did they know that I didn't"!

There were surprisingly few answers to this question, perhaps because the

interviewees had been given the opportunity to give additional information on the

questionnaire, and most of those interviewed had.

In Year 11, one female said that she thought the school should be doing more about

bullying than stress; she had not placed emphasis on this anywhere else in the interview.

Her comments were as follows:
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'I think it is a problem in every school. You can only eliminate itto a
certain extent. Don't think that you can totally get rid of it. It gets less
when you leave school. I think people learn to cope with it better, that's
why it gets less. But there are certain people that get bullied, they're
obviously under stress from it. People get bullied because of the types of
people they are. They are always the victim. Just as there are people who

are always the bullies.’

A male pupil in Year 10 offered the following additional information:

'A lot of my friends smoke because they are down and upset about things. They
say it is reaction to stress, but I don 't know. They say they are smoking
because it's like a way out of it. I don't understand it. There has been a

lot of parties and teenage drinking and things like that. A lot of people

smoke cannabis as well. I don't know if 1 do it to relieve stress, but when

you drink you feel quite happy.’

Another Year 10 pupil, a female, added the following:

'I think if the teacher does notice that you are stressed, I think that they
itis

should ask you about it. Because if you are not an open person,
going to build up inside you. And also at the end of the third year and the
beginning of the fourth year, someone should give us a talk or something
saying that we will probably get a lot more stress. Tell you that you can
talk to people about it and there 's no need to be embarrassed. If someone
is stressed they might be thankful that somebody actually asked them
because they wanted to talk to somebody. A lot of people are shy and feel
like it's not the thing to be, they don't want to let it out and I think you

have got to learn to let it out.’

The only other comments came from a male and female respectively, in Year 9:

'People at school say that they are worried, but we don't get to talk about

it much.’
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'Only homework. Some weeks you don't get enough of it and then others you get
too much. So at weekends you have got loads to do. If you're going out

and you have loads to do, you might not have time to do it properly and
probably do it at the last moment. Some teachers do not stick to the

homework rota and give it on different days. Then you might have

something really important to do on that day and it all gets on top of you

really. It is a stress that could be avoided.’
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CONCLUSIONS

The following basic conclusions may be drawn from the information ascertained

from the questionnaires issued, and the interviews conducted, during 1993.

Stress is primarily perceived as negative and unpleasant by both males and females
in all year groups. It is also considered 'acceptable' and 'normal’, 'up to a point'. Stress is
associated with depression, nervousness, anxiety, unhappiness, anger and aggression but as
a different and separate feeling. Stress can be experienced at the same time as any of the
previously mentioned feelings. Older males tend to associate stress with aggression more
than females, but not exclusively. Both males and females experience stress physically and
emotionally. There seems to be a finite number of school situations described as being

stressful for both males and females. School does not seem to be perceived as a completely

negative experience, even by the most critical pupils. In 'stressful situations', teachers are

generally perceived as helpful, but with recognised limitations on what they can do to help.

This is closely tied in with the idea of individual responsibility for feelings and personal

control over situations; perhaps reflected in the idea of stress being a normal and acceptable

part of school life. The pupils have ideas on how the school could help to reduce stress for

its pupils but perceive a lack of channels through which to express them, reflected in the

idea that 'no one ever asks us'. Perhaps this also indicates a feeling of 'powerlessness' to

change their environment and supports the pupils' feelings of personal responsibility for

what can be controlled for example, their response to their environment. Although a limited

number of inequalities between males and females in the way they were treated were noted,

none were considered serious in terms of affecting the quality of schooling or the quality of
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school life. Generally the pupils feel optimistic about their futures. The males seem to have
more positive aims in terms of career expectations while the females seem more concerned
with personal fulfilment. Where concerns were expressed, females tended to worry about
the lack of similar things to those they felt optimistic about for example: friendships and
family life; things over which they ought to expect to have some degree of control. Where
males expressed concerns they tended to be 'wider’ issues over which they had little, or no,

control.

All of these pupils talked openly, and I felt honestly, about their feelings and their

experiences. The females tended to be more articulate when talking about their feelings and

in most instances, needed little encouragement. The males tended to need more

encouragement to talk and their answers needed more probing. This was also reflected in

what they had to say about one another's strategies for coping with stress. Both males and

females thought males were reluctant to show how they felt and tended to hide their
feelings, while girls did more talking about how they felt.

All of these pupils showed a high degree of self-awareness although perhaps tended
to under estimate their strengths and their potential

From these interviews I suggest the following typologies which reflect some

stereotypical gender differences:
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TYPE 1 - FEMALE

Female interviewees who said that they experienced stress at school had the following

typical characteristics: -

»

They felt stress had few positive benefits although conceded that in some instances
it motivates, encourages better time management or teaches patience.

They felt little or no control over their stress and trapped by it. They may also feel

they deserve to experience stress.
They felt that stress, within limits, was acceptable.

They were aware of feeling stress and recognise it as a separate feeling from being

worried.
They worry about themselves and others.
They express self-doubt in their relationships and may prefer to be alone.

They felt it was important to be successful, but expressed only modest personal

expectations.

Sources of school stress may include lessons, subjects, work overload, bullying,
relationships with peers and peer pressure to conform.

When stressed they may have physical symptoms for example headaches and
sickness. They also report looking pale and experiencing ‘butterflies' in the stomach.
Some may consult a doctor with stress-related symptoms.

When stressed they may feel lonely, insecure, depressed, nervous, tearful, angry,

sad, tired or worried. They may feel intimidated by teachers.

They feel that nothing can be done to help them but would like to be listened to.
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TYPE 1 - MALE

Male interviewees who said that they experienced stress at school had the following typical

characteristics: -

v

They felt stress was always unpleasant but often had positive benefits, particularly
concerning improving motivation or increasing competitiveness.

They felt stress was acceptable in school and felt in control of their own stress.
They felt optimistic about the future and planned for it, although had quite modest
expectations.

Sources of school stress may include conflicts in relationships, with peers and staff,
work overload, rules and school discipline, examinations, other people's
expectations (teachers and parents) and teachers’ attitudes. They may feel
intimidated by teachers.

When stressed they may have physical symptoms, for example headaches and

tiredness. They may have consulted a doctor with stress related symptoms.

When stressed they may feel uptight, snappy, fed-up, uneasy, worried, nervous,

alone and with no one to depend on. They might also feel strong and aggressive and

need to 'keep it all inside’

They felt that nothing could be done to help them but would like reassurance, would

like to talk and to be listened to. They may want more privacy and less interference

from peers and teachers.
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Both boys and girls describe similar physical manifestations of their stress and also
similar feelings which they associate with being stressed. This might be expected as they are
each describing their own perceptions of what must presumably be a similar feeling, that of
'‘being stressed’. Both boys and girls are prepared to seek medical help for relief of their
stress and related symptoms, so again presumably most take their symptoms seriously and
feel that they are significant enough to warrant visiting their doctor, (or their
parents/guardians feel their symptoms are serious enough to seek medical help).

Both boys and girls describe similar sources of stress in school: curriculum

generated and relationship stressors, but boys mention conflict in their relationships more

frequently than girls. This conflict may also be associated with aggression and is reflected in

a feeling of increased motivation and competitiveness aroused by stress, (only a few girls

shared the feeling of enhanced motivation through stress). Boys more than girls felt 'in

control' of their stress and generally optimistic about the future, reflected in planning and

realistic aspirations. Girls felt little sense of control and quite pessimistic about their stress;

aspirations tended to be quite low with stereotypical career choices relating to traditional

'feminine' or 'caring' roles being common, with a tendency to experience self-doubt in their

abilities.

The idea of stress being 'controllable’ or 'uncontrollable’ may reflect external and

internal locus of control. Research has shown that psychiatric symptoms such as depression

and anxiety as a result of life-event stress, are more likely for individuals with high external

locus of control than individuals with high internal locus of control (Johnson and Sarason

1978).

Both boys and girls seemed to see stress as 'a fact of life' about which they could do

little. The vast majority (both boys and girls) believed that being able to talk about their
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stress and being listened to was the best way to help them cope with stress. It seems that
girls are already talking more than boys and that boys find this more difficult, some may
perceive well meant enquiries into their well-being as interference by peers or teachers. It
also appears that girls are more likely to notice stress in others, both boys and girls, and to
worry about themselves and about others.

These differences in the ways boys and girls perceive their stress do reflect some
well-established gender differences. Although an extensive discussion of gender is beyond
the scope of this thesis, there are some points I wish to elaborate upon.

The assumptions made about male and female behavioural characteristics are well
documented (Meighan 1986; Stanworth 1981; Riley 1994). Clarricoates (1980) describes
how teachers typify 'girls as obedient, tidy, neat, conscientious, orderly, fussy, catty, bitchy,
gossiping and boys as livelier, adventurous, aggressive, boisterous, self-confident,
independent, energetic, couldn't care less and loyal' (Riley 1994).

The following summary of gender stereotyping was offered to the South Australian
Sex Discrimination Board in 1981, but still serves to give a clear insight into 'modern

gender stereotypes' (Whyld 1983) and clearly relates to the male and female characteristics

described in my stress typologies:
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e people who have minimal information about a person other than
the sex of the person assume other characteristics. If the person is known
10 be male, then the stereotype characteristics which are assumed are
aggression, assertiveness, problem-solving ability, initiative, decisiveness,
unemotionality, interest in worldly matters, dominance, ambition, activity
- including energy and enthusiasm, physical prowess and strength,
leadership, business ability, and administration and the ability to deal
with crisis. Similarly, if all that is known is that a person is female, then
the characteristics which are assumed are nurturing, caring,
submissiveness, low self-esteem, emotionality, lack of ph ysical and
psychological strength, attention to appearance, high verbality, low
maths/science ability, low problem solving ability, non-ambition, non-
assertiveness and a primary interest in domestic rather than worldly

events.'

(Bettison 1981 in Whyld 1983 page 8).

The characteristics shared by females in the typologies and these assumed
stereotypical characteristics are mainly those of nurturing and caring, low self-esteem and
emotionality, high verbality and non-ambition; while males share in the main the
characteristics of aggression and assertiveness, unemotionality and dominance, ambition
and strength.

The difference in educational outcome and the low aspirations of girls is also well
documented (Sharpe 1976; Weiner 1985; Riley 1994) and is similarly revealed in the stress
typologies.

There are few, and some authorities believe no, innate behaviour differences
between men and women to explain differences in educational outcome; any differences
which do emerge are learned. We learn most of our ideas about gender initially from the
family but it seems that schools reinforce, rather than challenge, the attitudes and
assumptions concerning gender which the child brings to school. And rather than
challenging pupils' aspirations of gender they emerge with their expectations of themselves

and others in tact; so that girls follow the conventions of giving priority to domestic
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responsibilities over careers and boys continue to assume the role of 'bread winner'. (See
interviewees' expectations of their future on page 119). While the 'ambitions and hopes of
girls tend to be circumscribed by domestic obligations, many boys emerge from full time
education apparently unaware of familial and housekeeping responsibility' (Stanworth

1981).

Schools and individual teachers may not deliberately transmit attitudes and ideas
which reinforce stereotyping, and they may be unaware that their attitudes ‘encourage the
development of quite different academic abilities and behaviours' (Serbin 1978) in their
pupils. School is not the only source of influence on stereotyping and pupil expectation:

television, films, teenage magazines, family and friends all transmit messages, subtle or

otherwise, which reinforce pupil attitudes and assumptions about themselves and members

of the opposite sex. In school, it is not only in the learning experiences offered to pupils but

also 'the myriad of subtle ways in which the educational process brings to life and sustains

sexual divisions' (Stanworth 1981).

Some of these 'subtle ways' include teaching materials, language, relationships and

interactions, teachers' expectations and hierarchies and can all be considered as part of the

school's hidden curriculum, as the messages are transmitted and the messages are learned,

often unintended and unnoticed. (Further discussion of the impact of the hidden curriculum

on pupils' stress can be found in Chapter 8).

Although most teachers would claim to treat boys and girls the same in the

classroom, research has shown that this is not always the case (Spender 1978). It has been

suggested that teachers have preconceived ideas and expectations of the ability,

achievement and behaviour of boys and girls as mentioned earlier. These preconceptions

begin at infant school, where they are often more pronounced as gender may be used more
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for convenience in managing a class and maintaining discipline, for example, lining up
according to sex and using sexual stereotypes to promote interest. They continue into
secondary school, where they may be less overt but equally as powerful (Stanworth 1981).
Children become 'programmed' in the classroom and learn that 'different characteristics,
activities and behaviours are expected of males and females' and act accordingly. These
messages, together with the powerful influence of home and the media, enforce traditional
sexual stereotyping and maintains a self-fulfilling prophecy which clearly limits the potential
of both boys and girls.

Research suggests that boys are more linguistically dominant in the classroom and
the belief that girls talk more than boys has been disputed (Spender 1978, Meighan 1986).
However, participants in my research largely felt, that where the subject of stress was
concerned at least, girls talk about their feelings more openly than boys. It was felt by
many (boys and girls) that boys 'keep it all inside' but almost unanimously the boys said that
being able, or being allowed, to talk about their feelings was the best way to cope with the
stress they experience.

It is difficult to estimate who copes with stress the most effectively from the

perceptions of the pupils taking part in the research. It could be suggested that boys cope

more effectively as they are more likely than girls to feel 'in control' of their stress yet they

are unwilling (or unable) to share their feelings easily with others, girls on the other hand

are less inhibited when talking about their own feelings and seem more empathetic towards

peers feeling stressed, yet they lack feeling 'in control' when experiencing stress and may

feel overwhelmed by their stress.

Amongst adults it is not very clear whether males or females cope better with stress.

The huge variety of potential stressors and the range of individual responses to them makes
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divisions according to male or female difficult; what is clearer is that women are statistically
more likely than men to suffer from emotional disorders which may be stress related,
whereas men are statistically more likely than women to suffer from physical, stress related
symptoms such as heart attacks or stroke (Fontana 1989).

Fontana suggests that due to sexual stereotyping, males and females experience

different stressors which elicit different stress responses:

'Women face far more stress in terms of poor status, uncertainty,
powerlessness (which includes sexual harassment), and lack of variety
(probably also time pressures, where these involve clashes between
domestic and professional responsibilities). Men on the other hand face
far more stress caused by unsociable hours, clashes with superiors,
conflicts with colleagues, and job responsibilities. So far as responses to
stress are concerned, women are usually allowed more scope for tears,
withdrawal, absenteeism and weakness generally and men more scope for
anger, aggression and self- assertion.’

(Fontana 1989 page 78).

Fontana suggests that these responses of women are 'flight' responses, whereas

those of men are 'fight' responses, there is some agreement between these characteristics

and the responses described for males and females in the stress typologies, which may

suggest that these responses are learned in childhood and practiced in adult lives. This idea

is supported by other research (Wolff 1976, Mills 1992). Mills suggests:

'Many of the personality and behavioural causes of stress in later life are

now receiving more attention, as the effects of stress on the physical,
mental and emotional health of adults are more widely recognised. But

many of these originate in childhood..... '

(Mills 1992 page 2).
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Personality, rather than gender, may relate to an individual's experience of stress and
their ability to cope. It has been suggested that a 'Type A’ personality is more at risk of
stress related disorders such as high blood pressure, coronary heart disease and stroke than
a 'Type B' personality.

Type A personality was first defined as:

' .. a middle-class American male who has a chronic sense of time
urgency, an excessive competitive drive and is prone to free-floating but
extraordinarily well-rationalized hostility. He is always setting himself
deadlines, has 'hurry sickness', cannot bear waiting his turn, has to do
several things at once, is insecure about his status and needs the
admiration of peers to bolster his self-esteem. '

(Friedman and Rosenman in Gross 1987 page 443).

More recently, Fontana describes the Type A personality as:

... competitive, hard-driving, impatient and rather inﬂc"xible in their
approach. Heavily involved in their work, they like deadlines c{nd
pressures, prefer to lead rather than be led, and are more anxious for
approval by superiors than peer approval. Though often unaware of
being burdened by their work load they show little signs of sympathy
towards themselves, and are no more tolerant with their own weaknesses

than they are with those in other people.’

(Fontana 1989 page 70).

A longitudinal study (Rosenman et al 1975; Brand et al 1978) begun in 1960/1

described by Gross (1987) monitored the health of 3,000 men aged between 35 and 39 over

an eight and half year period. It suggested:
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'Type A men were two and a half times as likely to develop coronary heart
disease as their Type B counterparts; when adjustments were made for
traditional risk factors such as age, smoking, blood cholesterol, blood
pressure, heart disease in the family, Type A men were still twice as likely
to suffer heart attacks. These findings have been replicated in Sweden,
Belgium, Honolulu, England, New Zealand and Canada.’

(Gross 1987 page 443).

In this research, stress is defined by the pupils who experience it and driven
by their perceptions of stress. No assumptions were made as to the type of pupil who might
experience stress, how they might feel or what causes them to feel stress. The idea of some
personality types being more likely to experience stress than other personality types in some
ways contradicts the nature of this particular research because it suggests that in some way
stress may be innate, whereas this research presumes the stress experienced by the pupils
taking part is somehow a result or product of their interaction with their school
environment.

A further possible area of stress research in schools would be to ask pupils to offer a
self-assessment of their personality, or give them a list of personality traits from which to
select those which they think best describe themselves, to see if there is a relationship
between their perceived levels of stress and their personality types. It would be worth
considering whether some schools or some school's curricula encourage the development of
Type A personalities. If such a relationship does exist and pupils and schools are aware of it
and understand the possible long term implications for the health of pupils, perhaps stress
and pupils' health would be taken more seriously as a whole school issue, about which the

school is in a position to affect change. This will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 8.
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CHAPTER SIX

THE 1994 QUESTIONNAIRE

There were surprisingly few differences between the findings of the 1993
questionnaire and the 1994 questionnaire. This questionnaire, rather than contributing
towards new evidence of stress in school, corroborates the 1993 questionnaire, helping to
build up a remarkably consistent picture of stress in the school as perceived by its pupils.

The questionnaire was issued for the second time during the first week of January

1994. No changes were made to the original questionnaire. The same procedure was
followed as previously: staff were informed of the intended issue of the questionnaire
during the weekly Monday morning Staff Meeting and their co-operation requested; the

questionnaires were issued by Form Tutors to six volunteers, three male and three female,

on the Monday morning and collected back in from registers by myself on the Friday

afternoon.

The return of these questionnaires was not as high as in the previous year: 143 out

of 180 issued were eventually returned. There are some possible explanations for this, none

of which alone would adequately explain this difference between a 92% return in 1993 and

the 79% return in 1994. Some factors worth noting include: Year 11 pupils began their

'mock’ GCSE Examinations at the same time as the questionnaire was issued and this would
explain why some of their questionnaires were not returned, although Year 11 pupils were

not the worst year group for returning questionnaires in general, the beginning of the Spring

Term at the school saw the arrival of several students on their final teaching practise all of

whom took on a 'supporting' Form Tutor role, it is possible that some questionnaires were
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not issued in some Tutor Groups or adequately 'chased' to ensure their return in others (the
latter is certainly the case in one Tutor Group); a final possible explanation, and one that
may be the most significant, is that pupils are becoming increasingly hostile towards
questionnaires at the school.

The use of questionnaires is very common among pupils themselves in completing
Humanities coursework, almost on a daily basis questionnaires appear in registers for Form
Tutors to issue either to selected pupils or randomly. Some of these questionnaires are il-
conceived, badly presented or both and pupils generally, after Year 7, have grown tired and
in some cases resentful of filling them in. I think this is a genuine grievance but it does not
seem to deter the persistent pupil-researchers in the school who would perhaps benefit from

more critical guidance when designing their questionnaires. I am not certain how much my

own questionnaire suffered from this increasingly hardened attitude towards questionnaires

from the pupils but in one case, a Year 9 Tutor Group, no volunteers were originally found

to fill in the questionnaire. After persuasion from the Form Tutor, four volunteers were

eventually found. However, this was not typical of the year group generally who in fact had

the highest return of the questionnaire in the school.

Before moving on to discuss the results of the questionnaire it is worth mentioning

briefly that a second piece of research, on the subject of bullying, has been conducted at the

school using questionnaires to gather initial information; these questionnaires were issued

approximately two months after my own and to every pupil in the school. At the same time,

pupils in one Tutor Group decided to conduct questionnaire research on the same subject

again issuing questionnaires to every pupil in the school. This unfortunate timing meant that

both of these questionnaires were issued within one or two days of each other, or in some

cases on the same day. Although in both cases the questionnaires were well prepared and
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presented, their issue did cause considerable disruption and resentment from pupils and
from some members of staff, who felt two questionnaires on the same subject within such a
short space of time showed poor liaison between the researchers involved. The Tutor
Group who had shown the most animosity towards my questionnaire, refused to fill in any
of the subsequent questionnaires! The original intention had been a co-ordinated piece of
research, although for different purposes, designed to be mutually beneficial (Some of the

results of these questionnaires are referred to in Chapter 8).

Although the return on my own questionnaire was not as good as the previous year,
it was still filled in and returned by a substantial number of pupils. 36 questionnaires were
issued to each year group with the instruction that it should not be filled in by any pupil
who had previously volunteered. Of the 36, 31 were returned from Year 7, 28 from Year 8,
31 from Year 9; 24 from Year 10 and 29 from Year 11. Of these 65 or 46% were males, 76
or 53% were females and 2 failed to state whether they were male or female (both in year
7).

Of the 143 respondents, 134 agreed with the definition of stress provided on the
questionnaire and 9 did not. This was considerably higher than the previous year when only
2 of the 167 respondents disagreed with the definition. Those who disagreed came from
every year group, 5 were male and 4 female. All, but 1 male in Year 11, of those who
disagreed with the definition offered their own alternative. These included:

'Stress is dangerous and possibly harmful and it can make you feel
uncomfortable etc but I do not think it has any positive benefits.’

(Female Year 7).
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'When you feel angry inside and you just need to cry, or need someone to
speak to or are worried about someth ing.'

(Female Year 8).

4 . . .
When stressed vou feel as if something is wrong. '

(Male Year 8).

’ * 3 . .
The view I have of stress is: stress Is tension, and hard thoughts or
decisions that a person experiences, which sometimes causes a nervous

breakdown.’

(Male Year 9).

'l do think that stress makes us feel anxious, nervous, worried and frightened but

it does not always cause physical harm. '

(Male Year 1 0).

'Stress makes us mentally uncomfortable but it is not a dangerous
situation. It is personal and emotional. It does not ph ysically harm you in

any way. But I agree with everything else stated.’

(Female Year I 1)

The male who disagreed with the definition but did not suggest an alternative

qualified this by saying that he had never been 'stressed out’.

The second question asked respondents if they had ever experienced stress. Of the

141 respondents who answered this question, 6 or 4% said that they had ‘never’ felt stress,

90 or 66% said that they 'occasionally’ felt stress; 38 or 27% said that they 'often’ felt stress

and 4 or 3% said that they 'always' felt stress. In total 96% of respondents said that they
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A , ,
either 'always', 'often’ or 'occasionally' felt stress, compared to 91% the previous year.

(Figure 19)
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FIGURE 19

NEVER 6 4%
OCCASIONALLY 90 66%
OFTEN 38 27%
ALWAYS 4 3%

RESPONDENTS EXPERIENCE OF STRESS

1994

3

8

-
o

NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS
8

o

Figure 19

Question 3 asked respondents where they experienced this stress: at home, at
school, with friends or when alone. 73% said their stress was experienced at home; 78%
said that it was experienced at school; 53% said they experienced stress with their friends

and 50% said they felt stress when alone. These figures, when compared to those in 1993,
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show that almost exactly the same percentage of respondents said that they experience
stress when alone, with friends or at home; 4% more were experiencing stress at school.

Of those respondents who said that they experienced stress at school, 5% or 7
respondents said that school was 'always' stressful for them; 4 males and 3 females. 22% or
31 respondents said that school was 'often’ stressful for them; 11 male and 20 female. 53%
said that school was 'occasionally' stressful, 37 males and 39 females. 10% said that school
was 'never' stressful; this included 8 males and 7 females.

All together 114 respondents said that they either 'always', 'often’ or 'occasionally’
experienced stress at school, while only 15 had 'never experienced stress at school. In terms
of gender, 52 males and 62 females said that they had 'always', 'often’ or 'occasionally'
ever' experienced stress at school.

experienced stress at school, 8 males and 7 females had 'n

(Figure 20).
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FIGURE 20

MALE FEMALE %
NEVER 8 7 10%
OCCASIONALLY 37 39 53%
OFTEN 11 20 22%
ALWAYS 4 3 5%

EXPERIENCES OF SCHOOL STRESS

According to males and females - 1994

& 15
ﬁ 10 _/ a2
§ X ﬁ/ . 3 s 7
0 e e i et
NEVER OCCASIONALLY OFTEN ALWAYS
EXPERIENCE OF STRESS
B mALE
B FEMALE
Figure 20

If these figures are considered in terms of year groups: 68% of year 7 pupils; 82%

of Year 8 pupils, 68% of year 9 pupils; 88% of Year 10 pupils and 90% of Year 11 pupils

answering the questionnaire said that they either 'always', 'often’ or 'occasionally’ felt stress

at school. (Figure 21). These figures remain consistent with those of the 1993 questionnaire
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for Years 9, 10 and 11, but show an increase in Years 7 and 8. An increase of 5% in Year 7

and 22% in Year 8.

One possible explanation for the sharp increase in Year 8 could be the high profile

of the SATS during 1993 when they were in Year 7. Pupils in the school participated in

‘pilot' versions of these assessments in both 1993 and 1994 so this particular cohort of

pupils would have been quite aware of the disruptions to various Faculties within the school

the SATS caused and many would have had older siblings involved in the assessments.
Perhaps the increase in school stress within this year group is in anticipation of what their

next year at school will involve in terms of testing and the publication of results.

73% of respondents reported feeling stress at home and 16% said that they ‘never'

experienced stress at home. 4% said that they 'always' felt stress at home; this was 2 male

and 4 female respondents. 13% said that they 'often’ experienced stress at home, this was 6

male and 12 female respondents. 56% said that they 'occasionally' experienced stress at

home; this includes 25 male respondents and 44 female respondents. Compared to the

results of the 1993 Questionnaire approximately the same number of females report feeling

stress at home, while fewer males report feeling this (16 said they felt stress at home in

1993).

When asked whether or not they experienced stress with friends, 53% of

respondents said that they did while 33% said that they had 'never' experienced this. Only 1

female respondent said that she ‘always' felt stress with her friends. 6% of respondents said

that they 'often’ experienced stress with their friends; 2 males and 7 females. 46% of

respondents said that they 'occasionally’ felt stress with their friends; 29 males and 36

females. Comparing .these figures to the previous year's, approximately the same number of



males report feeling stress with their friends while the figure for females is slightly less (8 in

1993).
FIGURE 21
YEAR 7 YEAR 8 YEAR 9 YEAR 10 YEAR 11
68% 82% 68% 88% 90%

EXPERIENCES OF SCHOOL STRESS

According to Year Group - 1994

PERCENTAGE OF YEAR GROUP

Figure 21

50% of respondents reported feeling stress when alone while 36% said that they

never experienced this. Only 2 females said that this was something that they 'always
experienced. 11%, 8 males and 8 females, said that they 'often’ experienced stress when

alone. 36% said that they 'occasionally’ experienced stress when alone, this was made up of
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20 males and 31 females. Comparing these figures to those of last year, both males and

females are reporting feeling less stress when alone. (Figure 22).

FIGURE 22 (Female)
HOME SCHOOL FRIENDS ALONE
NEVER 8 7 19 23
OCCASION'Y RR) 39 36 31
OFTEN 15 20 7 8
ALWAYS 1 3 1 2

FEMALE EXPERIENCES OF STRESS

1994

Figure 22 (Female)
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FIGURE 23 (Male)

HOME SCHOOL FRIENDS ALONE
NEVER 15 8 27 28
OCCASIONY 35 37 29 20
OFTEN 6 11 2 8
ALWAYS 2 4 0 0

MALE EXPERIENCES OF STRESS

1994

NUMBER OF RESONDENTS
cnoadSB88 3

Figure 23 (Male)
The next group of questions explored the respondents perceptions of school stress
ol described as being stressful, and the feelings

in more detail. The situations in scho

associated with those situations have been listed according to year group. The respondents'

own words have been used throughout.
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SITUATIONS YEAR 7 PUPILS PERCEIVE AS STRESSFUL IN
SCHOOL AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED

Being picked on / bullied

U

Not understanding the work set

Being wrongly accused

Detentions

e

Exams and tests

Not having any friends / falling out

Forgetting homework / equipment

Piano lessons

Too much homework

Cross country running

Being stuck in a test

Having your dinner pass taken

Very hard work / being stuck

In big trouble

Science

Having an argument with a friend

PE. 1

Not understanding a teacher

Being with people you do not know

Standing up in front of the class

Being told off




FEELINGS YEAR 7 PUPILS ASSOCIATE WITH THESE
SITUATIONS AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED

Worried 6

Scared

Angry

Nervous

Upset

Lonely

Unhappy

Nasty

Frightened

2
2
Sick 2
Tearful 2

Tight

Irritable

Fed-up

Annoyed

Dizzy

Anxious

Tense

Under pressure

Panic

Hurt inside

Afraid

Weird

Disappointed




Frustrated

Hot

Depressed

Down in the dumps

Gets me down

Drained of energy

As if I'm going to collapse

Why does this happen to me?

As if a big weight has been dropped on me

Like nobody cares and I might as well not
be here
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SITUATIONS YEAR 8 PUPILS PERCEIVE AS STRESSFUL IN
SCHOOL AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED

Tests and exams 12

Homework 4

Bullying

Being told off

Being left out

Not being able to do the work

Having no friends

Falling out with friends

Knowing you are going to be told off

Sporting occasions

Cookery

Revision

PE. !

Drama

Detention




FEELINGS YEAR 8 PUPILS ASSOCIATE WITH THESE
FEELINGS AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED

Frightened 3

Nervous

Angry

Tense

Worried

Irritable

Moody

Very depressed

2
2
2
Annoyed 2
2
2
2

Upset

Bad tempered

Uncomfortable

Alone

Pressurised - but challenged

I feel I can't do anything to please anyone

Butterflies in the tummy

Bored

Mad

Worked-up

Quiet

Fed-up

Can't be bothered

Faster breathing and heart beat

Shout at / be cheeky to my Mum
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Unhappy

Puzzled




SITUATIONS YEAR 9 PUPILS PERCEIVE AS STRESSFUL IN

SCHOOL AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED
Tests and exams 14
Bullying 6
Rejection / when friends disagree 6
Teasing 4
Hard work / pressure of work 3
Not understanding the work 2
Pressure from teachers or friends 2
2

Homework

Poor results

When teachers pick on pupils

Home problems brought into school

Lads

Being embarrassed

Meeting new teachers

Teachers

Detentions

Out of school activities

Getting into trouble

Making decisions

Reading aloud

Not doing well
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FEELINGS YEAR 9 PUPILS ASSOCIATE WITH THESE
SITUATIONS AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED

Upset

Nervous

Fed-up

Angry

Bored 3

Miserable 3

Down

[F9]

Moody

(V%]

Worried

Snappy

Tense

Want to be alone

Wound-up

Frightened

Unhappy

Threatened

Anxious

As if no one likes me

[NOTN I NN I NG T NG I I NS T B 0O I B o I N 05 B I SO T (R

Headache

Hot and sweaty

Irritated

Annoyed

On edge

Unable to relax
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Suicidal

Murderous

Don't want to talk

Depressed

Physically sick

1

Distressed

Spaced out

Lonely

Feel like fighting

Mad

Bad tempered

Unwanted

Tearful

I do things I can't remember
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SITUATIONS YEAR 10 PUPILS PERCEIVE AS STRESSFUL

IN SCHOOL AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED
Tests and exams 7
Bullying 7
Losing friends / falling out 4
Finding work hard 3
Homework 3
Deadlines 3
Teachers 2
2

Having to give a talk

Pupils

Boring lessons

Revision

Boyfriend problems

Parents

Oral lessons

Being told off when you haven't done it

Being in the wrong group

Football

Science

Coursework

Being made fun of

Going to school




FEELINGS YEAR 10 PUPILS ASSOCIATE WITH THESE
SITUATIONS AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED

wn

Anxious

Worried

Confused

Tired

Angry

Upset

Suicidal

Pressured

Alone

Irritable

Frustrated

Embarrassed

Nervous

Sad

Depressed

Tearful

Rl [ I [ D TR N P I I I e

As if the whole World's against me

Can't be bothered

Trapped

Screwed-up

Low

Unloved

Down in the dumps

Emotional
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Uncomfortable

Fidgety

Unable to concentrate

Wanting to talk

Aggressive

Short-tempered

Unhappy

Uptight

Down
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SITUATIONS YEAR 11 PUPILS PERCEIVE AS STRESSFUL

IN SCHOOL AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED
Tests and exams 22
Homework / deadlines I
Bullying 6
Coursework 4
Falling out / arguing 3
Teachers 3
Being in trouble 3
Other pupils 2
Build-up to exams 2
Falling out with boyfriend / girlfriend 2
2

Reading aloud / performing

Dinners

Not being able to smoke

Being in the top set / competition

Not knowing where I stand with people

Being picked on

What different people think of me

Leaving school / jobs / college

Clothes

Travelling to school

PE.

Spots

Singing solo

Life
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The future

Boys

Lessons
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FEELINGS YEAR 11 PUPILS ASSOCIATE WITH THESE
SITUATIONS AND THE NUMBER OF TIMES THEY WERE

MENTIONED

Worried 6

Depressed

Angry

Tearful 4
4

Nervous

Confused 3

Anxious

Upset

Lonely

Panic - as if I want to walk out

Emotional

Scared

Frustrated

Annoyed

[N 2 I O T N NG T N N T G I Y NS T S R S ]

Tense

Vicious

Frightened

Shaky

Very self-conscious

Heart rate increases

A mess in my appearance

Tired

. Lousy

1
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Worked-up

Insecure

Uncomfortable

Quick tempered

Want to be alone

Knotted-up inside

Down

Irritable

Mad

Butterflies in my stomach

Helpless
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The stressors, and the feelings and emotions associated with them, fell into the same
categories I had identified from the previous year's data. Those categories are: relationships
with peers (including bullying); relationships with teachers (including any 'disciplinary’
stressors), relationships with family members; curriculum generated stressors and a

miscellaneous group of everyday life stressors.

This information generated very similar findings to those of the previous year. In

every year group, curriculum generated stressors was by far the largest category with

relationships with peers being the second largest.

Tests and exams were the most frequently mentioned curriculum generated

stressors. They were identified four times by Year 7 pupils, twelve times by Year 8 pupils;

fourteen times by Year 9 pupils, seven times by Year 10 pupils and twenty times by Year 11

pupils. On the 1993 Questionnaire tests and exams had been mentioned less frequently by

most year groups. They were mentioned five times by Year 7 pupils, six times by Year 8

pupils, twelve times by Year 9 pupils, eleven times by Year 10 pupils and thirteen times by

Year 11 pupils. The largest increases are in Years 8 and 11.

The largest increase in school stress generally was noted earlier to be in Year 8. The

possible explanation suggested that the SATS may have some influence on this seems to be

born out by these figures. It is also interesting to note that the Year 1 1 respondents to the

1994 Questionnaire, twenty out of twenty four of whom mentioned tests and exams as

curriculum generated stressors, are among the first cohort of pupils to have expenence of

both SATS and the increased amount of examination assessment at key stage 4. Their

predecessors, in 1993, had mentioned coursework and deadlines most frequently as

stressors in the curriculum generated category.
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The number of occasions tests and exams were cited as stressors in

each year group
YEAR 7 YEAR 8 YEAR 9 YEAR 10 | YEARII
1993 5 6 12 11 13
1994 4 12 14 7 22

In the category relating to relationships with peers, bullying was the most frequently

mentioned stressor. Again, this stressor was mentioned more freq

year's questionnaire. In 1994 bullying was men

uently than in the previous

tioned six times by Year 7 pupils compared

with five times in 1993; three times by Year 8 pupils in both 1994 and 1993, six times by
Year 9 pupils in 1994 compared to twice in 1993; Year 10 pupils mentioned bullying on
seven occasions in 1994 and 4 in 1993, and finally Year 11 pupils mentioned it six times in

1994 and only twice in 1993.

The number of occasions bullying was cited as a stressor in each

year group
YEAR 7 YEAR 8 YEAR9 | YEAR10 | YEARII
1993 4 3 2 4 2
1994 6 3 6 7 6

[ am unable to offer a satisfactory explanation for this increase. I mentioned earlier

in this chapter that another member of staff at the school was conducting a piece of school-

based research on bullying using a questionnaire, however, that questionnaire was issued

after my own and could not have influenced answers.
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Perhaps increased media interest demonstrated in the coverage of isolated tragic
incidents of bullying by the national press and on television, for example the case of
Katherine Bamber in March 1992 and that of Stephen Woodhall in March 1993, has served
to keep bullying on everyone's agenda. Both Katherine Bamber and Stephen Woodhall
committed suicide after allegedly being bullied at their respective schools. Esther Rantzen
featured Katherine Bamber's story in her BBC programme 'That's Life' and launched a
national anti-bullying campaign as a result. Respondent’s answers could have been
influenced by this sort of media coverage or it could be that for them, at the time of
answering the questionnaire, bullying was perceived as a bigger issue in the school than it
was perceived to be by the respondents the previous year.

The following pie charts show the frequency each category of stressor was

mentioned in each year group.

228



FIGURE 24

Relationships with peers 11
Relationships with teachers 11
Relationships with family members 0
Curriculum generated stressors 19
Every day life stressors 1

CATEGORIES OF STRESS

YEAR 7 - 1994

| Relationships with peers

LRelationships with teachers R

E'érygy life stressors

Figure 24
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FIGURE 25

Relationships with peers 6
Relationships with teachers 4
Relationships with family members 0
Curriculum generated stressors 22
Every day life stressors 0

CATEGORIES OF STRESS

YEAR 8 - 1994

Reiﬁgnships with tcaéi?e_r;j

| Relationships with pecrs |

Curriculum get;;r;I;J ]

Figure 25
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FIGURE 26

Relationships with peers 19
Relationships with teachers 7
Relationships with family members 1
Curriculum generated stressors 24
Every day life stressors 2

CATEGORIES OF STRESS

YEAR 9 - 1994

| Relationships with tcachers |

| Relationships with family members |

[ vy da it stesoes |

Figure 26
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FIGURE 27

Relationships with peers 14
Relationships with teachers 3
Relationships with family members 1
Curriculum generated stressors 23
Every day life stressors 2

CATEGORIES OF STRESS

YEAR 10 - 1994

| Relationships with teachers | | Relationships with peers
l Relationships with family M

Every day life stmio;i—l

RIS - S oiats STV o i

| Corriculum generated |

Figure 27
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FIGURE 28

Relationships with peers 17
Relationships with teachers 6
Relationships with family members 0
Curriculum generated stressors 43
Every day life stressors 9

CATEGORIES OF STRESS

YEAR 11 - 1994

|7 Relationships vy1th tc‘acﬁl’cris_j

‘[ Rclationshii)é with ;fcg

| Curriculum gcnerat?dv 71

Figure 28
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Figure 29 shows all categories of stress for all year groups for both 1993 and 1994.
I have already discussed the changing patterns which occur in the mention of tests and exams,
and bullying over the two years. It is also interesting to note how relationships with family
members seems to have so little importance in the questionnaire data, when the interview data
found this to be more problematic for some pupils. However, under the category of curriculum
generated stressors, I did include 'other people's expectations' as a stressor and in most
instances the 'other person' was a close family member. Maybe, relationships with family

members has been sub-sumed under this category. There was little mention of specific family

difficulties which might impinge on a pupil's state of mind at school other than the isolated

mention of 'money troubles' and 'when Mum and Dad argue' as sources of stress, which are

obviously stressors brought into school rather than stressors caused by school.



FIGURE 29

YEAR 7 YEAR 8 YEAR9 | YEAR 10 | YEAR 11
Every day life 3 1 3 4 13
stressors
o g 38 39 52 69 o1
generated
Relationships 1 1 1 4 3
with family
Relationships 18 12 19 5 7
with teachers
Relationships 27 17 30 30 2
with peers

CATEGORIES OF STRESS 1993/4

ALL YEAR GROUPS

Figure 29
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It is also interesting to note that relationships with teachers seems to cause more stress
to Lower School pupils. Stereotypical images of life in a secondary school might suggest the
opposite and certainly television and the media promote this idea. Many secondary school

teachers would probably endorse the idea too. But from the data collected in the questionnaire

it would seem that Upper School pupils have fewer grievances with the staff who teach them,

than with the 'what' and 'how' they are taught.

The feelings respondents associated with these stressors were again categorised under

the same six headings identified from the 1993 questionnaire. There was little variation in the

range of feelings identified in the second questionnaire and in the first. For the purpose of this

analysis the list of feelings and their categories identified in Figure 17 in Chapter 4, may be

considered exhaustive. The number of occasions each feeling was mentioned in the 1994

questionnaire is catalogued in Figure 30. Again, the most frequently mentioned feelings were

those associated with anger, anxiety and unhappiness. In 1993, feelings of anxiety reached their

peak by Year 11 followed by feelings of anger and unhappiness. In 1994, feelings of anxiety

are at their highest in Year 7, with feelings of unhappiness reaching a peak in Year 11. Anger

remains fairly constant throughout the year groups with the exception of a noticeable decline

in Year 10. The word 'suicidal' appears for the first time in the 1994 data. It is mentioned on

two occasions by pupils in Year 9 and 10.
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THE NUMBER OF TIMES EACH CATEGORY OF FEELING

WAS MENTIONED ACCORDING TO YEAR GROUP

FIGURE 30
YEAR 7 YEAR 8 YEAR 9 YEAR 10 YEAR 11

ANGER 12 11 17 8 14
ANXIOUS . 15 18 17 17
UNHAPPY 13 10 17 18 21
BORED 2 3 7 3 2
PHYSICAL 9 2 3 5 6
PERSONAL 4 2 5 7 5

FREQUENCY MENTIONED - 1994

L _

FEELINGS ASSOCIATED WITH STRESS

YEAR7 vu; s YEAR § YEAR 10 YEAR 11
YEAR GROUP
Legend
ANGER B AoETY B UNHAPPINESS - BOREDOM - PHYSICAL PERSONAL
Figure 30
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The next group of questions aimed to discover the extent of school stress as perceived
by the respondents to the questionnaire. The figures were again similar to those of the previous
year. 19% of respondents thought ‘all' pupils suffered from school stress, 21% believed that
'many’ pupils experienced school stress; 30% believed 'quite a few' pupils felt stress and 18%
thought that 'a few' would feel this way. None of the respondents thought that pupils never

experienced school stress. In total, 96% of the respondents thought that all pupils experienced

school stress to varying degrees at some point during their school life. In 1993, 98% of

respondents thought this.
Nearly half of the respondents thought that males and females experienced similar

amounts of stress which again, is remarkably similar to data from the 1993 questionnaire. 52%

of respondents thought that stress was the same for males and for females; of the remainder

36% said that females experienced more stress than males and 6% disagreed. When asked this

question the opposite way round (see questions 7 and 8 on the questionnaire), 39% said that

males did not feel stress more than females and only 4% disagreed with this.

70% of respondents believed that the amount of stress they experience would increase

as they moved up the school, 13% disagreed with this and 9% thought that it would stay the

same. The single most frequently offered reason for this was the increase in pressure from

examinations and concerns about the future after leaving school. Typical replies included:

'When you are going to take exams and worrying about unemployment and

things like that.’

(Male year 7).
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'As you get older you worry more about your school work and
exams and also what you are going to do when you leave school.

Boyfriends can also cause problems.’

(Female year?7).

"The exams are a lot harder and you have to do well to get a good job. It causes a

lot of stress doing them.'
(Male year 8).

'As you move up the school there's more pressure put on you on things
like handing in homework and doing your exams. '

(Female year 9).

'As you change, there will be different things which cause you stress, €g.
bout friends or a new school but

when you are younger you might worry a
when you are older you might worry about work, exams and boyfriends
and girlfriends.’

(Male year 10).

'd probably be under stress because of the
ds, but once you get to upper school

'Lower down the school you
her things seem trivial by

petty things like falling out with frien
you're so worried about exams that ot.
comparison!’

(Female year 11).

One or two respondents did make the point that as pupils became older and
increased in maturity, they became more proficient at handling situations and therefore
reduced the amount of stress they were likely to experience.
59% of respondents said that they were aware of their friends feeling stressed and
when asked how they could tell mentioned 'symptoms' such as moodiness, tearfulness,

looking pale and tense, not wanting to talk and wanting to be left alone.
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More pupils in 1994 than in 1993 said that they had asked for advice when feeling

stressed. Figure 31 illustrates this. This increase was common to both females and males

although slightly more significant among males. In 1994, 16 more males and 12 more

females, sought advice for stress than in 1993 Again the most frequently consulted people
were family members: Mums, Dads, older siblings, Aunts and Grandparents; teachers were

consulted less frequently and doctors consulted twice.

The respondents gave a similar list of their own coping strategies to the one

compiled from the 1993 questionnaire (Chapter 4 Figure 18).
59% of respondents felt that the school should be doing more to help pupils who are

suffering from stress, which is slightly more than in 1993, 33% said that this was

unnecessary, slightly less than in 1993. However, the suggestions were almost identical the

most common ones included: school counsellor, being listened to more, being given more

time, give out advice booklets/leaflets, special classes and talks. 'Heartfelt' comments

appeared in all year groups, the more poignant were.

'"Teachers should be more approachable. I have read that at least two
[ each year.

school kids die/commit suicide from stress from schoo
Teachers are too busy abiding by the rules - they should notice more.’

(Year 11).
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FIGURE 31

1993 1994
YEAR 7 8 11
YEAR 8 6 8
YEAR 9 7 16
YEAR 10 8 15
YEAR 11 12 18

1994

1993

PUPILS SEEKING ADVICE FOR STRESS

FIGURES FOR 1993 AND 1994

15

Figure 31
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'Teachers should be more helpful - they sometimes make things worse'.

(Year 9).
‘Create a 'problem room’' - pupils can go and talk to someone there. Not
teachers.’

(Year 8).
'Do something about bullying'.

(Year 7).

The final questions asked about the health of respondents. 18% said that their health

was 'very good', 38% said it was 'good' and 35% described their health as average. Only 3%

said that they felt that their health was below average and only one respondent described

her health as poor. Typical ‘common complaints' included headaches /migraine, colds,

stomach ache, asthma, eczema, heyfever, tiredness, menstrual pain and spots. Less common

complaints included tennis elbow, my weight, a 'worked-up mind' and 'when I get mardy

with my brother" (This respondent had obviously interpreted 'complaint’ as a ‘criticism', and

was probably referring to parental reprimands when his brother and he argued. The possible

ambiguity in this question had been identified by the pilot questionnaire and is discussed

more fully in Chapter 3). As in the 1993 questionnaire, none of the respondents identified

their feelings of 'stress' with ill health in this question.

Respondents self-reported good attendance records at school. 16% said that they

were never absent; 33% said that they were only absent for one or two days each year; 24%

said that they were absent for about one week each year. More frequent absences were not

common: 16% said they were away from school for one or two days each term and 6% said

one or two weeks each term. Only 3% said that they were absent more frequently than this.
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The last page of the questionnaire was again left blank for respondents to record any
further information they felt would be valid and relevant. Upper school pupils mainly chose
to write something down in this space. Comments were generally supportive and positive
but a few thought that the questionnaire had little relevance to them, and one respondent
said it was hard to fill in. There were no blatantly derogatory comments. A selection of the

comments from the last page of the questionnaire appears below:

'I believe the idea of teaching pupils about stress is a very good idea as
tl‘te experience is not pleasant. Stress should be taught about round the
time when almost all pupils go through it - their last two years of school
when facing G.C.S.E's. However, they should learn to help themselves.
This is the one big mistake I made at school. [ believe my behaviour was

caused by stress on regular occasions.’

(Female year 11. A pupil who was permanently excluded from the school before the end

of her year 11).

'Stress doesn't seem to be associated with young people and they are not usually

taken seriously. It's executives who get SITess, not school girls / boys.'

(Female year 11).

'If there is anything worrying you, speak to someone straight away and
don't keep it to yourself. If people don't know they can't help you!'

(Male year 7).

'Yes, some of the teachers don't realise we get stress and keep nagging at

’

us.

(Male year 9).

'I'm quite impressed that this questionnaire has been given out, so that we can

share our experiences of stress with you.'

(Female year 9).
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' think that the questionnaire was very well presented to the pupils of this
school! (And I hope you get good results from your findings!).'

(Anonymous year 10).



CHAPTER SEVEN

THE 1994 INTERVIEWS

The same volunteers were interviewed on the second occasion by myself on the
school premises during the Summer Term of 1994. Two new interviewees from Year 7
joined the sample having volunteered to do so on the questionnaire, and two pupils who
had since left the school agreed to come back to be interviewed.

The questions were again semi-structured and open ended to give the interviewees
the maximum opportunity to talk about the issues relating to stress which were most
pertinent to them. Answers were probed by me and developed by the interviewees as and
when it seemed relevant. The interviews tended to be quite long and many of the

interviewees had interesting stories to tell of their experiences of stress in school.

The basic questions which were asked of all the interviewees are as follows:

> After | had reminded the interviewee of how he or she described their stress level
last year, I asked them to describe their stress level at the present time. Obvious
differences were explored.

> Can you describe how this stress makes you feel?

> Is it always a negative feeling for you?

4 Has it changed over the year? If so, how? (This question was omitted in some cases
if it was already covered in the response to question one.)

> Is there anything in particular which is causing you stress this year but was not last
year?
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» Have you noticed any changes in the school over the last year? Have any of these
changes been responsible for making you feel more stressed? (This question was
included as the school became Grant Maintained in September 1993. There were
changes that myself and other members of staff had noted and [ was interested to

find out if the pupils had made similar observations and had felt affected by them in

any way. It turned out to not be a particularly productive question!)

> Have you noticed more of your friends feeling stressed? If so how? Is stress a word

that you and your friends use a lot to describe how you feel?

> How do you feel now about the future? Have your plans changed since last year?

What are your expectations for the future? Do you feel optimistic?

> Is there anything else you can tell me about stress in school? Anything that might be

useful? Anything that you know about feeling stress in school that I don't?

Where pupils were being interviewed for the first time, the questions from the

previous interview schedule were used (see chapter 5). The interviews all took place either

in my teaching room, or in the Drama Studio where it was cooler and quieter on some days,

either at lunch time or after school.

The two ex-pupils who returned to be interviewed, both went to a lot of trouble to

come into school: re-scheduling a driving lesson and overcoming transport difficulties,

which I felt showed a genuine commitment and interest in the research. Of the other ex-

pupils who were contacted, one had emigrated to Australia with his family, one replied to

my letter but was unable to come into school to be interviewed due to 'studies and other

commitments' . However, in her letter she said, 'if you would still like to question me
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further, I would be willing to answer another questionnaire as richly as [ possibly could and
post it back to you' (Sally), which she did! Some of her written contributions have been

quoted in this chapter. One male wrote back and said that he did not want to take part in

the research any longer and one female made an arrangement with me to interview her, but

did not turn up!

The questions fall into three basic categories: those which explore current stress

levels as perceived by the interviewees and how that stress feels for them, those which

consider possible changes in the stress the interviewees have experienced over the last year

(and any observations of stress among their peers) and possible reasons for this, and finally

those which look to the future and attempt to explore the expectations of the interviewees.

I have divided the interviewees into three groups: the College Group comprising ex-pupils:

Upper School pupils comprising interviewees from years 10 and 11 and Lower School

pupils comprising interviewees from years 7, 8 and 9.

Responses to questions from category I- those which explore

current stress levels and associated feelings

The College Group

fair amount of

For the two ex-pupils who came back to school to be interviewed, a

time was spent comparing school life with their current experiences of college life. Sally,

the ex-pupil who filled in a second questionnaire instead of being interviewed, was also

attending college at the time and many of her responses were comparative.
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All three felt that their college lives were more stressful than when they were at

school The stressors were similar to those at school, mainly workload and time, but with

the added burden of 'money problems' in two cases.

'They are a lot higher (stress levels). I feel stressed somewhere between
occasionally and always. It's the pressure of work at college, homework
and everything, it's hard. You have to do everything on your own, and
cope on your own. Being at College I have to get my own money together,

so I have money problems.'

(Lee).

The feelings associated with stress were the same as when they were at school.

They described feelings of depression and negativity, tearfulness , irritability and anger.

None of them said that the stress felt any different, rather the things which cause them to

feel stress had changed but they did feel more able to cope with it than when they were at

school. They seemed to have developed their own coping strategies which they had not
been aware of, or used, when they were at school.

'I've found now I have gone into the Sixth Form, 1 get on with the people

there really well - much better than at my secondary school which has
made a lot of difference. There are always people there for you to talk to
and socialize with (and moan to!) which relieves quite a lot of the stress. '

(Sally).

k I close my eyes and take a few deep
psychology and that

e you can opt in to,

'If I am in the canteen at brea
breaths. I have been reading quite a lot of books on
helps. There is a special counselling group at colleg

but that doesn't appeal to me.’

(Lee).
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The two interviewees both said that 'stress’ was a common word for their peers to

use at college, more so than when they were at school They explained that it meant slightly

different things to different people, but they all understood the feeling.

more is said than at school. At school you would not even

mention the word stress or depressed but at college we sit around and say,
' oh I really feel bad and stressed out'. You can sit with your friends and
talk about it and say what you did last night, moan about no money, no

job. Everybody means slightly different things when they say they are
stressed, but everybody understands it.'

(Joe).

'Yes definitely,

They described their peers as 'suffering’ from stress, looking 'drained’, being 'more
irritable’ and 'tense’, as being quite commonplace at their respective colleges, and mentioned

smoking, drinking and taking drugs as a form of relaxation and stress relief.

'Smoking and drinking are much more prevalent in college. We go down
to the pub across the road, it is a release from stress and to relax yourself.
Drugs - it is not that common at college. [ must admit there was quite a

lot at school, but not that much in college.’

(Lee).

Sally described 'listening to music, talking to someone, walking, acting and singing'

as her main methods of relieving her stress.
onably optimistic about the future although their long

Both interviewees felt reas
e had perhaps not

term plans had been modified. Lee admitted to occasional thoughts that h

worked hard enough or had made the wrong decisions.
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'Usually I feel optimistic about my future, but sometimes I think I have
lost out here and I have had it. I don't feel like this often, it is just when I
have had a bad day and the thought creeps in. If you want to get
anywhere these days you've got to work at it. Sometimes [ wish I had

studied harder at school.’

(Lee).

Joe had experienced problems with his college course at first, as his GCSE results

were not as good as he expected, and he had changed to something different. However, he

was enjoying the student lifestyle and seemed content.

Upper School Interviewees

Almost without exception, interviewees from the Upper School said that they felt

their levels of stress had increased since their last interview. This is supported by data from

the 1994 questionnaire. In the questionnaire, 88% of Year 10 pupils and 90% of Year 11

pupils reported feeling stress at school. The main reasons given for this was increased

workload, examinations, deadlines and what they were going to do when they left school,

all similar curriculum generated stressors identified on the questionnaire. (In the

questionnaire, curriculum generated stressors were mentioned 23 times by Year 10 pupils

and 43 times by Year 11 pupils).

'Even more stressed because there is more pressure, d lot more work and
of the time.’

the exams are coming up. I feel stressed most

(Robert year 11).

250



'It has affected me more this pear because there are more exams and stuff in
Science, and English essays have to be longer. Generally the whole

pressure put on you can cause stress. I feel stress. It is usually to do with
school work, meeting deadlines and making sure it is good work. The
pressure comes from teachers to do well. Sometimes I put pressure on

myself.'

(Russell year 10).

Four pupils mentioned relationship difficulties, particularly, girls with their peers

and boys with members of the teaching staff. These difficulties are also apparent from the

questionnaire, where difficulties with relationships with teachers are mentioned 3 times by

Year 10 pupils and 6 times by Year 11 pupils, and difficulties with peers are mentioned 14

times by Year 10 pupils and 17 times by Year 11 pupils.

For three of the female interviewees the relationship problems they discussed were

the same as in the previous year's interview and the problems had still not yet been resolved.

Although all the females said that the situation was not as intense this year as it had been

the previous year, they still all felt stressed by it. In the questionnaire, 46% of respondents

reported feeling stressed by their relationships with their peers, three quarters of whom

were female. This could suggest that females experience more difficulties in their

relationships with their peers generally, or that they are more willing to admit to them and
discuss them.
The male who was most outspoken about teaching staff in the 1993 interviews

(Andrew), felt equally strongly and was equally stressed this year:



'I feel angry that I don't have enough time, enough hours in the day to do
things you want to do. I feel stress more often, more frequently but the
feelings are just the same as last year. The teachers are getting on top of
you more. They are always going, " Oh. these are your GCSE's" and all
that, and if your work is a day overdue or something, they go mad.’

(Andrew year 11).

A few pupils mentioned this increased stress having a 'knock on effect’ at home

where they referred to 'feeling under pressure' rather than feeling 'stress’. They identified the

pressure as coming from other people's expectations of them and not having enough time to

pursue their own hobbies or leisure activities. However, difficulties with relationships at

home is only mentioned on one occasion by a pupil in Year 10 in the questionnaire. A

common sentiment is reflected below:

'"We have got to try to live up to the expectations of the school. There is
also pressure at home to do well in exams. My Dad doesn't particularly
get involved, he just helps me if | need it, but my Mum keeps getting on at
me to get the grades. I don't like it really. I am an only child and it makes

me feel quite stressed carrying their hopes and expectations.’

(Lee year 11).
Lower School Interviewees

Lower School interviewees shared the opinion that their stress had increased since

their last interview, although they perhaps expressed this in a less concerned and more

accepting comments. Although the interviewees mentioned curriculum generated stressors

frequently: homework, not understanding work or not being able to do work, SATS and

'options', as they did in the questionnaire, they also made more references to everyday life

stressors and relationship problems as in the following comments:
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'I still get stressed sometimes, depends what is happening. Today, I was
playing football and my bag split and I lost my football boots. Just things
like that, when I lose stuff. Other people annoy me, getting on my nerves
and being stupid, that causes me stress. Teachers shouting at you, getting
really tight work deadlines, hard work and being tired. I suppose having
to come to school, that's stressful. I can really feel the difference when it
is Sunday and I can relax.’

(Paul year 9).

'Quite often this year. It is worse than last year. Mainly my friends this year,
there has been a lot of trouble. It does not let me concentrate as much as
before. With options coming up it makes me think about what I'm going

to do, that makes me feel stressful.’

(Louise year 9).

The 1994 questionnaire suggested that Year 8 pupils were feeling particularly

vulnerable to stress and the prospect of SATS in year 9 was offered as a possible

explanation for this. (There was an increase of 22% in Year 8 pupils who reported feeling

stress at school in the 1994 questionnaire). These comments from a female interviewee 1n

year 8 may add credence to this. Before this comment she had described herself as

'occasionally ' feeling stressed at school and not 'feeling as bad as I did in the first year'. She

went on to observe:

'People, like teachers, tell us, "you have to get ready for next year, " "this

is important for next year," "this is all going into your folder," "t{nis is
when you have to start thinking about it,” "you can't just leave t!us year
out.” But nothing happens in year 8. We haven't just come to this schoo{,
so people think it's an easy year. It isn't, you still have to try really hard.

(Sarah year 8).

I think that this remark is quite perceptive for a year 8 pupil; she has already

understood one of the strategies many teachers employ to motivate their pupils: to play on
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the importance of each year as a step towards the next and to make pupils believe that
everything they do has some important implication for the future, which of course is not
always the case. Sarah's perception of year 8 is that 'nothing really happens', and indeed in

i ' times
terms of academic significance many professionals would agree with her. (How many

D , \Jamage
are student teachers given Lower School classes to begin with in the interests of 'damag

' i and consequently change
limitation', or parents told that if they must move out of the area q

i from
their child's school, do it before they are in year 9). Yet Sarah still feels under pressure

i i i ils, or
her teachers to do well. While there can be nothing wrong in wanting the best for pupils

i i i achers are far
in encouraging them to achieve their potential, perhaps sometimes we as te

i ili are losing -
too concerned with results (because of our own increased accountability) and g

i il i i ire meant when he
sight of the child. I think that is what the pupil in the 1994 questionnat

i ' ted in
said that 'teachers are too busy abiding by the rules - they should notice more (quo

i ch pressure
the previous chapter). Teachers are often just too busy and under so much p

i 1 ich are happening in
themselves that they do sometimes fail to notice some of the things which 1)9]

their classrooms.

- had
An equally thought provoking comment came from a pupil in year 7 who ha

for about nine
agreed to be interviewed for the first time. She had only been at the school for

iti ious junior school very
months but she was obviously finding the transition from her previous junt

difficult.
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'Sometimes you feel you want to cry but you don 't because you will get
embarrassed. Sometimes people say things to you and they hurt your
feelings but you don't like to show it. It didn't happen as much at junior
school, but I feel more stressed at this school. 1 think it is stress. I tell my
Mum sometimes, but I don't tell her everything I feel. Because Idon't
want to worry her. I feel rotten most days at school. I try to cry when I get
home. In the morning I feel fine, but when I come home from school 1
end up crying again, most nights. Sometimes when I come home I go
straight up to my bedroom. I try and lie down to try to take my mind off

it. It helps sometimes. '

(Helen year 7).

For this pupil, stress comes not only from the transition to the school but also from

her perceptions of the consequences of admitting her feelings to her mother. Helen believes

that her mother will worry about her if she tells her how she is feeling. So added to her

burden of unhappiness at school, is the belief that she is responsible for her mother’s feelings

and the desire to protect her mother from worry. Her feelings of stress are therefore

compounded.

With two exceptions, all of these interviewees from the three groups described their

stress as a negative and unpleasant feeling associating it with feeling sick, stomach upsets,

headaches, tiredness, increased chance of an asthma attack, irritability, feeling depressed,

anxious, miserable and lowered academic performance. All of these associations had been

previously mentioned on the questionnaires and in previous interviews. The following

quotation is an example of a typical response to the question exploring the interviewees

feelings about their stress:
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'I feel tensed up and mentally ill. I seem to be more tired. I have the same
amount of sleep but I feel more mentally tired this year. I think it is
because you are doing more hours of work at night so in the morning you
feel you can not be bothered to get up. I feel more tired and this makes

me in a bad mood and stressed.’

(Katy year 11).

Two interviewees said that their stress occasionally motivated them to complete

work or try harder, although they still described stress as a negative feeling.

Responses to questions from category 2 - any changes in the

interviewees' experiences of stress and any reasons for this,

observations of stress amongst their peers

The school became Grant Maintained in September 1993 and I wanted to find out if

this had any noticeable effect on the pupils’ perception of their stress. At first this did not

seem to have been a particularly useful question as most of the pupils' comments referred to

ishi ver, on
material changes in the school, new computers and furnishings for example. Howe

i ' to
closer examination it seems that some of the pupils feel that they are now being asked

i ious 'privi ' been
work under a stricter regime and feel that some of their previous privileges' have

curtailed, and this may contribute to their feelings of stress, created by lack of

o : : . arent
‘environmental fit', A feeling of being in conflict with their environment which was app

i ' i i ese comments came
in the previous year's interview but had now been exacerbated. Th

i i ent
mainly from Upper School interviewees, Lower School interviewees tended to comm

on any changes they had noticed in a more constructive manner.
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The College Group

These interviewees were not able to make significant responses to this question.
They said i nice' i i i
ey said it was 'nice' to come back and they liked seeing their former teachers. One

in : . . .
terviewee remarked on 'a nicer atmosphere’ but this might well be the case for any ex-

pupil returning voluntarily to the school as a visitor. Obviously, they were unable to

comment on any material changes.

Upper School Interviewees

Generally, Upper School pupils used this question to vent some of their frustrations

with the school which were virtually the same as in the previous year's interview,

complaints about the school dress code and rules which are too strict being the favourite.

'Lots of changes. School has become a lot stricter, there has been a clamp
down on things like going out of school bounds - you get suspended.

They aren't little things. They are serious in away.’

(Robert year 11).

'I think they are getting too strict about the rules. Some of them are OK and
g a bit too strict. 1

aCf:eptable. I think it's getting a bit pathetic, it's gettin
think we should be allowed to do more, like where we can go. !

(Emma year 10).

A possible explanation for the increased discipline came from an astute member of

year 10 who said, 'pupils seem more aware, because it's been in the papers, and there's a lot

more work'. Local papers take a keen interest in schools in the area, any adverse publicity at
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this critical point in a school's history would obviously be unwelcome and could affect the

school's future intake. There is sharp competition between secondary schools in the area.

One other interviewee in year 10 thought that one effect of becoming Grant

Maintained was to cause more stress to parents as they would have to pay for more

expensive school meals for their children and provide a school 'dress code' for them to

wear, but she did not think this would cause increased stress to pupils. The dress code, as

stated previously, had caused much ill feeling among pupils but the financial implications of

a dress code had not been mentioned previously as being a source of stress among the

pupils.

Lower School Interviewees

Lower School pupils either said they had not noticed anything different in particular,

) . ; i iew. and less
or made a reference to the school seemingly having more money in one Interview,

money in another.

The next questions explored the interviewees perceptions of stress in others and the

use of the word 'stress' among their peers in general.

Upper School Interviewees

Nearly every interviewee said that 'stress’ was word used by their peers and that

they could tell when their friends were feeling stress. Some acknowledgements were made

to the ambiguity of the word, but it was generally felt that it was a word understood by all.
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(Inthe 1994 questionnaire, 96% of respondents said that they had experienced stress at

school at some time).

'We do talk about our feelings and we do use the word stress, which is
what we actually feel. We use words like down and annoyed, which is not
the same as being stressed. Stress causes depression. You could feel both.'

(Lee year 11).

'Yes, definitely everybody has found it harder this year. Stress is a word
that is always used. I suppose it is one of those common words that

teenagers always say. I suppose it can be said when it is not really needed.

It is something everyone understands the meaning of, but it can
sometimes be abused.'

(Katy year 10).

'A lot of people talk about work all the time. A girl in my year could not
get to sleep because of the stress and the worry. She was doing so much at

night she could not get to sleep because there was so much in her brain.

It sometimes gets me down a bit. I can't see it changing, it will be even
worse next year.'

(James year 10).

Where explanations were given, the causes of the stress were all either curriculum

generated stressors (especially in Upper School interviewees) or relationship stressors,

mainly among peers rather than teachers. This is in keeping with the results of the

questionnaire. The effect of peer pressure was acknowledged and both its positive and

negative aspects talked about.
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'Sometimes I go round to my friends, but not all the time. Sometimes that can
make you [eel more stressed. They are going through the same things and
start moaning about it and it makes you feel worse. It is not a comfort to
know that peaple feel the same. Sometimes it's worse.'

(Lee year 11).

"1 thm!c everyone is feeling it at the moment. You can't really tell, but you
can with some people. People don't always show that they are stressed,
they keep it inside. It is always in the back of their mind. I think it is quite
common for people to feel as miserable as 1 do. Having a laugh makes
pe.opl? feel better. Drinking too much sometimes, quite a lot of people are
drinking, boys and girls. Smoking tobacco and other stuff, that's on the

increase.’

(Robert year 11).

Lower School Interviewees

One year 7 interviewee had a distressing story to tell of his friend's experience of

stress which illustrates the awful effects of stress for some pupils. The interviewee did say

that he thought that his friend had learned something about himself and stress from this

experience, and that it might not happen again as his friend now 'knew what to expect’.

'My friends start feeling stressed around tests and things we don 't like
go really red and

doing. My best friend, he started, before the test 10
started to shake badly, and then he just went plain white and his lips went
a purply colour. He was sick. He went home and came back and did his

test and did alright on it. I think he was suffering from stress. '

(Ian year 7).

Peer pressure was a significant aspect of Louise's experiences of stress. She had

experienced considerable conflict in her relationship with one particular group of friends.
considerable

She is a very conscientious pupil with a desire to achieve. She also feels
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pressure from home, particularly from her mother who has high expectations of her. Louise

had to make a conscious effort to change her friendship group to be with people who were

more 'like minded' and supportive.

'Stress is something they talk about sometimes, mainly if they are getting left out.
That's the main reason they get stressed over. Most of my friends aren't
bothered as long as they have got friends and are popular, it's alright.

.They think, "it's only school, who needs it 2" Some of them are

interested, like the people I hang around with now. They know they have

got to do well, and that's what I like about them. If you have got

somebody to support you then you feel that you can do it. Not like if

somebody has a negative attitude, you think you cannot do it.’

(Louise year 9).

Responses to questions in category 3 - future expectations

In the last few questions I again asked interviewees about their plans and

expectations for the future. Many responses were very similar to the previous year with

ambitions being quite modest but realistic. Many of the older pupils felt the uncertainty

surrounding their examination results prevented them making any firm plans and they

tended to express their ambitions in more cautious language for example; 'T would like' or 'l

hope to '. Younger pupils were more positive and certain of their futures, 'T am going to' of

'l want to'.

Perhaps this indicates that these pupils have not, as yet, explored fully the

requirements and qualifications needed to pursue their chosen career and have not had their

confidence affected as a result. Or maybe as a year group they are more confident anyway

ndicates that the effect of five years of education and

than their predecessors. Perhaps this i
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the constant reminder pupils have of the importance of academic success, res

of self-doubt and lack of confidence in their prospects.

Upper School Interviewees

Most of the year 11 pupils said they either felt optimistic about the future or

on results. They

ults in feelings

ambivalent. They all had plans which were dependent on examinati
generally felt optimistic about the future and wo

happy memories.

uld be leaving the school with at least some

'Scared a bit. It all depends on one day, exams and that. If you don't do
well on that day, then your whole future changes. '

(Katherine year 11 ).

' Levels and going to University.

'I am scared of growing older, doing 'A
ool, but at other times I really

Sometimes I really can't wait to leave sch
start panicking.'

(Kerry year 11)-

'It depends what I get in my exams as 10 what I do next year. 1 will
probably go to college and do a Geography course. I don't really worry
about things. If it's going to happen it happens, that's it '

(Andrew year 11).

' don't feel very optimistic at the moment because of my results. If you
the course. If I had to do retakes it

don't get the results you don't get on
could be doing other things. I will

would be like a year wasted when you
be happy when I leave the Sth. year but not school altogether. Some of

the years I have enjoyed. It is just the pressure of school, going to college
and being with people who are better than you.'

(Lee year 11).
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All of the other interviewees had some idea of what they wanted to do in the future

and repli i
plies referred mainly to careers, whereas last year more personal ambitions had been

expressed, especially from the girls. This year, the girls seemed to have given more thought

to thei i is indi i
eir careers and had more concrete aims. Perhaps this indicates an increase in

competiti i iti
petitiveness among the girls, or at least the recognition that they can compete with the

boys, or that they have to compete with them. The question had been couched in the same

terms but had elicited an entirely different response, even from the year 7 pupils who were

being interviewed for the first time. It seems, for all pupils, expectations had been raised.

This could, indirectly be the result of the school's Grant Maintained status. Pupils seem to

perceive being Grant Maintained as being 'different’ and associate it with change, perhaps

they also anticipate change in their own educational futures.

Lower School interviewees

'I know it sounds funny but I want to be a counsellor - something like

this. My Mum tells me everything. | think when she is feeling down she
talks to me. She said when I got knocked down, if I had died, she would

have jumped off the motorway bridge.’
(Helen year 7).

This is the same pupil 1 quoted earlier in this chapter as feeling unable to confide her

feelings of stress to her mother in case it made her worry. It seems from this further

comment that the mother confides in her daughter to a considerable extent, yet is unable to

der considerable pressure

allow the daughter to feel that she could do the same. Helen is un

d to her in return.

to act as 'counsellor' to her mother with no support extende
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The significance of examination results was mentioned by one interviewee who was
positive about his choice of career, but had already taken on board the uncertainty about

achieving it that so many Upper School interviewees had expressed.

' want to be a chef but I think my GCSE's are going to worry me a bit'.

(Ian year 7).

My final question again gave interviewees the opportunity to tell me anything about

school stress that they thought was important and I had not asked them. Nearly all of them

wanted to say something either recounting a personal experience of stress or making a

comment about the school which was not strictly speaking directly related to stress at

school, and therefore I have omitted these comments from the research.

More pupils than previously referred to stress at home being responsible for some of

the stress pupils experience at school. It was acknowledged that this was not directly

related to school stress but it was felt that it exacerbated it.

'Maybe how other people can get you stressed if they are st.ressed, like
your family. Other things besides school. Feeling stressed in school but

not necessarily about things at school. I think quite a lot of people have

family problems. They bring them into school and that causes arguments.
I think it is more of a problem people feeling stressed at school because of
things that have happened outside school, than what has happened inside

school.’

(Sarah year 8).
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'I get a lot .of stress from the family. Mum and Dad having arguments
and stuff like that. I think it is quite common children coming to school
fronf unsettled homes and feeling stressed. School makes thing worse by
. putting more pressure on. I think family stress is much more common
than being stressed by things at school. People whose parents have split

up, you get stress from that.’

(Paul year 9).

Paul is the pupil who has experienced family problems throughout this research. He

is t M . . .
he pupil whose Mum came to see me at Parents' Evening after my first interview with

him.

It is interesting to note that problems at home do not feature significantly on the

questionnaire data. This is also true of the previous year's findings. Pupils seem more

willing to give this information in the spoken word rather than to write it down on the

questionnaire. Perhaps because the information it so personal they feel more comfortable

disclosing it on a 'one to one' basis rather than writing it down on paper. Or perhaps the

rview situation gives them the confidence to

personal and more 'intimate' nature of the inte

express opinions they do not feel as confident in writing down.

Other final comments related to the way teachers treat pupils as being a cause of

stress for some pupils. Emma mentioned on her questionnaire and interview in 1993, and

e felt 'clever’ people were treated differently to other

again during this interview, that sh

pupils and this for her was a cause of stress:

'I still feel that people are treated differently according to their ability. 1
on. 1 am not exactly clever, I am

think clever people still get more attenti
I am a lot worse than other

OK at some subjects, but some subjects
tion because they

people. The less clever people should get more atten
d in certain lessons. This causes me Stress

need more help. I feel neglecte
because I am always thinking about it. Getting frustrated about it.’

(Emma year 11).
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This feeling of being 'let down' by teachers was also shared with a pupil in year 7

who said:
'Some teachers are not very sympathetic or as understanding as they
could be.’
(Helen year 7).
igni hool:
And finally an acknowledgement that stress can be a significant problem at sc

'I do think pupils suffer from stress and it is a real problem.

(Andrew year 11).
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SUMMARY

Again a general summary of the responses can be made and some conclusions
drawn. Much of the information the interviewees gave me regarding their feelings when

stressed and the school situations which cause them to feel stressed, compliment data from

the previous interview and the questionnaires. The ‘nterviewees are very consistent in their

perceptions of their stress and in their interpretation of it.

The vast majority of the interviewees felt that their stress had increased from the

previous year. In some cases this was accepted and perceived as to be expected. Other

pupils had expected some increase but not as much as they felt. The College Group also

reported increased stress levels.

The feelings associated with stress remain the same but the stressors themselves

have changed in a few cases. Stressors described are largely curriculum generated or to do

with relationships with peers. Relationships with peers seem to stress females more than

males, and in three cases the relationship problem was long term and had been discussed at

length in the previous interview. Lower School pupils referred to curriculum generated

stressors to a lesser extent than Upper School pupils, but made more references to every

day life stressors and one year 7 pupil made a reference to bullying as a source of stress for

her. The College Group added financial problems to their list of stressors.

Some pupils, who had been interviewed previously, referred to their ability to cope

better with stress this year. The College Group also shared this belief. A year 7 pupil

thought his friend would learn from a stressful experience and it probably would not happen

again. This suggests that stress may have an 'experiential dimension for some pupils.
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All but two interviewees referred to their stress as being negative and unpleasant;,

the two who did not said that they had been motivated by their stress to either work harder

or complete work, but that the experience had still been unpleasant.

The school's Grant Maintained status may have some bearing on the perceived

stress of Upper School pupils, both male and female, who remarked on an increased

application of school rules and felt that this might lead to conflict situations:

moking situation - a lot of teachers are
coming into the toilets and that sort of thing to see if people are smoking.
Getting expelled seems to be getting more common, for certain people.
Certain people only have to go out of school for dinner and they are
excluded. If you are told a rule and told to keep it, you are more likely to

break it.’

'The rules have got stricter. The s

(Lee year 11).

Ex-pupils from the College Group returning to the school for the interview

remarked on 'a nicer atmosphere', as stated previously. Lower School interviewees

commented mainly on the material changes to the school, or made vague comments about

the school's financial situation which were unsupported and which did not seem t0 have a

link with pupils and stress.

t was a word that

All interviewees felt comfortable with the word stress and felt 1

their peers also understood. However, an ex-pupil disagreed with this and said that it was

not a word used in school but that it was used at college frequently.

All interviewees felt that they could tell when their peers experienced stress, oné of

the most significant factors being they looked tired and down, which supports the findings

of the questionnaire data. Some pupils felt that their peers could support them when they

tion worse. Ex-pupils feit

were feeling stress, while others felt that this made their situa
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supported by peers who felt the same as they did; one said that a stress counselling service

was available to students at college but felt that he would not want to take advantage of it.

t
A 'stress counsellor’ was a popular suggestion on both questionnaires as being something

the school could do to help pupils cope with stress.

Some interviewees felt more control over their stress than others, feeling that they

could plan for it and therefore cope with it.

'I am more organised this year than last year, with deadlines and stuff,
you have got to be. Being more organised is a way of managing stress.’

(James year 11).

'[ expect to feel more stressed next year, with GCSE's coming up. I have
seen my sister going through it and I'm not really looking forward to it.
Sorting out my work targets and schedules will make it less stressful. I am

disorganised, but if I try, I can be more organised.’

(Paul year 9).

mbitions and plans to the ones mentioned in the

The interviewees expressed similar a

previous interview. Upper School pupils tended to sound less confident and expressed

themselves more cautiously than in their previous interview. Lower School pupils sounded

more confident. Nearly all interviewees made some reference to the importance of exam

results to their plans and successes in the future. There were no comments relating to

personal fulfilment being an important part of their ambitions as there had been in the

previous interviews.

ring on the stress some pupils

Some pupils felt that home stress had a significant bea

felt at school; this was given more attention in the interview than it had been given on the

questionnaire.
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Fewer comments were made about teachers and teachers' attitudes than in the

previous year's interview, although feelings of being '‘neglected' by teachers were expressed.

All pupils seemed to take the subject of stress seriously, feeling that it was a

significant factor in school life. Although some were more philosophical believing stress is

something which is just 'a fact of life".

'I think everybody feels stress at some time. Whether it is at work or
ess at some point in my life.'

wherever. I would expect to feel str

(Russell year 10).
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CONCLUSIONS

The conclusions to be drawn from these interviews are consistent with those
drawn from the 1993 interviews. The following conclusions should be read in conjunction

with those of 1993.

The questionnaire data identified a finite number of school stressors which I

categorised as being either curriculum generated, a result of relationships with either family,

teachers or peers, or every day life stressors. The interview data has refined these categories

to some extent and identified sub-groups of school stressors, some of which are directly

related to the initial categories and some of which are not.

These second order constructs of school stress include:

> Transitional stress created when moving to a new school or leaving school, going to

work or into further education or moving into a new year group.

> The social construction of stress, closely linked to the relationship with peers

category, but focusing more on the positive and negative effects of peer pressure,

peer support systems and coping strategies.

> Stress caused by the school's behaviour policy, perceptions of authority and pupil
status.
> Stress created by poor time management or a feeling of deprivation of leisure time.
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> Stress resulting from perceptions of how other people will respond to knowing that

someone is feeling stress, closely linked to perceptions of other people's

expectations.

> And finally, stress created by the pupil's own expectations of his or her future.

: i i ils expect it
Stress, as perceived by these interviewees 15 long term and on going. Pupils exp

: i i d interview
to increase as they move up the school, and according to the questionnaire an

T, in Hi ion. Stressors
data, it does. It also appears to be a continuing factor in Higher Education

is 1 as pupils
generated from the curriculum seem to cause the most stress, and this increases as pup

- ionnaires. (Figure 32).
move up the school. This is also supported by data from the questio
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PERCENTAGES OF PUPILS EXPERIENCING SCHOOL

STRESS IN EACH YEAR GROUP

FIGURE 32
YEAR GROUP 1993 1994
YEAR 7 63% 68%
YEAR 8 60% 82%
YEAR 9 81% 61%
YEAR 10 88% 88%
YEAR 11 93% 90%

EXPERIENCES OF SCHOOL STRESS

COMPARISON BETWEEN 1993 AND 1994

Figure 32
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It is impossible to make an exact comparison of the data from the 1993 and 1994

questionnaires as there was a differing number of respondents to the questionnaire in each

year: 167 in 1993 and 143 in 1994 The difference of 23 respondents is quite significant. It

is interesting to note however, the Year Groups with the most significant differences in the

number of respondents: Year 8 (35 in 1993 and 28 in 1994) and Year 10 (34 in 1993 and

24 in 1994) show the most and the least difference in the amount of stress reported by the

pupils who did respond to the questionnaire. Year 8 shows a 22% increase despite 8 less

respondents, and Year 10 stays the same despite 10 fewer respondents.

If we look at these figures in terms of male and female respondents there is a slight

decrease in the number of both males and females reporting experiencing stress at school

(Figure 33) Again, consideration must be given to the different number of respondents in

the two questionnaires.



NUMBER OF MALE AND FEMALE RESPONDENTS

REPORTING SCHOOL STRESS IN EACH YEAR

FIGURE 33
YEAR RESPONDENTS MALE FEMALE
1993 167 55 70
1994 143 52 62

MALE AND FEMALE SCHOOL STRESS

COMPARISON BETWEEN 1993 AND 1994 e

1994
—
1903 — e
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Figure 33

Females consistently report feeling more stress at school than males when

the number of respondents each year are considered only. However, if these numbers are

considered in terms of the percentage of male and female respondents reporting feeling

school stress in each year, there is actually a rise in the percentage of males reporting
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experienci
periencing school stress, whereas the percentage of females reporting experiencing

school stress remains consistent. (Figure 34)

FIGURE 34
YEAR MALE FEMALE
1993 69% 83%
1994 80% 82%

EXPERIENCES OF SCHOOL STRESS

Figure 34

From these figures it would seem that female respon

1993 reported feeling more school stress than
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both males and females reported feeling almost equal amounts of stress and the males

considerably more than they had reported previously.

There appears to be an element of 'experiential learning' from some stressful events

for some pupils.

It is impossible to say for certain whether the school's Grant Maintained status has

influenced pupils stress levels, but it can be said that pupils have perceived some changes in

the school's discipline procedures and expectations of conduct. These changes have not

been viewed favourably by older pupils in general and have created some ‘environmental

conflicts. (Perhaps this is reflected in the increase in school stress for males identified

previously).

[ felt as the interviewer that the older interviewees sounded less confident of their

futures, and as before, perhaps under-estimated their own potential.

All of these pupils gave up their free time willingly to be interviewed as they had

done the previous year. They seemed to enjoy talking about their feelings and experiences

and many talked at great length. On two occasions I had to terminate interviews because

we had run out of time, and in two interviews I did not ask all the questions I had intended

as answers to the questions I had asked, were so long and detailed. I have had pupils ask if

they could become part of the research sample retrospectively and one pupil in the sample

keeps asking me, "when are we going to do that thing with the tape recorder again?"

Clearly the pupils want to talk. Equally clearly there are strategies the school can

feeling. T will now

adopt and changes it can make to alleviate the stress the pupils are

discuss my own views of the implications this research has on the practices and policies of

the school.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE SCHOOL

Through talking with pupils and listening to what they have to say; by asking them

questions and taking seriously their responses and after reading about pupils' experiences of

school stress expressed in their own language, 1 feel that I have attained an accurate body

of personal knowledge on which to make some suggestions on ways t0 improve the

experience of schooling for our pupils, and to make life in school less stressful for them.

This research set out to discover the extent to which girls and boys experience stress

in their school lives; stress created by the nature of their schooling. The research suggests

that there are certain areas of this schooling which create stress for some pupils, and now

moves on to propose some practical suggestions to help alleviate this stress. I have already

discussed the subjectivity of the notion of stress and do not claim to be offering definitive

answers to the problems it can create in the school environment. I am making suggestions

which have come directly from my research, and in some instances, from the participants in

the research themselves. Thus the research is not sterile; it has practical value and attempts

to influence change.

As the school's Health Education Co-ordinator I amin a position to suggest change

in areas affecting pupils' health. Some of my suggestions have already been implemented or

are shortly to be implemented. In these cases I am able to offer some evaluation of their

effectiveness, although this is likely to be tentative as none of the suggestions have been

implemented for very long. These suggestions should be viewed as part of a 'rolling

programme’ of change. They will be monitored and evaluated according to the needs of the
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pupils and the school. The sources of stress for pupils in school will not remain static and

the suggestions offered here to help pupils may not always be appropriate; there will be a

constant need to address the dynamic nature of school stressors and revise thinking on what

may or may not be helpful. It is also impossible to view school stress in isolation from the

many other factors in a pupil's life, which may be contributing to feeling stressed. However,

my suggestions do primarily seek to address those issues Over which the school does have

influence and control.

My suggestions cover the following broad areas of schooling:

> The curriculum: its planning, organisation and content. This also includes the

'hidden' curriculum,

> Policy: writing and implementation,

> Self - help for pupils.
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THE CURRICULUM

The curriculum generated stressors referred to in this research have all been

identified from the perspective of the pupils involved in the research, and are not necessarily

recognised by the school itself. No school would deliberately set out to create stress for its

pupils through its curriculum. This emphasises the well documented 'gap’ between intention

and reality in discussion of the curriculum. Stenhouse writes of these differing views of the

curriculum; one which equates curriculum with what is planned and intended and one which

equates to what is actually experienced by pupils, and believes that 'our educational realities

seldom conform to our educational intentions (Stenhouse 1975).This certainly seems to be

the case regarding the stress described in this research, reported to have been generated

through the school's curriculum.

The most frequently mentioned curriculum generated stressors in all year groups

were: tests and exams, coursework overload / underload, homework and meeting deadlines.

Their mention increased through the year groups with Year 11 pupils understandably,

feeling the most vulnerable. Pupils also reported feeling increasingly unhappy at school as

they move through the year groups, directly related to the increasing amount of stress they

feel.

A school can do nothing about nationally imposed testing at KS3 or GCSE

examinations at KS4, but it can help pupils prepare for these and teach effective coping

strategies. I have discussed this in the section on 'Self - help for Pupils"

Coursework overload / underload and setting deadlines does appear to be a problem

for pupils created by lack of co-ordination and consideration by staff. Many pupils reported
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experiences of periods of time when no work was being set followed by too much work
being set for the same deadline date. This does appear to be a genuine grievance rather than

a result of poor time management by pupils.
The problems created by increased amounts of homework have been recently

highlighted in the OFSTED report 'Homework in Primary and Secondary Schools' (1995).

The report found that pupils:

'Frequently worked much longer hours than was indicated in the
homework timetable in order to meet coursework deadlines’ and 'some
worked at home for three hours each evening and for several hours at the

weekend.'

(OFSTED 1995 page 14).

The report suggests that pupils are having to give up extra-curricular activities,

sports and hobbies to meet the demands of homework, as this increased the working week

by up to 20% in lower secondary classes and 50% in GCSE courses (TES 1995). Certainly

homework and the time spent doing it was a Very big issue relating 10 Stress for the pupils

who participated in my research.

Pupils and staff are issued with a homework timetable at the beginning of each

academic year. Staff are asked to adhere to the timetable and not set homework on

alternative nights for their own convenience or ease of marking. This does not always

happen. According to comments made by the pupils in the school, colleagues' comments

and my own experience the following situations arise:

> some staff change the homework night through negotiation with the pupils, which

does not necessarily cause 2 problem;
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g some staff 'forget' on the appropriate night and set homework retrospectively which

can cause problems for pupils;

g some staff set extra homework in order to cover their syllabus or to make up for

something in the syllabus they have forgotten to teach the pupils, this is a result of

poor planning and always causes problems. The pupils who are most articulate and

confident might protest but are met with the answer, "You need this for the exam”

or are reprimanded for speaking out of turn. Either way they cannot win.

More careful monitoring of homework set by staff, by Heads of Faculty and Year

Co-ordinators, would do much to alleviate this problem. A system of appeal for pupils who

have a genuine homework grievance would also help the pupils to feel they have 'a voice' in

the matter and may help them to feel that they have some degree of control over their

school work. The school stress described by pupils in my research was closely linked to

feelings of not being in a position to control situations, and being 'defeated' by school rules

and authority. Perhaps a genuine system of appeal might make pupils feel more empowered

and so help to relieve their stress and frustrations. Indeed, much of the emphasis of the

school's pastoral curriculum leans towards lifeskills teaching, of which self-empowerment

is a key concept. Perhaps here we have an opportunity to address not only stress

management, as will be discussed later, but also negotiating rights and responsibilities

within the school setting to give pupils the control they feel they are lacking.

Pupils will often share their grievances with their Form Tutor, but it is not always

easy for them to help. Some newly qualified teachers would find it difficult to challenge an

older, more experienced member of staff, or a member of staff with more status, about
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setting homework on the wrong night. Indeed experienced staff might well think twice
before mentioning a seemingly small matter such as this to a colleague of higher status.
However, it is important to empathise with our pupils and understand that issues which
might seem quite minor to us, can be very significant in their perceptions.

A system to help pupils organise their homework which is used in my own Faculty

is to 'publish’ the week's homework on notice boards outside teaching rooms, either in

advance or on the day it should be set, along with the date it should be handed in. Pupils

use these to jog memories usually, but a few of the more conscientious use it t0 plan their

work for the week.

Heads of Faculty have a responsibility to monitor the work of their Faculty members

and should encourage good practice in planning and preparation of work; they should insist

each Faculty member is fully convergent with the needs of the syllabus being followed so

that there is no last minute 'cramming’ before important €xams. Pupils have the right to

expect and trust their teacher’s integrity and should not be manipulated because of poor

management of an examination syllabus.

It would also seem logical for Heads of Faculty to liaise with one another at the

beginning of each academic year regarding important coursework / examination dates, to

avoid 'overloading' pupils at certain times and underloading' them at others. Pupils need to

have a timetable or planner published to them at the beginning of the year containing all

these important dates so that they can plan the year accordingly. The school's Examinations

Co-ordinator also needs to be involved to advise Heads of Faculty of when key examination

and assessment dates occur to avoid clashes with coursework deadlines.

This system has apparently been tried at the school, but according to the perceptions

of the pupils it has not worked. Perhaps it has not been monitored carefully enough or
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adhered to strictly enough by members of staff To work effectively it has to be applied

rigorously. It is no good publishing crucial dates to pupils so that they have an awareness of

what is to come and can plan and prepare for it, i the timetable does not match up with the

reality of what happens at the school. This is likely to make matters worse for pupils and

increase their stress, rather than reducing it To work the system needs to be seen by staff as

a serious commitment to pupils to help them organise their time and reduce their stress, and

it needs to be monitored regularly. As I said earlier