Proactive coping in the teaching
profession

Zaneta Mihalikova Zitnakova

Abstract

This article deals with the study of proactive strategies of coping with workload in
teaching profession. The main aim was to identify the gender differences in the level
of proactive coping with workload using the Proactive Coping Inventory (PCl). Another
aim of the paper was to explore the differences in the level of proactive coping of
teachers in relation to the length of their teaching practice. Altogether 135 teachers,
112 women (83%) and 23 men (17%) participated in the research. The results of our
research showed the presence of differences in the level of seeking emotional support
between men and women, as well as differences in strategic planning, proactive and
reflective coping among teachers depending on the length of their teaching practice.

Key words: workload, coping, teacher, proactive coping theory.

Proaktivne zvladanie zataze v profesii ucitela

Abstrakt

Predlozeny prispevok sa zaobera skimanim proaktivnych stratégii zvlddania zétaze
u ucitelov. Hlavnym ciefom prace bolo zistit medzipohlavné rozdiely v Grovni proak-
tivneho zvladania zataze pomocou Inventéra proaktivneho zvladania zataze. Dal3im
cielom prace bolo preskimat rozdiely v trovni proaktivneho zvlddania zataze u ucitelov
v zavislosti od dizky ich pedagogickej praxe. Celkovo sa vyskumu zG¢astnilo 135 ucite-
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fov, 112 Zien (83 %) a 23 muzov (17 %). Vysledky nasho vyskumu preukazali pritomnost
rozdielov v Urovni vyhladavania emocionalnej podpory medzi muzmi a Zenami a tiez
rozdiely v oblasti strategického planovania, proaktivneho a reflektivneho zvlddania
zétaze u ucitelov v zavislosti od dizky ich pedagogickej praxe.

Klucové slova: zataz, zvladanie, ucitel, tedria proaktivneho zvladania.

DOI: 10.5507/epd.2021.001

Introduction

The results of many foreign and domestic research studies confirm that the teaching
profession is one of the most demanding. The teacher is expected to develop skills in
pupils to successfully cope with rapid changes in social, personal and later also work
life. If a teacher can fulfil this requirement, it is extremely important for these profes-
sionals to be able to cope effectively with the workload attributed to this profession.
Therefore, in this work, we have focused on the detection of proactive workload man-
agement, which enriches the investigation of coping with the perspective of positive
strength in man.

1 Workload and stress in the teaching profession

As Bratska (2001) states, we encounter various language equivalents or similar expres-
sions for the terms stress and workload in different professional psychological texts.
According to Miksik (1969, in Bratskd, 2001) as a supporter of a different understanding
of these terms, the concept of workload in comparison with other terms contains an
aspect of unity of external influences and internal conditions. Miksik (1969, in Bratska,
2001) divides the workload into four stages. The first stage is a “common workload”
where no mismatch between the pressure of the external environment and the in-
dividual’s ability to create counter pressure exist. The second stage is the so-called
“increased workload”, which is linked to situations in which the individual is not able to
cope with the usual ways of acting and responding. The third level corresponds to the
so-called “limit workload”, in which the external environment places greater demands
on the individual than are their equipment and readiness to handle them. At this stage,
we are no longer talking about the positive effects of workload. The last, fourth stage
of workload is “extreme workload” where an individual is unable to develop an effec-
tive counterbalance to to the claims of their environment and they give in or become
vulnerable. The term stress is recommended by Daniel (1971, in Bratskd, 2001, p. 30)
“to use in cases of physical stress, respectively, where situations seriously compromise the

35



-PEDAGOGIUM IV/2020

integrity and life of the individual.” In the case of moderate and lighter stress, the author

considers the use of the term workload to be appropriate. Heretik & kol. (2016) define

stress as the reaction of the organism to excessive workload. Despite some justification
leading to different definitions of the concepts of the terms workload and stress, we

did not further distinguish these terms for the purposes of our work.

Rehulka & Rehulkova (1998) divide the workload of the teaching profession into
physical and mental, while the mental workload is further divided into sensory, mental
and emotional work-load. Workload tolerance is individually variable. It is determined
by many internal and external factors. The teachens personality in all its dynamics and
structure is an important moderator of the workload management process, as well as
their life experiences, perceived social support and others. According to Paulik (1999,
in Kubdni, 2002, p. 93) “the teaching profession is demanding especially in terms of the size
of the requirements expressed by the teacher’s subjective experience. On average, women
evaluate their workload higher than men.” Miltakova (2004, in Baranovska & Ruckova,
2012) in her research involving 136 secondary school teachers concluded that 89.4% of
teachers experienced a strong to extremely strong workload, but this was not related
to the length of their practice. Compared to teachers at primary and higher education,
according to research by GuliSova (2013), teachers at secondary schools feel the high-
est level of mental stress. Increased workload in teachers' work environments can have
negative psychological and social impacts in the in the long term. It can negatively
affect the quality of life and contribute to the development of some chronic diseases.
Cecho & Hudetkova & Svihorové (2018) state that “professional stress in teacher’s job is
associated with an increase in the incidence of health problems in relation to work and it is
considered a major factor in the development of burnout syndrome.” According to Micek
& Zeman (1997, p. 22), under the influence of stress teachers can experience:

1) atthe psychological level there is a disproportional level of wear, learned helpless-
ness, loss of contact with possible sources of strength recovery or even the so-called
“Teacher’s upsetting’,

2) atthe level of consciousness of the teacher, mental noise appears in the form of
fragments of unprocessed past impressions with emotional undertones, which
disturb the concentration of attention;

3) atthe level of interpersonal relationships of the teacher, unnatural and convulsive
relationships with others, a tendency to look at others in a negative light, but also
relativization of relationships could be observed.

The concept of Hennig and Keller (1996, p. 1996) provides a general overview of the

symptoms of burnout syndrome in teachers, manifesting itself in four levels:

1) atthe psychological level: there is a negative image of one’s own abilities, a negative
attitude towards students and parents, a lack of interest in professional issues,

2) atthe emotional level: there is depression, feelings of helplessness, lack of recogni-
tion, self-pity, irritability, nervousness,
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3) atthe physical level: appearance of rapid fatigue, increased susceptibility to disease,
vegetative problems, headaches, muscle tension, etc.,

4) at the social level: loss of educational involvement and efforts to help students,
limiting contact with parents to a minimum.

2 Coping with workload and stress

Various techniques used by individuals to cope with stressful situations are called
coping strategies. Some authors use the terms coping strategy and coping style as
synonyms. According to other authors, coping styles, in contrast to coping strategies,
represent transitionally consistent and more permanent ways of coping with differ-
ent types of stressful situations (Mares, J., 2001). In connection with the clarification
of these concepts, many experts strictly distinguish the management processes and
the defensive processes, which are, according to Haan (1977, in Ruiselov4, 2006, p. 11),
“rigid, reality - distorting and driven by stimuli from the past.” The behavior associated with
coping processes, on the other hand, is, according to Haan (1963, 1977, in Ruiselov4,
2006, p. 11), “purposeful and flexible, reality-oriented, future-oriented, and determined
by preconscious and conscious elements.” In relation to load management strategies,
Amirkhan (1990, in Baumgartner, 2001, p. 197) distinguishes:
1) instrumental strategy, focus on the problem (active solution),
2) astrategy of seeking social support, turning to other people - seeking advice, help,
human contact,
3) avoidance strategy (physical and psychological avoidance), escape, retreat.

The classification based on mobilized coping sources was proposed by Poon and Lau
(1999, in Greenglass & Lukavsky & Solcova. 2006, p. 149), distinguishing between:

1) problem solving planning,

) reassessment of the situation (mobilization of internal resources),

3) seeking social support (mobilization of external resources),

) avoidance.

N

D

Beehr and McGrath (1996, in Greenglass & Lukavsky & Solcova. 2006, 155) defined five
types of coping:

1) reactive: focused on current or past damage,

2) anticipatory: focused on immediate threats in the near future,

3) preventive: focused on uncertain potential threats in the distant future,

4) proactive: providing challenges that lead to self-development.

37



-PEDAGOGIUM IV/2020

The differences in coping strategies between men and women have been researched by
Baumgartner & Frankovsky, Endler & Parker (1990, in Oskrdov4, 2007), or Lovas (1997).
As one of the specifics of Slovak education system is its persistent feminization, the
investigation of possible differences in the field of coping between men / teachers
and women / teachers is part of many researches. Hupkova & Petlak (2004) distinguish
six developmental phases of the formation of the teacher’s personality (orientation,
preparatory, integration and adaptation, phase of professional stabilization and phase
of professional fading, selfregulatory phase). In each of these phases, the teacher may
face different types of stressors, due to the specific characteristics and tasks of each
phase. In addition, the growing experience in the teaching profession can lead to im-
provement of coping skills. However, some researches (Fialova & Schneiderova, 1998)
point to a higher risk of burnout syndrome in professionally older teachers in second-
ary schools, which according to Schwarz & Tauber (2002) is not compatible, e.g. with
proactive coping. Research in the regular population (Janke & Erdmann, 2003) has
shown that with increasing age (ranging from 20 to 49 years of age), the strategy of
preservation, for example, appears less frequently. In connection with the high num-
ber of teachers in retirement age in Slovak education, in our opinion, it is necessary to
devote space to examining the specifics of teachers’ coping in terms of the length of
their teaching practice.

3 Theory of proactive coping

As Joseph (2017) states, the positive changes that people can experience describe
various concepts such as the search for profit, growth following adversity, growth as-
sociated with stress, etc. Ruiselova & Prokopcakova (2006, in Ruisel et al, 2006) rank the
theory of proactive coping among the newer approaches to coping, which have in com-
mon the orientation of the personality to the challenge. According to Schwarzer & Tau-
bert (2002) by extending the coping process to goal tracking and self-development,
the theory of proactive coping provides a more comprehensive and realistic view of
a person coping with different life situations compared to previous theories. The pos-
sibility of a person to approach stressful situations proactively is being considered in
the context of the concept of Beeher and Mc. Grath (1996, in Greenglass & Lukavsky
& Solcova, 2006), which includes a previously derogated factor of time. In a relatively
short period of time, the theory of proactive coping has undergone several modifi-
cations of content, which have continually added new context and facts supporting
its validity. The concept of Schwarzer and Taubert (2002) includes not only reactive,
anticipatory, preventive, but also proactive coping. In our work we proceed from the
Greenglass approach (2002, in Greenglass & Lukavsky & Solcova, 2006), according to
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which the innovativeness of proactive coping in comparison with traditional concepts

lies in three crucial aspects:
Proactive coping:

1) isdirected towards the future, in contrast to traditionally conceived coping focused
on stressful situations that have already taken place, in terms of preventive coping,
is an effort to build resources that will lead to achievements of goals and personal
growth;

2) focuses on the achievement of the objectives set, with the presence of the vision,
requirements and risks that are assessed in the view of these objectives;

3) the motivation of proactive coping is largely positive as situations are evaluated as
challenges.

In his research, Schwarzer (2002) found a positive relationship between the evaluation
of difficult situations as challenges and the high level of proactivity of teachers in Ger-
many. Taubert (1999, in Schwarzer & Taubert 2002) demonstrated a positive correlation
between proactive coping and perceived self-efficacy, which Kfivohlavy (1998, p. 75)
defines as “the belief that a person is able to determine and influence his mental states
and behavior, to influence their surroundings and to achieve the desired results”. As further
reported by Tauber (1999, in Schwarzer & Taubert 2002), the proactive coping scale is
negatively associated with neuroticism. One of the pillars of our research assumptions
was the finding of Schwarzer & Taubert (2002) that burnout of teachers is a relevant
construct for validation because it should not be compatible with proactive coping. The
research by these authors revealed a significant decrease in the incidence of burnout
with an increase of the level of proactive coping, with the group of proactive teachers
examined reporting less emotional exhaustion and less cynicism. Other findings by
Schwarzer & Taubert (2002) show that a high level of proactive coping among teach-
ers is associated with high evaluation and perception of challenge, feelings of greater
personal recognition and success. Conversely, a low proactive coping level is associated
with a high evaluation and perception of harm and loss.

4 Research methodology
Within the research investigation, the objective of the research was set and the ap-

propriate methodology was chosen to verify the postulated research hypotheses. The
research sample consisted of secondary school teachers from five districts of Slovakia.

39



-PEDAGOGIUM IV/2020

4.1 Objective of research, research hypotheses

The main objective of the research was to find gender differences in the level of proac-
tive coping among secondary school teachers and also the differences in relation to
their length of teaching practice.

We postulated the following research hypotheses:

H1: We assume that there are gender differences in the level of proactive stress manage-
ment in the group of teachers.

H2: We assume that there are differences in the level of proactive coping in the group of
teach- ers depending on the length of their teaching practice.

4.2 Research method

As a research tool, we chose the Proactive Coping Inventory PCl designed by Green-
glass (2002, in Greenglass & Lukavsky & Solcova, 2006), to be used also for the purpose
of our research. PCl contains 55 items in total, which are structured into 7 subscales:
Proactive situation solving (14 items), Reflective situation solving (11 items), Strategic
planning (4 items), Preventive situation management (10 items), Instrumental search
Support (8 items), Finding emotional support (5 items) and Avoiding the solution
of a situation (3 items). The individual items have the character of first-person com-
munication sentences, which respondents evaluate using a four-point scale (1 - not
true at all, 2 - hardly true, 3 - a little more true, 4 — completely true), depending on
how these statements correspond to their feelings in different types of situations. PCl
shows reasonably good psychometric properties including internal consistency for
each subscale with a’s ranging from .61 to .85. In general, each of the subscales showed
good item-total correlations. (Greenglass, Schwarzer, & Taubert, 1999). As stated by
Greenglass & Lukavsky & Solcova (2006), the psychometric properties of the Czech
version of the questionnaire are comparable to the original version. The psychometric
properties of the Slovak version of the questionnaire were investigated by Sollar & kol.
(2019). According to the authors, the internal consistency of the scales is in all cases
low a = w =.55-.78. The questionnaire scales correlate with each other. The authors
leave as an open question whether this is a problem influenced more by translation or
by the construction of the original scale. In Slovakia a number of authors worked with
PCl e.g. Sollarova & Sollar (2009), Fickova (2009), Ruiselova & Pro- kop&akova (2010).
The questionnaire was administered by mail, with a return rate of 55 %.
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4.3 Research sample

135 secondary school teachers in Slovakia voluntarily participated in the research, of
them 83% were women and 17% were men. Teachers from grammar schools (n = 78),
a joint secondary school (n = 19), a pedagogical and social academy (n = 16), a nurs-
ing school (n = 12) and an associated secondary school (n = 10) were represented
in the research. The age range of respondents was from 21 to 65 years, the average
age of respondents was 42 years of age. We divided the teachers into four categories
according to the length of their teaching practice. The first category (1-5 years of ex-
perience) consisted of 31 teachers, the second category (6-15 years of experience)
consisted of 41 teachers, the third category (16-25 years of experience) was represented
by 23 teachers and the fourth category (26 years and more) consisted of 40 teachers.

4.4 Data processing methods

The SPSS v.16 statistical program was used for data processing. We used descriptive
statistic methods to describe individual variables from our research. To determine the
differences be- tween men and women at the level of proactive coping, we used the
T-test for two independent selections, and to explore the differences at the level of
proactive coping of teachers depending on their length of teaching practice, we used
one way ANOVA analysis with significance level p <0.05. We used the Levene test to
test for equality of variance.

4.5 Results

Table 1
Descriptive statistics — individual types of coping in men and women

| ender [N | Mem | s | su |
men 23

43.56 5.70 1.18
Proactive coping
women 12 45.02 430 40
men 23 35.34 3.61 75
Reflective coping
women 112 34.63 4.56 43
men 23 12.04 2.22 46
Strategic planning
women 12 11.70 2.81 .26
men 23 30.34 5.36 1.1
Preventive coping
women 12 29.97 4.61 43
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I ™ I T T
men 23 .86

24.08 4.16

Search for instrumental support

women 112 25.30 4.40 M
men 23 12.78 2.87 .59
Search for emotional support
women 112 14.48 3.17 30
men 23 7.96 2.18 A5
Evasive (avoiding) coping
women 112 7.56 2.20 20

From the data in tab. 1 results that the value of the average level of seeking emotional
support in the group of men reaches the value M = 12.78 and M = 14.48 in the group
of women.

Table 2
Comparison of the level of individual types of coping in men and women

Levene’s Test for .
. . t-test for Equality of Means
equality of variances

Proactive coping 3.284 .072 -1.398 133 0.164 -1.46
Reflective coping 1.903 170 .705 133 0.482 0.71
Strategic planning 2.853 0% 542 133 0.589 0.33
Preventive coping 0.765 383 345 133 0.731 37
Seeking instrumental support 0.012 914 -1.218 133 0.226 -1.21
Seeking emotional support 1.464 228 -2371 133 0.019 -1.69
Evasive (avoiding) coping 0.049 825 782 133 0.436 0.39

The results shown in tab. 2 imply that the hypothesis H1 on the existence of gender
differences in the level of proactive coping of teachers has been confirmed. Based on
the results shown in tab. 2 we can state the existence of a difference between men and
women in the search for emotional support.
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Based on the results shown in tab. 4 and in tab. 5, we can conclude that the hypothesis
H2 on different level of proactive coping of teachers depending on the length of their
teaching practice has been confirmed.

Table 4
Result of analysis of variance of simple classification according to the length of practice

ANOVA
L L e
Between Groups 179.401 59.800
Proactive coping Within Groups 2635.932 131 20.122 2972 .034
Total 2815333 134
Between Groups 233.594 3 77.865
Reflective coping Within Groups 2381.339 131 18.178 4283 .006
Total 2614.933 134
Between Groups 73.191 3 24397
Strategic planning Within Groups 917.224 131 7.002 3.484 .018
Total 990.415 134

*Due to the limited scope of the paper, we present in tab. 4 and in tab. 5 only those PCl scales in which we recorded statistically
significant differences.

We state the existence of statistically significant differences between the categories
of teachers according to the length of their pedagogical practice in three subscales of
the questionnaire (tab. 5):

- we state that there is a statistically significant difference in the subscale of proactive
coping between the category of teachers with 16 to 25 years of teaching practice
and the category of teachers with 26 and more years of teaching practice where
the level of proactive coping is higher,

- inthe subscale of reflective coping between the category of teachers with a length
of teaching practice of 0 to 5 years and the category of teachers with a length of
teaching practice of 26 or more years of practice with a higher level of reflective
coping and also between categories of teachers with a length of teaching practice
of 6 to 15 years, 26 years and more (F = 4.283, p = 0.006), for which the level of
reflective coping is higher,

- inthe subscale of strategic planning between the category of teachers with a length
of teaching practice of 6 to 15 years and 26 or more years of teaching practice
(F =3,484,p =0,018).
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Discussion

In our research, we showed a difference between men and women in the level of seek-
ing emotional support, as this was significantly higher for women. Our findings fully cor-
respond to the results of Greenglass & Schwarzer &Taubert (1999) as well as the results
of Greenglass & Lukavsky & Solcova (2006), who also demonstrated these differences
in coping with emotional support between men and women. Similarly, according to
Baumgartner & Frankovsky (1997), women in a situation of stress tend to seek contact
with other people. Likewise, Micek (1988) advises conversation with colleagues, part-
ners or children as a frequent means of consciously relieving mental tension in teachers.

Other findings in our research show proven differences in the subscale of proactive
coping between the group of teachers with the length of teaching practice ranging
from 16 to 25 years and the group of teachers with the experience ranging from 26 to
more years, which achieved the highest average score of the four assessed groups.
We noticed further differences between the groups of teachers in the subscale of re-
flective coping. In this area, differences were present between the group of teachers
with a length of teaching experience of 0 to 5 years and the group of teachers with
a length of teaching experience of 26 years or more in which the level of reflective
coping is higher. We also found differences in the area of reflective coping between
the categories of teachers with a length of teaching experience of 6 to 15 years and
26 or more years. Also in the field of reflective coping, its level is higher in the group of
teachers with a length of teaching practice of 26 years and more. We also found differ-
ences between the examined groups of teachers in the subscale of strategic planning,
especially between the group of teachers with a teaching practice of 6 to 15 years and
the group of teachers with a teaching practice of 26 years or more, for which the level
in the subscale of reflective coping reached higher values.

Similarly, Sollar & Sollarové (2009) report a higher preference for proactive coping
in the oldest research group in their research.

The results of our research are not easy to interpret due to the limitations arising
from the nature of the research set. We acknowledge the fact that the factor of the
length of pedagogical practice together with the achieved pedagogical mastery, life
and work experience can gradually lead teachers to build a repertoire of behavioural
patterns based on a positive view of the world. The results of our research thus indicate
that older, experienced teachers in our research remain open to innovation and show
a desire to further personal development.
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Conclusion

The paper presents the results of a research to determine whether there are significant
gender differences in the level of proactive coping among teachers. We also focused
on identifying differences in the level of proactive coping depending on the length of
teachers' teaching practice.

Significant differences between men and women in our research were confirmed
in the subscale of search for emotional support, while women in our research reached
a higher level in this area. In our research, we demonstrated differences between cat-
egories of teachers with different lengths of teaching experience in the subscale of
proactive coping, reflective coping and strategic planning. We noticed differences in the
subscale of proactive coping between the group of teachers with pedagogical practice
from 16 to 25 years and the group of teachers with pedagogical practice ranging of
26 years and more. We found differences in the field of reflective coping between teach-
ers with the length of teaching practice of 0 to 5 years and teachers with the length of
teaching practice of 26 or more years, as well as between teachers with the length of
teaching practice of 6 to 15 years and the teachers with the length of practice of 26 and
more years. In both cases, a higher level of reflective coping was recorded in the group
of teachers with teaching experience of 26 years and more. In the subscale of strategic
planning, we demonstrated differences between the group of teachers with the length
of teaching practice of 6 to 15 years and the group with a length of teaching practice
of 26 years and more. Also in the subscale of strategic planning, its level was higher in
the group of teachers with the length of teaching experience of 26 and more years. The
findings obtained in our research set indicate a trend of increasing levels of proactive
coping with increasing years of pedagogical practice of teachers, bringing a possible
positive view of coping strategies of the oldest professional group of teachers.

Although the conclusions of our research cannot be generalised to the whole
population of teachers, the partial results create space for the formulation of some
practical recommendations. Implementing the results of our research into practice
requires orienting school policy towards creating conditions that support teachers’
health. According to Act no. 138/2019 Coll. on pedagogical employees and professional
employees, these are entitled, for the needs of professional development, to time off
work with compensation of salary in the range of five working days in a calendar year.
In comparison, teachers in some EU countries can use “Sabbatical leave’, ie study leave
with a job guarantee and financial coverage of living and study costs. Turek (2008)
advises this form of study leave to the possibilities of delaying the burnout syndrome
in teachers. We consider the creation of a diverse range of anti-stress programs and sup-
portive training to be beneficial in the context of teacher’s mental health promotion. It
turns out that these programs need to be created with regard to the real requirements
of teachers, the length of their teaching experience, the focus of the school, or the
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specifics of individual regions in which teachers work. According to Andrasiova (2016,
in Heretik et al.) in stressful life situations, personality characteristics are reflected in
balancing coping strategies and influence their choice. Therefore Daniel (1997) brings
an interesting proposal, when he recommends taking into account the personality char-
acteristics of applicants for teacher training as part of the prevention of workload stress.
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