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Foreword

Over the past two decades, burnout has become a catchall
term, pervasively used but ill defined (along with low morale), to
describe one of the most common and serious afflictions of our na-
tion’s teachers. The term has been used to describe and often excuse
the inability of many teachers to persist effectively in the classroom.

In assessing the meaning and significance of the burnout
phenomenon, we must remember that the 1960s, 1970s, and early
1980s were times of great disappointment and discouragement in
American education, times in which much of the blame for the
perceived failings of education fell upon teachers. These were times
when the turmoil of desegregation and busing produced new polit-
ical conflicts around the schools; times in which a youth culture
flourished and then faded; times in which new curricula, notions
of open education, and other aspects of the romantic movement in
American education sprang up and withered. The period witnessed
times of serious financial hardship for the schools and diminishing
financial rewards for teachers, times when collective bargaining
agreements began to govern the working arrangements of the ma-
jority of American teachers. Many of the reform movements
launched in the 1970s concentrated on minimizing or avoiding the
perceived shortcomings of teachers rather than building on their
strengths. Thus we had a quest for teacher-proof curricula, then for
alternative schools. It is little wonder that teachers, faced with this
onslaught of misfortune and blame, were increasingly demoralized
and that teacher burnout became a common phenomenon. The
entire profession of teaching was in trouble.
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Given this background, one surprising aspect of the educa-
tional reforms proposed in the 1980s was the rediscovery of the
teacher. While the many national reports and proposals for reforms
contained criticism of the teaching profession, they nevertheless
stated that teachers were an essential part of the solution, assuming
that teachers could improve their performance and become more
effective. Indeed, they came to the important, if obvious, realization
that no improvement in educational outcomes of students was
likely without more effective teaching. Thus, during the 1980s
many of the dismal trends of the 1970s began to be reversed.
Teachers’ pay began to rise as did regard for teaching by both col-
lege students and those seeking to escape from other professions. A
series of initiatives designed to enhance the status and performance
of teachers emerged: proposals for merit and incentive pay, for mas-
ter teachers and mentor teachers, for career ladders, and, more re-
cently, for the development of new roles for teachers in decision
making and for the restructuring of schools to accommodate and
encourage these new roles. Withal, though, teacher burnout per-
sists, accompanied by a hefty skepticism among teachers about the
proposed reforms and their purported intent to improve the condi-
tions of teaching.

As we come to recognize this dilemma of reform, Barry A.
Farber’s research tells us a vital tale. Until now, teacher burnout has
been a widely misunderstood concept, with little specific explana-
tion as to its occurrence, its variations and symptoms, or its solu-
tions. It has connoted merely a generalized state of hopelessness and
exhaustion, impossible for policy makers and managers to deal with
in any specific way. Barry A. Farber remedies all of this. He care-
fully lays out the etiology of teacher stress and burnout, helping us
to understand the varieties of burnout arising in different circum-
stances and requiring different responses. He reviews the context
and history of the development of burnout with great thoroughness
and care, enabling us to understand how it is the consequence of
many of the rapid social and educational changes of the 1960s and
of the subsequent attacks upon teachers and the schools, of low pay,
urban social disintegration, lack of parental-community support,
and student apathy. Farber discusses the alternatives available to
combat teacher burnout, noting perceptively that the initial educa-
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tional reform proposals of the mid-1980s, in imposing higher stan-
dards and requirements, did nothing directly to address the issue
and had the potential, in fact, to make it worse. He notes too that
individual coping strategies may ameliorate the local classroom
conditions but can never solve the problems that lead many teachers
to the burned-out state. He concludes that the best hope lies in the
kinds of school-level and school-based improvement strategies that
are now surging forward under the heading of “restructuring.” In
this, he adds a significant and clinically based psychological per-
spective to the various proposals for this sort of reform.

Burnout, with all its symptoms, is itself symptomatic of the
seemningly intractable problems present in many American schools.
No one should think that it will be quickly or easily diminished or
erased, since it is the consequence of each burned-out teacher’s pro-
found and complicated psychological conclusion that his or her
work is not efficacious. As such, burnout will itself be a substantial
obstacle to educational reform and improvement, at least for several
years. The situation calls for careful diagnosis and treatment for all
affected individuals and groups in the schools. Nostrums—whether
organizational, rhetorical, or therapeutic—will not suffice.

January 1991 P. Michael Timpane
President

Teachers College

Columbia University



Preface

Background of the Book

When I was training to be a public school teacher in the late
1960s, I was assigned books in teacher education courses that were
strongly critical of teachers (for example, those by Holt and Kozol).
When I became a teacher, community groups and the popular press
were strongly critical of teachers. When I left teaching, in the mid-
1970s, university experts were busy writing curricula, textbooks,
and subject guides that, while not explicitly critical of teachers,
clearly assumed that most teachers could not think for themselves
and would be entirely ineffective if left to their own devices. In 1979,
when I became a psychology professor in a college of education, the
most pressing issue was the decline in quality of American teachers.
This book grew out of a feeling that teachers have been maligned
in this country for too long. From this perspective, the emergence
of teacher burnout as a significant social and educational phenom-
enon is evidence not of the failings of teachers but rather of how
difficult teaching has become in this day and age.

I started my own teaching career in a New York City public
school in 1968, where I spent four often difficult, often rewarding
years teaching both special and regular education. I spent my last
year as a public school teacher in an elementary school in an afflu-
ent suburban community. Over these years, I became somewhat
accustomed to many inexplicable bureaucratic practices and became
better at handling many student problems as well. But what I could
never get used to, nor entirely understand, was the seemingly con-
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stant belittling of teachers by parents, media, school personnel,
comrnunity leaders, and the public at large. Along with many of my
colleagues, I grew increasingly bitter over the widespread accusa-
tions that teachers were racist, incompetent, dull, and oppressive.
Most teachers I knew were, in fact, kind, decent, and personally
committed to helping children, especially the underprivileged. Per-
haps this now smacks of naivete, but it was a sincere belief in the
late 1960s when idealistic feelings made teachers of many of us.

Many of us struggled even as we made our curriculum more
“relevant,” “‘opened up’ our classrooms, established precise goals,
systematically rewarded small achievements, and fed breakfast to
our needy students. Not achieving the successes we strove for was
difficult to accept. Equally difficult was the attitude we felt from a
public that seemed intent on criticizing rather than understanding,
on condemning failures rather than acknowledging hard work or
success. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, many teachers were begin-
ning to feel exasperated by the criticism, the lack of public support,
the bureaucratic interference, the increasingly violent nature of
schools, and the pressures placed on them to educate all children
equally effectively.

Many teachers, myself included, began feeling that the satis-
factions of teaching were no longer commensurate with the stresses.
Some left the field, and others continued to teach without the en-
thusiasm or commitment they had once had. And many began to
identify with a concept that seemed to reflect many of their feelings
about work: teacher burnout. “I've had it, I don’t care, and I have
very little left to give” are the feelings underscoring teacher burn-
out—a phenomenon that reflects both the difficulty of the work and
the lack of available support and rewards to offset the stresses.

Teacher burnout is not an excuse that poor teachers invoke.
It is a work-related disorder to which even the best educators some-
times succumb when faced with the nature and circumstances of
teaching. Moreover, teacher burnout is not just a cluster of stress-
related symptoms; it is a disorder that must be placed in a certain
historical and social context. The perspective taken here is that
teachers, traditionally a much criticized group, have been especially
maligned since the mid-1960s and that it is far from coincidence that
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the “discovery” and frequency of teacher burnout have occurred in
an era that has been particularly critical of teachers’ efforts.

Overview of the Contents

There are several other books and a plethora of articles on
teacher stress and burnout, but my sense is that this book differs
from the vast majority of such literature in several essential ways.
First, as noted above, it provides a social and historical context for
the emergence of teacher burnout within the past two to three de-
cades. That is, it goes beyond a mere enumeration of the immediate
causes and symptoms of this problem to a consideration of those
factors—including teacher strikes, the civil rights movement, the
women’s movement, and changing demographic patterns—that
have provided a fertile soil for its emergence. Second, it provides
multiple perspectives on the issues of teacher stress and burnout, at
times employing the language and viewpoint of educators, at times
those of sociologists, and at times those of psychologists. Third, it
offers the voices of teachers themselves, talking not only about their
classroom experiences but about the personal consequences of their
work as well. Fourth, this book identifies several subtypes of burn-
out, providing a degree of specificity to this phenomenon that has
heretofore been absent. Fifth, it provides no faddish answers as to
how to deal with this disorder, no package of solutions; its recom-
mendations are more cautious and its forecast for change more re-
spectful of the seriousness of the problem. Sixth, and perhaps most
important, this book is a rarity in the literature of either education
or psychology~—it is supportive of teachers.

Chapter One reviews the history of the burnout concept and
the various ways that it has been defined. A fictional teacher man-
ifests the varied symptoms of burnout as described by several prom-
inent theorists. Chapter Two looks at the prevalence of burnout in
different groups of teachers and examines its sources at both the
individual and organizational levels. In Chapter Three, the focus is
on symptomatology and the three different types of burnout that
seem to occur. Chapter Four addresses the teacher shortage, espe-
cially these questions of concern: Who teaches and why? Who leaves
and why? Three profiles of former teachers are offered. In Chapter
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Five, the origins of modern-day teacher burnout are traced to several
events and trends in the 1960s, including the general iconoclastic
tone of that era, the unintended and unforeseen consequences of the
civil rights movement, and the infusion of male teachers into edu-
cation as a consequence of the Vietnam War. Chapter Six reviews
some of the antiteacher books published in the 1960s and 1970s; it
also looks at the way television and the movies have portrayed
teachers over the years. Chapter Seven focuses on the ways teachers
have historically been treated in this country; in addition, it dis-
cusses three prime aspects of the general lack of respect accorded
contemporary teachers: public opinion, low salaries, and day-to-day
treatment by parents, students, and administrators. Chapter Eight
takes a close look at the particular problems of teachers in urban
schools and their special vulnerability to the phenomena of stress
and burnout, examining the issues and problems through a discus-
sion of a “typical day” in an urban school. Chapter Nine addresses
the specific problems and vulnerabilities of suburban, rural, pri-
vate, and special education teachers. Finally, Chapter Ten is a wide-
ranging discussion and critique of the solutions that have been
offered for teacher stress and burnout at the individual, school, and
societal levels.

Crisis in Education is based on empirical data that I and
other researchers in the field have collected over the years. It is also
based on critical reviews of the growing literature in the field and
on the impressions gleaned from the approximately one hundred
interviews that Leonard Wechsler and I have conducted with
teachers over the past five years. This book is intended for teacher
education courses, professional educators, and that growing seg-
ment of the public interested in education and the plight of
teachers.
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What Is Burnout?

IN RECENT YEARS, THERE HAS BEEN A SHARP RESURGENCE OF
interest in our nation’s public schools. According to a multitude of
local and national reports, our schools are so replete with problems
that education has come to a standstill for many children. Only 40
percent of this nation’s seventeen-year-olds can comprehend, sum-
marize, and explain what they have read; no 31gn1f1cant progress has
been made since 1971 in raising the reading levels of our students.
High school seniors in this country have lower mean scores on a test
of mathematical abilities than those of fifteen other industrialized
nations. The high school dropout rate is estimated to be about 30
percent, with about one million students dropping out annually. 4
Nation at Risk, the report by the National Commission on Excel-
lence in Education (1983) warned us pointedly about the “rising
tide of mediocrity’”’ in American schools. And John Goodlad (1984)
asserted that the problems of American schools are of such crippling
proportions that “it is possible that our entire public education
system is nearing collapse’ (p. 1).

But it has also become apparent to many who have studied
the educational system in this country that teachers, as well as stu-
dents, are victimized by problem-laden schools. A substantial pro-
portion (26 percent) of all current teachers are seriously considering
giving up teaching as a career within the next five years (Harris
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and Associates, 1988). Attrition rates for new teachers during their
first five years on the job average between 40 and 50 percent (Olson
and Rodman, 1988). And nearly half the teachers in this country (49
percent) believe that morale within the profession has substantially
declined since the school reform movement began in 1983 (Boyer,
1988). Too many teachers have become stressed or burned out. The
primary aim of this book is to examine the nature of these phenom-
ena in teachers—to investigate the reasons and ways that teachers
are dysfunctionally affected by their work and to examine the solu-
tions that may be available.

The impact of teacher stress and burnout on our educational
system is easily imagined and clearly serious. Current teachers will
pursue alternative sources of satisfaction and continue to seek career
changes. New teachers will be difficult to recruit and retain, even
with more attractive salaries. However, the most critical impact of
teacher stress and burnout will surely be on the teaching process
itself, particularly in urban schools with children who can ill afford
a further deterioration of an already wroubled educational system
and who are unable to gain access to private schooling.

Although teacher stress has certainly existed as long as teach-
ing, recognition of a serious morale problem among teachers in this
country has become more explicit in the last twenty to thirty years.
A series of autobiographical accounts of disillusioned teachers in
the late 1960s first sparked public interest in teaching and the prob-
lems of teachers. Several years later a resurgence of interest in these
issues was generated by the introduction of an evocative new term
to describe a particular type of demoralization occurring among
human service workers: burnout. As conceived originally by Freu-
denberger, burnout occurs in highly motivated waorkers who react
to stress by overworking until they collapse. Subsequent definitions
have attributed burnout to the discrepancy between a worker’s input
(what he or she invests in the job) and output (feelings of satistac-
tion and gratification derived from the work); a worker’s perception
of a mismatch between the two results in feelings of detachment,
emotional exhaustion, and a loss of concern for those with whom
one works. But regardless of the exact meaning of the term—and
there is no consensus as to its definition—teachers quickly became
the professional group most identified with this phenomenon. As



