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How did the COVID-19 pandemic affect the anxiety of
teachers at work?
John Jerrima, Rebecca Allenb and Sam Simsc
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ABSTRACT
This paper explores teachers’ anxiety about work at 75 timepoints
between October 2019 and July 2022, covering the period before,
during and towards the end of the COVID-19 pandemic in
England. We find the work-related anxiety of headteachers
increased substantially throughout the pandemic – much more
so than amongst more junior staff. Female teachers experienced
a greater impact than men, particularly amongst those with
young children. Differences were also observed in work-related
anxiety between independent and state schoolteachers, though
only during the first lockdown. We illustrate how providing onsite
instruction, live online lessons and working longer hours were all
associated with raised levels of work-related anxiety.
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1. Introduction

At the start of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic sent shockwaves across the world. A deadly
new virus was spreading from China to other countries, marking the beginning of one of
the most remarkable periods in recent history. Almost every corner of life was affected,
particularly education. Important national examinations were cancelled, schools were
shut, remote learning was quickly introduced, with it not being clear how long such
changes would have to last.1 The working conditions of teachers were hence fundamen-
tally changed overnight, with significant disruption from the pandemic lasting for the
next two years.

Such events are likely to have had a major impact on educators’ mental health,
including their wellbeing at work. For instance, at the start of the pandemic, schooltea-
chers had to quickly come to terms with how to deliver effective remote instruction
rather than face-to-face, with familiarity and confidence with using technology a
major challenge for some teachers. They would also have to do so while potentially
having their own children at home. Teachers then had to deal with the psychological
challenges of returning to the classroom soon after the peak of each wave, despite
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concerns over whether it was safe to do so (NEU, 2020). They also faced uncertainty
over whether and when schools would shut again, how to implement ever-changing
COVID-secure measures (testing, bubbles, face masks), coping with high levels of
staff absence and the challenges of awarding pupils’ grades in the absence of
examinations.

This paper seeks to present new evidence on how a specific aspect of teacher wellbeing
– their anxiety about work – varied throughout the COVID-19 pandemic in England.
Drawing on data from more than 10,000 teachers, we investigate changes in work-
related anxiety across 75 timepoints over a three-year period (October 2019 to July
2022). The frequency of our data collection also means we can link changes in work-
related anxiety to important events, such as the announcement of lockdowns / school clo-
sures and subsequent reopening.

1.1. Teacher wellbeing and its correlates

The broader literature divides wellbeing into two types: hedonic and eudaimonic well-
being. Eudaimonic wellbeing is characterised by experiences of meaning and purpose,
while hedonic wellbeing relates to experiences of pleasure and enjoyment. The latter is
hence often characterised by high levels of positive affect and low levels of negative
affect (Jenkins et al., 2022). Anxiety – the focus of this paper – is often considered a nega-
tive emotion, hence capturing a specific component of hedonic wellbeing (Paulus & Zvo-
lensky, 2017). Our analysis is therefore designed to measure how this specific aspect of
teachers’ hedonic wellbeing changed throughout the pandemic. In doing so, we note
that other aspects of their wellbeing – e.g. their sense of meaning and purposes – may
have varied in different ways.

A host of previous studies have considered factors associated with teachers’ hedonic
wellbeing, with some studies – like ours – focused on their anxiety levels. A number of
papers have explored differences by demographic characteristics, with many finding
female teachers to be more likely to suffer from anxiety than their male counterparts (Sten-
gård et al., 2022), with there also being some differences across different age groups and
seniority levels (Antoniou et al., 2006). Many authors have highlighted the important link
between workload and teachers’ hedonic wellbeing (Perryman & Calvert, 2020), with
recent evidence suggesting that time spent on marking and administrative tasks may
have a particularly detrimental effect (Jerrim & Sims, 2019). Other studies have considered
the role played by school accountability, including school inspections (Brady & Wilson,
2021) and testing (Gonzalez et al., 2017), with many finding these to be key drivers of nega-
tive emotions expressed by teachers. What happens inside the classroom also matters of
course, including how teachers teach. This includes the use of digital technology, with a
recent meta-analysis concluding that “teachers present high levels of anxiety or stress
due to their use of educational technology in the classroom” (Fernández-Batanero et al.,
2021).

With the onset of the pandemic, many of these drivers of teachers’ hedonic wellbeing
changed almost overnight. It had an almost immediate impact on their workload, how
and where teachers worked, as well as key aspects of school accountability systems
(e.g. school inspections and national examinations). This makes the COVID-19 pandemic
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a particularly interesting context to further study change in teachers’ hedonic wellbeing,
including their anxiety levels.

1.2. Teacher wellbeing during the COVID-19 pandemic

A relatively small number of previous studies have investigated how teacher wellbeing
changed during the COVID-19 pandemic. Conducting semi-structured interviews with
21 Swiss primary school teachers, Hascher et al. (2021) found “high work-load, social dis-
tancing and feelings of lack of competence and self-efficacy were among the most aver-
sive aspects of distance teaching.” Drawing on cross-sectional data from 394 teachers in
Ecuador, Hidalgo-Andrade et al. (2021) concluded that female teachers and those with
caring responsibilities had higher levels of stress during the pandemic than male teachers
and those without such responsibilities. Zadok-Gurman et al. (2021) undertook a mindful-
ness intervention study with a group of 67 teachers during the pandemic in Israel. They
found their intervention enhanced teachers’wellbeing, even during the stressful events of
the pandemic. From a cross-sectional survey of 151 primary teachers in the United States
conducted after the first wave, Chan et al. (2021) reported most respondents were
“emotionally exhausted”, suffering from high levels of task stress and feelings of job ambi-
guity. In contrast, a survey of 92 teachers in Germany conducted at two points during the
2019/20 academic year found that “depersonalisation” and a lack of feeling of accomplish-
ment increased during the first wave of the pandemic, but emotional exhaustion did not
(Weißenfels et al., 2022). From 76 questionnaires returned by Turkish school teachers, Eşici
et al. (2021) reported a mix of positive and negative effects of the pandemic, with
increased anxiety described as “the most intense of the negative effects”. In one of the
few longitudinal studies on this issue, Nabe-Nielsen et al. (2022) investigated the
mental health of teachers at three timepoints (May, June, December 2020) during the
early stages of the pandemic in Denmark. They found that the prevalence of poor
mental health amongst teachers increased from 27% to 84% from May to December
2020. Based upon a cross-sectional survey with 399 teachers during school closures,
Gutentag and Asterhan (2022) found teachers to report feeling higher levels of burnout
relative to before the pandemic, with this related to levels of high work-family conflict.
Using data from 274 teachers in Malaysia, Rosli and Bakar (2021) found school staff to
have moderate levels of psychological wellbeing during the pandemic, with no difference
between genders.

In England, survey data from 54 teachers collected during and following the second
lockdown suggested that the pandemic’s effect on “organisational wellbeing” (the
environment in which they work and their relationship with colleagues) and workload
were amongst the most important issues (Jellis et al., 2021). Yet the same authors also
concluded that, overall, “there was not a large change in any area that they felt
affected their wellbeing”. Investigating the impact of the first six weeks of the first
lockdown on teachers, Kim and Asbury (2020) found that – after an initial period of
uncertainty, they settled into the situation and were able to find a way forward. Simi-
larly, in qualitative interviews with 24 teachers during the pandemic, Kim et al. (2021)
identified six key themes impacting teachers in England – uncertainty, practical con-
cerns, worry for pupils, importance of relationships, teacher identity, and reflections.
Finally, using longitudinal data from interviews with 24 teachers conducted at three
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time points during 2020, Kim et al. (2022) concluded that the mental health and well-
being of teachers had declined during the pandemic, particularly amongst primary
school leaders.

1.3. The present study

Despite these interesting insights, there remain some important gaps in the existing evi-
dence base. Much previous work in this area has been qualitative, with the few quantitat-
ive studies typically involving a small sample of teachers. Relatedly, there is little in the
way of longitudinal research examining how teachers’ wellbeing changed as the pan-
demic progressed, including in response to key events (such as lockdowns being
announced). Likewise, no existing longitudinal study compares how the wellbeing of tea-
chers changed during the pandemic in comparison to pre-pandemic levels. It has also not
been possible for previous studies to robustly explore differences between key sub-
groups (e.g. differences between classroom teachers and headteachers) due to the
limited sample sizes available.

The paper specifically attempts to address five research questions. First, the existing
literature overviewed above is inconclusive regarding how the pandemic impacted
teacher wellbeing, with some studies reporting sizeable negative effects, while the evi-
dence in others is more mixed. A strength of the data we have collected is that the
sample of teachers is large and has been collected at many more timepoints than pre-
vious work. Such frequency of data collection is important given how rapidly things
were changing over this period. We thus begin by asking:

Research Question 1. How did the work-related anxiety of teachers vary throughout the
COVID-19 pandemic? How does this compare to teachers’ pre-COVID anxiety levels?

Due to limited sample sizes, previous quantitative work in this area has largely treated
“teachers” as a single, homogeneous group. Yet there is obviously substantial heterogen-
eity in teachers’ roles, with some groups experiencing more challenges during the pan-
demic than others. It seems likely that school leaders were particularly affected, given
they had overall responsibility for keeping pace with and delivering rapidly changing gov-
ernment policy (e.g. school closures, examination cancellations) while also having a duty
of care to their staff. Our second research question explores this issue:

Research Question 2. How did the work-related anxiety of headteachers change throughout
the pandemic, and in comparison to pre-COVID anxiety levels? How does this compare to
more junior staff?

Even before COVID, female teachers reported higher levels of anxiety than their male
counterparts (Stengård et al., 2022). But how did this change during the pandemic? For
instance, with children being kept home from nursery and school, did this lead to extra
work-related pressures amongst parents (e.g. due to having to juggle work and childcare
responsibilities) and to what extent was the brunt of this felt by females? Our third ques-
tion covers this topic by asking:

Research Question 3. Did work-related anxiety increase more for male or female teachers
during the pandemic? How was this linked to their childcare responsibilities?
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In the early stages of the pandemic, there may have been different expectations at
different types of school. For instance, in independent schools where tuition fees are
paid, parents may have expected live online lessons to be delivered by teaching staff,
which may not have been the case at state schools. Similarly, schools with more socio-
economically advantaged intakes may have more demanding parents, which could
lead them to put more pressure of teaching staff to deliver live material. Research ques-
tion 4 considers such issues by asking:

Research Question 4. Was there a particularly large increase in work-related anxiety amongst
teachers working at certain types of school?

Finally, how much anxiety teachers felt about work during the pandemic is likely to be
related to their working conditions. If they were expected to be on-site giving in-
person lessons to the children of key workers – and hence exposed to the virus at
work – they may have felt more anxious when infection levels were high (particularly
during the first wave, when the pathology of COVID was poorly understood). On the
other hand, schools – and managerial staff within schools – likely had different expec-
tations surrounding the quantity and type of online content provided by staff which,
given other pressures, might also have impacted teachers’ anxiety levels. Our final ques-
tion therefore asks:

Research Question 5. How was work-related anxiety during the pandemic linked to working
onsite or at home and provision of different instructional activities?

2. Data and methodology

2.1. Data

The data we use were collected via the Teacher Tapp survey app (https://Teacher Tapp.-
co.uk/).2 Each day at 1530, teachers in England who have downloaded this app receive a
notification asking them to answer three short questions. Typically, around 5,000-8,000
teachers respond. As many of the same individuals respond each day, it provides longi-
tudinal information about teachers over time (each teacher in the panel has a unique
anonymous teacher ID, making it possible to follow their responses over time). Although
the sample is self-selecting – and should hence be considered a convenience rather than
probabilistic sample – the demographic characteristics of respondents is broadly in line
with the population of teachers in England (see Teacher Tapp, 2018 and Teacher Tapp,
2020 for further details). Survey weights are also provided to further enhance the repre-
sentativeness of the data. Descriptive characteristics of our analytic sample are pre-
sented in Table 1. This illustrates how respondents include both primary and
secondary school teachers, teachers of different levels of seniority and across different
school types.

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, we commissioned Teacher Tapp to ask teachers
about their work-related anxiety at multiple points during the 2019/20 academic year.
Our intention was to explore how teachers’ work-related anxiety varied within and
across different school terms (including school holidays). Ethical approval for the
project was obtained from the lead author’s university ethics committee. After the
COVID-19 pandemic reached England, a decision was made to extend the data
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collection. The Teacher Tapp panel were hence asked the following question about their
work-related anxiety once per week, on 75 selected Tuesday afternoons between
October 2019 and July 2022:

“On a scale where 0 is ‘not at all anxious’ and 10 is ‘completely anxious’, overall, how anxious
did you feel about work today?”

Table 1. Descriptive information about the analytic sample.
Number of anxiety questions answered

>= 1 >= 10 >= 60

Gender
Male 24% 23% 24%
Female 75% 76% 76%
Youngest child at home
None 39% 40% 40%
Under 5 12% 12% 11%
Primary age 15% 16% 17%
Secondary age 6% 6% 7%
Over 16 10% 12% 14%
Missing 18% 15% 12%
Job Role
Class Teacher 46% 46% 42%
Middle Leader 37% 40% 45%
SLT 10% 10% 10%
Head 4% 3% 3%
Age group
Age in 20s 27% 24% 18%
Age in 30s 32% 33% 34%
Age in 40s 25% 27% 29%
Age in 50s 14% 16% 19%
Region
East of England 12% 13% 15%
London 16% 15% 14%
Midlands 16% 17% 17%
North West 12% 12% 13%
South East 17% 17% 20%
South West 9% 9% 9%
Yorkshire and North East 14% 15% 13%
Outside England 1% 1% 0%
Ofsted rating
Outstanding 16% 17% 19%
Good 46% 48% 57%
Requires Improvement or Inadequate 12% 12% 14%
Phase
Primary 49% 48% 43%
Secondary 39% 41% 48%
Fee paying 5% 6% 6%
FSM quartile
Q1 (Least deprived) 15% 17% 22%
Q2 17% 18% 22%
Q3 17% 17% 22%
Q4 (Most deprived) 17% 17% 18%
Sector
Independent 9% 9% 6%
State 89% 89% 93%
Observations 26,394 13,199 1,972

Notes: Figures do not always sum to 100% due to missing data on the variable in question. Sample weights applied. Our
main analytic sample is based on teachers who responded to at least 10 of the work-related anxiety questions. Appen-
dix C presents some robustness tests where the sample is restricted to teachers that responded to the question on at
least 60 time points. SLT = senior leadership team and FSM = free school meals.
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This question is based on the general anxiety question developed by the UK Office for
National Statistics (ONS), which is widely used in high-profile national surveys3 to
measure wellbeing across the population (ONS, 2015). It has hence been subject to exten-
sive validation and is now in widespread use (Benson et al., 2019). A minor adaption we
have made is to add “about work” to the question, given our particular interest in tea-
chers’ wellbeing in the workplace. To avoid possible day-of-week effects, teachers
always responded to this question on a Tuesday afternoon.4 Appendix A provides the
full list of dates when this question was asked, along with the distribution of responses.
The mean anxiety score across all timepoints on this 0–10 anxiety scale is 3.7 with a stan-
dard deviation of 2.8.

A total of 26,394 teachers answered our work-related anxiety question at least once
over our study period. However, as we are most interested in changes in responses
over time, we restrict our main analytic sample to the 13,199 teachers who responded
to the question on at least 10 out of the 75 occasions.5 Of course, even after making
this restriction, different teachers (and a different number of teachers) respond at
different timepoints, due to either choosing to not answer the question, dropping out
of the Teacher Tapp panel or leaving the teaching profession completely. Hence, to
test the robustness of our key results, alternative estimates are provided in Appendix C
where the sample is restricted to only those teachers who responded to the work-
related anxiety question on at least 60 occasions (80% of the total). This leads to little
change in the substantive conclusions drawn.

A range of other information is available about the Teacher Tapp sample. This includes
key background information (e.g. age, gender, children at home, job role) and the school
in which they work (e.g. percent of disadvantaged pupils, state/independent sector,
Ofsted inspection rating). Moreover, at a smaller number of specific points during the pan-
demic, teachers have been asked other questions about their work environment. For
instance, teachers were asked about the learning activities they had done that day,
number of hours worked and how often during the pandemic they were onsite (at
school). Given the rapidly evolving nature of the pandemic, these questions were devel-
oped by the study authors in collaboration with Teacher Tapp but could not be piloted or
validated before being asked to the panel. The topics asked about were largely based
upon anecdotal evidence of how schools were responding to the immediate challenges
of the pandemic. Further details about these questions – including the dates they were
asked – can be found in Appendix A. Responses to these questions are used to provide
further background context about teachers’ working lives during the pandemic, and
how the different instructional activities they were undertaking were linked to their
anxiety levels.

2.2. Methodology

To provide a simple descriptive overview we begin by plotting average anxiety scores
over our three-year study period, highlighting how this relates to key points during the
pandemic in England. This is first done for the sample as a whole, and then for particular
subgroups (e.g. headteachers, male versus female teachers). Appendix E presents alterna-
tive figures corresponding to the percent of teachers with “high” anxiety levels (scores of
seven and above on the 0–10 scale) at each timepoint.6
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These graphs are supplemented by a set of OLS regression models exploring between
group differences in average anxiety scores during four key stages of the pandemic:

. Stage 1 (mid-March – August 2020). When the virus first came to England and the first
lockdown was in place.

. Stage 2 (September 2020 – August 2021). Schools fully reopened in September 2020. A
second four-week lockdown occurred in November 2020, though schools remained
open. A third national lockdown – including school closures – occurred between
January and March 2021, after which schools and society began to reopen.

. Stage 3 (September 2021 – February 2022). Schools returned after the summer holi-
days, with widespread vaccination now complete. The Omicron wave led to disruption
between December 2021 and February 2020; schools remained open though many
were impacted by staff and student absences.

. Stage 4 (February – July 2022). Society had largely returned to normality following the
Omicron wave.

Appendix B provides further details covering key points in England’s COVID-19 pandemic,
focusing on factors that would have impacted schools. For each of these four stages, we
calculate average work-related anxiety scores for each teacher.7 This provides a measure
of their average level of work-related anxiety during each stage of the pandemic. These
are then used as the outcome in our regression models exploring between-group differ-
ences. Specifically, our models investigating differences in work-related anxiety levels
between teachers with different characteristics are of the form:

Anx = a+ b.G+ g.J + d.C + t.A+ t.S+ u.Pre+ 1 (1)

where:
Anx = Average anxiety score during the stage of the pandemic under investigation.
G = A binary variable capturing teacher gender (reference group =male).
J = A set of dummy variables capturing job role (reference = classroom teacher).
C = A set of dummy variables capturing the age of the youngest child at home (refer-

ence = No children).
A = A set of dummy variables capturing the teacher age group.
S = A vector of school characteristics, including primary/secondary phase, Ofsted rating

and state/independent sector.
Pre = Average anxiety score before the pandemic (October 2019 – early March 2020).

Includes both a linear and quadratic term.
1 = Random error term.
Separate models are estimated for each of the four stages of the pandemic listed

above. Note that these models control for the pre-pandemic anxiety levels of teachers.
Estimates will hence capture whether there was a bigger difference in anxiety levels
between groups than during the pre-pandemic period. For instance, the b parameter
will reveal whether female teachers were more anxious about work than their male
counterparts, over and above the “usual” gender difference in anxiety levels observed
prior to the pandemic. A similar interpretation holds for the g, d and t parameters with
respect to differences in work-related anxiety between teachers in different job roles,
with different family circumstances and of different ages. Sample weights are applied
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when estimating these models, with standard errors adjusted to account for potential
heteroskedasticity.

Analogous models are estimated to explore differences in work-related anxiety
amongst teachers working in different types of school. These models hold all the charac-
teristics of teachers included in equation 1 constant, with school-level covariates included
for school phase, Ofsted inspection rating and percent of pupils eligible for FSM. A sep-
arate model is estimated with respect to state versus independent school differences,
with primary/secondary phase the only other school control.8

Turning to our last research question – exploring the link between activities at work
during the pandemic and anxiety levels – we estimate a series of OLS regression models:

Anxt = a+ b.Work condt + g.T + t.S+ u.Pre+ 1 (2)

where:
Anxt = The work-related anxiety score of the teacher at time t.
Work condt = The working activity being considered at time t (e.g. whether working at

home or onsite at school at time t).
T = A vector of teacher characteristics including their age, job role, gender and the age

of their youngest child at home.
S = A vector of school characteristics, including primary/secondary phase and state/

independent sector.
Pre = Average anxiety score before the pandemic (October 2019 – early March 2020).

Includes both a linear and quadratic term.
1 = Random error term.
Separate models are estimated for each timepoint. The parameter of interest from the

model presented in equation (2) is b. This captures the association between the instruc-
tional activity in question (e.g. whether the teacher was working at home or onsite) and
their work-related anxiety level. The controls for teacher, school and pre-pandemic
anxiety levels attempt to control for potential confounding stemming from certain
types of teachers (e.g. those with higher anxiety levels prior to the pandemic) being
more or less likely to experience a certain working condition (e.g. working on site)
during the pandemic.

3. Results

Research Question 1. How did the work-related anxiety of teachers vary throughout the
COVID-19 pandemic?

Figure 1 presents average work-related anxiety scores of teachers throughout the pan-
demic. The dashed vertical lines illustrate the two periods where schools across the
country were shut to most pupils (other than to the children of key workers) and
remote learning was taking place. A numeric key has been added to selected peaks/
troughs, with details on how this corresponds to important events provided in the
figure notes. Appendix B provides further details as to how important milestones
during the pandemic in England match with the survey dates.

In the pre-COVID period, the average work-related anxiety score amongst the Teacher
Tapp panel was quite stable, fluctuating between 3 and 4 out of ten. The only notable dip
was during the February 2020 half-term break (point 1 in the graph). A similar pattern is
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replicated throughout this period; unsurprisingly, teachers feel much less anxious about
work during school holidays.

The biggest spike in teachers’work-related anxiety throughout the pandemic occurred
on 17/03/2020 (point 2). This was the day after the then Prime Minister (Boris Johnson)
issued work from home guidance and advised against non-essential travel. Yet, despite
COVID spreading rapidly, no announcement was made at this point about schools.
(This did not occur until the day after the survey question was asked – 18/03/2020 –
when it was announced schools would close from 20/03/20). It is hence likely the large
spike at this point was due to teachers’ concerns about the spread of the virus in the
workplace.

However, after this large spike, teachers’ work-related anxiety was slightly lower than
“normal” (the pre-pandemic period) for the remainder of the 2019/20 academic year.
There were again notable dips during school holidays (points 3, 5 and 7) along with a
small peak when plans to reopen schools were announced (point 4). But, otherwise,
the work-related anxiety of teachers between March and August 2020 – including the
period when remote instruction was taking place – was slightly lower than usual.

This situation changed, however, at the start of the 2020/21 academic year (point 8).
This coincides with when schools fully reopened, at the time leading to concerns this
would help the virus spread, and with no vaccine yet available. Work-related anxiety
levels during September-December 2020 (∼4.5 out of 10) were thus notably higher
than during the comparable pre-pandemic quarter in 2019 (∼3.75 out of 10).

The final major spike in work-related anxiety amongst teachers occurred at the start of
January 2021 (survey date 05/01/2021). Throughout the December 2020 Christmas holi-
days, the UK government insisted schools would continue to be open in the new year.

Figure 1. Trends in teachers’ work-related anxiety throughout the COVID-19 Pandemic in England.
Full sample.
Notes: 1 = February half-term 2020. 2 = Week prior to lockdown. 3 = Easter holiday. 4 = Reopening date of schools
announced. 5 = Half-term. 6 = Primary schools partially reopen. 7 = Summer holidays. 8 = Schools fully open for in-
person teaching. 9 = Third national lockdown announced. 10-14 = School holidays. Dashed vertical lines represent
where online instruction was occurring nationwide. Figures refer to average work-related anxiety scores on the 0 (not
at all anxious) to 10 (extremely anxious) scale. Sample includes all teachers who responded to the work-related
anxiety question at least 10 times over the period.
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Many pupils and teachers had started to return to classrooms the preceding day (04/01/
2021) only for the government to perform a dramatic U-turn. A third nationwide lock-
down was announced, schools would be returning to online instruction until at least
mid-February and national examinations were once again cancelled. This spike (point
9) therefore likely reflects the immediate work-related challenges that such sudden
announcements from government bring.

However, from this point onwards, the work-related anxiety of teachers remained
broadly stable. There were the usual troughs during school holidays (points 10–14) but,
otherwise, average work-related anxiety scores remained around the same level (just
above four out of ten) through to the end of July 2022. This suggests that, following
the final national lockdown and widespread vaccination, work-related anxiety of teachers
largely returned to “normal” (pre-pandemic) levels – including during the disruption
caused by the Omicron wave (December 2021–February 2022).

Research Question 2. How did the work-related anxiety of headteachers change throughout
the pandemic and in comparison, to pre-COVID anxiety levels? Does this differ compared to
more junior staff?

Figure 2 turns to differences between classroom teachers (solid grey line) and headtea-
chers (dashed black line).

Before the pandemic, the work-related anxiety of headteachers was only slightly above
that of classroom teachers; prior to March 2020, the dashed black line in Figure 2 is only
slightly above the solid grey. Yet, when the pandemic hit England (first vertical red dashed
line) the situation changed dramatically. Whereas class teachers were generally feeling
slightly less anxious about work in the second and third quarter of 2020 than during

Figure 2. A comparison of work-related anxiety for regular classroom teachers compared to
headteachers throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.
Notes: 1 = February half-term 2020. 2 = Week prior to lockdown. 3 = Easter holiday. 4 = Reopening date of schools
announced. 5 = Half-term. 6 = Primary schools partially reopen. 7 = Summer holidays. 8 = Schools fully open for in-
person teaching. 9 = Third national lockdown announced. 11-14 = School holidays. Dashed vertical lines represent
where online instruction was occurring nationwide. Figures refer to average work-related anxiety scores on the 0
(not at all anxious) to 10 (extremely anxious) scale. Sample includes all teachers who responded to the work-
related anxiety question at least 10 times over the period.
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the pre-pandemic period, school leaders were feeling more anxious – particularly at
certain time points (e.g. when plans to reopen schools were announced in May 2020 –
corresponding to point 4 in the Figure 2). This likely reflects the managerial responsibil-
ities of senior staff, having to swiftly implement a raft of changes to comply with
COVID protocols, coping with uncertainty in government policy and managing the well-
being of staff.

The difference in work-related anxiety levels between teachers and headteachers con-
tinued throughout the 2020/21 academic year; particularly during the first half when
there was great uncertainty surrounding whether schools would remain open and the
need to implement COVID bubbles and testing regimes. The difference in their work-
related anxiety during this period reached around one full point on the 0–10 scale (an
average of ∼4 for teachers versus ∼5 for headteachers). Indeed, at its peak in January
2021, two-thirds of headteachers in England felt highly anxious about work (compared
to 42% of class teachers). Yet what is perhaps even more notable is that this difference
in anxiety levels between headteachers and classroom staff continued after widespread
vaccination and into the 2021/22 academic year. Specifically, while the anxiety of class-
room teachers by this point had returned to “normal” pre-pandemic levels, it remained
elevated for school leaders. This includes during the return of schools in September
2021 following the summer holidays, and the subsequent Omicron wave between
December 2021 and February 2022. It is likely this difference was driven by, on the one
hand, school leaders attempting to return to “business as usual”, while on the other
having to deal with the lasting fallout of the pandemic (e.g. managing increased behav-
ioural issues and learning loss), along with continued high absence levels (amongst both
students and staff). Moreover, although the gap between headteachers and classroom

Table 2. The association between teacher characteristics and work-related anxiety during the
pandemic.

Mar–Aug20 Sep20–Aug21 Sep21–Feb22 Feb22–Jul22

Diff SE Diff SE Diff SE Diff SE

Job role (ref = Class teacher)
Middle leader 0.12 0.07 0.12 0.08 0.24* 0.12 0.26* 0.13
SLT 0.48* 0.07 0.14 0.09 0.27* 0.13 0.24 0.14
Headteacher 1.44* 0.11 0.93* 0.14 1.02* 0.18 0.70* 0.21
Gender (ref = Male)
Female 0.29* 0.06 0.38* 0.08 0.31* 0.11 0.00 0.11
Children (ref = None)
Under 5 0.27* 0.08 0.12 0.10 −0.02 0.14 −0.13 0.15
In primary school 0.26* 0.09 0.25* 0.11 0.19 0.16 0.09 0.15
In secondary school −0.29 0.15 −0.11 0.18 0.03 0.24 −0.25 0.23
Over 16 0.09 0.14 0.07 0.17 −0.09 0.22 −0.13 0.22
Age group (ref: 20s)
30s 0.24* 0.09 0.11 0.11 0.24 0.17 0.15 0.18
40s 0.41* 0.10 0.20 0.13 0.25 0.19 0.45* 0.19
50+ 0.38* 0.15 0.20 0.18 0.15 0.24 0.13 0.25
N 4737 3937 2384 2054

Notes: Figures in the “Diff” column refer to the difference in average anxiety scores on the 0–10 scale in comparison to the
reference group (conditional on the other covariates included in the model). “SE” refers to the standard errors. The
pandemic has been split into four periods (e.g. March – August 2020) with the outcome measure taken as the
average anxiety score during the period. Estimates based upon an OLS regression model controlling for school
phase, Ofsted rating, private / state school and pre-pandemic anxiety levels. Sample includes all teachers who
responded to the work-related anxiety question on at least 10 occasions. * indicates statistically significant difference
from the reference group at the five percent level.
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staff narrowed following the Omicron wave (point 13 in Figure 2 onwards) a difference in
their work-related anxiety – which was not there prior to the pandemic – remained. One
potential explanation for this finding is that headteachers may feel under pressure to navi-
gate and maintain a “new normal” that emerged during the pandemic.

The top panel of Table 2 formalises these results by presenting estimates from our
regression models. These compare average work-related anxiety scores during four
stages of the pandemic across teachers, middle leaders, senior leadership team
members and headteachers. As these models control for differences in pre-pandemic
anxiety levels (along with other background characteristics) the estimates illustrate
whether differences between these groups are bigger than “usual”.

Table 2 confirms that average anxiety levels of headteachers were much higher than
for class teachers throughout the pandemic, over and above pre-pandemic anxiety
levels. This difference was greatest following the first lockdown (a difference of ∼1.4
points on the 0–10 anxiety scale) but remained at ∼0.7 points even following the
Omicron wave in the latter part of the 2021/22 academic year. Interestingly, the gap
between headteachers and other senior leadership team members is also large and stat-
istically significant, indicating that the pandemic has taken the greatest toll on the most
senior of staff. Indeed, differences in work-related anxiety between class teachers,
middle leaders and the senior leadership team (excluding the headteacher) were
quite modest during the pandemic, particularly outside the first lockdown. Similar
findings are obtained when we restrict the sample to only those teachers who
responded to the work-related anxiety questions on at least 60 occasions (see Appendix
Table C1).

Table 3. Average (mean) working hours of classroom teachers and headteachers in England during
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Question date Classroom Teacher Headteacher Difference

2019/20 21/04/2020 25 42 17
19/05/2020 27 51 25
23/06/2020 30 49 19

2020/21 22/09/2020 46 57 11
20/10/2020 43 56 13
24/11/2020 46 57 11
08/12/2020 45 56 10
05/01/2021 42 58 17
26/01/2021 43 53 11
23/02/2021 41 53 12
09/03/2021 44 55 10
23/03/2021 45 55 10
20/04/2021 46 54 9
25/05/2021 45 56 10
22/06/2021 44 56 12

2021/22 21/09/2021 46 55 9
02/11/2021 46 56 10
07/12/2021 45 55 10
25/01/2022 45 55 10
01/03/2022 46 55 9
29/03/2022 45 56 11
26/04/2022 44 55 10

Notes: Figures refer to the mean working hours reported by classroom teachers and headteachers in England. The differ-
ence refers to the figures for headteacher minus the figures for classroom teachers. See Appendix Table C4 for an
alternative version of this table including all staff category groups.
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Table 3 provides some further insight into this issue by documenting differences in
average working hours between headteachers and classroom teachers. During the first
lockdown, headteachers were working around 20 h more than classroom teachers per
week. However, this was being driven by classroom teachers tending to work fewer
hours than usual, rather than headteachers working more. For instance, between April
and June 2020, class teachers were working an average of around 25–30 h per week, com-
pared to around 47 h during a “normal” academic year.9 It is therefore perhaps unsurpris-
ing that the work-related anxiety dropped amongst this group during the first lockdown,
given that their average working week was on average 15–20 h shorter than usual.
However, from September 2020 onwards, the working hours of class teachers returned
to their pre-COVID levels (around 45 h per week). Headteachers were continuing to
work around 10 h more per week than class teachers, but this difference is close – accord-
ing to TALIS 2018 data – to pre-pandemic norms. The longer working hours of headtea-
chers relative to class teachers during the 2020/21 and 2021/22 academic years hence
cannot explain why they had such elevated levels of work-related anxiety over such a pro-
longed period of time.

Research Question 3. Did work-related anxiety increase more for male or female teachers
during the pandemic? How was this related to childcare responsibilities?

Figure 3 begins by presenting average work-related anxiety scores for male (solid grey
line) and female (dashed black line) teachers.

Even before the pandemic, women had higher levels of work-related anxiety than men
(equivalent to around 0.5 points on the 0–10 scale). Yet Figure 3 also illustrates how the
gender “anxiety gap” grew further during the pandemic. It is most noticeable throughout

Figure 3. A comparison of work-related anxiety by gender throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.
Notes: 1 = February half-term 2020. 2 = Week prior to lockdown. 3 = Easter holiday. 4 = Reopening date of schools
announced. 5 = Half-term. 6 = Primary schools partially reopen. 7 = Summer holidays. 8 = Schools fully open for in-
person teaching. 9 = Third national lockdown announced. 11-14 = School holidays. Dashed vertical lines represent
where online instruction was occurring nationwide. Figures refer to average work-related anxiety scores on the 0 (not
at all anxious) to 10 (extremely anxious) scale. Sample includes all teachers who responded to the work-related
anxiety question at least 10 times over the period.
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the 2020/21 academic year (between points 8 and 11 in Figure 3) and during the first half
of the 2021/22 academic year, until the end of the Omicron wave (i.e. between points 12
and 13). However, post-Omicron (i.e. after point 13) the size of the gender gap in work-
related anxiety largely returned to pre-pandemic levels.

These descriptive patterns are formalised in the second panel of Table 2. During the
first three stages of the pandemic – between March 2020 and February 2022 – the
work-related anxiety of female teachers was ∼0.3-0.4 points higher than for male teachers
on the 0–10 anxiety scale. These figures are conditional on teacher and school character-
istics, as well as average pre-COVID anxiety levels. In other words, the gender gap in work-
related anxiety was around 0.3-0.4 points above “normal” (pre-COVID) throughout this
two-year period. Post February 2022, however, the gender gap in teacher anxiety
returned to pre-COVID levels.

How might this increased gender gap in work-related anxiety be linked to childcare
responsibilities? Before answering this question, Figure 4 documents the trend in
average work-related anxiety scores by age of youngest child at home (no children,
under 5, primary-age child) without separating the results by gender. Somewhat surpris-
ingly, differences between these groups are relatively muted. Outside of the first lock-
down (dashed red lines) there is little clear difference between the “no children” and
“under 5” groups throughout the period. Moreover, although the average anxiety
levels of those with primary age children tend to be higher than the other two groups
during the pandemic (which was not the case beforehand), the difference – outside
the first lockdown – was relatively small.

However, in Table 4 we illustrate how anxiety levels varied when looking at the com-
bination of gender and age of youngest child at home. All estimates refer to differences

Figure 4. A comparison of work-related anxiety by age of youngest children at home throughout the
COVID-19 pandemic.
Notes: 1 = February half-term 2020. 2 = Week prior to lockdown. 3 = Easter holiday. 4 = Reopening date of schools
announced. 5 = Half-term. 6 = Primary schools partially reopen. 7 = Summer holidays. 8 = Schools fully open for in-
person teaching. 9 = Third national lockdown announced. 11-14 = School holidays. Dashed vertical lines represent
where online instruction was occurring nationwide. Figures refer to average work-related anxiety scores on the 0 (not
at all anxious) to 10 (extremely anxious) scale. Sample includes all teachers who responded to the work-related
anxiety question at least 10 times over the period.
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in average work-related anxiety scores, adjusting for teacher/school characteristics and
pre-COVID anxiety levels, compared to men with no children as the reference group.
This is complemented by Appendix D which visually illustrates the trends over time.

The first notable point is that, during March–August 2020 and September–August
2021, men with children under age 5 were no more anxious about work than men
without children. Moreover, between September 2021 and February 2022 (encompassing
the Omicron wave) their anxiety levels were around 0.5 points lower than in comparison
to this reference group. The situation is rather different for female teachers with pre-
school children. During the first wave (March–August 2020) they were more anxious
about work than men with no children and men with an under 5 (difference of around
0.6 points). A similar difference is observed for the 2020/21 academic year and, to
some extent, during the first half of 2021/22.10 Table 4 thus provides evidence – sup-
ported by Appendix D – that, amongst teachers with pre-school children, it was mainly
women who became more anxious about work.

The second key feature of Table 4 concerns those with primary age children. During the
first stage of the pandemic (March–August 2020) both male and female teachers in this
group felt the impact, with average anxiety levels increasing amongst both in comparison
to the male-no children reference group (over and above pre-pandemic norms). This situ-
ation changed however come the 2020/21 academic year, when only female (and not
male) teachers with primary age children had significantly elevated work-related
anxiety scores. This, along with the descriptive results presented in Appendix D, points
towards a pattern where – amongst teachers with primary age children – work-related
anxiety increased by more amongst females (at least at some key time points).

Research Question 4. Was there a particularly large increase in work-related anxiety amongst
teachers working at certain types of school? Did this relationship change during the
pandemic?

Table 4. The association between teacher gender, age of youngest child at home and work-related
anxiety during the pandemic.

Mar–Aug20 Sep20–Aug21 Sep21–Feb22 Feb22–Jul22

Diff SE Diff SE Diff SE Diff SE

Ref = Male, no children
Female no children 0.23* 0.09 0.28* 0.11 0.07 0.15 −0.23 0.17
Male with under 5 0.06 0.11 −0.06 0.15 −0.47* 0.20 −0.45 0.23
Female with under 5 0.63* 0.12 0.50* 0.15 0.29 0.21 −0.19 0.23
Male with primary age child 0.33* 0.15 0.14 0.20 −0.09 0.27 −0.21 0.25
Female with primary age child 0.46* 0.12 0.55* 0.15 0.34 0.20 −0.06 0.21
Male with secondary age child −0.33 0.20 −0.29 0.36 −0.06 0.53 −0.51 0.43
Female with secondary age child −0.06 0.18 0.20 0.21 0.14 0.28 −0.41 0.29
Male with child over 16 0.07 0.26 0.05 0.30 −0.29 0.40 −0.53 0.41
Female with child over 16 0.33* 0.16 0.36 0.20 0.03 0.25 −0.27 0.27
N 4,737 3,937 2,384 2,054

Notes: Figures in the “Diff” column refer to the difference in average anxiety scores on the 0–10 scale in comparison to the
reference group (male teacher with no children) conditional on the other factors controlled for in the model. “SE” refers
to the standard errors. The pandemic has been split into four periods (e.g. March – August 2020) with the outcome
measure taken as the average anxiety score during the period. Estimates based upon an OLS regression model con-
trolling for age, job role, school phase, Ofsted rating, private / state school and pre-pandemic anxiety levels. Sample
includes all teachers who responded to the work-related anxiety question on at least 10 occasions. * indicates statisti-
cally significant difference from the reference group at the five percent level.
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Table 5 presents the association between a range of school characteristics and teachers’
work-related anxiety, controlling for teacher demographics and pre-COVID anxiety levels.
Most differences are small and/or do not reach statistical significance at conventional
thresholds. This holds true at most timepoints for the difference between primary and
secondary schools11, schools with different inspection ratings and those with different
socio-economic intakes. The one exception is the difference between independent and
state schools during the first lockdown. Between March and August 2020, the average
work-related anxiety score of state schoolteachers was around 0.6 points below that of
teachers working in independent schools (having accounted for pre-COVID differences).
Appendix D further demonstrates how (a) state schoolteachers had higher levels of
work-related anxiety than independent schoolteachers before the pandemic; (b) this situ-
ation reversed during the first lockdown and (c) after which, the anxiety levels of these
two groups remained similar for the rest of the pandemic.

Table 6 provides a potential explanation for this result, illustrating differences in the
learning activities independent and state schoolteachers were doing during the first
(top panel) and second (bottom panel) set of school closures. Those working in indepen-
dent schools were early adopters of live online lessons; most (∼60%) were providing this
during the first lockdown compared to only a few (∼5%) working in state schools. Inde-
pendent schoolteachers were also much more likely than their state school counterparts
to be spending the first lockdown creating remote learning resources for pupils and inter-
acting with them via video calls. They were also working around ten hours more per week
(see Appendix Table C5 for further details). These longer working hours of independent
schoolteachers – and their more rapid response to alternative ways of work – are thus
likely related to why they felt more anxious about work than their state school counter-
parts during England’s first lockdown.

Interestingly, the gap in instructional activities and working hours between state and
independent school staff narrowed during the second period of school closures in

Table 5. The association between school characteristics and work-related anxiety during the
pandemic.

Mar–Aug20 Sep20–Aug21 Sep21–Feb22 Feb22–Jul22

Diff SE Diff SE Diff SE Diff SE

Phase (Ref: Primary)
Secondary 0.02 0.06 0.20* 0.07 0.03 0.11 −0.15 0.11
Ofsted rating (Ref: Good)
Outstanding 0.04 0.07 −0.06 0.10 0.16 0.14 0.18 0.13
RI / Inadequate −0.12 0.08 −0.02 0.10 −0.01 0.14 −0.18 0.17
FSM quartile (Ref: Low % FSM)
Q2 −0.06 0.08 −0.03 0.10 0.09 0.14 −0.06 0.14
Q3 −0.15 0.08 −0.19 0.10 −0.04 0.15 0.04 0.15
Q4 (high % FSM – most deprived) −0.07 0.09 0.01 0.11 0.00 0.16 −0.10 0.16
Funding (Ref: Independent school)
State school −0.64* 0.08 −0.13 0.11 0.01 0.14 0.18 0.16
N 4,453 3,714 2,247 1,941

Notes: Figures in the “Diff” column refer to the difference in average anxiety scores on the 0–10 scale in comparison to the
reference group, conditional on the other factors controlled for in the model. “SE” refers to the standard errors. The
pandemic has been split into four periods (e.g. March – August 2020) with the outcome measure taken as the
average anxiety score during the period. Estimates based upon an OLS regression model controlling for gender, job
role, number of children, age and pre-pandemic anxiety levels. Sample includes all teachers who responded to the
work-related anxiety question on at least 10 occasions. * indicates statistically significant difference from the reference
group at the five percent level.
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England in early 2021 (see Table 6). Although those working in independent schools were
still more likely to be holding live lessons and video calls with pupils, those in state schools
were nowmore likely to be developing distance learning resources (with average working
hours now also similar – see Appendix Table C5). This is consistent with the fact that work-
related anxiety levels remained similar amongst these two groups for the rest of the pan-
demic (i.e. after the first lockdown).

Research Question 5. How was work-related anxiety during the pandemic linked to working
onsite and provision of different remote instructional activities?

Table 7 presents estimates of the association between working onsite (at school) at
various points during the pandemic and teachers’ work-related anxiety. Figures refer to
the difference in average anxiety scores for teachers working on site zero or one day

Table 6. Difference between state and independent schoolteachers in activities with or for pupils
during the COVID-19 pandemic in England.

Live online lessons
Created learning

resources Video call with pupil

Survey date Private State Private State Private State

2019/20 23/03/2020 23% 4% 73% 50% 23% 4%
30/03/2020 16% 3% 49% 54% 16% 8%
22/04/2020 62% 6% 76% 43% 35% 14%
05/05/2020 69% 6% 76% 44% 38% 15%
30/06/2020 55% 13% 50% 38% 24% 13%
08/07/2020 21% 14% 13% 33% 10% 12%
09/07/2020 13% 11% 11% 34% 10% 13%
14/07/2020 3% 10% 8% 27% 3% 10%

2020/21 07/01/2021 65% 43% 64% 61% 49% 34%
12/01/2021 84% 58% 26% 37% 42% 26%
19/01/2021 85% 62% 27% 39% 40% 27%
01/03/2021 87% 64% 21% 36% 31% 19%

Notes: Figures refer to the percent of teachers who undertook the activity on the date. Sample size is approximately 500
independent/private school teachers and 6,000 state schoolteachers at each survey date.

Table 7. Difference in work-related anxiety between teachers who were working at home versus
working on site.
Academic year Date Difference in mean anxiety scores SE N

2019/20 24/03/2020 1.11* 0.14 4470
31/03/2020 0.47* 0.16 4562
28/04/2020 0.04 0.14 4663
02/06/2020 0.58* 0.14 4335
09/06/2020 0.45* 0.11 4259
16/06/2020 0.39* 0.10 4237
23/06/2020 0.19 0.10 4166
30/06/2020 0.12 0.11 4063
07/07/2020 0.19 0.11 3978
14/07/2020 0.35* 0.10 3912

2020/21 26/01/2021 0.01 0.12 2857
02/02/2021 0.07 0.13 2896

Note: “Working from home” refers to those teachers who reported working on site zero or one day per week at the
respective survey date. Working “on site” refers to those teachers who reported being on site at least two days per
week during the respective survey week. Estimates based upon OLS regression models controlling for teacher job
role, gender, age group of youngest child, teacher age, primary/secondary teacher, whether work in independent or
state school and average pre-COVID work-related anxiety scores. SE refers to the standard error. * indicates statistically
significant at the five percent level.
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that week (reference group) versus two days or more, conditional on the other factors
included in the model.

During the first wave of the pandemic, working on site at school (to teach the children
of key workers, for instance) was associated with an increase in teachers’ work-related
anxiety. The difference was particularly large on 24th March 2020 – standing at more
than one point on the 0–10 scale – soon after the first lockdown was announced, and
schools were shut to most pupils. Yet a difference of around 0.2–0.6 anxiety points
occurred until at least mid-June 2020, after which schools began to gradually start re-
opening. In contrast, there was essentially no association between working onsite and
anxiety at the two time points where we have data available during the second period
when schools were shutdown (26/01/2021 and 02/02/2021). We thus conclude that,
overall, working onsite during the pandemic was associated with an increase in work-
related anxiety amongst teachers, but only during the initial wave.

Table 8 turns to how the work-related anxiety of teachers was related to three instruc-
tional activities they could have undertaken during the pandemic (delivering online
lessons, creating learning resources and holding video calls with pupils). Estimates refer
to differences in mean anxiety scores associated with the teacher performing that activity
during the week in question. The upper/lower panel of Table 8 refers to survey dates
during the first/second period of school closure.

All three activities were linked to higher anxiety scores amongst teachers when schools
were first shut. For instance, those teachers who delivered live online lessons between
March and July 2020 had average work-related anxiety scores around half a point
higher than those who did not.12 A similar finding holds for teachers who created new
learning resources during the first wave, with their work-related anxiety scores around
0.3 points higher.13 Although estimates for holding video calls with pupils are more
mixed, they again point towards an association with higher anxiety levels. This is comple-
mented by additional analysis presented in Appendix Table C7, illustrating how each 10 h
increase in working hours during the pandemic was linked to around a 0.3 point increase

Table 8. Difference in work-related anxiety between teachers undertaking different learning activities
with pupils during the pandemic.

Online lessons
Create learning

resources
Phone / video call

pupils N
Difference SE Difference SE Difference SE

2019/20 23/03/2020 0.65* 0.23 0.03 0.12 0.34 0.25 4412
30/03/2020 0.83* 0.20 0.34* 0.10 0.57* 0.17 4523
22/04/2020 0.75* 0.20 0.31* 0.09 0.18 0.14 4746
05/05/2020 0.47* 0.17 0.32* 0.09 0.50* 0.12 4896
30/06/2020 0.52* 0.12 0.24* 0.09 0.30* 0.14 4353
08/07/2020 0.37* 0.14 0.50* 0.10 −0.06 0.16 3796
14/07/2020 0.43* 0.15 0.39* 0.10 0.59* 0.16 4159

2020/21 12/01/2021 0.16 0.14 0.36* 0.13 0.01 0.14 3241
19/01/2021 0.20 0.14 0.25* 0.12 0.18 0.13 3190
01/03/2021 0.10 0.14 0.00 0.12 0.04 0.14 2869

Notes: “Difference” column refers the difference in average work-related anxiety scores associated with a teacher doing
that activity during the week of the survey date. SE refers to the standard error. Estimates based upon OLS regression
models controlling for teacher job role, gender, age group of youngest child, teacher age, primary/secondary teacher,
whether work in independent or state school and average pre-COVID work-related anxiety scores. See Appendix Table
C6 where these three variables are included in the same model. * indicates statistical significance at the five percent
level.
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in work-related anxiety scores. It hence seems that teachers whose working patterns
changed quickly in response to the pandemic saw the greatest immediate increase in
their anxiety levels.

It is again interesting that the associations observed in the lower panel – correspond-
ing to the second period when schools were shut down – are much weaker. The estimates
for delivering online lessons and holding video calls with pupils are small and not statisti-
cally significant at conventional thresholds. On the other hand, an association between
creating learning resources and increased anxiety levels is still apparent during this
period (around a 0.3 difference in average scores) but only soon after school closures
were announced (i.e. during January 2021). Thus, consistent with the findings presented
in Table 7, a link between changing working conditions and teachers’ work-related
anxiety was only clearly present during the initial COVID wave.

4. Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic led to very sudden changes to the working conditions of tea-
chers. Many had to quickly transition to remote instruction during the initial lockdown,
potentially at the same time as having to care for their own children at home. Such dis-
ruption continued on-and-off for the next two years, with educators having to deal with a
combination of exam cancellations, COVID testing, COVID “bubbles”, ever changing gov-
ernment policy and dealing with pupils’ learning loss. Such challenges are likely to have
impacted some teachers’ mental health, including their wellbeing at work.

A relatively small number of previous studies have investigated this issue. Most have
been limited by their small-scale, cross-sectional nature, with few longitudinal investi-
gations exploring changes in the wellbeing of teachers at different time points, including
in comparison to before the pandemic started. This paper thus contributes to the existing
literature by using large scale longitudinal data tracking how the work-related anxiety of
teachers varied before, during and towards the conclusion of the COVID-19 pandemic in
England. In doing so, we present a uniquely detailed insight into the link between the
pandemic and the wellbeing of teachers in the workplace.

Our findings suggest that, after an initial sharp peak just before schools were first shut
down, teachers’work-related anxiety was (on average) slightly lower during the first wave
of the pandemic than before. This may be related to the fact that teachers were working,
on average, around 10 h less than usual per week. However, the work-related anxiety of
teachers then rose above pre-COVID levels throughout the 2020/21 academic year, with
headteachers and female teachers – most notably those with young children – amongst
the most affected. We also find evidence that the work-related anxiety of teachers during
the first wave of the pandemic was associated with whether they were delivering direct
instruction on-site or at home, if they were providing live lessons and the total number of
hours worked.

These findings have helped to push forward our understanding of teacher and school
leader wellbeing, particularly during a time of crisis. They illustrate how much of the
burden when a school is facing a challenging period is carried by headteachers and
senior leaders. Indeed, our findings may illustrate how headteachers are generally quite
good at protecting more junior colleagues from workplace stresses and strains when
times are tough. At the same time, our findings also highlight the unequal burdens

20 J. JERRIM ET AL.



placed upon different groups, highlighting how some – such as those with caring respon-
sibilities – may require further support.

For governments, our results demonstrate how schools need policymakers to have a
clear plan that can be stuck to when such difficult circumstances occur. The to-and-fro
schools in England experienced during the pandemic was clearly very difficult for
senior staff. Stronger, more decisive leadership from government and associated policy-
makers is needed in the future. Now, governments need to have a plan to ensure head-
teachers do not leave the profession; many have been through a prolonged period of
strain, with their anxiety levels raised over a sustained period of time. It is likely that
many now feel burnt out and are considering leaving the education sector for pastures
new. To retain the best school leaders, the government must ensure they are not put
under such extremely difficult circumstances in future, and that they are given the oppor-
tunity to properly recharge after the upheaval of the last few years. It is thus important
that steps are taken to ensure their working conditions and wellbeing returns to more
“normal” (pre-pandemic) levels.

For schools, a key issue to emerge from the pandemic is their preparedness to utilise
digital technology. Ideally, thiswouldbecarefully thought throughandplanned– something
that was not possible for many schools during the pandemic. However, moving forward, a
strongcasecanbemade for digital technology tobecomea routinepartof instructional prac-
tise used in schools. Not only would this ensure pupils, parents and teachers are better pre-
pared in the future for timeswhen schoolsmust close, butwould alsobuild uponmanyof the
initial foundations that had to be quickly built during the pandemic.

Such recommendations should be considered given the limitations of our study. First,
the Teacher Tapp panel is a self-selecting sample rather than a random draw from the
teacher population. This is true of most studies into the COVID-19 pandemic, given the
obvious challenges with conducting fieldwork during such a difficult period. Second,
there is some attrition from our sample, with not all teachers responding to the work-
related anxiety question at each time point. Appendix C does illustrate, however, that
our key findings remain largely intact when restricting the sample to those who
responded on the vast majority (≥ 80%) of occasions the work-related anxiety question
was asked. Third, our analysis has focused specifically on the work-related anxiety of tea-
chers. Although anxiety is correlated with other aspects of mental health (e.g. depression,
stress, happiness), these may have been impacted by the pandemic in subtly different
ways. Fourth, our data refers to the situation in England. Although other countries experi-
enced similar disruption to their education system – and enacted similar policy responses
(e.g. school closures, remote instruction) – some specific issues may have impacted the
work-related anxiety of teachers in England more than elsewhere (e.g. the timing and fre-
quency of government U-turns). Finally, as we use observational data, it is prudent to treat
our estimates as conditional associations, rather than necessarily capturing cause and
effect.

Notes

1. Appendix B provides a timeline of key events during the COVID-19 pandemic in England.
Broadly speaking, schools in England were shut from mid-March until the end of the aca-
demic year (July) in 2020. Schools were then shut again between January and March 2021.
Appendix B also includes the dates it was announced that England’s end of primary school
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(Key Stage 2 Statutory Assessment Tests) and end of secondary school (General Certificate of
Secondary Education - GCSEs) assessments would not take place in 2020 or 2021. These are
national examinations sat by all state school pupils, and are widely used for school
accountability.

2. Teacher Tapp is a survey app that has been designed to survey a panel of teachers in England
over time. It is a commercial enterprise, owned by Education Intelligence Limited. Researchers
can commission Teacher Tapp to ask its panel questions, as has been done in this study.

3. A list of surveys that use this question can be found at https://www.ons.gov.uk/
peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/methodologies/surveysusingthe4officefornatio
nalstatisticspersonalwellbeingquestions

4. When testing this question for day-of-week effects, we found that work-related anxiety of tea-
chers peaked Monday afternoon and then gradually fell through to Saturday afternoon,
before rising again.

5. Estimates from our regression models are based on fewer observations – between 2,000 and
4,000 teachers – as these require pre-COVID anxiety scores to also be available. Hence our
regression models tend to use long-standing members of the Teacher Tapp cohort.

6. This follows the cut-off used by the ONS (ONS, 2021).
7. This is also done for the pre-pandemic period in our data, spanning October 2019 to Febru-

ary/early March 2020.
8. This is due to the other school characteristics (e.g. FSM quartiles) not being available for inde-

pendent schools.
9. Authors’ calculations using the TALIS 2018 data for England.

10. Between September 2021 and February 2022, females with an under 5 had average anxiety
scores almost 0.9 points higher than male teachers with an under 5, conditional on the factors
controlled in the model.

11. One exception is that, between September 2020 and August 2021, average anxiety scores of
secondary teachers were around 0.2 points above those of primary teachers.

12. This is consistent with the findings presented under research question 4, where teachers
working in independent schools were found to be much more likely to deliver online
lessons, but who also saw more elevation in their anxiety scores.

13. Appendix Table C6 illustrates how such differences remain intact even when both these vari-
ables are included in the model simultaneously.
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