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Abstract

Five years after the COVID-19 pandemic, namely, the biggest disruption to education in
the last century, this article provides insights into the consequences it holds for teachers’
well-being, their (non)preparedness for and support needed in any such future disruptions
in Slovenia. By utilising the Job Demands–Resources Model, insights are provided concern-
ing job demands (stress) and job resources (support) on different levels (individual, micro,
meso, macro, chrono) of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory. The importance
of complementing large-scale, representative, quantitative data (from the Responses to
Educational Disruption Survey (REDS)) with qualitative data obtained from two focus
groups comprising eight teachers in total is demonstrated to gain a comprehensive under-
standing of teachers’ well-being during educational disruptions. This study confirms that
the intertwining of different levels in Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological system explains job
demands (sources of stress) and job resources (support for teacher well-being) during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The majority of stressors at the time of the pandemic were identified
on the micro level, whereas sources of support were primarily located on the individual
and meso (school) levels. For any future educational disruptions, however, the most signifi-
cant sources of support for teachers’ well-being are expected on the macro level (system
and society).

Keywords: teachers; work-related stress; occupational well-being; disruption; support

1. Introduction
Natural and social emergencies that disrupt education, such as health crises, earth-

quakes and floods, have significant impacts on the educational process. The COVID-19
pandemic (hereinafter, the pandemic) caused the most widespread and prolonged disrup-
tion in education over the last century. The unprecedented challenges it introduced to
the educational environment have spurred extensive research and academic discussions
(e.g., [1]) about its short- and long-term influences on the educational process and the
implications for potential further disruptions to education (e.g., [2]). While much of this
research has focused on students, studies on teachers’ work-related well-being during
the pandemic remain relatively scarce [3]. However, existing findings (e.g., [4]) indicate
that the pandemic profoundly altered teachers’ professional and personal lives, added to
their work-related and general stress, and impacted both their personal and occupational
well-being. It is a well-established finding that stress produces negative impacts on teachers’
well-being [5–8]. While the sources of teachers’ stress during the pandemic have been
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explored to some extent, research on the mechanisms that supported teachers in mitigating
stress and enhancing well-being remains limited [9–11]. In a systematic review, the authors
report a predominance of quantitative research on teacher well-being in this period (79.6%),
with considerably fewer studies employing qualitative (9.7%) or mixed-methods (10.7%)
approaches [12]. Further, few studies have concentrated on teachers’ perspectives, examin-
ing how challenges and support systems influenced their occupational well-being during
and especially after the pandemic. Although research (e.g., [13]) suggests that challenges
to teachers’ well-being continued throughout the pandemic, its long-term effects remain
largely unknown [14–17].

Still, research suggests that critical life events can have a lasting impact on individuals
and that adaptation may take many years, and in some cases might never happen [18].
Studying teacher stress and well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic from a retrospective
perspective of 5 years, as provided in this article, is therefore important since it allows
for analysis of how the pandemic affected teachers over time, beyond immediate reac-
tions. It helps identify chronic stressors that have either persisted or intensified, as well
as temporary or situational ones. As teachers’ coping strategies and well-being likely
evolved in different phases of the pandemic, a retrospective lens helps to identify adaptive
behaviours that can inform teachers’ professional development [19]. Retrospective studies
accordingly add depth and context to existing findings, ensuring a more complete under-
standing of the pandemic’s impact and its implications for any subsequent educational
disruptions. In 2025, marking the fifth anniversary of the COVID-19 pandemic, renewed
policy and scholarly debates have emerged concerning the preparedness of countries and
education systems for future large-scale disruptions. In this context, teacher stress and
well-being have gained fresh attention, given their critical role in influencing teaching
effectiveness and student outcomes (e.g., [11,20]). Chronic occupational stress, especially
when compounded by insufficient institutional support and limited resources, can lead
to professional burnout (e.g., [21]) and elevated teacher turnover rates [6,22]. Moreover,
heightened teacher stress and burnout have been associated with increased classroom
disruptions [23], weakened student–teacher relationships [24], greater student stress lev-
els [25], and lower academic outcomes [23]. All these factors carry profound implications
for public health. Teachers not only occupy a pivotal position within schools but also
constitute a considerable segment of the national workforce. For example, in Slovenia in
2024, educators across the entire vertical of the education system accounted for 5.23% of
the active working population [26,27]. The collective well-being of this occupational group,
therefore, has population-level consequences that extend well beyond individual health
outcomes [28]. Moreover, the (in)stability, (in)effectiveness, and (un)sustainability of the
education workforce exert significant influence on student and community well-being,
educational equity, and, ultimately, the long-term health of the population [29].

Education systems around the world responded to the COVID-19 disruption in diverse
ways [30]. Slovenia offers a compelling case study because the pandemic triggered the
country’s first large-scale shift to distance learning. Before this, Slovenian teachers had
some (a little) experience with distance learning, though not with pandemic-forced closures.
School closures were extended and implemented with little to no preparation, creating
significant professional challenges for teachers [31]. At the time, there were virtually no
national guidelines or training programmes available to support teachers while managing
the disruptions to education. As a result, schools and individual teachers were left to
develop their own responses to the evolving situation. Moreover, Slovenia still lacks a
comprehensive strategy or policy framework for addressing future disruptions to education.
While some countries, such as Ireland [32], developed national guidelines for maintaining
teachers’ well-being during the pandemic, no such guidelines for teachers were published
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in Slovenia. This makes teachers’ experiences and perspectives particularly valuable for
informing both school-level practices and national policy development. Notably, Slovenia
is one of only two European countries that participated in the Responses to Educational
Disruption Survey (REDS) [33]. However, broader and deeper research insights into
teachers’ well-being during such disruptions in Slovenia remain limited, and existing
studies often rely on non-representative samples.

1.1. Aim and Research Question

This paper aims to contribute to these scholarly discussions and address the identified
research gaps by investigating: (1) how teachers in Slovenia perceived their work-related
stress and the support available for their occupational well-being during the pandemic;
(2) how the pandemic affected their (non)preparedness for any future educational disrup-
tions; and (3) which types of support do they anticipate are needed in future educational
disruptions. The goal is to answer the following research questions: (a) What were the
primary sources of occupational stress for teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic on
different levels of the socio-ecological system? (b) What were the main sources of occu-
pational support for teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic on different levels of the
socio-ecological system? (c) How can teachers be better supported during future disrup-
tions to regular education on different levels of the socio-ecological system?

1.2. Structure

The paper is structured as follows. The introductory section outlines the research
topic, identifies existing gaps, and outlines the study’s contributions, aims, and research
questions. The subsequent part of the introduction provides the theoretical framework and
an overview of relevant studies in the field. The second section describes the materials
and methods employed, including the research procedure, participants, instruments, and
analytical approach. The third section presents the quantitative and qualitative findings,
organised according to Bronfenbrenner’s levels of the socio-ecological system. The fourth
section discusses the principal findings and acknowledges the study’s limitations. Finally,
the conclusion synthesises the main contributions of the research to scholarly debates and
considers its implications for policy and practice.

1.3. Theoretical Insights

The study integrates two theoretical approaches. First, the Job Demands–Resources
Model [34] is used to conceptualise the teachers’ work environment, identifying job de-
mands (sources of stress) and available support mechanisms, whether physical, psycho-
logical, social, or organisational, that help mitigate their stress. In the second phase, these
factors are categorised within Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological framework [35], which
distinguishes five levels of influence on teachers’ functioning: the individual level (internal
factors), micro level (students, classroom dynamics), meso level (colleagues and school
leadership), macro level (educational policies, societal factors) and chrono level (changes
over time).

The Job Demands–Resources (JD-R) model provides a dynamic framework for un-
derstanding how individuals navigate the balance between job demands and available
resources. Employees (including teachers) can effectively manage their workload when job
demands and resources are in balance. However, when job demands outweigh the avail-
able resources, stress arises due to the perceived imbalance [36,37]. Subjective appraisals
play a crucial role in determining which resources are most effective in managing specific
demands, given that individuals assess and utilise resources based on their perceived
relevance and adequacy [38]. In this regard, each teacher’s unique appraisals of their work
demands and resources determine the degree to which they are at risk for stress [39]. The
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model recognises that this balance is not static but shifts over time, influenced by changing
work conditions and personal capacities [36].

A key strength of the JD-R model is its ability to respond to varying job demands
across different contexts. It allows for the inclusion of unique factors relevant to specific
work environments, offering flexibility and adaptability. This makes the JD-R model a
valuable tool for understanding how employees cope with work demands and sustain their
well-being over time [34]. In this respect, the value of the JD-R model has already been
shown while studying the dynamic relationship between teacher stress and well-being
(e.g., [40–42]) and support mechanisms during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., [43–48]).
As the balance between job demands and resources [36] was disturbed during the pan-
demic [49], job resources buffering the job demands caused by the pandemic were re-
quested [50,51]. In Italy, for example, job resources fostered teachers’ personal resources
(self-efficacy and resilience), and teachers’ personal responses contributed to lower emo-
tional exhaustion [45]. Similarly, various job resources such as support from colleagues and
previous information and communication technology use contributed to lower stress and
less exhaustion, while improving job satisfaction in teachers in Germany [48]. In addition,
some authors explain that teachers experienced the COVID-19 pandemic very differently
and identified three subgroups of teachers in this sense [7]. One subgroup of teachers
(“Worried and stressed”) was characterised by high levels of stress, high job demands, but
low job resources, and little fulfilment of their basic psychological needs. A second group
of teachers (“Relaxed”) consisted of teachers who experienced relatively low levels of stress,
were satisfied with their jobs, and had medium levels of job resources combined with some-
what lower job demands. And third, the largest group of teachers (“Happy work-a-holics”)
reported both high job demands and high job resources, and had experienced relatively
little stress and high job satisfaction. Their findings reveal the interplay of individual
and other levels of the socio-ecological system in explaining teachers’ well-being during
the pandemic.

The JD-R model’s sensitivity to shifts in the demands–resource balance over time [36]
aligns with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory [35], which stresses the interplay
between individuals and their environments. From Bronfenbrenner’s perspective, sub-
jective appraisals occur within the teacher’s microsystem, where direct interactions with
colleagues, students, and administrators shape their perceptions of job resources. On
the mesosystem level, the JD-R model’s adaptability reflects how teaching demands vary
across interconnected settings, such as schools and policy environments. The macrosystem
further influences this dynamic by embedding broader institutional and policy-level fac-
tors that affect job demands and resource availability. On the macrosystem level, cultural
expectations shape what is perceived as a resource or a demand, reinforcing the JD-R
model’s contextual flexibility. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory has therefore
been applied to the study of teachers’ well-being, stress, and mental health both before
the pandemic (e.g., [52–54]) and during it (e.g., [13,55]). Table 1 presents a synthesis of
findings from existing studies that investigated the sources of teachers’ stress and the
support they received during the pandemic. These sources are classified according to
the various levels in Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological model. This structured overview
provides a systematic insight into prior research in the field, facilitating a comparison of
our findings with those of earlier studies.
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Table 1. Teachers’ job demands and resources during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Level in Bronfenbrenner’s
Ecological System Job Demands/Stressors Job Resources/Supports

Individual

Psychological and physical health challenges:
Anxiety [13,56,57]; health struggles and
personal issues [16,58]; work and personal life
balance [14,16,55,59]; feeling unsafe in the
workplace [14]
Professional demands:
Adapting teaching to distance learning [55];
lack of ICT skills; increased and additional
workload [13,55]

Psychological characteristics:
Resilience, positive self-perceptions (e.g.,
competence), emotional regulation [45,60];
high locus of control and self-efficacy [61];
coping strategies [58]
Skills and experience:
Pre-existing ICT skills [51,62]; self-efficacy
in distance teaching [51]; previous distance
learning experience [63,64]

Micro (students, classroom)

Concerns about students and families:
Concern for others [58], especially students’
academic achievement, well-being, home life,
and behaviour [13,16,65]; increased needs for
various types of support to families [14];
missing connection with students, unable to
meet their needs and reduced learning
time [14]

Meaning:
Students as a source of meaning and
reward [11]

Meso (school leadership)

Organisational demands and conditions:
Lack of institutional support; professional
demands, work responsibilities, and
instructional expectations from leadership
[13,43]; poor working conditions [16];
dissatisfaction with school safety measures [14]
Health risks at school:
Exposure to unvaccinated children [14]; being
at risk of infection at school

Support from school leadership and peers:
Support received by the colleagues and
school management (either material,
organisational, or emotional [14,48,66,67];
acknowledging and supporting well-being
and encouraging work–life balance (School
wellness initiatives and school safety
protocols (feeling safe)) [14], School
computer technology [62]

Macro (system/society)

Policy and systemic challenges:
Inconsistency in public health orders and
implementation, feeling unsupported by the
government [14]; unrealistic COVID safety
expectations [13,14]; delayed vaccine
access—no protections as afforded to other
essential workers [14], standardised testing
pressure; rapid changes in teaching
conditions [14]
Communication and public perception:
Lack of clarity from government and school
leadership leading to variability in educational
action plans [13] and exacerbating the
challenge of the shift and feelings of
uncertainty [68,69]; negative media
portrayal [55,58]

Work autonomy and social support [58,70]

Chrono (temporal changes)

Accumulated demands:
Learning new technologies [14]; uncertainty,
increased workload, and managing multiple
roles simultaneously [58]

Similarly, fewer themes were identified while describing three key areas of teachers’
needs during the pandemic [71]. In the area of teachers’ work–life balance and working
from home, the need for a clearer line between the two and the need for fixed working
hours and a fixed daily structure were most frequently expressed. In the area of teaching
and interaction with students and parents, more contact with and visibility of students was
the most exposed. In the area of school management and colleagues, the need for more
or better school management, including more guidelines, clarity, and guidance from the
school management, was most frequently indicated.
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In relation to current/future support needed, authors [16] report that teachers have
called for changes in the post-pandemic scenario, particularly focusing on continuous
professional development (specific training in digital pedagogy and technological tools),
enhancing institutional conditions (reducing bureaucratic overload, introducing clear rules
on the functioning of online platforms, the creation of new assessment criteria adapted
to remote teaching), and securing teachers’ and students’ access to adequate resources
(appropriate technological devices and stable Internet connections).

While research on job demands (a source of stress) and job resources (a source of
support) during the pandemic has been relatively extensive, much less attention has been
paid to teachers’ preparedness and the support they might need in the event of future
educational disruptions on different socio-ecological levels. These gaps reveal there is a
need to pay closer attention to what is still required and how we can prepare teachers to
face future educational challenges. This paper seeks to address these outstanding questions
identified in the existing literature.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Procedure

This paper forms part of the basic research project “Effects of the COVID-19 Pandemic
on Schooling, Teachers and Students: Well-Being, Teaching and Learning”, funded by
the Slovenian Research and Innovation Agency (2022–2025). An explanatory sequential
design was employed to triangulate quantitative and qualitative data, in which the qualita-
tive phase—teacher focus groups—was used to explain, elaborate, and contextualise the
findings of the Responses to Educational Disruption Survey (REDS) [72].

The quantitative analysis draws on descriptive statistics from the REDS [33]. The
mentioned survey was a large-scale comparative study conducted by UNESCO (United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) and the IEA (International
Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement). The study sought to examine
how education systems across different countries responded to the challenges of ensuring
educational provision at the time of the COVID-19 pandemic. In 2020–2021, REDS collected
data from 11 education systems around the world (Burkina Faso, Denmark, Ethiopia,
India, Kenya, Russian Federation, Rwanda, Slovenia, United Arab Emirates, Uruguay,
Uzbekistan), encompassing a representative sample of eighth-grade students, teachers, and
principals. The qualitative component consists of two focus groups with teachers from
Slovenia, conducted in February 2025. Data collection in the focus groups was carried
out after obtaining informed consent from all participants. Both focus group sessions
were conducted online using Zoom. Each session was facilitated by a single interviewer,
accompanied by a technician, and followed a pre-prepared protocol. Each focus group
meeting lasted approximately 90 min.

While both (quantitative and qualitative) approaches have been widely used to study
teachers’ responses to the pandemic, to our knowledge, their combined application remains
unexplored. The strength of this mixed-methods approach lies in its complementarity. The
REDS data, based on a representative sample, allow for the findings to be generalised for
the entire population of Slovenian teachers. Meanwhile, the focus groups provide deeper
insights into teachers’ responses in the REDS, offering a more nuanced understanding of
the COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on their occupational well-being.

2.2. Participants

The paper analyses responses from 1422 eighth-grade teachers in Slovenia. The
sample is representative of the population of teachers who teach grade 8 students. The
estimated population is 5868 teachers in the targeted grade [33]. The qualitative component
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comprised two focus groups conducted in February 2025, with a total of eight participants.
The first focus group was made up of three participants, while the second group had five
participants. Participants in the focus groups were randomly selected from the list of
REDS school coordinators in Slovenia and invited to participate by email. See Table 2 for
demographic data of both samples.

Table 2. Study sample characteristics.

Characteristics Quantitative Sample Qualitative Sample

Sample size (N) 1422 8

Gender (% female) 78.30% 100%

Subjects taught Various subjects Slovene, Mathematics,
English, Art, Science

Years of teaching experience
19.9% ≤ 10 years

34.4% = 11–20 years
45.8% ≥ 21 years

Representing various
career stages

In the first step, from the list of 136 REDS school coordinators, those who were not
engaged in teaching activities during the pandemic (e.g., school leaders, school counsellors)
were identified. In the second step, these non-teaching coordinators were excluded from the
sample, resulting in a refined list of 29 REDS coordinators who were actively involved in
teaching during the pandemic. In the third step, 14 teachers—7 for each of the two planned
focus groups—were randomly selected from this pool using the Research Randomizer
software (https://www.randomizer.org/, accessed on 15 January 2025). In the fourth step,
the selected teachers were invited to participate in the focus groups. Although consent was
obtained from all 14 invitees, the final number of participants was lower (n = 8), as several
were unable to attend due to emergent work obligations (e.g., substitution duties). This
outcome reflects the broader contextual challenges associated with teacher shortages in
Slovenia. The final sample consisted of eight female teachers representing various career
stages and teaching different subjects (Slovene, Mathematics, English, Art, and Science)
across eight primary schools in Slovenia. Exact demographic data were not collected due to
the small sample size in order to protect participants’ anonymity and ensure confidentiality.

2.3. Instruments

The 2021 REDS collected comprehensive data on participants’ backgrounds and their
perceptions of various aspects of life affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. The variables
encompass school organisation, instructional practices, challenges and changes in teaching
and learning, as well as the well-being of both students and teachers, including measures
implemented to support well-being in schools. In this study, only data from the teacher
questionnaire are included. We used two questions examining teacher well-being and
perceived support during the disruption caused by the pandemic (Q16 and Q18; see [73]).
Teachers rated their level of agreement with statements about their well-being and the
support they had received using a four-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly agree)
to 4 (strongly disagree).

The focus groups protocol included six questions for teachers regarding sources
of stress during the COVID-19 pandemic, sources of support in that time, the (lack of)
preparedness for future educational disruptions, and the types of support needed in any
future disruptions. When responding to all questions, participants were encouraged to
reflect on factors at all levels of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory [35].

https://www.randomizer.org/
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2.4. Analysis

The analysis of the REDS data was based on secondary data obtained from the national
REDS report [74], rather than the original REDS study dataset. While the REDS dataset
is publicly accessible (https://www.iea.nl/data-tools/repository/reds, accessed on 16
February 2025), re-analysis of the original data was unnecessary as the required information
was already provided in the national report. Specifically, our analysis focused on the
percentages of teachers who agreed or strongly agreed with statements relating to teacher
well-being (as outlined above). For the purpose of this study, these items were subsequently
categorised as sources of stress or support across the levels of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
systems theory [35], using an independent coding process conducted by two researchers.
The focus groups were audio-recorded and transcribed using Sonix software. Directed
content analysis [75] was used to examine teachers’ sources of stress and support during
the COVID-19 pandemic, the (non)preparedness for and support needed in potential
future educational disruptions. As for the REDS data, the analysis was guided by the Job
Demands–Resources (JD-R) model [36] and Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory [35].
The coding process followed a structured approach: (i) deductive coding—initial coding
categories (source of stress, source of support, (non)preparedness, support needed) were
defined in advance based on the JD-R model and organised according to the different levels
in Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological system (individual, micro, meso, macro, chrono);
(ii) inductive refinement–new themes that emerged from the data were incorporated into
the coding scheme to capture context-specific insights; (iii) validation—two researchers
independently analysed and coded the text, then met to discuss discrepancies, refine
category definitions, and align their coding decisions, which added to the consistency and
validity of the analysis by integrating multiple perspectives and reducing individual bias;
and (iv) thematic analysis—the coded data were then analysed to identify key patterns
related to sources of teachers’ stress and support, as well as (non)preparedness and support
needed in any future educational disruptions.

3. Results
3.1. Teachers’ Stress Sources and Well-Being Sources as Reported in the REDS

The REDS results revealed the teachers’ stress and well-being in Slovenia to be a
pressing issue [33,74]. Figure 1 is based on REDS data and shows the share of teachers who
reported (the percentage of teachers who agreed or strongly agreed) having experienced
various sources of stressors and support during the pandemic, organised by different levels
in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory.

At the individual level, the majority of teachers reported being able to rely on their
own coping strategies (73%) and maintain healthy routines (64%). They knew where to
seek support for their well-being (83%), and nearly half of them reported needing it at
the time (47%). Although nearly all felt supported by their social networks (92%), almost
half of them felt isolated while working from home (37%). Around half the teachers
reported having experienced sleep disturbances (44%) and frequent fatigue (58%), and had
trouble balancing their work and personal life (58%). At the micro level, most teachers
indicated that they were able to meet job demands (88%) and felt in control of their work
while teaching remotely (75%). Further, almost everyone reported being able to cope
with the ongoing changes to their teaching practices and interactions with students (91%).
However, less than half of them felt supported by people in their local community (40%).
Social support was stronger on the meso level, with over 90% of teachers highlighting
strong support from colleagues as a key protective factor. Nonetheless, only half of them
(56%) reported having time to engage with their colleagues socially. The majority also felt
supported by the school leadership (87%) and expressed satisfaction with the infection

https://www.iea.nl/data-tools/repository/reds
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control protocols (85%) and school-based support mechanisms (76%). Still, some teachers
had to seek professional help outside of school during this time (13%), and around half
voiced concerns about contracting COVID-19 at work (55%), revealing persistent sources
of stress. At the macro level, fewer teachers perceived support from national (29%) and
regional (49%) education systems. Moreover, support from the local municipality was also
perceived as scarce (25%). This suggests a notable gap in systemic-level support during
the pandemic.

Figure 1. Perceptions of stressors and sources of support during the COVID-19 pandemic in Slovenia
across socio-ecological levels (REDS data; [74]).

3.2. Teachers’ Stress Sources and Well-Being Support as Reported in the Focus Groups

Below, the results of the focus groups (teachers’ sources of stress, resources for well-
being, future support needed) are organised according to Bronfenbrenner’s levels of the
socio-ecological system. See Table 3 for an overview.

Table 3. Sources of stress, support, and future needs identified by teachers categorised according to
Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological system.

Level in Bronfenbrenner’s
Ecological System Sources of Stress Sources of Support for

Well-Being Future Support Needs

Individual

- Personal circumstances (e.g.,
parenting, living alone)

- Internal coping (e.g.,
self-regulation, optimism)

- Boundary-setting and
professional role clarity

- Workload and work–life
balance

- Time spent in nature and
with the family

- Limited home resources
(sharing space, computer, and
Internet with the family)

- Use of self-help strategies

Micro (students, classroom)

Emotional burden of student
care (concern for (vulnerable)
students, their well-being, and
mental health)
- Unequal access (devices,
Internet, food, study space)
- Low student/parent
engagement
- Ambiguity in responsibilities
(attendance, motivation)
- Burden of being a class teacher
- Challenging communication
with parents

- Supportive parents
- Clearer role definitions
(guidelines on
roles/responsibilities)
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Table 3. Cont.

Level in Bronfenbrenner’s
Ecological System Sources of Stress Sources of Support for

Well-Being Future Support Needs

Meso (school leadership)

- Isolation among teachers in
less-represented subjects
- Lowering educational
standards
- Unequal workload distribution
(due to the lack of national
regulation and school-level
coordination) data

- Collegial support
- Subject-specific collaboration
- Supportive school leadership
(e.g., regular meetings,
accessibility of technology,
school space)
- School-based initiatives (e.g.,
yoga, outdoor meetings)
- School psychologists (mostly
focused on students’ and not
teachers’ well-being)
- Subject-related resources
developed during the
pandemic

- Peer support and
supervision systems
- Accessible psychosocial
services for staff (mental
health support for teachers, as
well as students)
- Training in stress
management and self-care
- Training in communication
and relational skills
- Technical (information
technology) support
- External (national)
motivators for student
engagement in distance
learning
- Tools and guidelines for
online well-being monitoring
- Valid remote assessment
practices
- Digital skills training for
students
- Support for migrant students
and families

Macro (system, society)

- Lack of timely guidance from
authorities
- Size of school (bigger—more
work; smaller—less collegial
help)
- Uneven availability of teaching
materials between different
subjects
- Limited support from
authorities (e.g., the Ministry of
Education, the National
Education Institute)
- Public devaluation of the
teaching profession
- Poor coordination of protocols
for COVID-19 testing

- Size of school (bigger, more
collegial help)
- Publicly available self-help
resources

- Clear, feasible and flexible
national guidelines (e.g.,
testing for coronavirus,
tailored back-to-school rules)
- Humanised and motivational
support from policymakers
- Direct dialogue opportunities
with policymakers

Chrono (temporal changes)

- Long-term overwork and
fatigue
- Unpredictable and changing
rules
- High level of uncertainty
- Declining student knowledge
and mental health

- Acquired digital skills
- Lessons learned from past
experiences

- System-level preparedness
for future disruptions
- Flexible assessment
procedures
- Support for student mental
health and digital literacy
- Special focus on marginalised
students (e.g., migrants, low
socioeconomic status)

3.2.1. Individual Level

The participating teachers reported large differences in stress levels, depending on their
personal circumstances, such as being parents of small children or living alone. Teachers
(Teachers 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8) who had small children were more stressed about workload,
timelines, maintaining a work–life balance, and sharing space, a computer, and an Internet
connection with other family members. On the other hand, one teacher (Teacher 6) who
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was living alone reported experiencing less stress in managing the increased workload
and work demands. They recognised that their personality influenced their stress control.
“At the beginning, enthusiasm and positivity solved many problems” (Teacher 1). They
also acknowledged the importance of internal resources for balancing stress. For example,
Teacher 3 explained: “The first problem was with me, how to clarify, where do I set the
boundaries, where do I set the amount of learning material? It was always to come from
myself. If I were able to balance myself, then I would be able to successfully transfer
this pattern to other areas”. The importance of self-help was also recognised by Teacher
2: “You had to help yourself to survive”. They also used different opportunities to relax
in nature (Teacher 4, 5, 7), spending time with the family and cooking (Teacher 7), and
self-development opportunities available in that period, such as various self-help groups
(Teacher 1).

All participating teachers felt the most prepared for a similar situation in terms of
developed digital competencies and digital materials required for teaching at a distance. “I
feel well-prepared for using digital technology for teaching./. . ./Digital skills and prepared
teaching materials for online teaching would make teaching in repeated situations less
demanding” (Teacher 8). The participating teachers (Teachers 1, 3, 4, 5, 6) reported being
less prepared in the psychological field (their own and their students). “If it happened again,
I would certainly go into it with some concern in my mind that I would not become burned
out again” (Teacher 5). “I had such a very strong, difficult personal experience in that period
that I think if it happen again, I would resign irrevocably. I am certainly the least prepared in
the psychological field. Also, in terms of supporting students with psychological difficulties
in that period” (Teacher 1). “Professionally, it would work, technically it would work, but
at least I feel qualified in contact with parents and in psychological support for children”
(Teacher 3). “A student had a panic attack during a class lesson online. And then I saw
how we were unequipped for these things, and you cannot even react, or maybe you react
in a way that would be the least desirable and necessary, and then a lot can come out
of that” (Teacher 1). “We are not prepared to monitor a pupil’s well-being remotely, to
communicate with parents in this area and to get the right information about the pupil’s
well-being. Many things can happen during a prolonged absence” (Teacher 1). “You cannot
be prepared for the difficult psychological problems children have when they return to
school after a long absence” (Teacher 1). Some participating teachers reported being more
prepared for some aspects of preserving their well-being. “We would probably introduce a
little distance between us so that we are not always available as we were then. We should
probably make some distance here, so that we have those limits a little bit” (Teacher 7). “I
now have a clearer idea of who is responsible for the student being in class. I would be
much less bothered from that point of view. And I would be able to deflect the shifting of
responsibility” (Teacher 1).

3.2.2. Micro Level

Among micro-level factors, the participating teachers (Teachers 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 8) most
frequently mentioned their care for (vulnerable) students as a source of stress during the
pandemic. “For me, the most stressful thing was wanting to be able to give as much as
I could to the children, so that they could get something from the classroom” (Teacher
8). Regarding inequalities in Internet access and equipment among students, Teacher 5
explained that some families with more children only had one computer, and some children
were therefore learning on phones, which is not good for their development. Teacher
5 explained, “A lot of people were learning in small flats. No Internet connection. No
computers. The school and the Ministry provided them, but it took (too) much time”.
Teacher 1 stated: “I believe that equal conditions and the inclusion of all students in the
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same way are my priorities as a teacher in the classroom”. The participating teachers
(Teachers 1, 2, 3, 5, 8) also felt stressed because of the preoccupation with the well-being of
students. Teacher 8 noted, “It was hard for me to accept the rules about distancing, and it
was hard for me to watch my children having a hard time, too”. More specifically, Teacher
2 explained, “The data that 15% of pupils do not have a single cooked meal at home when
schools were closed was distressing and burdensome for me, as I had not thought about
that before”. Another important issue and source of stress identified was the mental health
of students. Teacher 3 reported that about 10% of students were ‘lost’ due to mental health
issues or not being motivated for work. Concerning care for equal learning opportunities
and the well-being of students, the participating teachers (Teachers 1, 3, 4, 6) found the
role of the class teacher to be the most demanding. “I have to say that there was a lot of
pressure on the class teachers to be the front line. In fact, we were the ones who had to
somehow reach out to the pupils and the parents and retain them” (Teacher 1).

The participating teachers (Teachers 1, 2, 3, 5, 6) also reported the non-responsiveness
of some students (and parents) to learning at a distance as an important source of stress. For
example, Teacher 5 estimated that fewer students were actively doing their schoolwork than
happens with regular schooling. Teacher 2 explained that the students’ response was 40%,
and Teacher 3 estimated that 50% of the students were actively participating. Some teachers
(Teachers 1, 5, 6) reported that, in this regard, the main source of stress for them was not
having a clearly defined and communicated role concerning who was responsible for their
attendance. Teacher 1 explained, “At our school, there were two groups of teachers: those
who said, ‘Everything is prepared; whoever wants to participate can do so. It is accessible
to everyone, and now it’s up to them and their parents if they don’t take advantage of
it./. . ./But I was on the other side. I somehow felt responsible even for those students who
would miss out on everything”. Teacher 5 noted that she was working hard to make sure
students did everything and were active. Similarly, Teacher 6 explained, “As a class teacher,
I was more stressed because there was more stress since individual pupils had problems
with motivation, and I was also more in contact with parents about individual situations”.

The findings indicate mixed experiences regarding cooperation with parents. Some
teachers (Teachers 3, 8) described communication with parents as a source of support.
“They were supportive; discussions with them revealed that they were facing the same
problems as we were in that period” (Teacher 3). “Some parents contacted us to thank us
for our efforts with their children” (Teacher 8). However, teachers (Teachers 1, 4, 5, 6, 8)
also found communication with parents to be demanding and stressful. “We had very
poor communication with the parents. Parents here are generally very unresponsive to
anything to do with education in our area, and that period was no exception” (Teacher
1). “Our efforts were not as appreciated by some parents for the work that went into it”.
“Some parents complained about why pupils had to work so much” (Teacher 8). They also
reported challenges with entering the student’s home environment and the parents being
present. “When you teach remotely, parents are also present. It’s different when you have
an adult audience. You have to get used to that” (Teacher 5). “Actually, we were entering
our students’ home environment through distance learning. I remember one student, at
the time of her oral exam, she was in the room, and her father was sleeping on the bed,
having returned from the night shift. I didn’t feel good, how not good the children felt?”
(Teacher 4).

With respect to preparedness for any future disruptions to education, on the students’
level, they (Teachers 1, 3, 4, 5) felt the students’ digital competencies are a potential (future)
issue. “We try to keep students acquainted with digital technology in case of a similar
situation. With a measure of caution for what lies ahead” (Teacher 1). “Despite what these
students have learned about technology, we still find time and once again that they do not
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really know how to use it for the right purposes. Even though we teach them this every
year, it is a problem, and it could be a problem” (Teacher 4). “Students’ digital literacy is
not as high as it could be. There is still work to be done” (Teacher 3). They (Teachers 4, 5)
also identified difficulties with connecting with deprivileged children and their parents.
“Establishing a connection with migrant students and parents who do not speak Slovenian.
This is not established yet. It was also very difficult the first time for teachers”.

3.2.3. Meso Level

All participating teachers reported various forms of collegial support for controlling
their stress and supporting their well-being in the pandemic. Professional support among
teachers of specific subjects was particularly evident. “I would also like to praise the maths
team because we helped each other a lot. Otherwise, we were very much on our own”
(Teacher 7). “Within the group of Slovenian teachers, we agreed who would do what kind
of video or game to make it a bit easier” (Teacher 5). “In foreign languages, my colleagues
and I helped each other. We didn’t have any beginners; we all had at least 10 years of
work experience, and we took care of ourselves, our health, and well-being. That’s why we
always held our meetings outdoors. We would meet outside to get some fresh air and take
care of ourselves, so we weren’t just sitting in front of computers typing on keyboards”
(Teacher 3). In contrast, teachers without specific subject teacher support reported a lack
of it. “I’m an artist, so I’m the only one at the school, so I was really more on my own
for everything” (Teacher 4). The participating teachers (e.g., Teacher 2) also mentioned
how materials prepared with colleagues at the time are still very useful and valuable today.
“When it was the coronavirus, all the teachers kind of got together and were ready to help
each other, and were on our phones a lot. And it helped a lot with the stress, because you
had people who were in a very similar situation as you” (Teacher 6). The collegial support
on the school level was also exposed. “On the school level, for those of us who knew more
about digital tools, we had a course for colleagues. So, there were five of us per Zoom
session and we practised together, worked together and so on” (Teacher 5). “The yoga
teacher offering a yoga course twice a week to relax, to stretch and provide instructions
for exercises during teaching. This contributes a lot to well-being” (Teacher 2). “Those
colleagues who had so much goodwill, optimism and energy kept the rest of us, who were
perhaps a bit more at the bottom, relatively up” (Teacher 1).

The size of one’s school was identified as a source of stress as well as a protective
factor. While a teacher from a large school (Teacher 2) reported the huge amount of work
(e.g., teaching 300 students in that period also required checking their school projects and
homework, responding to questions and e-mails, monitoring the level of their activity),
they (Teachers 2, 3, 5, 7, 8) also identified the size of their school as a protective factor
in terms of teachers’ collegial help in discussing new standards, preparing materials, as
well as sharing tasks and subjects. A teacher from a small school (Teacher 1) was alone in
performing these tasks and therefore felt more responsible, unsure and stressed. Although
adopting teaching materials was not mentioned as a high stressor, the teachers pointed out
that the amount of materials that exist varies significantly between different subjects. While
in some subjects (e.g., English) a lot of online materials were already available (Teachers
1, 3, 6), in others (e.g., Slovenian, Science, Maths, Art) teachers (Teachers 2, 4, 5, 7) had
to prepare them by themselves. Yet, as indicated above, the cooperation among subject
teachers was exposed as important for controlling workload in larger schools.

The school management was also identified as giving important support for teachers’
well-being by almost all participating teachers (Teachers 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8). “On the school
level, we were well-organised, thanks to the school leadership” (Teacher 3). Teacher 8
reported feeling well-supported through regular discussions and consistent encouragement
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from the young headmistress, on whom the staff could always rely. “I would say 100%,
just thank you. I can only praise the management, the head teacher and the vice-head
teacher. I had a good experience./. . ./As I live in a very small flat in which it is difficult
to draw a line between private and professional life, the school leadership allowed me
to perform working tasks in the classroom, without any contact, of course” (Teacher
6). On the school level, frequent regular meetings for planning, evaluating work, and
solving problems were identified as an important aspect of support for teachers’ well-being.
Unity among school personnel regarding goals, expectations, and standards—along with
frequent meetings and ongoing problem-solving—was found to support teachers’ well-
being, although it could also be a source of stress when it involved lowering standards. The
participating teachers (e.g., Teacher 8) also appreciated the accessibility of technology and
the possibility of borrowing it from school for smooth work at home. Also much appreciated
by the participating teachers was the support of a computer technician, “Especially in the
2nd wave, when part of the classroom was at school and part at home, it was very valuable”
(Teacher 2). It was also missed when it was absent. “Our computer guy was on sick leave a
lot, so we were on our own for everything” (Teacher 5).

In the absence of strict national regulations, the schools were quite autonomous in
how they organised the teaching and learning process. “There was no incentive, not even
from the ministry, on how to do something. We had a free hand, but I don’t know if that
was a good thing at the time” (Teacher 8). While Teacher 3 reported that clear school rules
on the number of hours to be taught online made the teaching process smoother, Teacher
8 reported that the freedom of teachers caused inequalities between teachers at the same
school and is also a source of stress. “In our case, no teacher was forced to teach remotely.
Older teachers just sent things via email. I did all my lessons via Zoom and was very tired
at the end of each lesson. What I missed was that everyone was the same, that they had the
lessons in the same way” (Teacher 8).

Depending on the school and its size, school psychologists were available to teachers
(e.g., a large school; Teacher 3). Even though they reported that school psychologists also
had a heavy workload, and in some schools mostly focused on the students’ and not the
teachers’ well-being. “The counselling service worked mainly with pupils. They were the
ones who got the attention, more than the teachers” (Teacher 7). “If you go there on your
own to ask for help with a problem, then they are there for you. Otherwise, they don’t
have the time or the will to deal with each teacher individually” (Teacher 7). “They have
the will, but not the time. They were overloaded at work with several other obligations”
(Teacher 4). “I do not perceive this as their task; they were more focused on students and
family problems in that period” (Teacher 6).

All participating teachers appreciated the availability of school counsellors’ support
during the COVID-19 pandemic and in regular schooling, but due to their several other
obligations estimated it to be insufficient to meet all teachers’ well-being-related and other
needs (during the pandemic and in any future disruptions). They referred to a kind of
supervision. “I noticed that I am not as skilled in the area of communication. I don’t always
find the answers to certain questions, and I ask myself if I have reacted correctly. In that
sense, I lack the support of having someone to say this is what I did right and this is what
I did wrong, to seemingly guide me” (Teacher 1). “In our case, the counselling service
participates in a supervision group where they compare their experiences and the problems
they are facing. It would help me as a class teacher to have a support system outside the
school on how to deal with things” (Teacher 5). Despite the participating teachers reporting
their increased levels of digital competencies they gained in the pandemic, they estimated
that technical (computer) support would still be crucially needed in any future disruptions
to education. This was particularly exposed by older teachers (Teacher 8).
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3.2.4. Macro Level

Despite the participating teachers (e.g., Teachers 1, 3) generally expressing an under-
standing that policy responses came with a time delay, they revealed that, in some cases,
they led to the non-motivation of students to attend the online classes. “First, there were
no active online courses; we lost some students, and motivation failed. Support from the
system (e.g., computer support, teaching advice) always came unintentionally with a delay,
because that is the nature of the work” (Teacher 3). Since the system was unprepared for
the disruption, in many cases, the lack of online teaching at the very beginning caused the
loss of a connection with the students, who had already lost their motivation to learn when
the online system was established (Teachers 1, 3).

The participating teachers (Teachers 4, 5, 7) were very reserved concerning the support
received from the Ministry of Education. “Leadership was right up my alley. But I didn’t
feel any other major help. Not even from the Ministry. No, they did nothing of the kind. I
think they just lowered the number of evaluations. Otherwise, I don’t know that there was
anything else concrete. I didn’t feel that this was the case” (Teacher 4). “If I think back, I
don’t know, but was there any support from the Ministry? I did not feel at the time that
we were supported anywhere. We were basically teachers ourselves, on all sides. As far as
the school management and the collective were concerned, you could help” (Teacher 7).
“We were pretty much left to ourselves and our own organisation. So, it was really very
tiring” (Teacher 5). In addition, the national protocols for testing for coronavirus were very
open and needed to be adapted on the school level. Here, there were multiple different
interpretations, also between parents, which caused a lot of stress in that period (Teachers 5,
6). The participating teachers (Teachers 2, 4, 7) also felt limited in terms of support from the
National Education Institute. “In study groups at the National Institute for Education, you
were acknowledged, which application to use” (Teacher 1). “We expected more, perhaps
from the National Education Institute. Maybe they could have sent us some more materials
and so on” (Teacher 7). “I think after it was over, we were getting different materials”
(Teacher 7). “After the pandemic, I was attending the course at the National Education
Institute, and I felt well in stress control. But this was conducted when the pandemic was
already over” (Teacher 4).

The (negative) perception of the teaching profession in wider society was identified as
a source of teacher stress. “It has often been said that we teachers are only at home, that we
do nothing, that the students learn on their own” (Teacher 7). “In public and in general,
the emphasis was on the pupil, not so much on the teacher. As adult employees, we were
partly overlooked here. Because we are expected to do our job, and the focus was on how
we were going to help the pupils get through this, how we were going to help the parents
get through this, rather than what we were going to do for ourselves” (Teacher 6). However,
the participating teachers appreciated the support available in society for self-development
during that time period. “In society, there were a lot of sources for self-help freely available,
very well presented, clear, and transparent” (Teacher 1).

Regarding policy support, the participating teachers in particular reported on those
aspects needed in possible future disruptions. While teaching at a distance, they would
appreciate “more detailed instructions from the Ministry on how to do things, not just
prohibitions on what not to do” (Teacher 8). They mentioned the testing for coronavirus in
schools by teachers and other educational professionals as one of the most pressing issues.
“Teachers were the healthcare professionals when testing students for COVID-19, and if a
test was positive, a psychologist. This could be better regulated” (Teacher 4). “We were not
trained and responsible to do this. We would need support here if it were to happen again”
(Teacher 3). Student assessment was also exposed as a pressing issue. “I see the problem
mostly in students’ assessments. If we remember back, that was quite a huge problem. Let’s
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say that this situation happens again and lasts a long time. We cannot imagine such a remote
assessment” (Teacher 6). “As far as the student assessment is concerned, it seems to me that
it was and is a very unrealistic picture. There have been no developments on the system
level since then”. They also suggested that the back-to-school rules (a reduced number of
students in class, eating lunch in the classroom, the class staying in the same classroom
the whole day, etc.) could be better, more tailored to the actual situations, and should
allow for more flexible implementation, given that not all schools have the same conditions.
This would also make teachers feel less burdened by the requirements (Teachers 4, 5). As
they were overwhelmed with taking attendance and delivering lessons, and the students’
level of motivation for learning was low during the pandemic, some participating teachers
(e.g., Teacher 1) also suggested an external (national) motivator to motivate students to
learn remotely, either in general or at the start of the lessons. Instead of solely formal
circulars, they also mentioned the value of a more personal and motivational approach
by policymakers, which would support teachers in difficult times (e.g., live online teacher
webcasts by policymakers). The value of a more personal approach is also evident in the
supervision groups proposal, in which participating teachers would like their experiences
and troubles on the grassroots level to be heard by policymakers at the Ministry or the
National Education Institute (Teacher 5).

In terms of continuous professional development, they referred to the need for courses
in the relational communication fields, like dealing with difficult students, such as: “In
particular, the difficulties of the pupils, the difficulties of the parents, or working with the
parents, suddenly become more difficult because the situation is more intense. This is the
area that would cause me the greatest stress if it happened again” (Teacher 5). However,
the feeling of helplessness is evident with regard to the possibilities of overcoming such
situations. “The most stressful thing for me would be classroom work. And the parents. It
was quite bad with them, let’s say, the threats to the press. I don’t know if you can ever be
prepared for that” (Teacher 4). Notwithstanding that they recognised the increased levels
of continuous professional development programmes in the field of stress regulation on
the national level, not one of the participating teachers attended it on their own initiative
(Teacher 5).

The findings on systematic preparedness are best summed up in the view of the
following teacher. “I agree that a lot of materials are not available. There was also a lot of
teacher training afterwards. As for being systemically ready for it, we are not./. . ./There
will be expectations of parents and children that everything is well prepared and will run
smoothly. But it is not prepared”. Teacher 4 added that, since it will be a repeated situation,
expectations will also be higher and harder to achieve.

3.2.5. Chrono Level

The COVID-19 pandemic itself represented a huge change, which, according to the
participating teachers, created the following sources of stress. The high level of uncertainty
was frequently identified as a significant source of stress, primarily due to the novel nature
of the situation and the unpredictability of policy responses, which were subject to frequent,
often daily, changes.

All participating teachers also reported the heavy workload in that period as an
important source of stress. “If you are 100 percent present in class, you were 200 percent
present at that time” (Teacher 5). “During the pandemic, my phone rang constantly. In
fact, I was never really free” (Teacher 5). “I think I was at my peak throughout this period”
(Teacher 3). “I think I was at my maximum during the whole period”/. . ./”Some older
teachers gave up because of the situation, workload and adaptations needed” (Teacher 3).
“It drove me to burnout. And I know many who, like me, burned out at that time because
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it was too much” (Teacher 5). “It was an interesting experience, but I would never repeat it”
(Teacher 3). “I hope I never have to do it again because I really don’t want to” (Teacher 5).
“I just think it is essential that we all want it not to happen again” (Teacher 5).

In terms of the chrono level, we can also refer to changes in the perception of COVID-
19’s consequences from a distant point in time and the long-term COVID-19 consequences
that the participating teachers observed. They reported the long-term consequences of
COVID-19 on students’ knowledge and some students’ mental health. “We are still figuring
out which generation is the corona generation, and there are still deficits in the basic
concepts. Also, because some of them got tired of the work back then, and it is still there”
(Teacher 5). “It seems to me that we have heard, seen and experienced so much about
this (the psychological problems of pupils) that now, at the slightest sign, at the slightest
discomfort that arises in lessons, teachers react much more immediately than they would
have done before this period, because the experience has simply been very severe” (Teacher
1). They also experienced hard situations with particular students. “She became depressed,
was hospitalised, had difficulties, and in the long run was recovering basically until the
ninth grade” (Teacher 3).

4. Discussion
The pandemic had a significant impact on teachers’ work and personal lives, increasing

their stress levels and posing challenges to their overall well-being [5–8]. The same was
true in Slovenia, where the REDS findings identified teacher stress and well-being as a key
concern [33,74]. To complement these results, we conducted focus groups 5 years after the
pandemic began to gain a more nuanced understanding of teachers’ experiences. These
retrospective insights provide a deeper understanding of the pandemic’s impact [19] and
inform policy responses to potential future disruptions to education [16,76]. Drawing on
Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological model [35], the analysis explores job demands (sources
of stress) and job resources (supports for teacher well-being) during the pandemic, as well
as teachers’ preparedness and needs in the face of possible future disruptions.

When job demands exceed the resources available, teachers experience increased stress,
which (if prolonged and unsupported) can lead to burnout and higher turnover [6,21,22,34,45,77].
As reported by other authors [49] and as shown in Table 1, the balance between job demands
and resources was disrupted globally during the pandemic. Teachers reported a decrease
in resources as they ‘climbed’ the levels of the socio-ecological system. A similar trend is
seen in our results, in both the REDS data and the focus groups (see Figure 1 and Table 3).
The focus groups exposed the problem of burnout among the teachers and their colleagues
(two teachers), which they attributed to the intense workload and changing working
conditions during the pandemic. This aligns with the REDS data that show that 37% of
teachers in Slovenia felt isolated whilst working at home, and around half the teachers
reported constant fatigue (58%) and sleep disturbances (44%), with some even seeking
professional help (47%). These results are consistent with the findings of authors who
found that, although the average level of emotional exhaustion was moderate, over 20% of
teachers reported having experienced a high level of emotional exhaustion [71]. Further,
the majority of teachers reported an increase in emotional exhaustion and experienced
the pandemic as harmful. Similar results from other authors show that the majority of
teachers felt very or extremely stressed and that more than half felt very or extremely
burned out [78]. These results are concerning since high levels of stress and emotional
exhaustion in teachers have been shown to diminish their sense of agency [79], reduce
their ability to provide creative learning opportunities [80], and have a negative impact on
student outcomes [13,23,25].
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4.1. Sources of Stress on Different Levels

When examining sources of stress, stressors are recognised on all levels of the socio-
ecological system (Table 3). However, more than half can be attributed to the micro and
macro levels. On the individual level, teachers who participated in the REDS reported
significant personal stressors (e.g., fatigue), which are similar to the personal issues reported
by other researchers (e.g., [16,58]). The teachers included in the focus groups did not identify
physical health and safety as a primary source of stress, despite this being demonstrated
by other international research (e.g., [13]). They did, however, express concern about
their home environment (e.g., living arrangements and home resources) (seven teachers).
Moreover, they reported difficulties with maintaining work–life balance and dealing with
the increased workload (seven teachers), as also found in other studies (e.g., [13,14,16,55]).

The participating teachers reported many stressors on the micro level related to stu-
dents and parents. Care for students was exposed as one of the most pressing issues by
almost all participating teachers (six teachers) (see Table 3). This conforms with other
research findings that one of the most prevalent concerns among teachers was student
engagement, and teachers had to devise new strategies to motivate students, hold them
accountable for their learning, and provide support in remote or hybrid settings [81,82].
Nevertheless, most teachers in the REDS reported having coped well with ongoing changes
in their teaching practices and interactions with students (91%), meeting all the job require-
ments (88%), and feeling in control of their working environment (75%) (see Figure 1).

The care for students’ well-being as a pressing issue and an important source of stress
also corresponds with other REDS findings (p. 145, [33]), in which 80% of the teachers
who taught their class remotely during the COVID-19 disruption reported they provided
support or information about emotional well-being to some or to a large extent, 45% of them
also provided information about access to welfare services. Teachers in the focus groups
also reported having to navigate students’ broader social contexts and home environments
(five teachers). Challenges in communication and engagement (five teachers), along with
unclear responsibilities (three teachers) and the transfer of (some of) the educational role to
parents (five teachers), emerged as substantial sources of stress in this period, corresponding
to findings in other studies [14,43]. The microsystem revealed a strong commitment to
students’ well-being (six teachers), which, while a source of professional identity, also
became a significant emotional burden (see also [83]), particularly in the absence of equal
access to learning resources and student motivation.

On the meso level, around half the teachers (55%) included in the REDS voiced
concerns about contracting COVID-19 at work, highlighting this as a persistent source of
stress, as also reported by others [14]. Although teacher autonomy was recognised during
the pandemic as contributing to positive outcomes such as improved performance [84],
higher job satisfaction [85], and reduced burnout [85,86], it is worth noting that some of the
participating teachers (three teachers) primarily experienced it as a source of inequality in
working conditions and, thus, stress.

On the macro level, the teachers’ responses were characterised by disappointment
with the lack of timely and concrete systemic support (six teachers). The public’s underap-
preciation of teachers’ efforts (three teachers) and vague national protocols (four teachers)
further added to the stress and uncertainty. The policy and systemic challenges shown in
our study are consistent with findings of other studies, which identified inconsistency in
public health orders and their implementation [14,87], unrealistic expectations regarding
the safety measures required to prevent the spread of the virus [13,14,88], and the lack of
clarity and support from the authorities [13]. Overall, society portrayed the profession
negatively in the media, as reported in other studies [55,58,83].
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On the chrono level, all participating teachers reported sources of stress linked to
the changes brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic. The observed decline in student
knowledge (three teachers) and mental health (four teachers) (see also [89]) is a ‘new’
stressor for teachers in Slovenia. The high level of uncertainty, long-lasting overwork, and
fatigue have gone untreated and led to burnout, as mentioned above. Similar concerns
about accumulated demands have been reported by other authors (e.g., [58,71,90,91]). It
is also clear that the different waves of the pandemic introduced new stressors over time.
In the first phase, the novelty of the situation and resulting uncertainty emerged as key
stressors (see also [92]). During the second wave, the primary source of stress was linked
to national health regulations and their practical implementation (see also [65,83,93,94]).

4.2. Sources of Support on Different Levels

Research shows that perceived support for mental health and well-being is one of
the strongest predictors of workplace well-being among teachers (e.g., [14]). During the
COVID-19 pandemic, teachers reported having experienced strong social support across
the individual, micro, and meso levels, particularly from their immediate social circle,
colleagues, and school leadership. This aligns with Bronfenbrenner’s assertion that the
most immediate social contexts, such as the self and close interpersonal relationships, have
the greatest influence on individual functioning, including teacher well-being [95].

On the individual level, the focus group findings pointed to the importance of both ex-
ternal (e.g., time with family) (seven teachers) and internal coping strategies (e.g., emotional
self-regulation) (four teachers) in managing stress. Similarly, the majority of REDS partici-
pants reported being able to rely on their own coping mechanisms (73%), maintain healthy
routines (64%), and access support when needed (83%), most often through their personal
social networks (92%). Other studies also identified psychological skills such as emotional
regulation and self-efficacy as important protective factors (e.g., [45,58,60,61]), although so-
cial support on this level was less frequently emphasised. While skills and prior experience
with distance learning were shown to buffer stress in other studies (e.g., [51,62–64]), this
aspect was not prominently reflected in our data.

On the micro level, teachers in the focus groups (three teachers) identified supportive
parents as the only meaningful source of support. This observation contrasts with other
studies, where students were seen as the primary source of support, providing a sense
of meaning and reward (e.g., [11]). However, in a study on remote learning during the
lockdown, authors also noted an “increased level of trust between parents and teachers”
(p. 17, [68]), highlighting the importance of strengthened parent-teacher communication in
this period.

On the meso level, collegial collaboration and supportive school leadership emerged
as key protective factors. Teachers especially valued the cooperation within subject-aligned
teams (six teachers) and the support of school leaders (seven teachers). These findings are
consistent with prior research showing peer and leadership support as crucial for teacher
well-being during the pandemic (e.g., [14,48,66,67]). REDS data from Slovenia support this,
with 96% of teachers having felt supported by colleagues, 87% by school leadership, 49%
by the regional education system, and only 29% by the national education system. Similar
patterns were observed internationally [14], where teachers reported the strongest support
from peers, followed by school administrators, and the least from national authorities. Our
findings confirm that at the time of the pandemic, teachers needed and received social,
technical, and pedagogical support [96]. Although the research shows the importance of
school psychologists’ support in maintaining teachers’ well-being [39], the participating
teachers reported that these were received to a very limited extent due to the school
psychologists’ preoccupation with other tasks in that period, including students’ issues
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and well-being. Still, co-workers and school leaders (meso level) played an important role
in teachers’ well-being during these extraordinary times (e.g., [11,48,62,97]).

On the macro level, both the focus groups (six teachers) and the REDS data (see
above) indicated that system-level support was perceived as limited, pointing to the need
for more robust national and regional structures to assist teachers during disruptions
to education. In the absence of adequate institutional support, teachers often turned to
publicly available self-help resources (two teachers) and relied heavily on their social
networks (seven teachers).

Although previous studies rarely identified support on the chrono level, all eight
participating teachers emphasised that the digital skills acquired and lessons learned
during the pandemic have become valuable long-term resources. These experiences were
seen as supportive in navigating current challenges and adding to preparedness for any
future disruptions.

4.3. Limitations and Future Research Directions

Although combining large-scale survey data with in-depth qualitative insights
strengthens the study’s contribution, there are limitations that should be noted. For instance,
the REDS relied on self-reported data from eighth-grade teachers in Slovenia, which means
that it might not capture the experiences of individuals working on different educational
levels, countries, or in other cultural contexts. While the focus group participants provided
valuable insights, they were drawn from a small, non-representative pool of eight REDS
school coordinators, and thus cannot be considered representative of the entire population.
They may also have introduced a selection bias towards more engaged teachers. Further,
the focus groups were conducted in 2025, several years after the peak of the disruption
caused by the pandemic, which may have influenced the participants’ recollections and
interpretations of events. Finally, since the quantitative and qualitative data were collected
at different times, integrating the findings provides complementary perspectives rather
than direct, time-aligned comparisons. Although the article draws primarily on existing
research from the Anglo-Saxon world and empirical research conducted in Slovenia (a
Central European country) and may therefore overlook broader perspectives on educa-
tional disruption in the Global South, its findings, given the largely universal nature of
educational disruptions, may nevertheless hold relevance in a wider global context. To cap-
ture a broader range of perspectives, future research should include teachers from various
educational levels, countries, and cultural contexts to enhance generalizability. Including a
wider range of participants could also provide a more nuanced understanding of teacher
well-being and support during and after disruptions. Finally, collecting quantitative and
qualitative data concurrently or longitudinally would allow for more robust findings.

4.4. (Non)Preparedness and Required Support for Future Educational Disruptions Across Levels

While the sources of stress and support during the pandemic are well-documented,
empirical evidence on teachers’ preparedness and systemic support needed on different
levels of the socio-ecological system in potential future disruptions remains scarce. Teachers
in the focus groups highlighted the importance of additional support, particularly on the
meso and macro levels, to better manage similar situations in the future. Addressing these
needs is vital for building more resilient and equitable education systems and ensuring
sustainable change in education [90].

On the individual level, teachers stressed the importance of establishing clearer bound-
aries between their professional and personal lives since blurred roles during the school
closures contributed to greater stress and burnout (four teachers). On the micro level,
teachers identified the need for clearer guidelines about their roles and responsibilities
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during an educational disruption (six teachers) (for similar findings, see [43,93]). Improved
role clarity for all participants in the learning process (teachers, students, parents) would
help to reduce confusion and emotional overload in times of crisis.

On the meso level, teachers emphasised the importance of peer collaboration
(seven teachers) and effective school leadership (seven teachers). They called for formal
systems of peer support and supervision (four teachers), access to psychosocial services
(two teachers), and targeted training with respect to different aspects of teachers’ well-being
(e.g., stress management, communication) (six teachers). They also noted the need for
technical support (two teachers) and pedagogical tools (three teachers) for effective remote
teaching, alongside valid assessment methods (four teachers) and support for disadvan-
taged or migrant students (six teachers). This is in line with findings from others [16], where
the participants advocated changes in the post-pandemic scenario, especially focusing on
continuous professional development, enhancing institutional conditions, and securing
access to adequate resources.

On the macro level, where teachers reported inconsistent and limited systemic support
during the pandemic, they stressed the need for clear, realistic, and flexible national
guidelines (four teachers), as well as more humanised and motivational communication
from policymakers (one teacher). Importantly, teachers (four teachers) expressed a desire
for more direct dialogue with education authorities to make sure that policies are grounded
in the realities of everyday teaching.

Finally, on the chrono level, all eight teachers underscored the pandemic’s lasting
impacts and the critical need for system-wide preparedness for future disruptions to educa-
tion. They acknowledged the value of the digital competencies (eight teachers) and coping
strategies (four teachers) developed during the crisis and called for sustained investment in
student mental health (six teachers), digital literacy (five teachers), and inclusive support
for marginalised learners (five teachers). Notably, all eight participating teachers assessed
their digital skills as adequate for delivering remote instruction, suggesting a significant
increase in their digital readiness throughout the pandemic (see also [16]). However, while
teachers reported improved digital preparedness, they also observed a critical gap in their
ability to support psychological well-being, both their own and that of their students
(six teachers). This underscores the need for future support systems that extend beyond
technical capacity to include structured training in mental health, access to supervision, and
well-designed crisis communication protocols tailored to the educational context. In sum,
these findings call for a more integrated and proactive policy approach that strengthens
not only the digital but also the emotional and relational competencies of educational
workers. In building systemic resilience, it is imperative to recognise and support the
human dimensions of education.

5. Conclusions
As the probability of a severe pandemic in the coming decades is relatively high [98],

and potential natural disasters (e.g., floods, wildfires, earthquakes) and military conflicts
could bring similar impacts and disrupt education, education systems, including teachers,
school leaders, and policymakers, need to be well prepared for such situations (e.g., [99]).
The lessons learnt from the COVID-19 pandemic, as the largest disruption to education
seen in the last century, are vitally important in this regard. Psychological and occupational
well-being is a crucial factor in teachers’ ability to function effectively in both regular
and disrupted educational environments. As research indicates, teachers’ well-being
directly influences their work performance (e.g., [100]) and, in turn, impacts students’
learning outcomes (e.g., [101]). Without adequate support, work-related stress can lead to
teacher shortages, declining mental health, and, ultimately, poorer educational outcomes
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for students [13]. All these have important implications for public health [28]. Given these
implications, teachers’ well-being during and after educational disruptions warrants greater
research attention—an area that remains insufficiently explored. In the paper, we focused
on teachers’ views on sources of stress and support during the pandemic, along with their
(non)preparedness and the support needed in any future disruptions to education.

Our study confirms the intertwining of the different levels in Bronfenbrenner’s socio-
ecological system in explaining the job demands (sources of stress) and job resources
(support for teacher well-being) during the COVID-19 pandemic. The results reveal the
multifaceted nature of teacher stress and resilience at the time of the COVID-19 pandemic,
as well as future needs in such situations. Teachers’ experiences span across all ecological
levels, with each level contributing both stressors and supports. As Teacher 3 explained, “I
think it was a kind of intertwining of different environments, different experiences, and
you were learning to swim along the way”. However, they reported different levels of
support on a particular level. “The pupils were stressed, we (the teachers) were stressed.
Thank God for the support of the leadership, but we were not so much supported by
higher instances” (Teacher 8). These findings indicate that support on the meso level,
such as from colleagues and school management, can ease teachers’ stress, which chiefly
originates from the micro (students) and meso (school) levels. They also suggest that meso-
level support can somewhat compensate for the lack of support on the macro (system)
level. They confirm how subjective appraisals play a crucial role in determining which
resources are most effective in managing certain demands since individuals assess and
utilise resources based on their perceived relevance and adequacy [34,38]. Our findings
therefore demonstrate the importance of combining the Job Demands–Resources (JD-
R) model [36] with Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological systems theory to provide a more
comprehensive and coherent conceptual framework for understanding teachers’ well-
being—by capturing both their demands (sources of stress) and resources (sources of
support) during past and future disruptions to education.

The paper shows the importance of a mixed-method approach for examining teachers’
well-being during educational disruptions. It emphasises the value of complementing
the quantitative, representative findings of the REDS on teachers’ well-being in Slovenia
with qualitative data from focus groups. The focus groups identified additional sources of
stress and support on all levels of Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological system in areas not
addressed by the REDS (see Figure 1) and provided deeper insights into teachers’ prepared-
ness and needs in any future educational disruptions. This further reveals the importance
of conducting in-depth national studies on teachers’ well-being during educational disrup-
tions, particularly given the diverse ways in which education systems around the world
responded to the COVID-19 crisis (e.g., [30]). For instance, while teacher autonomy dur-
ing the pandemic was viewed as supportive of well-being in several education systems
(e.g., [70,84–86]), the findings presented in this paper reveal that Slovenian teachers largely
perceived such autonomy as a source of stress. Furthermore, our results indicate that fear
for physical health and safety did not emerge as a significant stressor among teachers in
Slovenia, unlike findings reported in other national contexts. These safety protocols were
thus perceived primarily as a source of stress, without recognising that they might also
function as a support mechanism, reinforcing teachers’ feelings of safety in the workplace.
This not only highlights the distinctive characteristics of the education system but also
introduces a new dimension to the development of Job Demands–Resources (JD-R) theory,
particularly regarding the conditions under which a certain factor is perceived as a resource
(source of support) or a demand (source of stress). Moreover, it recognises the impor-
tance of incorporating teachers’ reflections on their profound experiences (particularly the
sources of stress and support) during the COVID-19 pandemic into a comprehensive and
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in-depth evaluation of the education system’s past response (e.g., [102]). Understanding
pandemic-related challenges and support systems from teachers’ perspectives provides
a critical foundation for developing evidence-based recommendations to better support
them in their current roles and in any future disruptions to education. This understanding
highlights teachers’ perceived (un)preparedness and identified needs, which are essential
for informing policy measures aimed at enhancing their well-being [12], building resilient
education systems (e.g., [103]), and supporting sustainable change in education [90].

The findings strongly suggest the need to address teacher well-being in Slovenian
schools. This could serve for their functioning in regular teaching as well as preparedness
for any further disruptions in education when their well-being is particularly affected. As
job resources (support received on different levels in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system)
act as a buffer against the negative effects of job demands (sources of teachers’ occupa-
tional stress) [21], it is important to systematically provide them, both on the meso and
macro levels. The results imply that promoting within-school collaboration and providing
teachers with the foundation to establish and build collegial relationships [100], identified
as important for mitigating teachers’ stress and maintaining their well-being during the
pandemic, should be further systemically supported. In addition, the current study reveals
that, in particular, teacher professional development in the wider field of teachers’ well-
being should be strengthened. Even though in Slovenia some programmes for enhancing
teachers’ social and emotional competencies have already been verified (e.g., HAND in
HAND; [104]) and evidence-based recommendations for their exploitation have been pro-
vided (e.g., [105]), it is important to ensure their broader exploitation on the system level. It
must be noted that the responsibility for promoting teacher well-being does not rest only
on teachers themselves (individual level) or on the schools and school leaders (meso level)
as identified in our study, but also on policy and society as a whole (macro level). Since
teachers play a pivotal role in the sustainable development of societies [12], policy should
provide support for teacher well-being by employing key preventive public health strate-
gies, such as investing in teacher support systems, providing evidence-based professional
development, and carrying out proactive crisis planning. This study highlights the impor-
tance of taking such a systemic approach to teacher well-being by integrating interventions
at micro (students), meso (school), and macro (system) levels. Addressing well-being at
all levels enables education systems to enhance teachers’ professional functioning, protect
student outcomes, and foster resilience in the face of future disruptions. It is necessary to
ensure that, in the event of future educational disruptions, teachers do not simply report,
“I somehow survived. . . but I will never do it again”, and instead feel empowered to
address the challenges already identified and those that may emerge. Policies that support
teachers’ well-being are seen as a crucial step forward and an important preventive public-
health strategy.
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REDS) Nacionalno Poročilo—Prvi Rezultati; Pedagoški inštitut: Ljubljana, Slovenia, 2021.

75. Hsieh, H.; Shannon, S.E. Three Approaches to Qualitative Content Analysis. Qual. Health Res. 2005, 15, 1277–1288. [CrossRef]
76. Harding, A.B.; Ramirez, M.R.; Ryan, A.D.; Xiong, B.N.; Rosebush, C.E.; Woods-Jaeger, B. Impacts of COVID-19 on Stress in

Middle School Teachers and Staff in Minnesota: An Exploratory Study Using Random Forest Analysis. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public
Health 2023, 20, 6698. [CrossRef]

77. McCarthy, C.J.; Lambert, R.G.; Lineback, S.; Fitchett, P.G.; Baddouh, P.G. Assessing Teacher Appraisals and Stress in the Classroom:
Review of the Classroom Appraisal of Resources and Demands. Educ. Psychol. Rev. 2016, 28, 577–603. [CrossRef]

78. Kotowski, S.E.; Davis, K.G.; Barratt, C.L. Teachers Feeling the Burden of COVID-19: Impact on Well-Being, Stress, and Burnout.
Work 2022, 71, 407–415. [CrossRef]

79. Heikkilä, M.; Mankki, V. Teachers’ Agency During the COVID-19 Lockdown: A New Materialist Perspective. Pedagog. Cult. Soc.
2021, 31, 989–1004. [CrossRef]

80. Anderson, R.; Bousselot, T.; Katz-Buoincontro, J.; Todd, J. Generating Buoyancy in a Sea of Uncertainty: Teachers Creativity and
Well-Being During the COVID-19 Pandemic. Front. Psychol. 2020, 11, 614774. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

81. Ávalos, B.; Flores, M.A.; Araneda, S. Battling to Keep Education Going: Chilean and Portuguese Teacher Experiences in COVID-19
Times. Teach. Teach. 2022, 28, 131–148. [CrossRef]

82. Phillips, L.; Cain, M.; Ritchie, J.; Campbell, C.; Davis, S.; Brock, C.; Burke, G.; Coleman, K.; Joosa, E. Surveying and Resonating
with Teacher Concerns During COVID-19 Pandemic. Teach. Teach. 2024, 30, 900–917. [CrossRef]

83. Kim, E.L.; Fields, D.; Asbury, K. ‘It Feels like I’m Back to Being a Teacher’: A Longitudinal Trajectory Analysis of Teachers’
Experiences During the First 8 Months of COVID-19 in England. Br. J. Educ. Psychol. 2023, 93, 1105–1122. [CrossRef]

84. Unruh, E. Too Much of a Good Thing? Teacher Performance During the COVID-19 Pandemic and the Ambiguous Role of High
Teacher Autonomy. Int. J. Educ. Res. Open 2024, 7, 100353. [CrossRef]

85. Marshall, T.D.; Pressley, T.; Love, M.S.; Geney, K.; Wiedmaier, M. Professional Time and Teacher Autonomy: Lessons from the
COVID-19 Pandemic. In Teaching and Time Poverty. Understanding Workload and Work Intensification in Schools; Thompson, G.,
Hogan, A., Eds.; Routledge: London, UK, 2024.

86. Chang, M.-L.; Gaines, R.E.; Mosley, K.C. Effects of Autonomy Support and Emotion Regulation on Teacher Burnout in the Era of
the COVID-19 Pandemic. Front. Psychol. 2022, 13, 846290. [CrossRef]
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