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ABSTRACT
Air traffic control, surgery, and teaching are
probaply three of the most potentially stressful occupations in the
world, Stress can pe benign and growth-producing or malignant and
destructive, depending on three primary factors: 1) the possession of
coping behaviors which are effective and for which there is feedback
as to the degree of their effectiveness, 2) the preaictability of the
stressful situation, and 3) the duration or repetition of the
stressful circumstances. There are two categories of stress escape
devices that serve as effective "counter irritants"™ to teaching. One
group of counter irritants consists of activities that make demands
or stimulate creative endeavor in a completely different field. 2
second group of counter irritants consists of activities that require
only participation., An effective prescription for a balanced progranm
of counter irritants to teaching should irclude systematic
exploration of both demanding and relaxing activities in physical,
social, intellectual, and emotional areas. (Ruthcr/JG)
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Alr traffic control, surgery and teaching are probably three of the most
potentially stressful occupations in the world, In these nccupations, peonle are
responsible for functioning in learned natterns of decison making based on the
accumulation of years of rescarch, yct must possess the "on their feet" high
speed thinking and decision making skills which modify established mtterns in
order to successfully accommodate unexpected situations triggered by the
variance of humans and the caprice of nature.

Because of the linpact of such stress on human body systems, most people
do not plan to engage in bair traffic control as a lifelong occupation. Surgéoas
and teachers co make such a commitment. Surgeons may argue, "Yes, but you
teachers do not have life. and death in your hands. " To which teachers appropriatcly
respond, "True, @mt when you are werking with one patient, at chat monient (s)he
is your only responsibility. You aren't also responsibie for other patients to sce
that they are working diligently to recover theic heaith.,  And you don't have to

keep your eye cn some patients that are apt to dis organize the sheets or pour out

- their medicine. We are responsible for the learnine: and bzhavior of everyone in
: o Iy

the class at the same time.



In addition, teaching presents a 5-6 hour daily fare of potential stress.
The same students are not the same depending.on what has just happened or is
about to happen vo them. (Halicween carnivals, someone tai;;ing their best friend);
whether the barometer is rising or dropping (tecachers can predict rain from the
increase in wiggle, shuffle anc noise); who needs what (and they all scem to need
the teacher) plus the juxtapocition of the stars (which secems to be the only way
to explain some days).

On top of all this, tcachers must handle the deily feeling that one false
movce on their part, one careless remark, one inadvertent blunder and the result
will be instant chaos. It's amazing 03t with all this stress, teachcrs.ret'ain
thelr sanity, to eay nothing of thelr sense of humcr, their commitment to students
and their downright artistry in performnance.

Particular events cannot be labeled as universaily stressful because
peoples’ feelings and rcactions differ. What is stressiul for one 1erson ¢ould be
stimulating to another. ~"Emotional allergics"” of different peorle can trigger
their strcés and producc a reaction in a vulnerable body spot.  Also the social
and emotioral context are as imvortant as the rhysical properties of the scressor
- (a shove from the ag _wessive shopper vs. a shove from an affectionate friend),

Stress can be benign and growth producing or maligment and destructive to
the body systems. ™ Handied well, stress huilds strength and competence for

the next encounter, therehy coniributing to a valid and positive sclf-c oncent,

“Collaboration on the rescarch related to the ¢ifeers of SILosS was vided by
Dr. john Yarbrough, bi.D. and Dr. Llsie Yarbrough, M. D.
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-This growth occurs when an individual confrants a sitnation that is difficult
enough to challenge him/hex to develop new ways to solve the problem. The
next time those canditions are encountered, the individual experiences less stress
and learns the soluticn better until finally th_?se conditions can be anticipated with
little o no stress. The coping behaviors that are developed transfer to cther
similar situations so thoge situations also become les_s stressful.  Thus a brief
successful er{c ounter with stress strengthens general resistance to stress and
subsequent camacity to deal with similar pressure with&ut a stress rcactfon.

Physical sym¢toms of bchlgn stress are faster brcz'zthing, -occasicnal insom-

. . v
ma, "washing machine stomach, " sweaty palms, a tense neck, all of which are
temvporary.

In contrast, the body's responses to malignant stress are difficulty in
breathing, chronic insomnie, urinary and bavel a-hnormalides, nausea, ulcers,
personality cﬁangé, derression, addiction to drugs and alcohol, ali of which are .
of long cduration, hﬁvc a cumulative effect and are destructhve t.o"the body's
systems.

Whether stress excrts & benign ov malignant effect an a person {8 dependent

an three primary factors:

1. The possession of coping behaviors which are cfiective and - whieh

there is feedback as to the degree of thelr effectiveness.
A teacher {8 not in centrol of a student's home background or 1.Q. but can
determine his/her ovm teaching behavior.  Therefcre, when the teacher pogsesses

a repertoire of effective teaching skills and knows cause~ciicct relationships

!



between fea;hing behavior and a particular student's learning, it makes the
difference between having some control over the stresser and feeling helpless.
Consequently, the most effective stress prevention measure is excellent pre-
service training followed by continuing professioual development of a Quality which
constantly cnhances professianal competence and ehables teachers to plana skill-
fully and to make increasingly Sophisticated on-the-spot educational decisions.
Unfortunately, this very same factor of inservice can be one of the most pro-
veking sources of stress when that inser dce adds hours of time to teachers'
already overscheduled day and produces increased frustration because what is‘
"preached” is the latest fad (which doesn't work) or some method conceived by a
theorist, romanticist or ch.‘eamér who never kncw or has long forgotten what
"Kias are really like."
2. The predictability of the stressful situation.
Knowiné "what is coming™ enables the teacher to surunon the professional

skills and rescurces available and be ready to cope with stress, Having a *
situation unexpectediy ‘blow up' does not give that opportunity. Coarrect
anticipation of "what could happen” is not the result of divine revelation but conmes
frum learning cause-efiect relationships in education as well as becoming sensitive
" to the sigmificance of "signaling clues” from particular stL;dents O situations,

- The experienced tcacher kuows what it's goung to be like an the aftcrnoon of
the Halloween Carnival and prepares calming activities. The first ycar tcacher

.

without that predictability goes hore with a migraine.

o

)



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

S
3. The duration or rapetition of the stressful clreumstances,

Surjrisingly, the intcnéity of a stressful situation cxcept in unusual
circumstances. does not contribute as much to ics harmful imzact ag does its
duration or frequency. While the physical recction to stress is felt immediately.
results from re, etition of that stress can become cuxlelbtl\'c. ("Therc comes
that iathor again, ) "f'hc ability to "burn it off ' and thereby terminate the stross
{or a short seriod can change the degree of malignant | otcatial.

There arc two categsr.es of "turn off” or stress csea,< devices  that

can redivect a teacher s energy, roeduce stress and restore equilibriuim: Ccounger
iryvitants to teaching. * Phesc counter irvitanes serve two dilferent out
com,lementary vr oses.

Une grouys of counter irritants consists or activitics which maks demands
or stimulate crcative endeavor .na com letely cifivrent {teid.  The result isa
dcliberately conceived [rocess or .rodect (art dance, music brudge collections
fardening  cte. ) which is incasvred by some ericerion (M did that well  tiis
~pe s not 8o goud ', and demand cffort to the dyrec that a teacier cannot npage
in the activity and contin e to think abaut teacieg.  okids dinerant from those
roquired by teaching aiecaliod into” lay, 8o thexe is com lete res .ite (escac)
from the strain of teacalng because energy and attention must be divected to
something clse. In addition, there is the bonug of @ sychic re-crcaticn as new |
arcas of endeavor arc ax lorad and enjoycd.

A sceond grous of counter irritants consists of activities which require
only varticipaticn, These are ‘inental chewing guin "activities which are non-

demanding, soothing or scdatingly reypctiticus, and can be done without any
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"push" by the tcacher. Engaged in for the pleasure and relaxation sdelded by the
activity ;wt for the purpose of accomplishment, they drain off tension as do the
Oriental jade pocket piccés or Greek worfy beads. Physical activities, arts

and crafts, needle work, gardening or reading "whodunits" can function in this
capacity or those same activities cen demand intense focus depending an how one
engages In them. If the purpose is to supply the balm of relaxation without
strzin and often with repetitiveness, those actlvities can drain off fatigue and
tension and enc‘ourage relaxation. If the purpose is to stimulate and re-create
through recreation, those same activities can redirect purposeful energy, which,
because of the change of focus, refresh the ‘teacher.

For a well balanced program of counter irritants to your own tmmersion
and absorption in teaching, consider some activitics in each of the following
categaries. These categories are not mutually exclusive as the same activity can
be engaged in with differing purposes. |

A. Physical Camt‘er Irritants

While teaching is physically draining, it usually taxes ncither breathing
nor muscles. Consequently, teaching leaves one fatjgued. but not "stretched
out. " Swimming, tennis, dancing, gymmastics, jogging, brisk walldng, calis-
thenics or any rigorous movement of ane's choice is therapeutic.for these
activitics add stress in a different dimension by "reving” up bréaﬂlhxg. heartbeat,
muscle tane and leave the teacher with a feeling of pleasant relaxed tiredness

rathexr than the tense exhaustion and "drained feeling'which usualiy are the

residue from a day of teaching.
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A teacher can engage in demanding physical activities: "Can I swim in
better form, jog farther, run faster, do morc pushups, learn nevw cdance steps,
learn to ride a unicycle, -etc. 7" A teacher can engage in those very same
activities with the objective being relaxatioﬁ: paddle around in a pool, jeg, do
some pushups, or dance just for fun.

B. Emotianal and Social Counter Irritants

Emoticnal and social demand is concerned with, "Can I do it?7 Can I bring
it off?”" Yor stimulation, the tcacher exposes him/herself to areas where there
is some risk. ""Will I make it with 7" The blenk can be a person or
an activity. New tasks, books, T.V. and social groups which generatc a strong
reaction belong in this category.

Emotional a%d social respite trom stress occurs when one does the szfme
th'u}g over and over; a repetitive operation which because of lack of demand acts
as an emotional massage (and teachers necd onel). The very same activities,
swimrming, ruaning, jushups, can scrve this purpose as can needlepoint,
gardening, macraine, light reading, T. V., ctc.

Relaxing with {riends can be one of the iest healing social experiences
and acts as a bali to wounds from stress and frustration. (Ve ought to list it
as a miracle dru .) ut beware of continually talking about school problems
rather than the refi 2siuuient of a change of focus.

A stimulating, taxing, but rewarding social counter {rritant is the delib-
erate sceking of new contacts, [riends with different interests (educators tend to

becomne inbred), new clubs or classes.  Teaching can becorae an addiction where




the remedy is a group of people who know little or nothing about tcaching and:

’will not tolcratt: perscveration on educational problems. Seeing the world 'rhroug '
other people's noateaching cycs can provide the perspective that 18 needed as well
as highlighting the invariance of praoblems in all professions. The'relicf is '
similar to that of parents who gct together and discover ;"it isn't me - it's the
naturc of kids. "

C. Iantellectual Counter Irritants.

Learning about soincthing new, in an arca of cac's intercest, with no
accountability (reading about Greece, Lskimos,. history, orchids) or just rcading
to pass tinic can provide a respite from the stress of classroom re‘ality as well
as. an opportunity to move, vicariously and’safcly. into a differert world.

| On the othexr hand, lca.rnmg about somcthing new, with expectations for
onesclf ar accountability to cthers, can be stixrlulfthxg and even stress provoking,
but acts as a counter frritant to the daily demands of teaching. Used judiciously,
tﬁe fceling that one is ;;rowing and developing intellectually can bp a very ful-
fulling cxpericence which yiclds rich dividends in educatimal,b emot'ional and
social areas. Mecting an cxacting but reasonablc and attainable intellectual
demand, builds onc's self-concept as well as develops useable knawledge and
skills.

An éffcctive prescription far a balanced program of caunter {rritants to
teaching which would guard against-the "burn out” that occurs when people
expericnce continuing stress should include systematic exploration of both

demanding and relaxing activitics in yhiysical, social, intellectual and emotional

Q
)



areas. From sampling éctual experienée and participation, the teacher should
select at least one Stimulating and ane relaxing activity for weekly pursuit, not
ju_st for summer vaéatiou. Counter irritants best serve theuj function while
teachers are teaching.

We have long acknowledged the variance in student learning needs. It's
ahout time school districts acc ommodated the variance in the needs of teachers
which enable them to do an artistic gnd‘ professianal job in the classroom.. This
need can be partially met by a Program for continuing indfvidualized professional
growth which provides constantly accelerating, coping and predictive skills that
- wWill increase satlsfaction and reduce stress in fulfilling the daily demands in
teaching This professional growth program for teachers should be a part of
the contract assignment, not tacked to the end of an exhausting day, thereby
adding further stress which depletes the energies of overextended teachers.

In terms of counter irritants to teaching, however, the préscriptions for
teachers must be their own, and will vary greatly acc arding to the siruation
and individual. Teachers 'nus: assess their own needs in terms of nonteaching
activitles. A balance hetween Stimulation from invigorating demands of anc's
sclf and relaxation from pleasurable nondcxpa;nding activities will maintain

a resilient and creative professional.
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