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Introduction: Teachers play an integral role in providing positive life experiences for their students and are especially crucial for students who are experiencing or have experienced a trauma in their lives. In Australia however, teachers are increasingly stating that they do not plan on remaining in the profession causing media and governments to warn of a teacher shortage. Several key factors for teacher attrition have been proposed, with burnout being described as a contributing factor). Studies which have focused specifically on teachers’ experiences working with students with histories of trauma have suggested links between lack of trauma-aware training and increased levels of compassion fatigue (CF), secondary traumatic stress (STS), and burnout.

Methods: This paper draws on established research into CF, STS and burnout as well as trauma awareness of teachers using a narrative topical approach to explore the challenges faced by teachers and students in a post-covid landscape.

Results: The results of this review suggest a need for additional research into the impact on teachers of working with an increasingly traumatized student body.

Conclusion: The lack of trauma-specific training reported by pre-service and current teachers indicate a need for higher education institutions and schools to better prepare teachers to support traumatized students while safeguarding their own wellbeing.
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1. Introduction

Children in Australia are increasingly showing symptoms of traumatic exposure and poor mental health with the number of mental health presentations to children’s emergency wards increasing by 6.5% a year since 2009 pre-COVID-19 (Hiscock et al., 2018). These symptoms of childhood trauma and poor mental health are being seen more and more within classrooms and the wider school environment and each year the number of children displaying symptoms increases due to natural disasters, the fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic, and many other global and local factors (L'Estrange and Howard, 2022). This is in addition to the large number of children in Australia who are being subjected to Adverse Childhood Experiences each year (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2021).

For children who have experienced trauma, the most important protective factor in their lives is a positive, supporting relationship with a safe, attentive, caring adult (Post et al., 2020). For many children, the only stable relationship they may have with an adult is with their teacher. For all children, teachers have the ability to support healthy development and mitigate the impact of trauma (Post et al., 2020). However, in Australia, teachers are leaving the profession in record numbers (Heffernan et al., 2022; Ministers Media Centre, 2022). Those who have left give many reasons for their decision with a high number indicating that they felt burnt-out. Other factors have been reported as reasons for teacher attrition, including increased workloads (Kelchtermans, 2017), reduction in teacher status and concerns about salary (Rice, 2005), difficulties coping with external testing and accountability (Ryan et al., 2017), and emotional exhaustion [compassion fatigue (CF)], stress (including secondary traumatic stress), and burnout (Lee, 2019; Heffernan et al., 2022). Many studies have been conducted into the impacts of teacher workloads (Green, 2018; Gavin et al., 2021) and increased external testing (Kruger et al., 2018), and governments are beginning to address concerns about teacher salary (Smail, 2022). However, while burnout in teachers has attracted considerable attention (Saloviita and Pakarinen, 2021), there is less known about the related constructs of CF and STS as they relate to teaching although these have been emerging in recent years as key constructs in understanding burnout (Ormiston et al., 2022).

It is known that burnout in teachers can lead to a reduction in effectiveness in the classroom as individuals display emotional exhaustion brought on by chronic work strain (Chirico et al., 2019). This can be exacerbated by the effects of Secondary Traumatic Stress (STS), whereby tension or stress is felt by someone in a caring role when hearing about a traumatic event or situation being experienced by someone in their care (Essary et al., 2020). CF is comprised of STS and burnout and is described as the culmination of the negative impacts of working in a psychologically upsetting environment that can impact on an individual’s ability to feel compassion for others (Turgoose and Maddox, 2017).

The following literature review will examine different schools of thought about the circumstances which can lead to teacher burnout and the relationships between burnout, secondary traumatic stress, and compassion fatigue. It will also explore the current fundamental concepts, issues, and problems surrounding the landscape of complex trauma in Australia and the impact that has been felt since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. Finally, it will investigate current research gaps surrounding those elements which can be protective factors for students and/or teachers and consider whether levels of burnout in teachers and thus attrition can be lowered by addressing those factors. The review aims to answer two research questions, how is the wellbeing of teachers impacted when working with students who have experienced trauma and how can the wellbeing of teachers who work with students who have experienced trauma be better protected?



2. Methods

The research questions as well as the criteria for inclusion in this review were developed using the PICO protocol for qualitative research (Schardt et al., 2007). This protocol prompts researchers to describe the Population (teachers), Intervention/Exposure (trauma in schools, COVID pandemic) and Outcome/Context (burnout, compassion fatigue, secondary traumatic stress).

Searches of several databases (EBSCO, ProQuest, Pubmed and Scopus) as well as a manual search of Google Scholar were conducted in December 2022 and failed to return any hits when searching for keywords—CF, STS, Burnout, teachers, COVID and trauma—and so the decision was made to complete several searches and collate the results in a narrative literature review.

First, in order to define the terms and gather an understanding of the relationship between them, a search was conducted using the string “burnout AND compassion fatigue AND secondary traumatic stress.” Secondly the keyword “teachers” was added to the string in order to gather research about how these concepts have been found to impact on our chosen population. Thirdly, searches were made using the keywords “trauma AND teachers AND burnout” and “COVID AND teachers AND burnout.” Finally, a manual search of reference lists and recommended readings was carried out as well as a search of grey literature such as government reports and websites. By collating and synthesizing the information gathered through these different searches, a deeper understanding is reached as the relationships between these different constructs begins to emerge.



3. Results


3.1. Defining burnout, secondary traumatic stress, compassion fatigue and compassion satisfaction.

Burnout has been defined as “a psychological syndrome emerging as a prolonged response to chronic interpersonal stressors on the job” (Maslach and Leiter, 2016, p. 103) and has been linked with teacher absenteeism, early retirement, and teacher attrition (Saloviita and Pakarinen, 2021). Burnout gradually develops and is generally described using three categories: lack of accomplishment, exhaustion, and detachment from your job (Maslach et al., 2001). Most individuals experiencing burnout state that the feeling of being worn-out or emotionally exhausted and drained is their dominant feeling (Maslach and Leiter, 2017).

In many different studies, teaching has been found to be among the most stressful occupations globally (Johnson et al., 2005; Richards et al., 2018). Johnson et al. (2005) conducted a review of studies conducted in the United Kingdom using the same measurement tool across 26 different occupations including over 25,000 individuals and found that teaching was reported to have amongst the lowest levels of job satisfaction and highest levels of physical and psychological stress, rating alongside ambulance officers, police, prison officers, call centers, and social services.

Secondary Traumatic Stress (STS) is a secondary stress condition which can be experienced when an individual learns about a traumatic event that has happened to someone else, rather than experiencing the trauma themselves and is amplified when the individual is attempting to support the person who has experienced trauma (Essary et al., 2020). Figley (1995) describes STS as “the natural consequent behaviors and emotions resulting from knowing about a traumatizing event experienced by a significant other—the stress resulting from wanting to help a traumatized or suffering person” (p. 7). Although prevalence rates can vary between professions and geographic locations, one study of Canadian school staff reported that 43% displayed moderate levels of STS (Koenig et al., 2018).

Secondary traumatic stress and Compassion Fatigue (CF) emerged as constructs from the healthcare and mental health professions (Sinclair et al., 2017) and have recently begun to be examined in the teaching context (Ormiston et al., 2022). Cieslak et al. (2014) define CF as “a reduced empathic capacity or client interest manifested through behavioral and emotional reactions from exposure to traumatizing experiences of others” (p. 76). It is typically seen in individuals who provide support to someone who has experienced or is experiencing a traumatic event.

Figley’s (1995) Compassion Stress and Fatigue Model, although originally constructed for use in the Mental Health industry, discusses the many different aspects of CF and centers empathy with CF described as the “cost” of feeling empathy and compassion for others while trying to help or support them. Higher levels of CF can be seen in teachers who care for students with histories of trauma and include witnessing the social, behavioral, and academic costs of these traumas (Hupe and Stevenson, 2019). In one study of 872 educators in Spanish speaking countries, 71.4% reported high levels of CF (Pérez-Chacón et al., 2021). Table 1 explains the constructs of CF, STS, and burnout.



TABLE 1 Construct definition and symptomology.
[image: Table1]

Compassion Satisfaction (CS) has been described as an individual’s sense of self-efficacy related to their helping profession, as well as their sense of positivity and satisfaction regarding their helping work (Stamm, 2010; Figley, 2013). Abraham-Cook’s, 2012 study into the correlates between CF, CS, and burnout in teachers found that moderate levels of compassion satisfaction were found to be a protection against burnout and Caringi et al. (2015) found that the self-efficacy that came with working with “troubled” students was a protective factor against STS. It is clear from the research conducted with teachers and others in the helping professions that working with individuals who have experienced trauma can have a negative impact on the wellbeing of all those involved. However, the literature also suggests that a feeling of confidence or self-efficacy about one’s ability to support traumatized individuals can reduce that impact.



3.2. Trauma awareness and self-efficacy of teachers and how it impacts levels of CF and STS

In their 2020 study, Christian-Brandt and colleagues examined the characteristics of teachers associated with their perceptions of the effectiveness of trauma-informed practices (TIP) programs in place at their schools as well as their intent to remain in the education field. Their study included 163 participants, all teachers at low-income and underserved elementary schools in a single school district in the United States. They found that higher levels of CS and STS as well as lower levels of burnout were associated with higher levels of perceived TIP effectiveness (Christian-Brandt et al., 2020).

Training in TIP in schools has also been shown to mitigate CF and STS levels in teachers (Peterson, 2019; Christian-Brandt et al., 2020; Anderson et al., 2021). In their systematic literature review on STS and CF in teachers, Ormiston et al. (2022) suggested a two-pronged approach of creating a school system that enabled teachers to receive training and education related to TIP as well as creating a clear system of interagency collaboration with schools to provide opportunities for students to receive any interventions from mental-health specialists that they may need. They found that studies which looked at schools with these two approaches reported more positive feedback from teachers overall, although few studies explicitly linked TIP training with intent to leave the profession. One study which did explicitly link the two found that having training in TIP and having confidence to work within a TIP framework lessened the desire of some teachers to leave the profession (Peterson, 2019), however this study was conducted with a very small sample of only six teachers and much more data are needed for any conclusions to be drawn.

Self-efficacy has been described as an individual’s psychological disposition resulting from a self-assessment of one’s ability to accomplish tasks successfully (Bandura, 1997). Many researchers have understood the link between teacher efficacy and burnout with burnout being described as a breakdown of efficacy (Friedman, 2003) or an efficacy crisis (Leiter, 1992). Teacher efficacy has also been found to be a personal protective factor against burnout (Friedman, 2000; Dicke et al., 2014; Zhu et al., 2018). However, teachers’ roles have changed and expanded due to students’ increasing emotional, cognitive, and behavioral needs and the impacts of the pandemic, and children and young people in Australia are experiencing complex trauma in increasing numbers each year (Calvano et al., 2021). This has led to many teachers indicating that they feel ill-equipped by their teacher training to adequately support those students who have a history of trauma (Grybush, 2020; Levkovich and Gada, 2020; Oberg and Bryce, 2022). As teachers are encountering more students in their classrooms who are displaying symptoms of complex trauma, understanding the impact that lack of self-efficacy regarding teachers’ ability to support these students can have on teachers’ levels of CF, STS, and burnout is becoming more important than ever.



3.3. What is the impact when teachers have high levels of STS, CF, and burnout?

As high levels of stress and burnout can clearly have negative implications on teacher’s wellbeing, it is unsurprising that these impacts on wellbeing are also observed in their students (Geving, 2007; Herman et al., 2018). Geving (2007) specifically found that students who were taught by teachers exhibiting symptoms of stress displayed higher levels of negative behaviors such as being critical of their peers, disrespecting their teachers, and damaging school property. Kokkinos (2007) supported these findings and found that high levels of teacher burnout were associated with higher rates of student antisocial behavior. Conversely, it has also been shown that enhanced teacher wellbeing has positive effects on the wellbeing of students (Carroll et al., 2021).

Teachers who report high levels of stress and burnout also report higher rates of physical and mental health difficulties as well as job satisfaction levels which are below average (Herman et al., 2018). This high level of stress in the workplace can lead to high numbers of teachers being absent from work, either physically or psychologically (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009; Herman et al., 2018). This absence means that learning and teaching, as well as behavior management strategies are no longer consistent for students, and has the potential to contribute to poor academic and behavioral outcomes. In their study of 121 teachers, Herman et al. (2018) found that their participants who identified as stressed and with low coping skills also taught the student cohorts with lower adaptive behaviors, lower math achievement and higher levels of disruptive behavior.

While the impact of teacher burnout on students is an understudied area, a systematic review of studies into teacher burnout and the impact on students did in fact find a relationship between teacher levels of burnout and low levels of student academic achievement as well as poorer student motivation (Madigan and Kim, 2021). This systematic review highlights a gap in research in this area as only 14 articles were found globally on this topic and the review authors indicated that few of them included a robust measure of burnout. Although they may be preliminary however, these studies do indicate a further reason beyond increasing teacher wellbeing and retention to investigate ways to mitigate the risk of teachers developing high levels of burnout.



3.4. What protective factors can reduce the risk of teachers having high levels of STS, burnout, and CF?

Teachers’ levels of CF and STS and the protective factors against them are largely under-researched areas. In a 2022 systematic literature review focusing of CF and STS in teachers, Ormiston et al. conducted two searches to find articles related to teachers’ STS and/or CF and only found 17 studies globally, and fewer than half were peer reviewed. This is clear evidence of the scarcity of research exploring teachers and their experiences of CF and STS. Although this topic is largely under-studied, there have been some valuable studies which have explicitly examined the ways that CF and STS in teachers can be mitigated.

Christian-Brandt et al. (2020) focused on teacher wellbeing and found that Compassion Satisfaction (CS) seemed to be the opposite of CF and in fact help protect against it. CS was found to be developed more often in teachers who had strong social support networks (positive feedback, supportive administration; Abraham-Cook, 2012) and these networks also appeared to reduce stress levels and symptoms of burnout. Teachers who participated in reflective supervision, a practice which has long been in place in the mental health and social work fields (Tomlin et al., 2014) but largely understudied in education (Christian-Brandt et al., 2020), reported higher levels of CS (Brown, 2016; Lepore, 2016).

In addition, enhancing teacher creativity and understanding of TIP can also work toward mitigating CF and STS (Peterson, 2019; Christian-Brandt et al., 2020; Anderson et al., 2021). Anderson et al. (2021) examined the relationship between STS and creative anxiety (the worry and unease that results from having to constantly come up with new or creative ways to teach concepts). They found that there was a significant positive correlation between creative anxiety, stress, and STS and that as their participants (n = 57 teachers) gained knowledge through professional development on integrating creativity in teaching, their levels of creative anxiety and STS fell.

Christian-Brandt et al. (2020) studied teachers in a low-income school district which was implementing TIP. They found that teachers with low levels of burnout and high levels of compassion satisfaction also perceived the TIP as more effective and reported less intention to leave the profession. Interestingly, teachers with a high level of STS also indicated higher perceived effectiveness of TIP, which may be due to the fact that teachers who have experienced more STS from working with traumatized students are more eager to engage with TIP principles. This supports prior findings by Baweja et al. (2016) who found that teachers who reported that they worked with students displaying high levels of trauma also strongly expressed their desire for further training in TIP. Although in some educational environments the idea persists that training in trauma is solely the remit of the school guidance officer or counselor and not required for classroom teachers (Costa, 2017; Howard, 2019). Given the number of students impacted by trauma and the ways in which working with these students can affect teachers however, it seems less and less acceptable that only certain staff members are given the tools to mitigate these impacts.



3.5. Complex trauma in Australian children

Teacher’s levels of STS and burnout can be impacted by working with children who have experienced or are experiencing symptoms of complex trauma. Follette et al. (1996) referred to the concept of complex trauma when they stated that “multiple trauma experiences would lead to increased trauma symptoms, and that as the number of different traumatic experiences increased, subjects would demonstrate a cumulative impact of trauma” (Follette et al., 1996, p. 27). They concluded that the impacts of repeated exposure to trauma increase cumulatively across time.

Experiencing complex trauma during childhood can be a common occurrence and can continue to have an impact on a person’s life many years after the events which caused the trauma have ended (Su and Stone, 2020). The Australian Bureau of Statistics (2019; ABS) report that approximately 2.5 million Australian adults have experienced abuse during their childhood. This equates to 13% of the adult population. This includes 1.6 million (8.5%) who have reported physical abuse in childhood and 1.4 million (7.7%) who experienced childhood sexual abuse.

Similarly, the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW, 2021a) released a report on the utilization of Child Protective Services in Australia during 2019–2020 showing that during this period 174,700 children, or one in every 32 children in Australia, received services from the Child Protection Agency. Of those children, 30,600 had been living in out of home care for 2 years or more, compounding the trauma of neglect or abuse with the added potential trauma of being removed from home and placed in foster care (Riebschleger et al., 2015; Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2021). Perhaps the most alarming statistic from the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2021) report was the fact that 67% of those children who received child protective services during the 2019–2020 year were subject to multiple reports and interventions. This is particularly alarming given the evidence that repeated exposure to childhood trauma and mistreatment has been linked to increased risk of poor health and social outcomes during adulthood (Felitti et al., 1998).

Although these figures are staggering, the wide variance in cultural understandings as to what constitutes abuse or neglect of a child has meant that the true rates of prevalence of child maltreatment in Australia are difficult to estimate (Child Family Community Australia, 2017; CFCA). The Child Family Community Australia (2017) conducted an overview of Australian studies into the five different forms of child abuse (physical and sexual abuse, emotional maltreatment, exposure to familial violence, and neglect) to gain a realistic indication of the prevalence of child maltreatment. The authors noted several limitations to this review, namely that there were considerable ethical and practical difficulties involved in gaining a true picture of maltreatment such as a difference in whether such activities as smacking or exhibitionism were considered maltreatment by different communities (Child Family Community Australia, 2017). Despite these limitations and difficulties, the report concluded that child maltreatment occurs, across all five categories, in significant numbers within Australia. While these figures indicate a concerning trend, the complete picture may be even more alarming. Globally, many studies have been conducted into the long-term impacts on individuals who experience maltreatment in childhood beginning with the original Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study in the mid-nineties (Felitti et al., 1998).


3.5.1. Adverse childhood experience (ACE) studies

The original ACE study took place between 1995 and 1997 and was led by Dr. Vincent Felitti from Kaiser Permanente Department of preventative medicine and Dr. Robert Anda from the Centre for Disease Control (CDC) in the United States. It was the first study to examine the long-term impacts of childhood trauma and was one of the largest investigations of childhood familial trauma and later-life health and wellbeing (Bryce, 2017). ACEs include experiences which directly impact students, such as physical, sexual, or psychological abuse and/or neglect, and those where the impacts are more indirect, such as family members who have addiction issues, or are incarcerated (Centre for Children’s Health and Wellbeing, n.d.; Felitti et al., 1998; Hughes et al., 2017).

The ACE study utilized a questionnaire to capture the ACEs of more than 9,000 respondents who had also completed a medical evaluation at a large Health Maintenance Organization (HMO; Felitti et al., 1998). A direct link was discovered between episodes of adverse childhood experiences and later-life onset of chronic disease and mental illness as well as an increased risk of poor social outcomes such as unemployment, addiction, and imprisonment (Felitti et al., 1998; Bryce, 2017). The study also found a direct relationship between the number of ACEs an individual reported and their risk of developing negative physical, mental health, and social outcomes in later-life (Felitti et al., 1998).




3.6. Teachers’ self-efficacy in supporting children with complex trauma in the classroom

Although there is limited research which investigates the perspectives of teachers who are working with students experiencing the symptoms of exposure to complex trauma including multiple ACEs this limited research does suggest that working with traumatized students is likely a common occurrence for teachers (Hayes, 2022). In a random sample of teachers in Netherlands, 89% of participants indicated that they were working with at least one student who had experienced more than one traumatic event (Alisic et al., 2012).

Although the data suggests that the vast majority of teachers will experience working with traumatized students, studies repeatedly demonstrate that teachers do not feel sufficiently skilled or knowledgeable to be able to support these students in the best manner (Alisic, 2012; Oberg and Bryce, 2022). Nor did teachers understand the impacts of trauma and adversity of childhood development and academic achievement (Alisic, 2012; Berger and Samuel, 2020). Working with traumatized students has the potential to impact the wellbeing of teachers and create emotional strain for them (Brunzell et al., 2018; Luthar and Mendes, 2020) as they feel torn between their roles in providing instruction for students on the academic curriculum and looking after students’ emotional wellbeing (Alisic, 2012; Brunzell et al., 2018).

Many studies also found that many teachers lack confidence in their ability to support traumatized students and that lack of sufficient training in trauma-aware practices was impacting teachers’ feelings of self-efficacy (Alisic, 2012; Brunzell et al., 2018; Luthar and Mendes, 2020; Oberg and Bryce, 2022).

Many teachers have described the emotional impacts of working with students experiencing trauma (see for example, Alisic, 2012; Brunzell et al., 2018; Berger and Samuel, 2020). These impacts range in severity from feelings of frustration or fatigue, through to teachers who report feeling too emotionally involved and that concerns from school were impacting their home lives. Many teachers in these studies also described the support of colleagues and school administration as helping to relieve these emotional impacts.



3.7. COVID as a contributing factor

During the COVID-19 pandemic teachers, as well as students and their families, have been subjected to multiple additional stressors such as home schooling, lockdowns, social distancing and closed borders separating families (Calvano et al., 2021). These changes, when combined with potential economic stressors including job losses and reduction in hours, the difficulties in working from home, and the impact of social isolation on parents have had a profound impact on familial interactions and in some cases increased the number of ACEs experienced by children (Cluver et al., 2020; Gallagher and Wetherell, 2020). Given the recency of the COVID-19 outbreak and the fact that many countries are only now emerging from strict lockdowns, there are limited studies investigating the impact of COVID-19 on ACEs around the world however, previous research has confirmed the increase in violence and vulnerabilities during periods of school closures due to health emergencies (Rothe et al., 2015) leading many to anticipate a rise in cases during the current pandemic (Bryant et al., 2020).

One of the few studies that have taken place during the COVID-19 pandemic was conducted in Germany in August 2020. Calvano et al. (2021) surveyed 1,024 parents of primary-aged children and reported that parental stress increased significantly during the pandemic (d = 0.21). Within the group surveyed, 29.1% of parents reported that there had been an increase in domestic violence incidence witnessed by their children and a 42.2% increase in the number of children subjected to verbal and emotional abuse. While some parents surveyed had reported positive impacts such as an increase in family time and a slower pace of life, there was a significant subgroup of families who had seen an increase in ACEs (Calvano et al., 2021). These results indicate that scholars may be accurate in predicting a rise in adverse childhood experiences during this time and as lockdowns ease and more children are returning to school, those in the helping professions, including teachers will need to be prepared in knowing how to best help these children.

In addition to COVID potentially leading to an increase in children experiencing maltreatment, literature is beginning to emerge which argues that given the collective nature of the pandemic, and the trauma associated with job losses, death of loved ones, lockdowns, isolation, and heightened stress, COVID itself to should be classified as an Adverse Childhood Experience (McManus and Ball, 2020; Hyter, 2021) which is impacting all children globally and causing many to display symptoms of toxic stress (Araújo et al., 2021). It is in this environment that teachers are finding themselves not only experiencing the stress of living during a pandemic, but also attempting to negotiate changing work conditions as well as meet the needs of a cohort of students who are displaying increasing symptoms of stress, trauma, and negative mental health (Araújo et al., 2021). The accumulated effects of trying to balance their own COVID-related stress while also supporting the complex needs of their students is contributing to increased numbers of teachers reporting feelings of burnout and fatigue (Pressley, 2021). In this ever-changing environment, understanding those factors which can mitigate the impacts of trauma on students and teachers has gained renewed importance as a potential development in the field of student and teacher wellbeing.



3.8. Making schools a place of protection through trauma-informed practices

The past decade has seen an emergence of research which, instead of focusing on the negative effects of childhood trauma, is instead seeking an explanation as to why some people are so negatively impacted, while others seem not only to recover, but to thrive (Mohr and Rosén, 2017). Our understandings surrounding how individuals respond to childhood trauma have been broadened by these studies into resilience (ability to recover), and posttraumatic growth (ability to thrive; Bonanno and Diminich, 2013) and protective factors which have the ability to promote both resilience and posttraumatic growth are beginning to be identified (Mohr and Rosén, 2017; Crouch et al., 2019).

For most children, traumatic events such as peer bullying, natural disasters, or community violence happen outside of the home and factors such as having a close, supportive family or a safe and secure home can be significant enough to limit the impacts of this trauma (Herrenkohl et al., 2019). For those children however who experience traumatic events within their home, protective factors outside gain an increased level of importance (Chafouleas et al., 2016). As so much time is spent in school across the year, Veltman and Browne (2001) argue that schools have the potential to be a significant protective factor for children and to mitigate the effects of complex trauma if they follow appropriate trauma-aware and child protection policies and practices. Due to these studies and others which demonstrated similar outcomes, many scholars argue that there is a pressing need to develop a school system which is able to respond positively to children who have been affected by trauma and meet their needs (Herrenkohl et al., 2019; Howard, 2019).

Trauma-informed practices (TIPs) are those support provisions put in place which consider not only the occurrence of adverse experiences in childhood, but also how these experiences can impact children’s development, wellbeing, and ability to learn (Morgan et al., 2015). Dorado et al. (2016) argue that within the school environment, TIPs present an opportunity to intervene in difficult behaviors while being considerate of a child’s mental and emotional wellbeing. In this way TIPs can be considered as an alternative to the more traditional punitive and reactive behavior management strategies adopted by many schools (Dorado et al., 2016). Poole and Greaves (2012) emphasize the need for a school to operate under the principles of safety, control, empowerment, and choice for staff and students alike.



3.9. Teacher preparation: Preservice and workforce training

Although there is a significant lack of research surrounding teachers’ perceptions regarding complex trauma, there have been several studies conducted into teachers’ perceptions regarding the impact that can be seen in children experiencing distinct simple traumas. One such study was conducted by Atiles et al. (2017) and investigated the impact that familial divorce can have on children and teachers’ understanding of that impact. Participants within the study were found to have a moderate understanding (n = 72) of how divorce in families can impact children and perhaps more importantly, a statistically significant, positive correlation (r = 0.455, p = 0.000) was found between a teachers’ ability to understand the impacts of divorce on children and their sense of self-efficacy in being able to cater for those children (Atiles et al., 2017).

Similar studies have been conducted into teachers’ perceptions regarding their ability and preparedness to support children after suicide attempt (Buchanan and Harris, 2014) and natural disasters (Green-Derry, 2014). Researchers in both studies discovered that teachers felt ill-prepared and lacked confidence in knowing how to support the emotional and mental health needs of their students. A lack of course work in their pre-service training focused on understanding the mental health and emotional needs of children after trauma was highlighted by participants as contributing to their lack of confidence (Buchanan and Harris, 2014; Green-Derry, 2014). Interestingly, although they all stated that there was a lack in course work on the topic, participants in Green-Derry's (2014) study were residents of New Orleans during Hurricane Katrina and indicated that they felt their lived experience of natural disaster, as well as their time on placement in a city that had experienced a collective trauma, had assisted them to gain some confidence in their ability to assist students who had lived through similar traumas. Although these studies contain limitations such as sample size and the fact that they are all conducted in the United States rather than Australia, they add credence to the notion that equipping teachers with the understandings and expertise to work with children living in trauma is important.

Closer to home, when researching the availability of teacher training programs focused on trauma-aware teaching practices in Australia, Howard (2019) found an alarming lack. Howard conducted a mixed-methods study looking at both attendance data as well as responses to questionnaires and concluded that although a significant majority (96.6 percent) of personnel in leadership positions within schools ranked trauma training as either important or extremely important for all staff, training was overall, only offered to small groups of staff in non-teaching roles. When analyzing the responses from the teaching staff, Howard (2019) found that over 44 percent of teacher participants had never attended any training on trauma-informed practices, although they had heard of the topic. Howard’s results confirm the findings by Costa (2017) that showed a belief amongst school staff that trauma awareness and training are part of the roles of only a select group of staff members. These results also highlight the lack of knowledge amongst teachers leading to an inability to fully understand the developmental, behavioral, and social impacts of complex trauma on the children who experience it (Walkley and Cox, 2013; Costa, 2017).




4. Discussion

The first research question posed in this review was “how is the wellbeing of teachers impacted when working with students who have experienced trauma?” From the literature reviewed, it is obvious that there are significant impacts on teachers who work with traumatized students and these impacts have increased in recent years.

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, teachers in Australia have reported increased levels of stress, exhaustion, and anxiety (Barnsley, 2020). Teachers surveyed as part of the Australian Education Survey (Ziebell et al., 2020) reported concerns about their own health and wellbeing during the pandemic as they were more isolated due to working from home and more stressed due to changing work conditions and responsibilities.

Teachers are coping with an increasing amount of stress, exhaustion, and burnout due to the pandemic and changes in workload. Adding to this, they are also feeling the effects of supporting children through this stressful and potentially traumatic time, which can increase the risk of experiencing Secondary Traumatic Stress.

Factors such as teachers’ training in and understanding of trauma and the links with self-efficacy about their ability to support traumatized students are important when investigating both student and teacher wellbeing. By gaining knowledge and understanding of trauma, teachers are able to change the focus they are using to observe classroom behaviors, and this can alter the way that they are interpreting and responding to these behaviors (Dorado et al., 2016). Teachers who are trauma-informed will be more likely to observe behaviors and view a student as needing support or help rather than simply regarding them as a child with “problem behaviors” (Dorado et al., 2016, p. 164; Oberg and Bryce, 2022).

Teacher self-efficacy has been demonstrated to be highly significant within the school setting as not only has it been found to protect against emotional overload and burnout (Shead et al., 2016; Boujut et al., 2017) but it has also been found to impact the academic achievement of students (Klassen and Tze, 2014). Teaching as an occupation carries a high risk for stress and burnout (Johnson et al., 2005) and the emotional response felt by teachers who work with students exposed to trauma is becoming more substantial as it is becoming clearer that teachers may be vulnerable to symptoms of STS (Koenig et al., 2018).

Teachers have a unique position with regards to childhood trauma, they are often the first people who are able to respond to children experiencing emotional and behavioral crises in school, and they are often party to descriptions of children’s traumatic experiences (Hydon et al., 2015). This combination of hearing about student traumas as well as experiencing the behavioral and emotional symptoms of those traumas can lead to teachers feeling additional stress, emotional burden, and anxiety (Alisic, 2012; Blitz et al., 2016; Oberg and Bryce, 2022) which has further implications on staff turnover (Caringi et al., 2015). Although prior research examining trauma in childhood has identified significant challenges for those working with traumatized children, few studies have looked into the links with teacher wellbeing (Hydon et al., 2015).



5. Implications

The second question that this review sought to answer was “how can the wellbeing of teachers who work with students who have experienced trauma be better protected?” When looking at the constructs of CF and STS in teachers, there is a scarcity of empirical research, however, the research that has been done does suggest that there are several steps which can be taken to mitigate the effects on teachers of working with students affected by trauma.

Firstly, the research suggests a link between being trauma-informed as a teacher and experiencing lower levels of STS, CF and burnout (Peterson, 2019; Christian-Brandt et al., 2020), however many teachers report feeling that their training with regards to trauma is lacking (Howard, 2019; Oberg and Bryce, 2022). This is concerning as teachers who lack adequate training may be less effective in supporting students as well as safeguarding their own wellbeing. This finding lends weight to the call for trauma-specific training to be made available on an ongoing basis to all pre-service and current classroom teachers and for this training to include topics on emotional self-care for teachers. This training is the first step in creating school communities which have trauma-informed practices (TIPs) as their foundation.

In order to be fully effective, TIPs in school environments should include both whole-school approaches such as education for staff, students, and families as well as responses to behavior based on safety, wellbeing, and empowerment (Perry and Daniels, 2016). Schools should also respond on a more individual level to students who have experienced trauma by implementing more intensive programs such as psychoeducational programs, trauma assessments, and trauma-focused interventions (Woodbridge et al., 2016; Record-Lemon and Buchanan, 2017). Current research indicates that TIPs in Australian schools differ from school to school and are very hit or miss (Howard, 2019), however the potential benefits for both students and teachers add to the argument that a systemic framework for trauma-informed practices is needed Australia-wide.

It is evident that CF and STS in teachers and how these constructs relate to trauma-awareness is an area that is lacking in empirical studies.



6. Limitations

The lack of empirical, peer-reviewed studies found during database searches addressing all search terms has identified a research gap and need for further exploration. However, it has also led to a reduction in the systemic nature of this review which may impact replicability of this study. Further, although all efforts were made to synthesize the most significant findings from each of the different areas reviewed, researcher bias may have played a part in both the selection, and interpretation of, the different studies selected.

To address the findings and limitations of this review, the following recommendations are made: firstly, a survey of Australian teachers to determine their current rates of CF, STS, and burnout as well examining their current understandings and confidence regarding trauma-informed practices; secondly, in-depth interviews with teachers to gain a deeper understanding of their beliefs about factors that protect against burnout, STS, and CF when working with students effected by trauma and those which can enhance their sense of efficacy; and thirdly, development of frameworks for self-care and peer support from other helping professions and possible adaptations for use in an educational environments should be further investigated.



7. Conclusion

This review collated and examined research into the reasons for teacher burnout as well as the relationship between burnout, secondary traumatic stress, and compassion fatigue. Secondly, it explored the current levels of trauma-awareness and self-efficacy of teachers and how these factors relate to compassion fatigue and burnout and finally, it examined the research about protective factors against burnout, compassion fatigue, and secondary traumatic stress. Further research into the effects being felt by teachers working in this environment is recommended, with the hope that this will lead to targeted training for both pre-service, and experienced teachers and add to the call for trauma-informed practice to be implemented at a systemic level. This is necessary, not only for the benefit of students experiencing trauma, but also for the wellbeing of teachers and others who work in schools.
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Construct Defi

n

Burnout “a psychological syndrome emerging as a prolonged response to
chronic interpersonal stressors on the job” (Maslach and Leiter, 2016,
p.103)

Secondary Traumatic A secondary stress condition which can be experienced when an

Stress individual learns about a traumatic event that has happened to

someone else, rather than experiencing the trauma themselves and is
amplified when the individual is aQempting to support the person

who has experienced trauma (Essary et al, 2020).

Compassion Fatigue “a reduced empathic capacity or client interest manifested through
behavioral and emotional reactions from exposure to traumatizing

experiences of others” (Cieslak et al,, 2014, p. 76)

Symptoms

« Lack of accomplishment

« Exhaustion

« Detachment from your job (Maslach et al., 2001)
« Fatigue or illness

« Reduced productivity

« Feelings of sadness, despair, hopelessness, anxiety (Sicgfricd. 2005)

« Reduced feelings of empathy or compassion
« Feeling detached or “numb”
« Overwhelmed by work

« Self-isolation and withdrawal. (Figley, 1995)
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