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Background: The COVID-19 pandemic caused unprecedented disruption to education systems worldwide, and exacerbated existing challenges in the teaching profession. The dual demands of academic instruction and pastoral care placed a considerable amount of emotional burden on teachers, compounded by increased exposure to the traumatic experiences of students. This heightened risk of vicarious trauma among teachers has been underexplored, particularly in the context of Victoria, Australia, where one of the world's longest government-mandated lockdowns was implemented.

Methods: This study builds on previous research by examining how teachers' roles and responsibilities informally evolved in response to external pressures during the pandemic. Drawing on interview and focus group data from 25 educators in public and private schools across Victoria in 2022, the findings were coded via NVIVO software version 12 and thematically analyzed.

Results: Findings suggest that roles of educators evolved during the pandemic as their responsibilities expanded beyond academic instruction to include more pastoral care for students. This, in turn, disclosed different pathways through which educators were exposed to traumatic content from their students, families and other educators. As a result, many participants felt vicarious trauma symptoms, which is explored as various negative emotions.

Conclusion: This study highlights the risk of vicarious trauma becoming an issue within the teaching profession. It underscores the need for further research to understand how vicarious trauma is affecting the teaching profession.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic caused unprecedented disruption to education systems worldwide, forcing an abrupt transition to online learning and exacerbating existing challenges in the teaching profession (Beames et al., 2021; Van Bergen and Daniel, 2023). Teaching has long been recognized as a high-stress profession (Carroll et al., 2022), with educators navigating multiple work-related stressors, including heavy workload, time pressures, limited resources, and performance expectations. Additional challenges such as lack of support, poor work-life balance and societal pressures further contribute to strain (De Nobile, 2016; Mockler and Stacey, 2021; Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2015). The pandemic amplified these challenges and introduced new ones, significantly expanding teachers' responsibilities beyond traditional academic instruction (Van Bergen and Daniel, 2023; Pressley et al., 2021; Kotowski et al., 2022).

Research indicates that the pandemic has led to a significant rise in psychological distress and trauma among young people. For example, Salmon et al. (2023) examined the psychological toll of the pandemic on young adults with a history of adverse childhood experiences. Their study of 664 individuals aged 16–21 in Manitoba, Canada, found that COVID-19-related stressors—including emotional and relational conflict, elevated stress, anxiety, and depression, increased use of alcohol and cannabis, and lack of emotional support—contributed to significant declines in mental health. In Australia, the pandemic restrictions were associated with increases in emergency department presentations for eating disorders, anxiety and self-harm among youth (Hiscock et al., 2022). This occurred against a backdrop of already substantial rates of childhood trauma and maltreatment. Mathews et al. (2023) conducted a study of 8,503 Australians aged 16 and over in 2021, that found nearly 40% of respondents reported exposure to domestic violence during their childhood, alongside significant rates of physical, sexual, and emotional abuse. In addition, families experienced increased stress due to pandemic-related uncertainty, weaker social connections, and financial instability (Kaleveld et al., 2020).

The compounding stressors faced by students and families often manifested in the classroom, requiring teachers to take on additional responsibilities beyond their traditional roles. As students and families experienced increased stress and distress, teachers faced growing demands on their time and responsibilities, balancing online instruction, administrative tasks, and pastoral (emotional) care (Flack et al., 2020; Flanagan et al., 2024; Gore et al., 2021). This shift required teachers to conduct more frequent check-ins with families, provide intensive emotional support for students, and prioritize connection over academic instruction—sometimes feeling more like crisis management or babysitting rather than teaching (Van Bergen and Daniel, 2023; Flanagan et al., 2024). The dual demands of academic instruction and pastoral care placed a considerable emotional burden on teachers, with research indicating that students' social isolation and decreased wellbeing were key sources of concern and anxiety for educators (Flack et al., 2020). Teachers faced heightened emotional strain from continual exposure to students' distress—an experience that aligns with vicarious trauma, a phenomenon where repeated exposure to others' suffering leads to emotional exhaustion and psychological distress (Joubert et al., 2013; Hydon et al., 2015). The cascading effects of these stressors have significantly impacted teacher mental health and wellbeing (Billett et al., 2023), with the rapid shift to online teaching during the pandemic exacerbating workload, role complexity, anxiety, and burnout among teachers (Van Bergen and Daniel, 2023; Pressley et al., 2021; Kotowski et al., 2022). The impacts from these stressors are still being felt in the post-pandemic period (Ha et al., 2025).

This expanded supportive role, combined with repeated exposure to students' and families' distress, intensified the risk of vicarious trauma among teachers. While prior research has documented the immediate challenges teachers faced during the pandemic's early phases, less is known about how sustained role and responsibility expansions combined with increased indirect exposure to trauma have affected teachers' wellbeing following the pandemic. The prolonged disruptions in Victoria, Australia—which endured the world's longest mandated lockdown (McLaren et al., 2024) —likely intensified these pressures, yet little is known about the psychological effects on teachers. To better understand the effects of these role shifts and stressors, this study builds on existing research (Van Bergen and Daniel, 2023; Berger and Nott, 2024; Oberg et al., 2023; Ormiston et al., 2022) by examining teachers' experiences in Victoria through and following the COVID-19 public health restrictions, focusing on two broad research questions:

(1) How did the teachers' roles and responsibilities evolve during and after the government mandated restrictions, and how did these changes influence their exposure to traumatic content?

(2) To what extent were teachers exposed to traumatic content during and after the government mandated restrictions, and how did this exposure affect their mental health and professional wellbeing?

By addressing these questions, this study contributes to the literature on the enduring effects of pandemic-related role changes and extends current understandings of vicarious trauma in teaching, providing crucial insights for developing effective support strategies and ensuring the sustainability of the teaching profession in the post-pandemic period (Ha et al., 2025; Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership Limited, 2023; Brandenburg et al., 2024).


Vicarious trauma in teachers

The adverse impacts of vicarious trauma have been well documented. The most significant is the negative shift in thinking and behaviors affecting overall worldview (Pearlman and Saakvitne, 1995; Molnar et al., 2017). Additional vicarious trauma symptoms fall into three broad categories that overlap considerably with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD): intrusive thoughts, avoidance behaviors and negative changes in mood (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Vicarious trauma differs from PTSD in both its cause and manifestation because it arises from indirect exposure to others' traumatic experiences and develops cumulatively (Pearlman and Saakvitne, 1995). Because of these defining characteristics, vicarious trauma is a silent hazard in the workplace.

Originally identified in therapists (Pearlman and Saakvitne, 1995), vicarious trauma is now recognized as a risk in professions requiring prolonged empathy based engagement with trauma. Nurses are at high risk, for example, because they empathize with patients while often witnessing their distress (Isobel and Thomas, 2022; Wu et al., 2024). Similar risks are evident for social workers (Ashley-Binge and Cousins, 2020), justice personnel (Iversen and Robertson, 2021) and researchers (Moran and Asquith, 2020). The unprecedented challenges faced by teachers during and after the pandemic restrictions, namely the increase in student distress and role expansion, created conditions analogous to those identified in professions with recognized vicarious trauma risks. Despite this risk profile, the research on vicarious trauma in teachers is scant.

Given the conceptual overlap between PTSD and vicarious trauma, PTSD incidence can demonstrate as a proxy indicator for vicarious trauma (Lerias and Byrne, 2003). A mini meta-analysis completed during the pandemic revealed approximately 11% of teachers exhibited PTSD or symptoms consistent with PSTD (Idoiaga Mondragon et al., 2023). The majority of the studies included in the meta-analysis were carried out in China (four) and Bulgaria (one), including two studies on university teachers, two on school teachers and one examining all teachers. These findings suggest teachers may indirectly experience their students' trauma, resulting in emotional, physical and cognitive responses (Idoiaga Mondragon et al., 2023). Thus, research suggests that teachers, with growing exposure to student trauma through expanded role expectations (Van Bergen and Daniel, 2023; Flanagan et al., 2024), increased disclosures and the rising prevalence of mental health challenges (Hiscock et al., 2022), may be at risk of vicarious trauma.

To understand the psychological toll of teaching during the pandemic, it is useful to examine related constructs that overlap with vicarious trauma and offer insights into how empathy-based stress manifests across professions, including education (Rauvola et al., 2019). For example, compassion fatigue describes the physical and emotional exhaustion experienced by professionals after prolonged, continuous and intense exposure to others' distress (Figley, 1995). In comparison, secondary traumatic stress focuses on the immediate and acute stress reaction that is caused by the knowledge of a traumatic event experienced by others (Figley, 1999). These concepts and vicarious trauma are often researched alongside burnout, a term broadly used to describe a state of physical, emotional and mental exhaustion from prolonged exposure to stress (Hydon et al., 2015; Freudenberger, 1974). Previous research on these constructs in educational settings provides a foundation for examining educators' pandemic experiences and the impacts of empathy-based stress on the profession.

Educational research examining the impact that trauma-exposed students have on teachers points to a high risk of compassion fatigue, secondary traumatic stress and burnout among teachers (Berger and Nott, 2024; Oberg et al., 2023; Ormiston et al., 2022; Oberg et al., 2024). Oberg et al. (2024) investigated educator wellbeing in Australian teachers. To understand the current prevalence of compassion satisfaction, secondary traumatic stress and burnout, the researchers surveyed 1,612 participants using the Professional Quality of Life Survey (ProQOL). The highest percentage of teachers was classified as experiencing moderate levels of burnout (46.96%), secondary traumatic stress (41.50%) and compassion satisfaction (42.56%).

Other studies have also found that secondary traumatic stress is experienced by Australian teachers. Fraser et al. (2024) conducted a mixed methods study to understand the extent of secondary trauma on educators and found that 38% of 2,285 survey participants experience secondary traumatic stress often or very often. Alarmingly, 40.1% of educators rated their exposure to secondary trauma at work an 8 or more out of 10, which is considered to be high or very high. Other educational research has focused on burnout in teachers and the factors associated with the cause of burnout. As part of Oberg et al. (2024) study, it also investigated burnout as a construct of compassion fatigue in Australian teachers. The study suggests that burnout and secondary traumatic stress contribute to compassion fatigue and can severely impact the teacher's ability to connect with their students. Highlighting the importance of considering teacher trauma training, this study found that the more confident the teachers felt in their abilities, the less likely they were to experience burnout, reducing the risk of emotional exhaustion in teachers.

A number of contributing factors were identified when looking at the educational research examining the impact trauma-exposed students have on teachers. For example, Berger and Nott (2024) conducted an online survey with 302 Victorian teachers from both regional and metropolitan areas. The study found teachers with a personal history of trauma in conjunction with an exposure to student trauma predicted burnout, compassion fatigue and secondary traumatic stress. Oberg et al. (2023) drew on established literature on compassion fatigue, secondary traumatic stress and burnout, and found a lack of trauma-specific training in combination with the role complexity experienced during COVID-19 compounded the effects of traumatic content in teachers.

Given the documented surge in student distress and trauma during the pandemic, combined with teachers' expanded responsibilities and the high prevalence of empathy-based stress in educational settings, examining vicarious trauma among teachers during this period is critical for understanding the full psychological impact the pandemic has had on the teaching profession. This research aims to understand the unique challenges faced by educators by exploring how teaching roles and responsibilities evolved during and after the COVID-19 public health restrictions in Victoria, Australia through the lens of vicarious trauma.




Materials and methods


Study design

The research was undertaken in Victoria, Australia, in 2022. The study emerged from the first author's interest in educational wellbeing and an identified gap in understanding pandemic-era changes to teaching conditions. Research questions were shaped by the second, third and fifth authors' concurrent research on vicarious trauma in other professions. The study design builds on similar studies exploring mental health in schools (Giles-Kaye et al., 2023; Levkovich, 2020). A qualitative approach using interviews and focus groups was undertaken to understand, describe and interpret human behaviors and the meanings individuals make of their experiences (Levkovich, 2020; Creswell and Poth, 2017). A case study method provided an in-depth account of events and experiences, offering insight into the social dynamics within the practice-orientated field of education (Meyer, 2000; Merriam, 1998).



Ethical mitigation

Human ethics approval was obtained from the Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee via written and verbal consent. Department of Education and Training ethics was not applicable as data was collected at more than one school. Participant wellbeing was at the forefront of every interaction. Following ethical guidelines of autonomy, justice, integrity and competence each participant was issued with an explanatory statement which included, an introduction to the research, possible benefits and risks, confidentiality clauses, an explanation of the storage of data and the contact details for support services in case of participant distress. Further, participants were reminded that their participation is voluntary and they could withdraw from the research at any time.

The focus groups were held on the respective school's property and each participant was given an explanatory statement. The interviews were held via zoom and each participant was given an explanatory statement. At the start of the focus groups and interviews, researchers asked participants to provide verbal consent, confirmed the session would be audio recorded, and discussed confidentiality parameters. Participants were informed that while researchers would maintain confidentiality, the group nature of the discussion meant absolute confidentiality could not be guaranteed. Accordingly, all participants were asked to respect privacy of information shared. To mitigate any risks or harms, participants were read out the following statement before the start and at the end of the focus groups and interviews:

“If the topics discussed in the focus group cause you discomfort, please contact your workplace Employee Assist Program, your general practitioner or Lifeline (13 11 14).”



Research team and reflexivity

Both first and second authors conducted the interviews and focus groups, and coded and analyzed the data. The first and second authors are outsiders of the research population (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009), and identify as women. The first author is an early career qualitative researcher, who currently researches injury prevention. The second author holds a PhD and has more than 10 years of experience as a qualitative researcher. These professional experiences shaped researchers' biases, assumptions and approaches to conducting analyses, with the first author being through the education system more recently and the second author having more of a retrospective view. As outsiders to the research population, both authors were aware of the potential for their positionality to influence data collection and interpretation. Throughout the research process, both authors engaged in reflexive practices, such as keeping reflective journals and regularly discussing their perspectives and assumptions with each other. This reflexivity helped to identify and mitigate potential biases, and to ensure that the voices and experiences of participants were represented as authentically as possible. The authors also considered how their gender and professional backgrounds might shape interactions with participants, the framing of questions, and the interpretation of findings, and took steps to remain open to alternative interpretations and to seek participant validation where possible.



Sampling and recruitment

Three schools were identified that represented diversity in location, sector (government and private), socio-economic status (SES) and student age ranges (primary and secondary) (Chatters et al., 2024; Shea et al., 2022). However, one of the schools, a metropolitan public primary school, withdrew due to pandemic-related constraints. The first author contacted and met with principals at both schools to explain the research and participation requirements. These meetings secured institutional support and formal agreement for school participation.

Initially, a purposive sampling strategy was implemented to recruit teacher participants (Bryman, 2016; Liamputtong, 2009). However, due to recruitment challenges, a snowball sampling approach was subsequently adopted (Bryman, 2016). Selection criteria for participants included being employed as an educator between 2020 and 2021, which included school teachers, leaders, teacher aides as well as wellbeing counselors due to their regular student interactions.

Participating schools included: School A, a private regional primary and secondary school with 150 teaching staff; and School B, a metropolitan public primary school with 36 staff, adding leadership perspectives. Educators from Schools A and B were invited to participate in a focus group via an email from their respective school wellbeing officers. After the focus groups, the research team distributed an invitation to participate, encouraging focus group participants to share it with their contacts to be interviewed individually. The invitation was also circulated on social media platforms, including the Teach for Australia Facebook page. The recruitment period went from 14/03/2022 to 17/06/2022.



School demographics and characteristics

Schools A and B cover a broad range of SES status' from 5 (most advantaged) to 1 (most disadvantaged). Schools A and B represented diversity across key demographics including:

- Most and least advantaged SES status

- Public and private sector

- Metropolitan and regional locations

- Primary and secondary age group

To maintain anonymity, only general demographic characteristics are reported.



Participant demographics and characteristics

The study included 25 participants with varying years of teaching experience, ages and representation from both private and government schools (Table 1). The group comprised of 6 male and 17 female participants. The years of teaching ranged from 2–40 years and age of educators ranged from 20s−60s. Nineteen participants identified as primarily teachers, three as teachers with additional wellbeing responsibilities, one as a teacher's aide and two as having a leadership position. Table 1 shows the demographic data that was collected from participants.

TABLE 1 Demographics of participants.


	Demographic
	% of total number of participants





	Age range

 
	20 s
	12%

 
	30 s
	40%

 
	40 s
	20%

 
	50 s
	16%

 
	60 s
	12%

 
	Unknown
	0%

 
	Years teaching

 
	0–5
	28%

 
	6–11
	28%

 
	12–20
	16%

 
	20+
	24%

 
	Unknown
	4%

 
	Student cohort

 
	Primary school
	52%

 
	Secondary school
	32%

 
	Specialist school
	12%

 
	Both primary and secondary school
	4%







Data collection

Data collection involved three focus groups with 17 participants from Schools A and B and eight online semi-structured interviews. Focus groups were chosen as a method of data collection as they create context for the researcher as complex behaviors or motivations can be explored in dialogue (Litosseliti, 2003; Morgan, 1993). Two 45-min focus groups were held at School A during lunchtime with six participants each, and one 90-min focus group at School C after school with six participants. All sessions were conducted in English, audio-recorded, and transcribed verbatim.

Interview participants included an educator who could not attend the arranged times of the focus groups, educators who contacted the research team after seeing the social media post about the project, and educators who contacted the research team because they learned about the project from another educator. Semi-structured interviews help the researcher better understand participants' opinions and experiences (King and Hugh-Jones, 2018). Interviews were conducted online via Zoom and lasted approximately 45 min.

A series of predetermined open-ended questions and prompts addressed the following topics: job satisfaction and school support, mental health at work, hearing of traumatic stories, and knowledge of vicarious trauma. For example, under the topic: mental health at work, participants were asked, “How do you speak about mental health at your workplace?” to understand if the participant had a supportive workplace/environment, which is a protective factor for vicarious trauma. And, “How often and in what ways do you engage with traumatic content at work?,” to understand their experiences with traumatic content. Focus group and interview questions were informed by the literature and concurrent research on vicarious trauma conducted by the third author. Facilitators reiterated the support services available to participants before and after data collection.



Data analysis

The first and second authors conducted two data analysis phases aligning with thematic analysis principles (Braun and Clarke, 2021). Data were analyzed inductively via NVivo 12 software using reflexive thematic analysis. Themes were identified from the data.

In the first phase, the lead author read the scripts multiple times to familiarize themselves with the data. They identified main themes and central ideas and generated initial codes, such as interaction with traumatic content, type and amount of support services and not having a clear job description. Discussions about the first phase of analysis were formative to the authors' collective understanding of the teachers' perspectives and helped the authors navigate ideological and epistemological differences as they made sense of the data (Paris and Winn, 2014). This process helped them to debate and understand emerging themes.

In the second phase and to support rigor, the first and second authors examined the initial general themes that emerged from the first phase and established a connection (similar or different) across all interviews and focus groups and within the literature. As per steps four and five in Braun and Clarke's (2021) reflexive thematic analysis principles, themes were reviewed, defined and coded via naming. The analysis yielded three key themes and nine subthemes, each connected to specific aspects of the research questions. For example, the theme of “educators providing more pastoral care” was supported by the subthemes of “increased student vulnerability,” “role ambiguity and blurred boundaries” and “lack of training and support.” By centring teachers' perspectives, this reflexive analysis provided a comprehensive view of how teachers' experiences align with and expand upon the research objectives.




Results

The key themes and their associated subthemes are presented in Figure 1.


[image: Flowchart illustrating the challenges faced by educators. Central themes include increased student vulnerability, role ambiguity, and lack of support leading to more pastoral care. This results in exposure to traumatic content, causing negative emotions like feelings of inadequacy, emotional challenges, and work-life boundary erosion. Additional subthemes explore remote schooling, hybrid attendance processing, and trauma disclosures. Legend explains shapes: themes, subthemes, and relationships.]
FIGURE 1
 Key themes (circles) and related subthemes (squares) from focus groups and interviews.


The findings focus on three key themes. The first theme is the evolving role of educators, as their responsibilities expanded beyond academic instruction to include greater pastoral care for students. The second theme examines the pathways through which educators were exposed to traumatic content. Finally, the third theme explores the negative emotions educators experienced as a result of both.


Theme 1: educators providing more pastoral care
 
Increased student vulnerability

Participants consistently highlighted how the increased vulnerability of students required them to take on greater pastoral care responsibilities, often at the expense of their ability to focus on educational instruction. Educator J reflected on the evolution of teachers' responsibilities, stating,

“I think over the last 10 years or so the fact that – or even the last five years, we're more expected as teachers or as educationalists to take on – to understand trauma of children and their families, and then how we deal with that very differently to maybe what we did 15 years ago when we had less understanding of it.” (Educator J)

Building on this reflection, Educator I described how addressing students' basic social skills and behaviors had become a primary focus of daily routines, often disrupting academic instruction:

“Because right now, you're trying to teach them how to have respect, have manners with please and thank yous. How to not push through a door when someone's trying to get in or out of a room. Like, real basic stuff. You're doing all of that before you even start to teach, and then that takes time, and then this is why, and it's rippling into then I'm not teaching the content that I need to get through in this lesson because I'm dealing with all that shit. And then it keeps day in, day out. It's from year five to year 11.” (Educator I)

The Victorian government's shift to remote and hybrid schooling during the COVID-19 pandemic further intensified these growing demands on teachers. While ensuring education continuity, this transition also exposed and exacerbated challenges for many students. As Educator J explained, students previously identified by their schools as vulnerable faced heightened risks as families struggled with growing economic pressures and isolation:

“…the further through the pandemic experience we went, and I say that and we're still in it, but in terms of the periods of remote learning and strict lockdowns, the further through that you could see the pressure intensify for people falling into that category of vulnerability, there was so much distress that was present and becoming ever more present.” (Educator J)

Participants reported an increase in the overall number of vulnerable students and a significant escalation in the intensity of their needs. Educator D observed, “…there are more kids presenting more needs. And the behaviors of some of the students coming back to school are more escalated more often.” Many students also struggled with conflict resolution and social reintegration after prolonged isolation:

“And the kids too, they're probably copping the negativity at home with parents fighting with financial issues or all that stuff, and then they come into school and not only have they missed so much learning, but that social interaction, they're copping conflicts left, right and center from their friends because they can't resolve anything.” (Educator L)

Participants described how some students struggled to manage pressures at home and school, which they attributed to a lack of resilience. Educator Z reflected on students' difficulty coping with challenges:

“I noticed that students, they're so not resilient. They crumple as soon as something gets too hard and they walk away from it. So, they don't have the ability to keep trying and failing, but keep trying. It's just that's too hard… Like, the meltdowns, seriously. It's like, ‘Can you guys stop for a minute and have a look at the way you're behaving?”' (Educator Z)



Role ambiguity and blurred boundaries

As students' emotional and social needs grew, teachers struggled with a lack of clarity about their responsibilities and uncertain role boundaries. Educator E described how these shifting expectations blurred the lines between home and school:

“I feel like the home and school boundaries are blurred a lot more… so teachers were expected to check in with the students and not just in their allocated periods throughout the week. It's become this holistic mode now where we need to make sure that we're looking after the students' mental health sometimes even more than we are their academics.” (Educator E)

Some educators sought to set personal boundaries to navigate these challenges, balancing care for students with an awareness of their own professional limitations. Educator D emphasized the importance of clarity in teachers' roles:

“I think it's quite important to draw a not-too-hard-and-fast line in the sand, but offer support and offer care without inflating my ability to help them as a health care professional. And without confusing the role of a teacher, which is already quite versatile.” (Educator D)



Lack of training and support

While teachers were increasingly expected to provide emotional support, many felt unprepared and unequipped due to a lack of training and guidance. A participant in a wellbeing role highlighted this concern, noting that many teachers were expected to manage student mental health issues despite lacking the necessary training:

“…they didn't have the experience that wellbeing [teachers did], because we are dealing with it every day… So, a lot of them were really, really concerned about the mental health of a lot of their students. So, they were definitely not equipped to engage with that.” (Educator A)

Participants emphasized the difficulty of navigating these challenges without adequate support. For example, Educator W said, “…And if [students] come to you with problems, I tend to just pass them onto the leader, because I'm not really equipped to deal with it”. Beyond the absence of formal training, participants also highlighted gaps in leadership support following difficult encounters with students. Educator A reflected on how senior staff often lacked the necessary skills to provide meaningful support to teachers:

“I definitely think there's a real lack of training of senior people in schools on how to engage with that [teacher] after that point [an incident]. And those structures of not being able to take a lesson off sometimes… or following up for the two weeks [after an incident with a student/family]. But that's in replacement of true support, really… How can we expect our teachers to know what to do when a situation arises?” (Educator A)

Many educators felt this lack of support took a toll on their wellbeing, particularly as they struggled with the emotional burden of student trauma without clear institutional guidance. Educator E explained, “Leadership don't give us do's and don'ts on how to help these students, and COVID really showed this.”




Theme 2: pathways of exposure to traumatic content
 
Seeing into students' homes in remote schooling

Participants described how their expanded roles brought them into closer contact with students' personal challenges and family crises, particularly during remote and hybrid learning. One significant source of trauma exposure was the unfiltered view into students' home environments during remote teaching, which revealed family dysfunction, poverty, and other distressing circumstances:

“A student of mine, his mum had been diagnosed with terminal cancer. His dad had just had a stroke. There were also visa issues. So, a lot going on for this young man and his family, and I saw all of this from my living room.” (Educator A)

Other educators similarly described the emotional toll of witnessing student hardship. Educator I recalled, “I was also doing catch up tutoring, and a lot of the students in there were victims of trauma from the lockdown. It was really sad for me to see.” Educator C expressed frustration with the emotional distance created by online learning, “I hated the online [teaching]. The kids felt so far away from me.”



Processing for hybrid schooling attendance

Hybrid teaching, which combined in-person instruction for vulnerable students and children of authorized workers with remote learning for others, created another pathway for trauma exposure. Educators noted that the process of identifying and supporting vulnerable students required direct engagement with families, many of whom disclosed distressing stories.

“I noticed even with families, in the processes that we were expected to follow to book children in for essential workers, but also to bring in forcibly those children that were classed as being vulnerable, it meant that we [educators] were more exposed to the presentation of trauma or traumatic stories and events based on the processes that we had to implement.” (Educator K)

“…[parents or guardians] had to bring their kids in [to school] because there was domestic violence situations occurring in their home, or similar. So, we were the constant point of contact, and as the staff cycled through that care…” (Educator J)



Hearing direct disclosures of trauma from students and staff

Beyond witnessing hardship through remote and hybrid learning, educators also faced increased direct disclosures from students seeking support. Participants recalled stories of family violence, neglect, financial hardship, addiction, and mental health struggles. For example, Educator Y shared, “I've had one incident where a student told me she had bruising from a parent.” Similarly, Educator F recalled, “I had a boy show me all cuts up his arms. That's something I distinctly remember. So, I was a bit shaken by that.” While Educator I commented, “She told me her boyfriend had smacked her and [she] needed some advice on how to tell her parents.” Exposure to trauma was not limited to student disclosures; educators also shared distressing stories with one another, reinforcing the emotional burden, “The stories [colleagues] would tell me were sort of hard to believe because they were so traumatic” (Educator B).

While some educators were accustomed to handling traumatic content in their roles, participants noted the pandemic and lockdowns increased the volume and severity of such encounters. Educator D shared, “I'd say lockdown exacerbated [traumatic content], maybe, but we were already burning out by then anyway.” Several participants described the overwhelming regularity of trauma exposure, particularly those working in wellbeing roles:

“How often? I don't think it would be an exaggeration to say every day. That would be a bit skewed because I worked in wellbeing. I would say as a teacher, it would be at least once or twice a week and in wellbeing, every day.” (Educator A)

“…every day, they were subjected to it over and over and over again, and whilst there was a lot of support and camaraderie it's still something that you can't wash it off, you carry it with you.” (Educator J)

The cumulative exposure to traumatic content, combined with increased pastoral care demands, resulted in heightened emotional distress among educators.




Theme 3: educators experiencing negative emotions
 
Feelings of defeat and inadequacy

Participants discussed feeling overwhelmed by the unpredictable and relentless teaching environment, particularly as they navigated increasing emotional demands. For example, Educator M reflected on this challenge:

“And we're used to being good at our work. We're used to being able to do it. We're used to being able to fix it, and when you can't it's a real gut reaction. And it's hard to feel fully satisfied when the rug is being pulled out from underneath you at any turn whether it is you've got people away, you can't get relief teachers, you've got kids dropping with COVID, and then you've got more, more, more, just more accountability, you've got all this stuff to do.” (Educator M)

Educator A emphasized the emotional toll of repeated exposure to student trauma, describing how teachers had little opportunity to process distressing disclosures:

“Student tells you something really terrible, you bottle it up, you move on, you teach your next class. The next student tells you something terrible, you bottle it up, you move on, you teach next class. You've got a pile of marking. You've got a pile of planning. And then, eventually it will get too much and you will burst, whatever that looks like for you.” (Educator A)

Many participants reported feeling inadequate when responding to student trauma, often worrying that they might unintentionally worsen students' problems by failing to provide “the correct advice” (Educator X). This sense of inadequacy was frequently linked to a lack of comprehensive training in handling complex trauma, leaving educators feeling unqualified and “not right for the job” (Educator I). Educators also described a lack of institutional support, which compounded these challenges. As Educator E explained, many teachers struggled with the emotional toll of student trauma without adequate guidance or resources:

“I've got many friends who are in different schools who absolutely don't have support within their schools, and their mental wellbeing has absolutely suffered over their teaching career. That's been really sad and really hard to grasp…” (Educator E)



Emotional challenges

Reflecting on the emotional impact of these challenges, Educator M described their state as “…turmoil. I'd tell my [partner], I can't do this anymore.” Over half of the participants spoke openly about heightened anxiety and hypervigilance, reporting increased emotional distress while managing student trauma. For example, Educator C stated, “I ended up going to the toilet and was just crying…I take on a lot on a lot of how they [students] are feeling sometimes.” Similarly, Educator A noted how exposure to student trauma heightened their awareness of distress in their personal life, stating they were “hypervigilant of what friends and family were going through at that time.”

Participants also reported heightened stress and concern for students' safety during remote learning. Many described feeling unsettled when students failed to log in for online classes. As Educator Z explained, “…if a student didn't log in online to a particular lesson over that lockdown period… my first thought went to, ‘I need to know where are they? Why are they not in class?” Educator F shared similar concerns, “I think it was definitely more intensive in lockdown. And if they're not at school, if they're absent, okay, why has this kid been absent for four days straight, what's going on here, you know?” Suicide emerged as a recurring and deeply distressing issue, with some participants recounting the emotional impact of losing a student. Apart of this heightened stress was re-experiencing student trauma. Educator I described feeling “like a wreck” when their students sought comfort after a tragic event, saying, “I still think about it! It doesn't ever leave you.” Re-experiencing also resulted in sleep disturbances, with Educator J waking at 3 a.m. from worry, Educator A dreaming about students, and Educator B acknowledging, “sometimes you have sleepless nights, for sure.”



Erosion of work-life boundaries

The emotional challenges from the job also extended into participants' personal lives, often affecting their behavior with loved ones. Educator C described how heightened empathy influenced their interactions with family, constantly checking up on them, stating “You don't even realize you're doing it.” Similarly, Educator J stated, “I think you are starting to take that [trauma] home a lot more, and you're thinking about it a lot more.” Educator Y provided a detailed account of how exposure to trauma lingers:

“I think [student trauma] is one of those things that you do take home with you. And I guess it doesn't just go away, and one thing happens and it's solved. But it's usually something that I'll either try to speak with my partner about it, or you sit there in bed at night thinking about it before you fall asleep. But then I guess eventually it fizzles away, and hopefully is resolved. But you don't always get that closure. So, in that case, I think it's just time, and it dissolves, and something new comes up and takes priority.” (Educator Y)





Discussion

This study sought to understand the experiences of educators during and after the COVID-19 public health restrictions in Victoria, Australia. It focused on changes to roles and responsibilities and the extent educators were exposed to traumatic content. These findings illustrated that during the most intense periods of the COVID-19 pandemic, which included COVID-19 containment measures such as government mandated stay-at-home orders, educators' roles were reshaped. This reshaping included expanded pastoral care responsibilities. The result of this role expansion was educators experiencing increased exposure to new pathways of traumatic content, which lead to heightened emotional distress. Findings revealed this phenomena continued after the public health restrictions were lifted. To better understand the cumulative impact of these changes, the discussion will examine these findings through the lens of vicarious trauma.

Prior research has established that the COVID-19 pandemic significantly increased trauma exposure among students (Salmon et al., 2023; Hiscock et al., 2022). Educators in this study confirmed this trend, reporting that previously identified vulnerable students became more at risk of a negative change in mental health status, while some students not previously considered vulnerable were newly categorized as such. Consistent with research on complex and challenging behaviors in children and young people (Macnamara, 2020; Greeson et al., 2014), participants described difficulties managing trauma-related behaviors while simultaneously addressing students' emotional needs.

As students' mental health and social challenges intensified, so did teachers' pastoral care responsibilities, often at the expense of instructional time. Educators described spending significant portions of their day addressing students' emotional regulation, behavioral issues, and interpersonal conflicts, which detracted from their ability to deliver academic content. Some educators expressed frustration that their role had expanded beyond education to include responsibilities typically associated with counseling and crisis intervention. This aligns with Klusmann, Aldrup (Klusmann et al., 2023) and Kupers, Mouw (Kupers et al., 2022), who found that teachers' workloads significantly increased during the pandemic due to rising pastoral care expectations. Significantly, our findings revealed that the expanded pastoral role assumed by teachers during the pandemic had not returned to pre-pandemic levels. Despite the formal end of lockdowns and return to traditional classroom settings, participants consistently reported remaining in an intensified caregiving role, with one participant summarizing this ongoing reality as 'we're still in it.' This suggests that the crisis-driven role expansion has become entrenched as a new baseline expectation rather than a temporary adaptation. This is particularly concerning given the increased exposure to traumatic content associated with the pastoral care role.

Educators identified multiple pathways through which they were exposed to traumatic content, many of which intensified during lockdowns and continued after restrictions were lifted. Remote and hybrid learning provided an unfiltered view into students' home environments, while regular engagement with distressed families as part of arranging hybrid schooling further immersed educators in trauma narratives and crisis situations. During and beyond the immediate pandemic environment, direct disclosures from students regarding trauma increased, leaving teachers to navigate difficult conversations and determine appropriate responses. Further, colleagues also played a role in reinforcing an emotionally charged work environment, as teachers frequently shared distressing student cases with each other. While intended as peer support, this regular exchange of traumatic content contributed to a workplace culture saturated with secondary exposure to trauma.

This study's findings on digital, school-based, and peer exposure pathways, combined with evidenced intensification of exposure, contrast and extend the existing literature in significant ways. For example, Goudarzi, Hasanvand (Goudarzi et al., 2023) conducted a study in a university context, which found that there was a reduction in interpersonal interactions between teachers and students and an increase in the quality of education during the pandemic, via e-learning. Conversely, the results of the present study was the confirmation of the educator's role in trauma narratives. These contrasting findings could highlight the difference in duty of care among university and school-based educators and how this impacts wellbeing. Despite these differences, this current study's identification of technology and peer mediated exposure to trauma and its impacts, adds a critical dimension to understanding trauma transmission mechanisms among educators. Furthermore, beyond the novel sources of traumatic exposure, the current findings highlight the continued significance of non-COVID-specific exposure pathways that remain embedded within teachers' expanded pastoral roles. Such findings suggest teacher-to-teacher transmission of traumatic content and direct student disclosures represent enduring occupational specific hazards that extend well beyond the pandemic's acute phase. The persistence of these exposure pathways, coupled with the sustained nature of role expansion, may contribute significantly to the current crisis in teacher retention and wellbeing documented across educational systems, see Cuervo and Vera-Toscano (2025), who investigated the key factors driving teachers to leave the profession.

Participants provided clear evidence that the changes necessitated by COVID-19 impacted teacher wellbeing through increased exposure to traumatic content. Educators reported experiencing heightened stress, sleep disturbances, and intrusive thoughts related to their students' trauma. Some noted that the impacts extended beyond the classroom, affecting their personal relationships and interactions with family members. Furthermore, participants also described a shift in their overall worldview, one of the most defining symptoms of vicarious trauma (Pearlman and Saakvitne, 1995; Molnar et al., 2017; Rauvola et al., 2019). Some reported becoming hypervigilant about student safety, worrying about students outside of work hours, and struggling to detach from distressing cases. The increasing emotional toll was particularly evident in cases where teachers had to intervene in student crises, including cases of self-harm and suicidal ideation. This constellation of symptoms is consistent with vicarious trauma theory that posits prolonged exposure to others' distress can lead to changes in self-perception, emotional regulation, and cognitive functioning (Pearlman and Saakvitne, 1995) and suggests the pandemic context created heightened risk for teachers. Research on the teaching profession supports such findings. For example, Hydon et al. (2015) and Joubert et al. (2013), emphasized that teachers in crisis intervention roles are at heightened risk of developing vicarious trauma symptoms. Furthermore, the documented persistence of symptoms 2 years post-pandemic suggests that teachers are experiencing sustained stress and risk; a finding consistent with Ha et al. (2025), who reported that many teachers are still reporting high levels of burnout post the COVID-19 pandemic (2020–2021) and into 2022.

Interestingly, this study found insufficient resources and lack of institutional support contributed to risk of vicarious trauma among participants. Unlike trained trauma professionals such as psychologists and social workers, teachers rarely receive formal training in trauma processing, debriefing, or emotional self-regulation (Oberg et al., 2023). The findings showed, without adequate training or institutional support, participants were left to manage these emotionally challenging experiences on their own, increasing their vulnerability to burnout and long-term psychological strain even after the pandemic's height. This cumulative burden aligns with findings from Oberg et al. (2023), who highlight that teachers—unlike trained trauma professionals—receive little to no guidance on processing secondary trauma. This finding presents a critical opportunity for educational systems to develop and implement targeted and proactive interventions and trauma-informed supports specifically designed to mitigate vicarious trauma risks among teaching staff.

Collectively, the findings from this study build on previous research examining empathy based stress in teachers (Van Bergen and Daniel, 2023; Berger and Nott, 2024; Oberg et al., 2023; Ormiston et al., 2022), by demonstrating the cumulative impact the multiple pandemic-related role changes had on teachers. By documenting the vicarious trauma risk factors – sustained caring responsibilities and cumulative exposure to traumatic content – and symptomology consistent with vicarious trauma, the findings highlight vicarious trauma as a valid and useful conceptualization of educators' exposure to traumatic content beyond the symptoms of compassion fatigue and burnout. This re-conceptualization combined with the enduring nature of the widely document role expansion has significant implications for teachers' ongoing exposure risks, as they continue to manage complex student mental health presentations without commensurate increases in professional support or training.


Limitations and future research

This study has several limitations. Participation bias may have occurred due to the opt-in recruitment process. Teachers who volunteered may have had greater exposure to traumatic content or experienced higher levels of work-related stress than those who did not participate, potentially limiting the findings' representativeness of the broader teaching population. Additionally, recall bias is a concern, as participants were recalling experiences spanning more than 2-years. The sampling techniques, including purposive and snowball sampling, may have also introduced biases. Snowball sampling could have led to participant homogeneity, potentially underrepresenting isolated individuals or those with differing perspectives. This may limit the generalisability of the findings to the wider teaching cohort.

The inclusion of teacher aides and school wellbeing counselors alongside classroom teachers and leadership may have introduced variability in the findings. These roles likely experienced different levels of exposure to traumatic content and student behaviors, as well as differing coping mechanisms. However, as 19 of 25 participants identified primarily as classroom teachers, this limitation is somewhat mitigated.

Longitudinal studies are particularly needed to examine the long-term mental health impacts of trauma exposure on teachers and identify risk factors that inform targeted interventions (Kim et al., 2022; Symon and Cassell, 2012). These studies could also evaluate how systemic changes–such as trauma-informed training programs and workload management strategies—support teachers' wellbeing and retention, as well as refining school-specific interventions for diverse educational contexts. Another priority is understanding how systemic factors, such as adequate training and unrealistic expectations, contribute to teachers' feelings of inadequacy and vulnerability to vicarious trauma. Addressing these root causes through policy and professional development could strengthen teacher confidence and resilience (Oberg et al., 2024).

This study provides a high-level understanding of the impacts of vicarious trauma in the teaching profession during and following the COVID-19 public health restrictions in Victoria, Australia. With more teachers leaving the profession now more than ever (Cuervo and Vera-Toscano, 2025), there is need for further research on how traumatic content impacts the teaching profession uniquely and the ongoing impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic in education.




Conclusion

This study builds on existing research by examining the profound impacts of role changes and trauma exposure on teachers during and following the COVID-19 public health restrictions in Victoria, Australia. It highlights how educators' roles were reshaped to provide more pastoral care to students and the sustained nature of this role expansion. Further, findings detailed the pathways that exposed educators to traumatic content and the negative emotions associated with the cumulative effects of student trauma. These changes significantly contributed to educator stress and vicarious trauma symptoms. Participants reported feeling inadequate and overwhelmed by the dual demands of addressing educational and emotional needs in an increasingly complex role—challenges exacerbated by insufficient systemic support, or a lack of training and guidance from leadership.

These findings emphasize the need for further research to understand how vicarious trauma is affecting the teaching population. This research is essential for retaining a supported teaching workforce. These findings also call for the need to explore systemic reforms, including specialized trauma-informed training and institutional changes, to relieve teachers of the disproportionate burden placed on them.
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