

[image: image1]
Associating Psychological Factors With Workplace Satisfaction and Position Duration in a Sample of International School Teachers












	 
	ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 20 January 2021
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.601554





[image: image]

Associating Psychological Factors With Workplace Satisfaction and Position Duration in a Sample of International School Teachers

Ross C. Hollett1*, Mark McMahon1 and Ronald Monson2

1School of Arts and Humanities, Edith Cowan University, Joondalup, WA, Australia

2OnSoc, onsoc.com, Perth, WA, Australia

Edited by:
Abira Reizer, Ariel University, Israel

Reviewed by:
Shiri Lavy, University of Haifa, Israel
Rubina Hanif, Quaid-i-Azam University, Pakistan

*Correspondence: Ross C. Hollett, r.hollett@ecu.edu.au

Specialty section: This article was submitted to Organizational Psychology, a section of the journal Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 01 September 2020
Accepted: 17 December 2020
Published: 20 January 2021

Citation: Hollett RC, McMahon M and Monson R (2021) Associating Psychological Factors With Workplace Satisfaction and Position Duration in a Sample of International School Teachers. Front. Psychol. 11:601554. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.601554

To be an effective teacher, a combination of specific professional skills and psychological attributes are required. With increasingly fluid employment conditions, particularly in the international context, recruiters and schools are under considerable pressure to quickly differentiate candidates and make successful placements, which involves more than just determining if a candidate holds an appropriate qualification. Therefore, the aim of this cross-sectional study was to measure theoretically and empirically valuable psychological attributes in an international sample of schoolteachers to determine the most valuable correlates of satisfaction and position duration. An international sample (N = 335) of elementary, middle and high school teachers completed an online survey to capture their workplace satisfaction, position duration and measure 15 psychological attributes using validated instruments. Linear associations were estimated using hierarchical regression with this analysis complemented and compared with follow-up non-linear neural network models. Using regression, lower agreeableness (less people-oriented) emerged as the strongest correlate of longer position duration throughout the cohort. In elementary school teachers, lower impulsivity and higher organizational commitment emerged as the strongest correlates of longer position duration. In high school teachers, better stress tolerance and higher organizational commitment emerged as the strongest correlates of longer position duration. Using neural networks to suggest predictive models, low levels of neuroticism and impulsivity were the strongest predictors of longer position duration in elementary school teachers. High stress tolerance also predicted high work satisfaction in elementary teachers, whereas it was lower impulsivity that most strongly predicted higher work satisfaction in high school teachers. Innovation tendencies, perhaps surprisingly, appeared as a consistent predictor of lower levels of workplace satisfaction across teaching levels. Honesty-humility also emerged as a predictor of shorter position duration, particularly for primary/elementary teachers scoring above the mean. Taken together the results suggest an interesting balancing act that needs to be struck between hiring people-oriented and innovative teachers who may be more effective and adaptable but also at greater risk of changing position, possibly due to an increased interest and ability to transition into new social environments.
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INTRODUCTION

Teachers’ traditional “qualifications” arguably embody a certain, subject-specific competency but convey less directly the psychological attributes often critical for success in a teaching role. For example, while Australian undergraduate and postgraduate teaching qualifications certify Australian secondary school teachers’ pedagogical and disciplinary knowledge, they don’t necessarily convey potentially valuable psychological strengths such as personality profile, social inclinations, organizational values, and individual motivations. One of the challenges associated with increased internationalization of teaching and a fluid workforce is appropriately placing teachers so they can effectively integrate into their role and workplace. Given that schools, internationally, are facing teacher turnover rates between 5–14%, and retention is recognized as a critical factor in the functioning of an organization (Odland and Ruzicka, 2009; Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2016; Hom et al., 2017), schools are under considerable pressure to make effective recruitment decisions which offer both short term efficiency and long term stability (Sutcher et al., 2016; Ellis et al., 2017). Concerns regarding high turnover rates in the teaching profession are not new and Ingersoll (2001) has argued that school staffing problems are disruptive to the school community and performance. Premature turnover can also be financially costly and time consuming (Allen et al., 2010; Hancock et al., 2011). Therefore, the task of matching a teacher to an appropriate workplace continues to be an important one. One challenge faced by recruiters and school principals is differentiating candidates effectively, particularly when they hold similar qualifications. International placement adds further challenges because the workplaces may involve unfamiliar cultures and customs, requiring aptitudes such as resilience and adaptability, as well as social and emotional competence (Joslin, 2002; Savva, 2015). That is, the burden of turnover in international schools is often higher because of relocation, local training, and supporting family living costs (Hayden and Thompson, 2008; Savva, 2015; Miguel Dos Santos, 2019). Therefore, protecting the international teaching workforce and enhancing stability in international schools through informed recruitment is a particularly valuable objective. This can be achieved by better understanding the association between individual psychological factors and professional outcomes in teachers placed across international teaching contexts.

Research examining the factors that predict organizational outcomes has long supported the value of measuring individual psychological attributes (Judge et al., 2001, 2002). Indeed, in a recent meta-analysis exploring 57 predictors of turnover, individual attributes such as personality and motivational attitudes were identified as valuable predictors (Rubenstein et al., 2018). Consequently, the aim of this study was to review the literature to identify and then measure theoretically and empirically relevant psychological attributes in a sample of internationally placed educators to determine which attributes correlate with, and potentially predict, placement success.



LITERATURE REVIEW


Markers of a Successful Teacher Placement

High satisfaction and retention are important indicators of when people are well matched to a position and an organization (Hom and Kinicki, 2001; Ingersoll, 2001; Bogler and Nir, 2014). A teacher is more likely to remain in a position and report high satisfaction if they perceive that they are utilizing their knowledge, skills and abilities to perform well (Cable and DeRue, 2002; Bogler and Nir, 2014). Their satisfaction is also dependent on sharing similar fundamental characteristics to other individuals in the organization and the perception that their needs are met by the organization (Carless, 2005; Price, 2011; Ellis et al., 2017; Rubenstein et al., 2018). Evidence also suggests that satisfaction is correlated with performance (Judge et al., 2001; Bowling et al., 2015), organizational citizenship behaviors (Saks Alan, 2006; Ilies et al., 2009; Zeinabadi, 2010) and school effectiveness (Hulpia et al., 2009). Job satisfaction has been assumed to reflect an employee’s appraisal of their work, tasks, supervision and remuneration with regards to the pleasure or positive emotion that it elicits (Locke, 1969; Schleicher et al., 2004; Judge et al., 2017). In the present study, however, we chose to measure workplace satisfaction, since all the participants were assumed to be performing the same job (teaching) and it was more important to determine, in this context, whether a teacher found their specific workplace satisfying.

Retention, by contrast, has often been assumed to be a key behavioral marker for organizational commitment (Hom, 2012). However, retention behaviors can also be dependent on economic climates and job markets (Hom, 2012; Hom et al., 2017), which are often precarious in the international schooling sector (Bunnell, 2019). Given that turnover intentions can be predicted by organizational commitment and job satisfaction in some industries (Kim and Kao, 2014; Mathieu et al., 2016), it serves as a valuable indicator of placement success. High turnover in the teaching profession contributes to increased school operating costs and decreased student achievement (Ronfeldt et al., 2013; Hanushek et al., 2016; Sutcher et al., 2016). Understanding what role, if any, psychological attributes might contribute to teacher retention, particularly in international schools, is important for guiding recruitment decisions that aim to reduce the likelihood of premature turnover. In this study, we used position duration as a marker of individual retention because it provides an estimate of the suitability of a person to their role within a school and is assumed to inversely relate to turnover. It was also assumed that all participants were employed in teaching positions in their respective workplaces (rather than other types of position). While retention and satisfaction both represent long term outcomes of a successful placement, several studies have found them to be uncorrelated (Spector and Michaels, 1986; Boswell, 2006; Furnham, 2009; Lizano and Mor Barak, 2015; Boswell et al., 2017). Thus they may potentially represent distinct markers of a successful placement in some contexts.

For teachers, the capacity to thrive and remain in their role is likely driven by a number psychological factors. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to identify the psychological attributes that best associate with two markers of placement success; workplace satisfaction and position duration. To achieve this, we first provide an overview of the teaching role, including the likely attributes required to effectively integrate into, and perform, in a school. Secondly, we consulted several theoretical frameworks to support these assumptions and assist in identifying relevant correlates. Finally, we examined the psychometric literature to source brief and freely available instruments for measuring these correlates of satisfaction and position duration.



Psychological Profiling in Teachers

Teaching can been described as an intellectually, socially, and emotionally challenging profession (Chang, 2009), which involves a diverse range of responsibilities. These responsibilities extend beyond simply delivering curriculum and can include creating learning materials, assessing competence, arranging incursions/excursions, conflict resolution, as well as a host of administrative and governance tasks (Comber and Nixon, 2009; Astrauskaite et al., 2011). Importantly, teachers will typically find themselves working with diverse groups of people (e.g., students, colleagues, and parents) who vary in age, cultural background, and motivation, as well as academic and social competency (Comber and Nixon, 2009). These challenges are particularly inherent for teachers in international schools, because they are faced with greater diversity and mobility amongst students and staff compared to national schools (Hayden and Thompson, 2008; Savva, 2015; Bunnell, 2019). Because international schools operate independently to national education systems and usually adopt a different curriculum, teachers may need to be more self-sufficient or rely heavily on their school management for support (Hayden and Thompson, 2008; Odland and Ruzicka, 2009; Bunnell, 2019). International teachers are also unique in their desire to trade familiarity for novelty and challenge (Bailey, 2015; Savva, 2015). These circumstances can lead to insecurity and uncertainty (Bunnell, 2016). As such, well-developed personal attributes are assumed to be especially valuable for teachers attempting to adapt into these demanding environments. A common understanding amongst researchers is that socio-emotional skills in teachers are imperative for maintaining an optimal classroom environment, low levels of conflict, supportiveness and responsiveness to individual needs (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009; Schonert-Reichl, 2017). We also assume that stress management, resilience, positive organizational, and motivational attitudes are potentially valuable predictors of placement success. The extent to which these psychological factors are associated with satisfaction and position duration in international schoolteachers is not well understood. Therefore, it is valuable to identify and measure the attitudes, attributes and motivations that might contribute to both workplace satisfaction and position duration in teachers. To achieve this, we consulted several theoretical frameworks to determine which psychological attributes might best correlate with workplace satisfaction and position duration in international schoolteachers.



Theoretical and Empirical Framework

According to the prosocial classroom model (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009), teachers who possess certain social and emotional competencies are more capable of coping with the demands of the profession whilst avoiding burnout. Indeed, meta-analytic evidence has shown that there are robust links between teacher stress, negative emotional responses, coping mechanisms, and personality (Montgomery and Rupp, 2005). Importantly, the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) have developed an educational framework for social and emotional learning (SEL) which details five broad areas of socio-emotional competence (CASEL, 2020). These areas include self-awareness, social awareness, self-management, relationship skills and responsible decision-making (Zins et al., 2004). Jennings and Greenberg (2009) argue that an absence of these competencies in teachers can lead to professional apathy and eventual turnover, while the presence of these competencies can reinforce teacher enjoyment, efficacy, and commitment to the profession. Because socio-emotional skills are fundamental to teacher performance and are thought to reduce the likelihood of stress and burnout (Jones et al., 2013; Jennings et al., 2017), several training programs have been developed for enhancing these competencies (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009; Jones and Bouffard, 2012; Jones et al., 2013; Jennings et al., 2017; Schonert-Reichl, 2017). While dedicated training is one approach for enhancing teacher competencies, it is also possible to select teachers who naturally exhibit skills and attributes which will support their professional wellbeing and sustainability.

From a socio-emotional perspective, there are several important attributes which are considered valuable for performing and enduring in a teaching role. Specifically, to avoid emotional depletion and respond to the needs of others, teachers need to effectively regulate their emotions and be emotionally and cognitively aware of themselves and others (Jones et al., 2013; Jennings et al., 2017). As such, empathy, agreeableness, extraversion, and honesty-humility are traits which may improve the likelihood that a teacher will be able to maintain their wellbeing and longevity in the workplace, through building support networks and avoiding stress. These traits also correspond to the competencies of self-awareness, social awareness and relationship skills defined by CASEL (2020). Specifically empathy is considered a key facilitator of prosocial behavior (Ingoglia et al., 2016) and is typically regarded as multidimensional, comprised of both cognitive and emotional components. Cognitive empathy involves the intellectual understanding of others’ emotions, whereas emotional empathy is the, often visceral, manifestation of an emotional reaction to others’ emotions (Davis, 1983). There is evidence that empathy enhances job satisfaction and reduces turnover in nurses, which is regarded similarly to teaching as a “helping profession” (Williams, 1989; Santo et al., 2013). Empathy also shares similar qualities with agreeableness, although agreeableness can be extended to include selflessness, sympathy, flexibility, and being generally good-natured (McCrae and Costa, 1987). People who are agreeable may also be described as cooperative rather than competitive, with a genuine interest in communion with others (Barrick et al., 2002; Liao and Chuang, 2004). Agreeableness has shown consistently modest (e.g., 0.17) but significant positive correlations with satisfaction in several organizational studies (Mount et al., 2006; Matzler and Renzl, 2007; Zimmerman, 2008; Ilies et al., 2009), which may be explained in part by the effort made by agreeable individuals to maintain positive affect in the workplace through their interactions with colleagues. In contrast, the association between agreeableness and retention is less consistent with some evidence of no association (Burke and Witt, 2004; Furnham, 2009) and some evidence of negative (e.g., −0.25) associations with turnover (Zimmerman, 2008; Swider and Zimmerman, 2010) and intentions to quit (Sarwar et al., 2013). Whether agreeableness correlates with satisfaction in teachers is unclear, however, it did not predict retention in first year United States teachers (Bastian et al., 2017).

People who are extraverted are assumed to exhibit sociability, affection, spontaneity, and be generally friendly (McCrae and Costa, 1987). They may also be described as outgoing and energetic (Bastian et al., 2017). According to SEL, effective communication, standing up for others and leadership are key relationship skills which are likely exhibited by extroverts (CASEL, 2020). Importantly, extraversion has shown some significant positive correlations with satisfaction and job affect in several organizational studies (Judge et al., 2002; Zimmerman, 2008; Avery et al., 2015), which may be explained in part by the effort made by extraverts to interact with colleagues, similar to agreeableness. There is also some evidence that extraversion correlates negatively with intentions to quit (Sarwar et al., 2013), but also evidence of a small positive correlation with turnover (Timmerman, 2006). Whether extraversion correlates with satisfaction in teachers is unclear, however, it did not predict retention in first year United States teachers (Bastian et al., 2017).

Maintaining socio-emotional rapport with students and colleagues may also be enhanced by possessing the trait of honesty-humility, because people who are honest and humble are assumed to be sincere, fair, modest, and avoid greed (Ashton and Lee, 2009). According to SEL, these characteristics are important for recognizing one’s strengths and limitations (e.g., self-awareness), which also facilitate a grounded sense of confidence and purpose (CASEL, 2020). Honesty-humility has also been positioned as a sixth personality trait with considerable evidence showing that it better predicts job performance (positively) and workplace delinquency (negatively) than the original Big Five factors (Ashton and Lee, 2005; Zettler and Hilbig, 2010; Johnson et al., 2011; Ashton et al., 2014; Wiltshire et al., 2014; de Vries and van Gelder, 2015). Importantly, the honesty-humility personality dimension positively correlates with both satisfaction and tenure (Wiltshire et al., 2014; Ceschi et al., 2016). Given the clear value of honesty-humility as a predictor of workplace outcomes in organizational research, and the absence of research measuring this trait in teachers, it was included in the present study.

In contrast to these socially adaptive attributes, there are also socially maladaptive attributes which could undermine wellbeing and sustainability in the workplace. For instance, people who are neurotic are assumed to exhibit worry, nervousness, insecurity, and be emotionally unstable (McCrae and Costa, 1987). They may also be described as impatient and vulnerable (Bastian et al., 2017), which likely undermines their self-efficacy and increases their risk of burnout or turnover (Maslach et al., 2001). While neuroticism has shown some significant negative correlations with satisfaction in several studies (Judge et al., 2001, 2002; Matzler and Renzl, 2007; Zimmerman, 2008), there is also evidence of no association (Furnham et al., 2002; Furnham, 2009; Avery et al., 2015). The negative associations may be explained, in part, by the propensity of neurotic individuals to negatively appraise situations and events, although the mixed findings suggest that this effect could be job and or/industry dependent. There is also some evidence of modest positive correlations between neuroticism and intentions to quit (Zimmerman, 2008; Sarwar et al., 2013), as well as turnover (Salgado, 2002; Zimmerman, 2008; Swider and Zimmerman, 2010; Rubenstein et al., 2018), but not tenure (Burke and Witt, 2004). Whether neuroticism correlates with satisfaction in teachers is unclear, however, it did not predict retention in first year United States teachers (Bastian et al., 2017).

According to the SEL framework, the competency of self-management involves setting goals, planning, organization and taking initiative (CASEL, 2020). Self-management may be particularly important in international schools because resources and support may be limited, requiring teachers to be more self-sufficient and proactive. As such, teachers high in conscientiousness and innovation may be better positioned to function optimally in these environments. This is partly because highly conscientious teachers are also assumed to possess greater self-efficacy (Martocchio and Judge, 1997; van Daal et al., 2014), which is the conviction that they can successfully attain their goals (Bandura, 1977). People who are conscientious are assumed to exhibit self-discipline, perseverance, reliability and are generally well-organized (McCrae and Costa, 1987). They may also be described as goal-oriented and hardworking (Mount et al., 2006; Swider and Zimmerman, 2010). In accordance with self-efficacy theory, it is these self-regulating behaviors that enables those high in conscientiousness to be productive (Bandura, 1977). Teacher self-efficacy is also argued to be particularly important for protecting against stress and burnout because of an enhanced sense of competency and effective coping (Schwarzer and Hallum, 2008). Conscientiousness typically outperforms other Big Five personality traits as a predictor of workplace outcomes, presumably because of its direct role in enhancing performance and subsequent achievement (Organ and Lingl, 1995; Barrick et al., 2002; Zimmerman, 2008). Conscientiousness has shown consistent significant positive correlations with satisfaction in several organizational studies (Organ and Lingl, 1995; Furnham et al., 2002; Judge et al., 2002; Furnham, 2009; Ilies et al., 2009), which may be explained in part by the effort made by conscientious individuals to earn formal (e.g., remuneration) and informal (e.g., respect) work-related reward (Judge et al., 2002). Similarly, there is some evidence for a consistent, albeit weaker, negative association between conscientiousness and turnover and turnover intentions (Barrick et al., 2002; Salgado, 2002; Zimmerman, 2008; Swider and Zimmerman, 2010; Sarwar et al., 2013; Agarwal and Gupta, 2018; Rubenstein et al., 2018). Importantly, conscientiousness predicted higher retention rates in first year United States teachers (Bastian et al., 2017).

Innovation has been described as an important feature of creativity because it involves developing new methods of practice (Pulakos et al., 2000). It has also been defined as a form of proactive personality, which involves taking initiative, improving current circumstances and challenging the status quo rather than being passive (Crant, 2000). Studies examining proactive personality have shown that it correlates positively with satisfaction (Seibert, 1999; Fuller and Marler, 2009; Li et al., 2010, 2017) but only weakly negatively correlates with turnover intentions (Joo et al., 2015). It has yet to be determined if these associations would also be found in teachers.

Researchers agree job stressors deplete teacher energy which eventually diminishes their coping resources (Blase, 1982; Jennings et al., 2017). While more experienced teachers are assumed to have developed a greater variety of coping resources, these resources are still vulnerable to erosion, which may eventually lead to burnout. That is, a growing discrepancy between coping resources and work demands results in stress (Blase, 1982; Maslach et al., 2001). There is consistent evidence that teachers are vulnerable to experiencing high levels of stress and burnout (Kyriacou, 2001; Chaplain, 2008; Schwarzer and Hallum, 2008; Yu et al., 2015). As such, dispositional attributes which preserve coping resources are fundamental for sustaining teachers in meeting necessary workplace demands. This is particularly true for teachers in international schools who may experience less stability amongst their students and colleagues whilst also being at greater risk of feeling isolated (Hayden and Thompson, 2008; Bunnell, 2019). Within the SEL framework, the self-management competency points toward emotional regulation and the use of stress management strategies (CASEL, 2020). Accordingly, resilience and stress tolerance are likely to be correlates of both satisfaction and position duration in teachers (Gu and Day, 2007). Resilience can be described as the capacity to rebound (bounce back) from adversity (Luthans, 2002) and has been argued to represent one of the most important positive resources (or “psychological capital”) when placed in a stressful workplace (Avey et al., 2009). Those exhibiting resilience are assumed to engage in realistic assessments and quickly develop coping strategies to manage the challenges they face (Coutu, 2002). Resilience has been shown to consistently positively correlate with job satisfaction (Youssef and Luthans, 2007; Hudgins, 2016; Zheng et al., 2017) and negatively correlate with quitting intentions (Avey et al., 2009; Hudgins, 2016). While there has been considerable research interest in teacher resilience (e.g., Howard and Johnson, 2004; Beltman et al., 2011; Hong, 2012; Mansfield et al., 2012; Gu and Day, 2013), there is a paucity of studies examining the role of teacher resilience on satisfaction and retention, despite resilience being an apparently natural influence on an appointment’s duration. As such, we chose to include resilience in the current study. We also chose to include stress tolerance because stress has been found to negatively correlate with satisfaction (Kyriacou and Sutcliffe, 1979; Pearson and Moomaw, 2005; Conley and You, 2009; Klassen et al., 2010; Sass Daniel, 2011; Collie, 2012), and positively correlate with intentions to quit (Sass Daniel, 2011; Ryan et al., 2017).

Self-determination theory is one of the leading psychological theories of general motivation, whereby autonomous (intrinsic) and controlled (extrinsic) motivation are used to explain goal-orientation (Deci and Ryan, 1985). Intrinsic motivation can be described as self-determined and autonomous, typically characterized by the pursuit of goals that are inherently interesting or satisfying (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Extrinsic motivation, by contrast, can be described as non-self-determined and controlled, typically characterized by the pursuit of goals that offer external reward (e.g., financial) or to avoid punishment (Ryan and Deci, 2000). It can also be argued that these motivational inclinations fit within the SEL framework, specifically for self-management and self-awareness, whereby self-agency, setting personal goals, developing interests and a sense of purpose are considered valuable (CASEL, 2020). While there is a wide body of research examining the impact of teachers on the intrinsic and extrinsic motivation in school students (e.g., Noels et al., 1999; Patrick et al., 2000; Lam et al., 2008; Kusurkar et al., 2011), there is little data available on these motivational dimensions in teachers and their associations with satisfaction and retention. However, some evidence suggests a very strong positive association between intrinsic motivation and satisfaction in teachers (Shah et al., 2012; Raza et al., 2015). Several studies examining retention across other industries have found that internal locus of control (similar to intrinsic motivation) correlates positively with satisfaction (Judge et al., 2001; Srivastava, 2013) and negatively with intentions to quit (Spector and Michaels, 1986; Rubenstein et al., 2018). As such, there is some evidence to expect an association between intrinsic motivation and satisfaction and position duration. By contrast, extrinsic motivation involves a continual focus on extrinsic pressure and reinforcement, which can diminish the feelings of joy, enthusiasm and interest in the task, thus reducing the likelihood of experiencing satisfaction in educational settings (Niemiec and Ryan, 2009). People who are sensitive to reinforcement may also exhibit impulsivity which may lead to spontaneous or affect-driven, quitting without fully evaluating the longer-term consequences (e.g., seeking higher remuneration but lower job security) (Holtom et al., 2008; Zimmerman, 2008; Hom et al., 2012; Krupić and Corr, 2020). Indeed, research has shown that there is a positive association between turnover intentions and turnover only in those with low risk aversion, suggesting that impulsivity moderates the risk of following through on quitting intentions (Allen et al., 2005). Research has yet to examine the role of impulsivity when predicting satisfaction and position duration in teachers, which could be useful when developing risk profiles for job candidates. Thus it is plausible to assume, theoretically, that extrinsic motivation might be a negative correlate of workplace satisfaction and impulsivity might be a negative correlate of position duration.

Finally, and in light of the particularly demanding and potentially unstable circumstances faced by teachers in international schools, we included two further attitudinal measures which could be self-protecting in these contexts. Given that teachers in international schools are at greater risk of isolation and lower support, they may adopt certain organizational attitudes to enhance their workplace security and wellbeing. Specifically, subordination and organizational commitment might be relevant because of their role in maintaining job security particularly in settings where teachers are heavily reliant on school management for support, training and, inevitably, a favorable recommendation. Subordination, or submissiveness to authority, while infrequently studied (e.g., Petersen and Dietz, 2008; Brannan, 2015), is a trait which could be adaptive in some organizational settings (DeZoort and Roskos-Ewoldsen, 1997). Specifically, yielding to authority is one strategy for maintaining rapport with management, which may offer some protection during periods of instability. Likewise, adopting a sense of obligation to an organization, or normative commitment, is another strategy for enhancing job security. Organizational commitment is one of the most commonly measured variables in organizational research and has close links to both satisfaction and retention. Importantly, in teachers, organizational commitment correlates positively with satisfaction and negatively with intentions to quit (Conley and You, 2009; Zeinabadi, 2010; Bos et al., 2016).

In summary, we have explored educational, motivational and organizational frameworks as a means to understand (and potentially predict) key markers of placement success in teachers. We have identified 15 possible correlates of workplace satisfaction and position duration which may be important for understanding how and why teachers might experience satisfaction within their workplace and remain in their position. Specifically, empathy (cognitive and emotional), agreeableness, extraversion, honesty-humility, neuroticism, conscientiousness, innovation, resilience, stress tolerance, intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, impulsivity, subordination, and (normative) organizational commitment were measured in the present study.



The Present Study

The purpose of the present study was to identify and measure psychological attributes that correlate with two markers of placement success in teachers; workplace satisfaction and position duration. This was achieved by first reviewing the literature for relevant traits and then measuring them in a cross-sectional design using validated instruments in a sample of international schoolteachers. We also acknowledged that school levels (e.g., high school and elementary) are often researched individually (e.g., Montgomery and Rupp, 2005; Näring et al., 2012; van Daal et al., 2014; Li et al., 2017), with some evidence that different patterns of findings emerge when analyzed separately (e.g., Kukla-Acevedo, 2009; Hughes, 2012). As such, we repeated our analyses to explore the hypothesized associations at each school level if they were adequately represented in our sample. Importantly, our sample consisted of teachers placed within international schools, who are not only under-researched but are also especially challenging from a recruitment perspective because they are at high risk of short appointments due to the additional complexity of their placement demands (e.g., unfamiliar country/culture and relocation requirements etc.) (Odland and Ruzicka, 2009; Chandler, 2010; Mancuso et al., 2010; Bunnell, 2019). As such, identifying valuable correlates in this group of teachers is anticipated to be particularly useful to those involved in international placement decisions.

Following a review of the literature, it was clear that there were several possible correlates with satisfaction and position duration in teachers. In developing our hypotheses, we chose to identify the most likely correlates in the present study, particularly where there was theoretical or empirical evidence that they are relevant to teachers. Following correlational analysis, we also subjected these variables to regression and neural network analyses to determine if these variables offered any potential predictive utility. The neural network models were included to, in part, further support any linear associations observed in the regression analyses but also explore any potential non-linearity that may exist amongst these variables. While these non-linear analyses were exploratory, we have provided hypotheses for linear analyses as per the theoretical and empirical framework:

H1. For workplace satisfaction, it was expected that (a) agreeableness, (b) conscientiousness, (c) extraversion, (d) honesty-humility, (e) empathy, (f) intrinsic motivation, (g) innovation, (h) work stress tolerance, (i) organizational commitment, and (j) resilience would be positive correlates, after controlling for age, gender and socially desirable responding.

H2. For workplace satisfaction, it was also expected that (a) neuroticism and (b) extrinsic motivation would be negative correlates, after controlling for age, gender and socially desirable responding.

H3. For position duration, it was expected that (a) conscientiousness, (b) honesty-humility, (c) intrinsic motivation, (d) work stress tolerance, (e) organizational commitment, and (f) resilience would be positive correlates, after controlling for age, gender and socially desirable responding.

H4. For position duration, it was also expected that (a) neuroticism and (b) impulsivity would be negative correlates, after controlling for age, gender and socially desirable responding.



MATERIALS AND METHODS


Participants

Participants were 335 teachers (61% female), aged between 18 and 74 years (M = 42.21, SD = 9.08), employed across various international locations. Most of the sample were currently working in Asia (46%), with 35.5% in the middle east, 4.5% in Europe, 4.2% in North America, 3.3% in in South America, 1.5% in Oceania and less than 2% in central America and the Caribbean combined. The location of teaching placements is illustrated in Figure 1, while the breakdown of school level to gender is illustrated in Figure 2. The majority of participants held a Bachelor degree (59.7%), with 55.2% holding a Masters qualification, 24.2% holding a diploma, and 3% holding a Doctorate.
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FIGURE 1. Geographical distribution of the sample.
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FIGURE 2. Distribution of sample according to gender and school level.




Measures


Big Five Personality Dimensions

Four (extraversion, agreeableness conscientiousness, and neuroticism) of the Big Five personality dimensions were measured using the Mini-International Personality Item Pool (IPIP; Donnellan et al., 2006). This scale uses four items per factor with items rated on a five-point Likert scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree). The mini-IPIP shows comparable, and in some cases better, psychometric properties when compared to Big Five inventories with more items (Crede et al., 2012). In the current study, internal consistency estimates were acceptable for extraversion (0.77) and agreeableness (0.70), but lower than ideal for conscientiousness (0.65), and neuroticism (0.64).



Subordination

Subordination was measured using the Submissiveness to Organizational Authority Scale developed by DeZoort and Roskos-Ewoldsen (1997). The 10 items reflected the extent to which an employee follows directions from authority. The items were rated on a seven-point Likert scale anchored with strongly disagree to strongly agree. In the current study, this scale yielded acceptable internal consistency (0.73).



Organizational Commitment

Organizational commitment was measured using six items from the Normative Commitment Scale developed by Allen and Meyer (1990). The items reflected the extent to which an employee endorses moving between organizations and their attitudes about organizational loyalty. The items were rated on a seven-point Likert scale anchored with strongly disagree to strongly agree. In the current study, this scale yielded marginally acceptable internal consistency (0.69).



Empathy

Empathy was measured using two subscales from the Brief Form of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (B-IRI; Ingoglia et al., 2016). One subscale, perspective taking, represented a form of cognitive empathy whereby a person has the capacity to adopt another’s viewpoint. The other subscale, empathic concern, represented a form of emotional empathy whereby a person feels sympathy and concern for others. Each subscale was measured using four items on a 5-point scale anchored by does not describe me well to describes me very well. Scores were calculated separately for each subscale by averaging the item ratings, with higher scores indicating greater cognitive and emotional empathy. In the current study, both the perspective taking (0.84) and empathic concern (0.79) subscales yielded acceptable internal consistency estimates.



Honesty-Humility

Honesty and humility were measured using the honesty-humility subscale from the HEXACO-PI-R developed by Ashton and Lee (2009). Ashton and Lee (2009) argue that this subscale captures a trait that is only peripherally represented in Big Five inventories. The 10 items reflected a person’s sincerity, fairness, modesty and greed avoidance. The items were rated on a five-point Likert scale anchored with strongly disagree to strongly agree. In the current study, this subscale yielded a lower than ideal internal consistency (0.63).



Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivation

Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, sometimes termed autonomous and controlled motivation, respectively, were measured using two subscales from the Work Extrinsic and Intrinsic Motivation Scale developed by Tremblay et al. (2009). For the purpose of brevity, we only used the three-item intrinsic and the three-item extrinsic subscales of this instrument. We also varied the preceding instructions for responding to the items to specifically refer to why they are involved in “teaching” rather than just “work.” The intrinsic items were designed to capture the inherent satisfaction or pleasure associated with teaching, whereas the extrinsic items were designed to capture the relevance of external reinforcers (e.g., income, security). The items were rated on a seven-point scale anchored with does not correspond to me at all to corresponds exactly. In the current study, both the extrinsic (0.77) and intrinsic (0.83) subscales yielded acceptable internal consistency estimates.



Innovation and Stress Tolerance

Innovation and stress tolerance were measured with two subscales taken from the Workplace Adaptive Performance Scale developed by Charbonnier-Voirin and Roussel (2012). Innovation, measured with four items (from the creatively subscale), reflected the extent to which an individual is willing to propose and develop new methods of working. Stress tolerance, measured with three items, reflected the ability to remain calm under conditions of duress at work. The items were rated on a seven-point Likert scale anchored with strongly disagree to strongly agree. In the current study, both the innovation (0.77) and stress management (0.83) subscales yielded acceptable internal consistency estimates.



Resilience

Resilience was measured using the 15-item Protective Factors for Resilience Scale developed by Harms et al. (2017). These items reflected the extent to which a person has the resources (personal and social) to respond to challenges. The items were rated on a seven-point scale anchored with strongly disagree to strongly agree. In the current study, this measure yielded good internal consistency (0.79). As the resilience items were only added partway through the data collection, only 236 participants completed this scale.



Impulsivity

Impulsivity was measured with the Brief Barratt Impulsivity Scale developed by Steinberg et al. (2013), based upon items from the 11th version of the BIS (Patton et al., 1995). The eight items reflected a person’s tendency to act quickly and without forethought. The items were rated on a four-point scale anchored with rarely/never to almost always. In the current study, this subscale yielded good internal consistency (0.79).



Workplace Satisfaction and Position Duration

Workplace satisfaction was measured using a single item; How satisfied are you in your current work place? rated on a seven-point sale anchored with extremely unsatisfied to extremely satisfied. Position duration was measured by asking participants to indicate how long they had been in their current position in years and months. This was converted into a single continuous measure of years for analysis.



Socially Desirable Responding

Because of the heavy reliance on self-report in the present study, and because this methodology might be used in recruitment contexts (where responses may not be anonymous and faking good responses might be elevated), we controlled for socially desirable responding in our analyses using the short form of the Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding developed by Hart et al. (2015). The 16 items were selected from the longer form developed by Paulhus (1984, 1991) and captured overly positive responding (self-deceptive enhancement) and biases toward pleasing others (impression management). We opted to exclude one item (I have sometimes doubted my ability as a lover) because of its irrelevance to the workplace, and the potential to make participants feel unnecessarily uncomfortable. This left 15 items rated on a seven-point scale anchored with not true to very true. In the current study, while the self-deceptive enhancement scale showed low internal consistency (0.58), the impression management scale yielded acceptable internal consistency (0.70). Low estimates of internal consistency for self-deceptive enhancement are a known criticism of this construct (Hart et al., 2015).



Procedure

An online survey battery including all the measures was distributed via the client networks and social media page of an Australian teacher recruitment company, which assists in approximately 2,000 international teacher placements per annum. The link to the survey was emailed by employees in the recruitment company to known international school leaders, who were encouraged to distribute it to their current teaching staff at their discretion. The survey link was essentially snowballed throughout the networks of approximately 8–10 international schools and on social media. For participants who completed the survey via social media, they were offered the chance to enter a prize draw for a gift card. The instruments in the survey were randomly counterbalanced to mitigate any order or fatigue effects. Participant consent was secured using a check box (following a full information page) which would prevent continuation of the survey unless consent was indicated. All data were collected anonymously. The survey took approximately 30–40 min to complete. These procedures were approved by the University Human Research Ethics Committee.



Data Analysis

Independent t-tests were used to compare teacher scores between gender and school levels. To test the hypotheses, hierarchical regression analyses were performed separately with workplace satisfaction and position duration as dependent variables. Age, gender and socially desirable responding measures were controlled for at Step 1 and all the psychological attributes were entered at Step 2. Regression assumptions of normally distributed residuals, absence of collinearity and an absence of influential cases were satisfied. However, there was evidence of heteroscedasticity for the position duration regression analyses and for workplace satisfaction in high school teachers. In these instances, wild bootstrapping (2,000 resamples) was utilized to estimate unbiased confidence intervals. To simplify the interpretation of the gender variable, all gender associations excluded participants who did not identify as male or female (N = 4).

Given the exploratory nature of this investigation, we share the vision of a “world beyond p < 0.05” (Wasserstein et al., 2019) and adopt the sentiments of Cumming (2013) to, instead of interpreting traditional p-values, focus primarily on effect sizes (r, β, and d) and confidence intervals when interpreting the results. We believe this is particularly important in large samples where trivial effects can be over-interpreted when arbitrary and dichotomous criteria are applied. Specifically, and according to meta-analytically derived recommendations by Gignac and Szodorai (2016) for individual differences researchers, r and β values of 0.10, 0.20, and 0.30 and d-values of 0.20, 0.40, and 0.60 were considered relatively small, typical and relatively large, respectively1. In this investigation, we choose to only interpret typical to large effects as meaningful.

We also recognize that there are further means for assessing whether a variable is “meaningful”. As such, and based on observed correlations and hierarchical regression outcomes, a subset of psychometric (non-demographic) variables were selected as potential correlates of workplace satisfaction and position duration in four neural network models (at both primary/elementary and high school levels). Neural Networks (NN) is a branch of machine learning, now more accessible due to algorithmic and technological advances in GPU speeds. Such approaches are being deployed across fields such as medicine, finance, business, robotics, physics and indeed any field with large data volumes. While applications in psychology are less well-developed, interest is growing given NN’s potential to address the field’s long-standing reproducibility issues along with added flexibility in the types of models it is able to accommodate (Orrù et al., 2020).

By adopting a neural network modeling approach, directions from the theoretical framework, effect sizes and confidence intervals can be translated into tentative predictions that can both further inform theory as well as offering direct applicability for school’s teacher-placements. The intent was to, with suitable caveats regarding the cross-sectional nature of the data and relatively modest sample sizes, detect suggestive cause-effect (non-linear) relationships between psychological attributes and the dependent variables of position duration and workplace satisfaction. These neural network models offer a more detailed understanding of how (normalized) individual psychometric attributes can influence (normalized) measures of workplace satisfaction and position duration. In particular, departures from linearity are detectable when graduated effects exist depending on the degree of a psychological attribute possessed by a teacher (from 0 to 3 standard deviation units). These models are also valuable for supporting any linear assumptions found in the regression analyses.



RESULTS


Gender and School Level Comparisons

Independent samples t-tests were used to compare gender on each of the attributes and placement markers. Females scored higher than males on empathic concern, t(329) = −3.08, d = −0.34, and honesty-humility, t(329) = −2.80, d = −0.31, but the effect sizes were all small to typical. One-way ANOVAs were used to compare teachers at different school levels (primary, middle and high) on each of the attributes and the job fit markers. None of these comparisons were interpreted to be meaningfully different, thus teachers were regarded as homogenous in their psychological profiles and markers of placement success across school levels. The descriptive statistics, reported separately by gender and school level, for all of the measured attributes are presented in Table 1.


TABLE 1. Descriptive statistics for all variables, separated by gender and school level.
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Correlational Analyses

Pearson correlations between all the variables have been reported in Table 2. The largest positive associations occurred between stress tolerance and innovation (r = 0.58), empathy and agreeableness (rEC = 0.54; rPT = 0.48), and between intrinsic motivation and innovation (r = 0.43). The largest negative associations occurred between impulsivity and conscientiousness (r = −0.48), between stress tolerance and impulsivity (r = 0.46) and between resilience and neuroticism (r = −0.47). Workplace satisfaction showed only one typical-sized negative association (r = −0.21) with neuroticism. By contrast, position duration showed a typical to large positive association with commitment (r = 0.25). Note that workplace satisfaction and position duration were not correlated (r = 0.07).


TABLE 2. Pearson Correlations between All Variables.

[image: Table 2]To test the hypotheses and explore the correlational strength of the psychological attributes, hierarchical regression analyses were performed separately with workplace satisfaction (Table 3) and position duration (Table 4) as dependent variables. Age, gender and socially desirable responding measures were controlled for at Step 1 and all the psychological attributes were entered at Step 2. As resilience was only added partway through the data collection, it was not included in the reported regression analyses. However, separate regressions revealed that it did not show meaningful associations with workplace satisfaction or position duration for the subsample.


TABLE 3. Hierarchical regression predicting workplace satisfaction across all school levels.
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TABLE 4. Hierarchical regression predicting position duration across all school levels with confidence intervals estimated via wild bootstrapping.

[image: Table 4]As can be seen in Table 3, there were no variables which approximated typical to large effect sizes when using workplace satisfaction as the dependent variable. These results meant that none of the H1 or H2 expectations were supported with respect to the entire sample. As can be seen in Table 4. agreeableness was the only variable which approximated a typical or large effect size (β = −0.26) when using position duration as the dependent variable. These results meant that we found no support for H3 or H4 expectations. Next, to determine if there were any notable differences in the pattern of associations between school levels, we tested our hypotheses again by performing the same regression analyses separately for primary/elementary and high school teachers. Because the subsample of middle school teachers was too small for a regression with this many predictors, we excluded this group from these analyses. These subgroup regression analyses are reported in Tables 5–8.


TABLE 5. Hierarchical regression predicting workplace satisfaction in primary/elementary teachers.
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TABLE 6. Hierarchical regression predicting position duration in primary/elementary teachers with confidence intervals estimated via wild bootstrapping.
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TABLE 7. Hierarchical regression predicting workplace satisfaction in high school teachers with confidence intervals estimated via wild bootstrapping.

[image: Table 7]
TABLE 8. Hierarchical regression predicting position duration in high school teachers.

[image: Table 8]As can be seen in Table 5, empathic concern was the only variable which approximated a typical to large effect size (β = −0.21) when using workplace satisfaction as the dependent variable in primary/elementary school teachers, although this association was in the negative direction. As such, we found no support for the H1 or H2 hypotheses in this group. By contrast, and as can be seen in Table 6, three psychological factors (agreeableness, impulsivity, and organizational commitment) approximated typical to large effect sizes (β = −0.39, β = −0.28, β = 0.20, respectively) when using position duration as the dependent variable in primary/elementary school teachers. These results meant that H3 (e) was supported because organizational commitment was positively associated with position duration in primary/elementary school teachers. We also found support for H4 (b) because impulsivity was negatively associated with position duration in primary/elementary school teachers.

As can be seen in Table 7, neuroticism, was the only variable which approximated a typical to large effect size (β = −0.33) when using workplace satisfaction as the dependent variable in high school teachers. These results meant that we found support for H2 (a) in high school teachers. By contrast, and as can be seen in Table 8, perspective taking, stress tolerance and organizational commitment all approximated typical to large effect sizes (β = −0.22, β = 0.24, β = 0.27, respectively) when using position duration as the dependent variable in high school teachers. These results meant that we found support for H3 (d) and H3 (e) because stress tolerance and organizational commitment were both positively associated with position duration in high school teachers.



Neural Network Models

The observed effect sizes highlighted in the regression analyses, in combination with the theoretical framework offered some meaningful guidance regarding the potential predictive value of some selected psychological attributes (e.g., agreeableness, neuroticism, impulsivity, empathic concern, innovation, stress tolerance, subordination, and honesty-humility). Accordingly, these identified attributes were used as features in neural network models for suggesting predictive models for workplace satisfaction (Figures 3, 4) and position duration (Figures 5, 6) at the two different school levels. These (feed-forward) NN models allow predictions for teachers as they vary between ± 3 standard deviations of the mean of the graphed trait (with other traits kept at average values).
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FIGURE 3. A (feed-forward) neural network model that predicts workplace satisfaction of Primary/Elementary teachers as they vary between ± 3 standard deviations of the mean of the graphed trait (with other traits kept at average values).
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FIGURE 4. A (feed-forward) Neural Network model that predicts the work satisfaction of High School teachers as they vary between ± 3 standard deviations of the mean of the graphed trait (with other traits kept at average values).
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FIGURE 5. A (feed-forward) Neural Network model that predicts the position duration of Primary/Elementary teachers as they vary between ± 3 standard deviations of the mean of the graphed trait (with other traits kept at average values).
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FIGURE 6. A (feed-forward) Neural Network model that predicts the position duration of High School teachers as they vary between ± 3 standard deviations of the mean of the graphed trait (with other traits kept at average values).


We use these models to compare and contrast the linear effects observed in the regression analyses. For instance, as can be seen in Figures 3–5, there is evidence of uniform linearity, however, uniform linearity is largely absent in Figure 6. Note that Figure 6 yielded a relatively large mean cross entropy of eight, which indicates that the predictive quality of the model predicting position duration for high school teachers is likely to be considerably lower than the predictive quality of the other three models (with respective cross entropies of 1:40, 1:52 and 1:31). While all models exhibited similar levels of fit, we will restrict our interpretation to the three former figures.

As can be seen in Figure 3, notable linear positive predictive effects were observed for stress tolerance (for workplace satisfaction) in primary/elementary teachers, however, in Figure 5, positive linear effects for subordination, empathic concern and neuroticism appear restricted to those scoring below average, with these effects diminishing or changing direction (neuroticism) for those above average. By contrast, in Figure 4, notable linear negative predictive effects are observed for impulsivity (for workplace satisfaction) and innovation (for position duration) in high school teachers. In Figure 5, the negative association between agreeableness and position duration for primary/elementary teachers that was observed in the regression analyses was also seen in the neural models albeit to a less pronounced degree. The role played by agreeableness in workplace satisfaction, however, (Figures 3, 4), exemplifies an asymmetric non-linearity whereby above average levels of agreeableness similarly predict lower workplace satisfaction in both teacher groups but below-average levels of agreeableness seem to have little predictive value. Also in Figure 5. subordination, empathic concern and neuroticism in primary/elementary teachers also all exhibited a striking asymmetry where the further a teacher was from the mean on the respective measure, the lower the position duration. While the regression analysis suggested a strong, negative association between impulsivity and position duration in primary/elementary teachers, this effect only held for above-average levels whereas below-average levels of impulsivity had very little predictive impact on position duration for this cohort (Figure 5). In contrast to these range of departures from linearity, both innovation and stress tolerance were relatively consistent linear predictors across teaching levels for both workplace satisfaction and position duration.



DISCUSSION

The aim of the present study was to measure theoretically and empirically valuable psychological attributes in an international sample of school teachers to determine the most valuable correlates of workplace satisfaction and position duration. Accordingly, we proposed 20 possible associations. However, we only found evidence for four of these. Specifically, we found that neuroticism negatively predicted workplace satisfaction in high school teachers (H2a), stress tolerance and organizational commitment positively predicted position duration in high school teachers (H3d and H3e), and impulsivity negatively predicted position duration in primary/elementary school teachers (H4b). We also found several unpredicted associations. Overall, agreeableness negatively predicted position duration. For primary/elementary teachers, empathic concern negatively predicted workplace satisfaction. For high school teachers, perspective taking negatively predicted position duration. The implications of these predicted and unpredicted associations are discussed below.


Associations With Workplace Satisfaction

There were no notable predictors of workplace satisfaction for the entire sample according to the regression analyses. However, separate regressions for each school level revealed that neuroticism was negatively associated with workplace satisfaction for high school teachers, and empathic concern was negatively associated with workplace satisfaction for primary/elementary school teachers. Given that neuroticism is characterized by impatience, nervousness and insecurity (McCrae and Costa, 1987; Bastian et al., 2017), these traits potentially prevent high school teachers from achieving satisfaction in the workplace. For instance, difficulties in feeling secure and calm would undermine self-efficacy for achieving fulfilment whilst also enhancing a perception that their needs are not being met by the job or employer (Carless, 2005). Our findings are consistent with prior meta-analytic evidence showing that negative affectivity and neuroticism are associated with lower satisfaction in an organizational context (Judge et al., 2002). Sensitivity to negative affect may also explain the negative association between empathic concern and workplace satisfaction in primary/elementary teachers. For instance, a tendency to feel concern for others who may be experiencing negative affect (or are indeed highly neurotic) could also interfere with one’s own perception of satisfaction in the workplace. While speculative, this raises the possibility that highly neurotic individuals may infect sensitive others through their mood, thus broadly influencing workplace satisfaction.



Associations With Position Duration

Agreeableness yielded the strongest association with position duration in the current study. Specifically, those higher in agreeableness (more people orientated) were predicted to leave positions sooner. Separate regression and neural analyses for each school level revealed that this negative association was driven largely by primary/elementary school teachers. Given that agreeableness is characterized by selflessness, flexibility and cooperation (McCrae and Costa, 1987; Barrick and Mount, 1991), these traits potentially allow primary/elementary teachers to shift more easily between positions and employers. Whilst agreeableness is an inherently desirable trait for employers to seek in a prospective teacher, the evidence presented here suggests that it may carry the risk of a shorter appointment. The negative association between agreeableness and position duration observed in the present study is somewhat inconsistent with prior research in other industries finding that those higher in agreeableness are less likely to turnover or intend to quit (Zimmerman, 2008; Swider and Zimmerman, 2010; Sarwar et al., 2013). As such, shorter position duration for those higher in agreeableness could reflect a greater capability to move fluidly between positions within or between schools.

Further meaningful effects were only observed when performing analyses on separate school levels. For primary/elementary teachers, impulsivity negatively associated with position duration, while organizational commitment positively associated with position duration in both teacher groups. Evidence that primary/elementary school teachers with higher impulsivity are more likely to change positions is consistent with prior literature that impulsivity is linked with turnover intentions (Allen et al., 2005) due to affect-driven quitting without fully evaluating the consequences (Holtom et al., 2008; Zimmerman, 2008; Hom et al., 2012). However, in our study, the neural network models suggest that this effect is only true for those with particularly high levels of impulsivity (scoring above the mean). Consistent with prior evidence that teachers with higher organizational commitment are less likely to quit (Conley and You, 2009), we found that organizational commitment predicted longer position duration in both teacher groups. Our results further support a wide body of literature recognizing organizational commitment as one of the leading correlates of organizational outcomes (Griffeth et al., 2000; Meyer et al., 2002; Saks Alan, 2006; Srivastava, 2013).

For high school teachers, stress tolerance positively associated with position duration, and perspective taking negatively associated with position duration. The stress tolerance effect is consistent with several studies reporting that high school teachers are vulnerable to stress and burnout (Johnson et al., 2005; Chaplain, 2008; von der Embse et al., 2016; Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2017). While high school teachers and primary/elementary school teachers reported similar levels of stress tolerance, the regression analyses suggest that experiencing stress may be more problematic for high school teachers than it is for primary/elementary school teachers. That is, the evidence suggests that high school teachers are more likely to vacate a position if they have low stress tolerance, whereas stress tolerance was not interpreted to be associated with position duration for primary/elementary school teachers in the regression analyses. The neural network models help differentiate these divergent effects for each teaching group. Specifically, the positive association suggested by the regression analysis in high school teacher is most relevant to those with particularly high stress tolerance, whereas, for primary/elementary school teachers, the effect is actually the opposite for those with particularly high stress tolerance. That is, primary/elementary school teachers with higher levels of stress tolerance may be more likely to have shorter position durations.

The finding that perspective taking negatively predicts position duration in high school teachers is interesting given the importance placed upon social-emotional competencies in teaching contexts (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009; Jones and Bouffard, 2012). Indeed the evidence presented here suggests that teachers with low emotional awareness persist in their positions which emphasizes the importance of SEL training programs (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). The differential findings for empathic concern and perspective taking in the present study also emphasize the importance of separately measuring emotional and cognitive components of empathy as they appear to offer different utility in understanding both workplace satisfaction and position duration in teachers.



Interpretation of Neural Network Models

The regression analyses are necessarily limited by their assumption of linearity when identifying explanatory variables in a given phenomenon and their subsequent incorporation into a suggestive predictive model. As such, we have attempted to balance these interpretations by employing complementary statistical techniques which may offer important theoretical and practical benefits. Indeed, these neural network models revealed some interesting patterns which deviate from linearity in this context, some of which have already been described. Some broader observations can also be made which highlight the discrepancies between these contrasting analytical approaches. For instance, linearity seems most justified when measuring satisfaction and least justified when measuring position duration, with a marked departure from linearity observed for predictors of position duration in high school teachers. While these models do not necessarily contradict the regression analyses, they instead offer a finer slicing of the data so that agreement with linear analyses can be confirmed. Importantly though, these neural network models are capable of determining when disagreements suggest more complex effects and the need for more data in corresponding subpopulations. By way of an example, while the agreeableness dimension was identified as a meaningful predictor in the regression analyses, the neural models indicated that its effect was more nuanced, depending on whether the teacher was above or below average on this dimension’s continuum. In some ways, this is unsurprising given there does not seem to be any a priori reason why the same deficit or surfeit in a trait should predict proportionally and yet, this is what they are constrained to do in models resting on linearity assumptions.

A further example of a novel complex effect relates to the honesty-humility dimension, which was not identified as a meaningful predictor in the regression analysis and yet showed a salient effect for position duration in primary/elementary teachers. That is, people who are presumed to be sincere, fair, and modest were more likely to have shorter appointments. Given that prior research has shown positive correlations between honesty-humility and tenure (Wiltshire et al., 2014; Ceschi et al., 2016), our findings suggest that these effects might be unique to the teaching context, or possibly not consistently linear in other contexts as well. Note that in the NN models, given the cross-sectional data slices, the predictive quality of the models is contingent on the stability of psychological traits over time, an assumption which, however, is widely indicated (Hampson and Goldberg, 2006). In fact, the literature review cataloged a range of conflicting predictive effects in the workplace that can perhaps be teased apart through the use of these highly predictive, neural network models.



Theoretical and Practical Considerations

From a theoretical perspective, the present findings suggest that many of our social-emotional and motivational assumptions regarding teachers were not broadly supported, at least in this particular sample. However, consistent with some of the theoretical and empirical literature, we did find further evidence for key psychological factors which can be linked to markers of a successful placement. Specifically, neuroticism, empathy, stress tolerance, organizational commitment, and impulsivity were associated with either workplace satisfaction and/or position duration. Consistent with the SEL framework, teachers who exhibit maladaptive socio-emotional traits, such as neuroticism are less likely to experience workplace satisfaction (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009). That is, a tendency to negatively appraise events and situations, as a well as exhibiting insecurity would likely interfere with the capacity to achieve workplace satisfaction. While counterintuitive to the assumptions of the SEL framework, empathic concern and perspective taking might also be disruptive to achieving workplace satisfaction and position longevity. For instance, a person who is susceptible to experiencing and perceiving the emotions of others may also be especially sensitive to interpersonal negative affect. Thus, individuals high in both neuroticism and/or empathy may be at risk of diminished self-efficacy and increased burnout as a consequence of these negative emotional and cognitive states, further preventing them from achieving workplace satisfaction (Maslach et al., 2001). For position duration, we found evidence that stress tolerance and organization commitment might be protective factors while impulsivity might be a risk factor for teachers (and employers) who value position longevity. In line with the SEL competency of self-management, we have found evidence that the identification and management of stress is important for position longevity in high school teachers (CASEL, 2020). Furthermore, and consistent with our assumptions that international teachers may be sensitive to job security, the evidence here suggests that adopting an organizationally committed attitude might be one strategy for ensuring a longer appointment via an organizational allegiance. By contrast, and consistent with a wide body of theoretical and empirical literature, those high in impulsivity may have shorter appointments because their hypersensitivity to novelty and reward encourages them to continually pursue different working conditions (Wood et al., 2011; Krupić and Corr, 2020). This is also consistent with evidence that international school teachers are often motivated by the opportunity to travel and experience new places (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009; Savva, 2015).

From a recruitment perspective, the current study raises several considerations. Firstly, the evidence presented here suggests that workplace satisfaction in teachers does not readily associate with psychological attributes, which is consistent with some prior studies on job satisfaction (Thomas et al., 2004). Thus, it is possible that organizational attributes are more important for predicting (or possibly moderating the association between) psychological attributes and workplace satisfaction. For instance, several studies have found that factors such as management style, work environment and promotion opportunities are important for occupational satisfaction (Astrauskaite et al., 2011; Bogler and Nir, 2014; Knapp et al., 2017). Secondly, we found evidence that high school teachers who are emotionally unstable are less likely to be satisfied in the workplace, a common observation in other industries (Connolly and Viswesvaran, 2000; Judge et al., 2001, 2002). Therefore, employers of high school teachers may find the assessment of emotional stability helpful for avoiding the likelihood of dissatisfied employees, which could have a broader adverse impact on organizational culture. Screening for emotional stability may be particularly valuable when recruiting for more demanding work contexts where resources may be limited.

Similar to workplace satisfaction, relatively few psychological attributes were associated with position duration. However, teachers high in desirable attributes such as agreeableness and perspective taking also reported shorter appointments. An important implication of these associations is that employers who seek teachers with highly desirable traits may also be at greater risk of these teachers changing positions more quickly. That is, while socially and emotionally competent individuals may enrich an organization, they may also be more flexible, fluid and in demand with respect to other employment opportunities. Indeed, the evidence here raises some considerations when making recruitment decisions, which are outlined below.

Teachers with highly employable traits are likely to be more capable of movement within and between organizations because they are more comfortable with the prospect of integrating into a new work environment. Employers should carefully examine the context in which a position is offered to determine the potential impact of employing teachers who are socially competent. For instance, if there is little opportunity for promotion, then highly employable individuals may vacate positions more quickly to take a position at another organization. This notion is supported by research finding a positive correlation between available alternatives and turnover (Swider et al., 2011). However, if other attractive positions are available within the same organization then employers may be able to more readily retain these teachers. Given that some positions are only offered on a short to medium term basis, seeking highly flexible teachers could be advantageous, particularly in the international schooling sector. If longer position duration is the objective, then employers could look to balance agreeableness and perspective-taking with other traits which correlated with longer appointments, such as organizational commitment in high school teachers, or low impulsivity in primary/elementary school teachers.

The results of the current study further support the importance of the fit between a teacher and a particular position to increase the likelihood of satisfaction and reduce the likelihood of premature turnover (Ellis et al., 2017). Given that the correlates in our study associated differently across school levels (high school vs. primary/elementary), we assume that varying combinations of psychological and organizational factors are important for making recruitment decisions in different contexts. These considerations should extend beyond the correlates we have identified as meaningful in our study because certain teaching areas (e.g., visual arts and physical education) may demand specific combinations of traits (e.g., extraversion and resilience). Employers should also consider the possibility of an optimal tenure for a given position. For instance, some positions might provide suitable training grounds where teachers can develop skills and confidence before moving into other positions or organizations. It is also plausible that remaining in the same position in the same organization for too long could lead to apathy and loss of motivation, which can be counterproductive (Hom, 2012). Redeployment, promotion or turnover can be essential for refreshing motivation and accountability for the quality of one’s work. Indeed, it can be argued that retention of an employee is not always an effective outcome for an organization (Boswell et al., 2017), particularly when low performing employees do not regularly vacate positions (Ingersoll, 2001). That is, long position duration could also be a marker of elusive “deadwood” (Ference et al., 1977), or poor caliber employees who have low employment potential, evidenced by a lack of alternative employment opportunities.

One notable finding of the present study was the absence of an association between satisfaction and position duration, which is consistent with several studies (Boswell, 2006; Furnham, 2009; Lizano and Mor Barak, 2015; Boswell et al., 2017). Our data further demonstrates that exploring these as discrete organizational outcomes was justifiable. The data also supports the argument that leaving a position is only one strategy for resolving dissatisfaction (Rosse and Hulin, 1985; Hom et al., 2017). That is, our study suggests that, for teachers with high workplace satisfaction, they are no more likely to continue in a position than teachers with low workplace satisfaction. In practical terms, schools should not expect that efforts to enhance workplace satisfaction will necessarily translate into higher retention rates.

Given the paucity of research connecting psychological traits to international school placements, our focus was largely on theoretical, explanatory goals but there remains, however, the over-arching practical imperative to deploy predictive models which aim to match a dimension-rich individual to the ethos of a given school. For example, regression analyses suggest that within the primary/elementary context an “all other factors being equal” unit increase in agreeableness can decrease tenure by a somewhat specific 3.53 years. How such an interpretation should be combined into a practical application is not so straightforward because the selection of a candidate may be complicated by school demands and when candidates score similarly on some dimensions but inevitably vary across others. One approach was to build a neural network model that offers significant advantages for more precisely predicting workplace satisfaction and position duration. Although computationally more intensive and often requiring larger data sets, the use of so-called regularization2 in the generation of machine-learned models provides a rigorous, information-theoretical approach toward minimizing the risks of over-fitting (MacKay, 2005; Goodfellow et al., 2016; Yarkoni and Westfall, 2017). This contrasts with linear hierarchical regression which, while more tractable and explanatory, proceeds by systematically improving model fits at each variable-adding step (Cohen et al., 2003). While the extra complexity of machine-learned can certainly reduce their explanatory power, their extra predictive power positions them as inferentially valuable for detecting true effects (Guyon et al., 2010; Orrù et al., 2020). While the data sets used in this analysis are small for such advantages, we have nonetheless take some preliminary steps in this methodological direction.



Limitations and Future Directions

There were several limitations that constrain the conclusions that can be drawn from the present study. However, these limitations can be positioned as valuable considerations for future efforts in this area. Firstly, our measurement of workplace satisfaction and position duration should be interpreted differently to popular measures of job satisfaction and turnover intentions. For instance, the attributes which associate with job satisfaction may be meaningfully different to those that associate with workplace satisfaction. This study has also focused on individual differences rather than organizational factors for understanding satisfaction and position duration. Ingersoll (2001) would argue that organizational characteristics are equally important in understanding staffing challenges in the teaching profession. Our data support this conclusion because there were relatively few meaningful psychological correlates emerging for workplace satisfaction and position duration. As we were unable to report on performance outcomes or organizational citizenship behaviors, which are valuable markers for organizational functioning (Judge et al., 2017), our conclusions are necessarily limited regarding placement success. Securing a data set of individual differences matched with organizationally provided data on performance is a more challenging research design but one that we encourage other researchers to pursue in the international education industry. Collecting contextual and cultural data (school size, socioeconomic status, and student characteristics etc.) could also be important for understanding satisfaction, retention and the mixed findings across school levels. Our sample was limited due to an over-representation of certain regions (e.g., Asia and the Middle East) and under-representation of others (e.g., North America and Europe), whilst also consisting of teachers in international schools. While we expect some of our findings may broadly apply to teachers, international schools are a unique context and, as such, we caution against generalizing our findings beyond the school type and regions that we surveyed. With greater representation across different regions and school types, it would be worthwhile examining these contexts separately to determine if different correlates emerge.

Our method of data collection was also disadvantaged by a reliance on self-report and a relatively long completion time (median of 35 min). Note that we randomized the order of the instruments to mitigate any systematic fatigue and we collected social desirability responses in an attempt to control for possible response bias in our data. Also note that social desirability bias may have been minimized because the data collection was propositioned for research rather than a recruitment screening. Those in recruitment contexts should be mindful of a greater likelihood of socially desirable responding if these instruments are used for profiling teaching candidates. Despite our efforts to manage response bias and fatigue, we suggest that future efforts avoid a reliance on online self-report and reduce the administration length by focusing on the correlates that are most likely to be valuable for a relevant context. We also recognize that several of our chosen instruments yielded low internal consistency (alpha) estimates, notably conscientiousness (0.65), neuroticism (0.64), and honest-humility (0.63). While these estimates could be unique to our sample, we suggest that future researchers opt to use longer forms of these instruments to reduce possible measurement error.

In this study we also instigated a framework and progression for detecting non-linear, interactive effects through the introduction of neural networks to model outcomes based on psychometric attributes. However, a clear limitation in the presented neural network models is the relatively small sample size. To claim firmer footing for the observed effects, larger cohorts and, in turn, more capable computational resources are required. Another limitation with respect to the neural models is that the produced graphs have been isolated according to when other personality dimensions are set to average values. To properly understand potential mixed effects of multiple personality dimensions, a more thorough investigation is needed, perhaps best facilitated through the use of interactive technologies.

Despite these limitations, our study does have several strengths. Most notably, very little quantitative work has been done to understand the role of psychological attributes in the successful placement of international teachers, so our research provides a valuable descriptive data set, and suggested models, useful for further studies into establishing important psychological predictors. A further advantage of our design is that the instruments selected were freely available and relatively brief. Thus, our methodology is well-suited to repeated measurement and for use by the non-academic sector. This is particularly important for research and recruitment applications in the future because some individual and workplace factors can fluctuate quickly, therefore longitudinal work is recommended to allow a more dynamic, rather than static, assessment of psychological attributes. We also regard our use of complementary use of machine-learned models which do not depend on model-theoretical assumptions around linearity, multi-collinearity and homoscedasticity as a key strength. Such models have increasing applicability in psychometrics and more generally in psychology as larger data sets open up opportunities to model underlying cognitive processes instead of having to rely on hypothesized statistical distributions (Yarkoni and Westfall, 2017; Orrù et al., 2020). The advantage of neural networks here is that the inherent cross-validation (here using Mathematica’s Predict functionality) can detect a level of probable cause-effect, which can establish the methodology’s viability and potential for larger datasets. Hence we see the advantage of this dual, sequenced approach whereby main effects are detected in initial, linear approximations before being incorporated into predictive models capable of revealing more complex effects that are potentially more applicable (Urban and Gates, 2019). We hope our example encourages others to pursue a similar process when attempting to understand and identify meaningful patterns of prediction.



Recommendations and Conclusions

In a profession characterized by high levels of turnover, it is helpful to make some recommendations for improving retention in teachers. Note that the nature of the teaching position is likely to be imperative when deciding which psychological attributes are sought in a teacher. Therefore, employers should carefully analyze a role before seeking a potential teacher. Important considerations include the duration of the contract, the school level and whether there are promotion opportunities within the school. When seeking teachers for short- to medium-term contracts (e.g., <5 years) with little opportunity for continued employment in another position, we can recommend candidates who score high in agreeableness. For primary/elementary school teachers, a combination of low impulsivity and high organizational commitment is particularly desirable for maximizing position duration. For high school teachers, a combination of high stress tolerance and organizational commitment is particularly desirable for maximizing position duration. Furthermore, and in line with prior research, we recommend avoiding high levels of neuroticism to increase the likelihood of workplace satisfaction.

In conclusion, the current study demonstrated that individual differences, particularly personality traits, continue to be a valuable correlates of employee outcomes. We also report that correlates do not perform consistently across school levels, further supporting the understanding that correlates of organizational outcomes are likely to be industry and role specific. This calls for regular measurement of psychological attributes and organizational outcomes in teachers as well as further efforts to determine which combinations of attributes best predict successful placement for particular teaching contexts.
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FOOTNOTES

1 For readers who wish to draw parallels between effect size estimates and traditional significance thresholds (p < 0.05), typical to large effect sizes in a sample as large as the one reported in this study are all comfortably significant. Furthermore, significance at p < 0.05 can also be assumed when 95% confidence intervals do not overlap with zero. We indicate typical to large effect sizes and report 95% confidence intervals in our results section.

2 Also known variously as cross-validation, or employing the bias-variance tradeoff, principle of parsimony, or Ockham’s razor.
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N = 138, boldface indicates typical to large effect sizes; EC, empathic concern; PT, perspective taking.
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N = 138, boldface indicates typical to large effect sizes; EC, empathic concern; PT, perspective taking.





OPS/images/logo.jpg
’ frontiers
in Psychology





OPS/images/fpsyg-11-601554-t001.jpg
All M (SD) Gender M (SD) School level M (SD)
Attribute All (N = 335) Men (N = 127) Women (N = 204) Primary (N = 138) Middle (N = 56) High (N = 141)
Agreeableness 4.04 (0.69) 3.94 (0.74) 4.11 (0.65) 4.04 (0.66) 4.01 (0.77) 4.05(0.70)
Conscientiousness 3.77 (0.76) 3.80(0.73) 3.75(0.77) 3.79 (0.69) 3.72 (0.82) 3.76 (0.80)
Extraversion 3.03 (0.90) 3.08 (0.88) 3.00 (0.92) 3.06 (0.85) 2.95(0.97) 3.02 (0.93)
Neuroticism 2.48(0.79) 2.42(0.78) 2.51(0.79) 2.53(0.77) 2.56 (0.85) 2.39(0.78)
Empathy — EC 4.15 (0.69) 4.01 (0.70) 4.25 (0.67) 4.16 (0.69) 4.21 (0.71) 4.12 (0.70)
Empathy — PT 3.94 (0.73) 3.90 (0.73) 3.98 (0.73) 3.91(0.80) 3.94 (0.70) 3.97 (0.68)
Innovation 5.72(0.78) 5.77 (0.81) 5.71 (0.71) 5.78 (0.68) 5.46 (0.88) 5.76 (0.81)
Stress tolerance 5.71(0.92) 5.81(0.85) 5.67 (0.93) 5.74 (0.88) 5.51 (1.06) 5.74 (0.91)
Intrinsic motivation 5.77 (1.02) 5.78 (0.96) 5.79 (1.03) 5.84 (0.99) 5.55 (1.02) 5.77 (1.05)
Extrinsic motivation 4.45 (1.37) 4.49 (1.43) 4.45 (1.34) 4.36 (1.34) 4.48 (1.33) 4.52 (1.43)
Subordination 4.09 (0.78) 4.06 (0.77) 4.12(0.78) 4.14(0.71) 4.18 (0.85) 4.01(0.80)
Organizational commitment 3.67 (1.00) 3.84 (1.04) 3.55(0.97) 3.64 (0.96) 3.63 (0.96) 3.71 (1.06)
Honesty-humility 3.97 (0.57) 3.86 (0.59) 4.04 (0.55) 4.00 (0.57) 3.80 (0.50) 3.99 (0.60)
Resiliencet 4.57 (0.53) 4.49 (0.52) 4.61(0.53) 4.59 (0.54) 4.38 (0.62) 4.61(0.47)
Workplace satisfaction 4.74 (1.62) 4.80 (1.57) 4.72 (1.66) 4.66 (1.73) 4.80 (1.53) 4.80 (1.55)
Position duration (years) 5.46 (5.13) 5.56 (5.02) 5.40 (5.27) 6.00 (5.77) 4.22 (3.49) 5.40 (4.94)

Four participants did not identify as male or female were thus excluded from the separate gender descriptive statistics. Tn = 236.
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1. Gender —

2. Age 0.00 ==

3. Agreeableness 0.12 0.10 —

4. Conscientiousness —0.03 015 Q.17 —

5. Extraversion —-0.04 -0.03 026 —0.09 -

6. Neuroticism 006 -0.10 -0.12 -0.17 0.04 —

7. Impulsivity 0.05 -0.06 -021 -048 0.17 0.34 —

8. Empathy — EC 017 0.10 0.54 0.07 0.12 -0.05 -0.16 —

9. Empathy — PT 0.05 0.10 0.48 0.20 0.038 -0.26 0.38 0.59 -

10. Innovation —0.04 0.05 0.17 0.18 0.12 -013 -0.37 0.21 0.23 —

11. Stress Tolerance —0.08 0.07 0.28 0.32 0.04 —-041 -046 0.25 0.46 0.58 —

12. Intrinsic 0.01 0.05 0.27 0.13 0.15 —0.04 0.14 0.24 0.24 0.43 0.30 —

183. Extrinsic —0.01 0.08 -0.10 0.03 0.01 0.00 0.06 —-0.03 —0.04 0.02 0.03 017 —

14. Subordination 0.04 0.05 0.17 022 -0.04 -0.14 0.19 0.05 017  -0.10 0.10 0.10 0.01 —

15. Organizational Commitment —0.14  —0.05 0.05 0.19 0.04 —0.01 —0.16 0.05 0.18  —0.01 0.14 0.12 0.00 0.26 -

16. Honesty-humility 015 0.14 0.23 020 -0.15 -024 -0.33 0.23 0.24 0.15 0.15 0.09 -0.21 0.08 —0.05 —

17. Resilience’ 0.11 —0.02 0.28 0.03 025 -047 -0.22 0.10 0.25 0.30 0.23 0.38 0.08 0.01 —0.03 0.14 —

18. Workplace Satisfaction —0.02 0.06 —0.02 0.04 0.02 -021 -0.10 -0.04 0.08  —0.01 0.11 0.09 0.05 0.13 0.13 0.08 0.14 —
19. Position Duration (years) —0.01 0.18  —0.09 0.04 0.03 0.02 -0.10 0.06 0.11 0.08 0.10 0.11 0.06 0.07 023 -0.12 0.01 0.07

N =335, Tn = 236, boldface indicates typical to large effect sizes; EC, empathic concern; PT, perspective taking.
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