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Summary 

The Housewright Declaration is the result of the 1999 Housewright Symposium held to 

devise goals to be achieved by the year 2020 (Vision 2020, 2019).  It consists of twelve tenets set 

forth as guidelines to the further development of the music educator’s role as a leader and mentor 

in the community, the integration of music of all cultures as well as developing technologies in 

the classroom, and the promotion of lifelong musiking opportunities for persons of all ages, 

cultures, genders, and socioeconomical backgrounds. However, one of the many challenges that 

face music educators and that the Housewright Declaration does not address leading up to the 

year 2020 is teacher stress. This includes its causes, how it affects teachers, and how teachers can 

cope with it.   

Although the American Psychological Association distinguishes between acute, episodic 

acute, and chronic stress (Miller, & Smith, 2011), the last of these is of particular interest for 

music educators. It is described as the kind of stress that eats away at people daily, resulting in 

health conditions, burnout, and even teachers leaving the occupation altogether. One of the 

reasons why chronic stress can be so damaging according to Miller and Smith is that “People get 

used to it. They forget it’s there” (2011).  

Although stress can be present in any occupation, teacher stress has been on the rise. 

Shaw (2016) shows that the number of research respondents in general education who reported 

feeling stressed several days per week increased from 36% in 1985 to 51% in 2012. McGrath 

and Huntington (2007) similarly found that 50% of the kindergarten teachers they interviewed 

found teaching a stressful occupation. Multiple sources of teacher stress have been identified, 

including demands from administrators and policy makers, and relationships in and outside of 

the school. Teacher stress can therefore be seen as the result of work pressure, as an emotional 
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response to teaching, or even as being derived from the interaction between demands placed on 

the teacher and the resources available (Collie, Perry, & Martin, 2017).  

 The effects of teacher stress are also felt by those educators who specialize in teaching 

music. Shaw (2016) found that lack of support at work, lack of autonomy, size of the workload, 

and issues concerning conflicts with colleagues, students, and parents, have been constant 

stressors for music educators. Although these stressors are common among educators in many 

different areas, there are ways in which they can be unique to music educators, such as larger 

class size. Accountability can pose particular problems for music educators, such as the 

incompatibility between evaluation parameters and the reality of a music classroom. Overland 

(2014) shows that the two main models of teacher evaluation – student-centered measures and 

teacher-centered measures – are flawed for evaluating music teachers. This is because the first 

model disregards evidence that student output can be influenced by factors unrelated to the 

teacher, while the latter relies heavily (and perhaps unreasonably) on the musical competence 

and knowledge of the evaluation administrator. The result is that music teachers often have to 

cater to the evaluator rather than to the quality of student’s education: “I tell my kids […] ‘It 

doesn’t matter if we just gave the best concert ever […] I won’t get an A in teaching if you talk, 

so keep that in mind when you see someone in the room’” (Shaw, 2016, p. 109).  

Barriers  

In researching teacher stress, it is important to identify what the sources of stress are. 

According to Collie, Perry, and Martin (2017) support from leadership, relationships with 

students and colleagues, and educational policies have been identified as significant stressors for 

educators worldwide. In their research, they identify a correlation between micro-management 

from school principals, school boards, and government overseers, and increased levels of stress 
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in the work environment. This type of atmosphere leads to teachers perceiving that their opinions 

do not count. This belief in turn leaves teachers in the stressful position of having to use 

prescribed teaching methods, which may even conflict with their own teaching philosophies. The 

authors then contrast this type of situation with the well-being reported by teachers when given 

some degree of autonomy.  

Collie and colleagues also highlight the relationship between teacher-teacher and teacher-

student relationships and the levels of stress reported by educators. They highlight, for instance, 

that higher levels of stress are reported by teachers who work in schools where the diversity of 

needs is not matched by the number of teachers available to work with students. The challenges 

in these situations may be so great as to hamper the teacher’s ability to connect with students, 

making teaching and classroom management more stressful. Gordon (2002) agrees that in-class 

student behavior is a significant stressor especially in urban areas, where class sizes are larger. 

Relationships with colleagues are also important. Krueger (2000) names feelings of isolation as 

one of the factors that most affects music teachers’ satisfaction with the occupation. For Clement 

(2017) this is one of the primary reasons why music teachers reach the extreme point of leaving 

their jobs altogether.  

Besides autonomy and relationship issues, Collie et al also found that accountability and 

standardized testing can also be linked to levels of teacher stress, especially in schools where 

teacher evaluation is based on student performance. Smith and Kovacs (2011) found that 79% of 

the teachers interviewed felt that having to prepare students for standardized tests reduced the 

time available for teaching non-tested topics, while 86% reported that it increased the pressure 

(and therefore stress) they felt. Regarding educational policies, the Collie et al showed that the 

frequency with which they are changed can affect the teacher’s perception of their own ability, 
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qualification, and resources to implement said policies. This in turn can lead to teachers 

perceiving new policies as threats rather than a positive challenge for improvement, resulting in 

elevated stress.  

These stress factors have been reported in music education as well. For Madsen and 

Hancock (2002), administrative support, job recognition, and lack of support from colleagues are 

all job-related stressors that have played a role in music teacher stress, burnout, and ultimately 

music teachers leaving the career, alongside other factors such as workload, deadlines, and 

family matters. This is supported by Clement (2017), who named heavy teaching loads, the size 

of classes, and the need for multiple class preparations (all of which are determined by 

administrative staff) as contributing factors for teacher stress even in general education. 

According to Hancock (2016), dissatisfaction with administrative support was named as the 

cause for transferring to a different school by 20.8% of the music educators he interviewed. 

Stress due to lack of administrative support can take the form of role stress, perceived by Scheib 

(2003) as the disparity between expectations in the workplace. For instance, this stress is 

experienced by teachers who also coach athletic organizations within a school. A music teacher 

experiences this is in the conflict between directing performance ensembles and academic 

classroom instruction. Role conflict also occurs when a teacher has administrative duties. Many 

of Schieb’s study participants reported having to fulfill administrative duties that were outside of 

their area of expertise. Role conflict although stressful, can often be an essential part of the 

workings of a school. Cornelius (1989) found that the majority of music administrators at the 

college level had been trained for teaching positions and that, in smaller universities, both these 

roles were often carried out by a single person. Scheib (2003) shows that the stress arising from 

conflict between roles within a school can be further aggravated when occupational duties 
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conflict with the expectations of teachers’ personal lives. For example, in the interviews he 

conducted, he spoke to teachers who reported struggling with teaching children at school while 

at the same time having to raise their own. This is supported by Hancock (2016), who found in 

his research that 23% of music teachers leave the occupation due to pregnancy or parenting and 

9% leave for personal reasons.   

In addition to being overworked, music teachers also experience isolation beyond what is 

seen in general education. Sindberg (2011) points out that, besides being only a small portion of 

the school staff, music teachers often have to travel between schools within a district. Because of 

this, music educators are part of all of the schools, but also part of none of them. In addition to 

not being able to be properly part of their teaching communities, the teachers interviewed by 

Sindberg also mentioned the difficulty in connecting with students due to the large number of 

students that music teachers have to work with. Sindberg also found lack of respect from 

colleagues and the community due to not understanding what music educators do to be a 

contributing factor to feelings of isolation and the resulting stress. 

The Profession’s Response to Stress 

In response to the growing amount of stress experienced by music teachers as they 

navigate job expectations, relationships with students and teachers, and government policies, the 

music education community has sought to research and implement methods of coping with stress 

and increasing well-being. Of particular interest when dealing with the frustrations with 

leadership is the research relating to stress reduction and mindfulness. Varona (2018) says that, 

while external stressors may be difficult for music educators to control, they can take control of 

their own reactions to these situations. The importance she places on this is that, if unchecked, 

negative feelings may affect the classroom environment. She suggests the practice of 
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mindfulness as a means of analyzing stressful situations with a clear mind without identifying a 

situation as good or bad. According to Varona, this will allow the music teacher to analyze the 

cause of stress, determine a positive and appropriate reaction to it, and possibly even find a 

remedy the causes of stress in the workplace.  

In dealing with stress due to interpersonal relations in schools, Krueger (2000) 

highlighted that both administrators and teachers can help reduce isolation-related teacher stress 

and increase well-being through mentoring. Doss (2016) shows that music teachers in the early 

stages of their careers are under more stress than their more experienced peers, as they feel 

overwhelmed by the demands of the occupation they are entering. Krueger (2000) encourages 

older teachers to help their younger colleagues get through the first years of teaching. According 

to him, this can be particularly effective in music education when music teachers are mentored 

by fellow musicians.  Another aspect of relationship-induced stress pertains to one’s relationship 

to oneself. Farmer (2006) emphasized the importance of self-care for stress management and 

well-being, particularly exercise and good nutrition. Farmer shows that eating fruit and 

vegetables can help increase energy level, making it vital for the teacher to make time to eat a 

proper lunch. Physical exercise, especially when stressed, helps increase mental concentration 

(and thus productivity), reduces stress, and prevents cardiovascular and musculoskeletal health 

issues. She also highlights the importance of staying organized, taking on a hobby, and learning 

to say “no” whenever possible. 

Finally, the National Association for Music Education issued a Teacher Evaluation 

Position Statement (2019) to help deal with teacher stress caused by policies, particularly those 

pertaining to teacher evaluation. The purpose of this statement is not only to ensure that music 

teachers are evaluated fairly and by standards that accurately measure the music teacher’s 
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activities, but also to ensure that students receive the highest possible quality of music education. 

The position statement reads, for example, that music teacher evaluations should be conducted 

by an individual who has the professional expertise needed to observe the music teacher’s 

activities and give accurate feedback and evaluation. It states also that when evaluation is based 

on student growth, it must take into account the students’ beginning levels, so as to measure the 

growth more precisely.  

Next Steps to Address Stress 

The principles described above are valid at the macro level as well. If teachers are 

overworked to the point of wanting to leave the music education occupation altogether, how does 

that benefit schools? What is the use of the government creating demanding, success-driven 

protocols for music education, and education in general, if the teachers who will ultimately strive 

to put them into practice are not able to do so due to health problems? If principals, school 

districts, and state and federal agencies want students to succeed, they must first make it possible 

for teachers to succeed. Schieb (2003) suggested that part of the issue in this situation is the 

understaffing of schools. Perhaps stress could be reduced if administrators and policy-makers 

allocated funds in a manner more compatible with the policies being instituted. Education 

institutions would then be able to provide teachers with the financial, temporal, and emotional 

tools they need to function at the highest level possible.  

Another way policy-makers and administrators can work towards reducing teacher stress 

is by promoting physical and mental health. Teachers must have not only a proper lunch period, 

but also appropriate paid preparation time so they do not have to spend time during their lunch 

hour preparing classes. Teachers also need to commute between buildings or schools and 

administrators should plan teacher’s schedules accordingly. Finally, leisure and exercise time 
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should be allotted in teachers’ schedules. At the very least, schools should be given the funds to 

hire a professional to help teachers stay physically fit. After all, if we want good students, we 

must first have not only high quality, but healthy teachers. 

Conclusion 

In this paper I showed that much of music teacher stress arises from problems with 

administration, interpersonal issues, and the unrealistic expectations of local, state, and national 

government agencies, expressed in education policies. I also showed what those involved in 

music education have done to remedy these issues. Research shows that school administration 

can promote teacher well-being by providing adequate time for planning classes and eating 

healthy meals. They can also encourage mentorship to help young teachers feel like part of the 

teaching community and to help them cope with the extreme pressure of the first years of 

teaching. Music teachers can also help themselves by adopting healthy eating and exercising 

habits. In dealing with leadership, interpersonal, and policy problems, it is not always possible 

for the teacher to fix what is wrong. A good practice to help insure one’s mental health is 

mindfulness – to evaluate the situations and the options available before passing judgement. A 

healthy mindset is the first step towards a healthy mind.  

In summary I showed that, while stressors in music education abound, so do solutions. to 

music teacher stress do exist. However, it is not enough to simply know them. We must act on 

them. Policy-makers and administrators must understand that music teachers are not numbers on 

a statistics chart. They are human beings with physical and emotional needs, who need certain 

conditions to be met in order to function at the highest level possible. Teachers must support 

each other to get past stressful situations. As educators and musicians, we must collectively 

advocate for and promote better work conditions. Change starts when we help ourselves. 
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