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Abstract

Exposure to violence and aggression in the workplace in general and in school
in particular has been associated with teacher attrition. However, the under-
lying processes accounting for this association have not been systematically
investigated. This study proposed a mediation model accounting for the above
association through the involvement of stress. One hundred and eighty-eight
teachers from schools all over northern Israel (92% women; mean age =
43.64; sd = 9.58) filled out measures of exposure to aggression (physical and
verbal), demographics, a stress questionnaire, and a brief questionnaire as-
sessing intentions to leave the teaching profession. Path analysis supported a
mediation model in which stress levels mediated the association between ex-
posure to physical aggression, followed by exposure to verbal aggression and
age and intentions to leave teaching. The results are discussed in light of the
existing empirical evidence and theory.
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1. Introduction

Aggression toward teachers in schools is a subject that has garnered recent at-
tention in educational research (e.g.: McMahon et al., 2020; Moon and McClus-
key, 2020). While the phenomenon appears to be quite frequent in school set-
tings, there is less research focusing on this type of aggression, compared with
aggression aimed at students and pupils. The importance and relevance of this
social-psychological phenomenon is self-evident: numerous studies point to the

adverse effects of exposure to aggression and violence in school settings, espe-
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cially for pupils, but also other members of the school community (Patton et al.,
2012). This study addressed the phenomenon, by examining the association be-
tween teachers’ exposure to aggressive behavior (verbal and physical) and their
intentions of leaving the teaching profession.

Aggressive behavior directed at schoolteachers was found to mainly involve
theft of personal belongings, physical aggression, sexual harassment, as well as
verbal abuse, and threats (Moon et al., 2019). Other sources describe aggression
that may not be originally aimed at teachers but eventually experienced by them—
in such cases where they break up fights or try to settle conflicts among students
or others (McMahon et al., 2020). In general verbal aggression seems to be more
common in schools than physical aggression or physical threats.

Only a handful of studies seriously address the wide range of consequences of
such exposure to violence and aggression: McMahon et al. (2020) gleaned a view
of the experience of exposure to different types of aggression, the way it is being
handled and some of the psychological and emotional consequences of such ex-
perience in a qualitative study of a large sample of teachers in the US. Berg and
Cornell (2016) described one of the most common outcomes of exposure to ag-
gression in schools as distress. Others describe the outcomes of such exposure
for teachers in similar terms: lower connectedness to the school environment,
lower job satisfaction, victimization and thoughts of leaving the profession (Cur-
ran et al., 2019; Moon et al., 2019). While the associations among exposure to
aggression and various teachers’ work outcomes are well established, less is known
of the paths and processes underlying these associations. This study attempted to
propose and test such a model accounting for association between exposure to
different types of aggression in school (verbal and physical) and teachers’ inten-
tions of leaving the teaching profession, based on a basic theoretical model of

stress exposure.

Exposure to Aggression, Stress, and Intentions of Leaving

Aggression is most often interpreted as a threat, thus eliciting a “fight of flight”
stress reaction (O’Dea et al., 2017). In other words—stress reaction is the most
common pattern of response to threat or aggression, and in survival terms it makes
a lot of sense—the stress reaction allows individuals and groups to regroup in
the face to threat or opportunity, manage resources effectively to either mitigate
or evade the threat (Silove, 1998). However, as exposure to threat increases, and
stress is amplified or extended through a prolong period—stress will take a higher
and higher toll on individuals and groups.

The effects of stress on individual wellbeing are well documented (Aneshensel,
1999): The physiological aspects of the stress are often associated with endocri-
nological imbalances originally aimed at preparing us for action (fight or flight)
that may lead to a marked decrease in the immune system function, chronic and
opportunistic health conditions that may result from such imbalance. In addi-
tion, stress has been consistently associated with a broad range of psychological

outcomes. These range from cognitive symptoms—characterized by a decrease
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in attention, focus, effectiveness of data analysis and emotional conditions rang-
ing from negative mood to burnout and depression (Hammen, 2005).

Individual responses to stress vary dramatically but may be crudely catego-
rized into two major patterns mentioned above: “fight”—act to eliminate or over-
come the perceived source of stress, or “flight”—avoid the threat. Within this
context, intention to leave the profession may be defined as an avoidance beha-
vior, aimed at self-preservation through evading the source of stress. In work
settings, employee tardiness, absenteeism and turnover are considered avoidance
behavior and are often associated with employee stress (Manning & Osland 1989;
Ybema et al., 2010).

Thus, it is theoretically consistent with the existing literature on stress, to hy-
pothesize that exposure to threat (i.e.: acts of verbal or physical aggression aimed
toward teachers) will elicit stress response and stress, in turn will elicit an avoid-
ance response—namely—show intentions to leave the teaching profession. Fig-

ure 1 provides a graphic summary of our study hypotheses.

Physical aggression

\ Stress Intent to leave

Verbal aggression

Controlling for demographics: Gender, age, tenure.

Figure 1. A summary of the study hypotheses.

2. Method
2.1. Settings and Sample

We recruited participants from state schools located in northern Israel (before
the outbreak of COVID-19). One hundred and eighty-eight teachers, working in
state schools in northern Israel filled out our questionnaires, of them 92% were
women, and the mean age was 43.64 (sd = 9.58). All had at least a bachelor’s de-
gree (about half had a Masters’ degree) the mean tenure on the job was 16.05 (sd
= 10.85) years. The sample was recruited in two waves from various social net-
works frequented by teachers in Israel. As a sample they are quite representative
of the general population of state-school teachers in Israel with the exception of

education level which was somewhat higher (Israel ministry of education, 2020).

2.2. Measures

Exposure to aggression in school was assessed using a self-report scale de-
veloped by McMahon, Martinez, Espelage et al., (2014). This is an 11-item scale

yielding 2 subscales for physical and verbal aggression used to assess the amount
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of exposure to these types of violence. Existing studies found acceptable levels of
reliability ranging .87 - .85 for the subscales

Stress was assessed using the perceived stress scale (PSS, Cohen, Kamaeck &
Mermelstein, 1983). This 14-item scale shows adequate psychometric properties
with reliability ranging .82 - .87 in reported studies.

Intention to leave teaching was assessed using a single item asking partici-
pants to assess to what extent did they consider leaving their job in the last
months. The response if provided on a simple Likert scale ranging 1 (not at all)
to 5 (very much so). This method is widely acceptable as a simple and straight
forward manner of assessing employees’ intention of leaving their job (e.g.: Van
Schalkwyk et al., 2010).

Demographics such as age, tenure, education level, and gender were also col-
lected.

2.3. Procedure

The study plan was approved by the authors’ IRB. Potential participants were
approached using various social networks used by teachers and through ac-
quaintances with the authors. Participants were asked to forward the link to
other teachers who met the inclusion criteria. Filling out questionnaires took
about 10 - 13 minutes. Recruitment was conducted in two waves with a 3 month

interval.

3. Results

Before testing our model, we examined the distributions of our focal variables.
The results are summarized in Table 1 herein.

The indices show reasonable distributions with no floor or ceiling effects, and
adequate reliability coefficients for all scales.

We then proceeded to examine preliminary associations among the study va-
riables using simple zero order correlations. These are reported in Table 2 herein.

The correlation matrix shows that all our focal variables were interconnected.
However, the associations of most interest are those among exposure to both
types of aggression and stress, as well as intentions of leaving. Interestingly age
was negatively associated with all the other outcomes.

To test our model, we used path analysis in AMOS 24.0. The results of the

analyses are summarized in Figure 2.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for the study variables (n = 188).

Mean SD Min. Max. Cronbach’s alpha
Intentions of leaving 2.29 131 1.00 5.00 -
Stress 2.14 41 1.25 3.80 .78
Verbal aggression .34 48 0.00 1.00 .68
Physical aggression .27 44 0.00 1.00 .83
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Table 2. Correlations among the study variables (n = 188).

1 2 3 4 5
1. Stress -
2. Verbal aggression 46%% -
3. Physical aggression .50%% .84%% -
4. Intentions of leaving 49%* .26% 3% -
5. Age —.29%* —.22* =27 =31%* -

*p<.05*p< Ol

Physical

~—

Figure 2. A summary of the empirical path model. Goodness of fit indices and
indirect effect summary are as follows (*p < .05 **p < .01): Chi-square = 6.94; df
= 3, p > .05, NFI = .96; CFI = .97; RMSEA = .07, Physical aggression—
Stress—Intentions of leaving = .17, **Verbal aggression—Stress—Intentions of
leaving = .05, Age—Stress—Intentions of leaving = —.07*.

The figure presents the final, empirical model after deletion of non-significant
paths. We also deleted the error terms for the sake of clarity of presentation. The
empirical model provides partial support to our original hypothesized model
suggesting that the association between exposure to physical (and marginally—
verbal) aggression and intentions of leaving the teaching profession is mediated
by the sense of stress experienced by the teacher. Age showed a dual (mediated
and direct) negative effect on stress and intentions of leaving. It was also the on-

ly background variables to be included in the final model.

4. Discussion

Teacher everyday reality in the schools is complex and imbued with challenges,
and a major component of these challenges is the need to cope with aggression
aimed at them from pupils (Longobardi et al., 2019). This challenge remains va-
lid even in online learning settings, as evidenced by studies conducted during the
COVID-19 crisis (e.g.: Dolev-Cohen and Levkovich, 2020). This exposure to
both verbal and physical aggression is associated with a vast range of adverse
outcomes among teachers the world over, among them is the tendency and the
intention to leave the teaching profession (Albright et al., 2017). Education sys-
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tems invest time and funds preparing the training teachers and such turnover
has a detrimental effect not only on the pupils and teachers in the schools where
teachers leave—but also on the national level (Sorensen and Ladd, 2020). While
the association between the two phenomena is well documented, less is known
about processes and mechanisms that underlie it.

Our study proposed a model in which stress mediates the association between
exposure to aggression (verbal and physical) and intentions of leaving. Our re-
sults, based on data provided by a sample of schoolteachers in northern Israel,
provide partial support to the proposed model. We found a positive mediated
association in which exposure to physical violence increases stress and stress as-
sociated with intentions of leaving the teaching profession. Interestingly the me-
diated effect of verbal aggression was only marginally significant. In addition, age
associated negatively with stress and intentions of leaving (in both a mediated
and direct effect).

The results presented here are congruent with what we know of how aggres-
sion affects individuals and groups and in turn how stress shapes organizational
behavior: exposure to aggression elicits and semi-automatic sympathetic response
pattern—the “fight or flight” response that involves the experience of stress—a
multi-systemic response preparing us to respond—wither protect and defend or
escape and evade the threat (McCarty, 2016). In other words—stress responses
are the most immediate and natural responses to exposure to threat (and thus it
also accounts for why the effect route for physical aggression was more pro-
nounced than the one involving verbal aggression). The nearly automatic “fight
or flight” response will force teachers to choose between two ways of action—
respond to aggression with aggression—which is of course not a possibility in
educational settings, or “flight”—escape and evade the threat. This leads us to a
better understanding of the intentions of leaving in teachers exposed to aggres-
sion in their work: in the absence of a systemic solution, as stress accumulates—
their only viable response is to withdraw or leave.

While our results point to possible directions of theoretical and practical im-
plications, the readers should bear in mind the study limitations: Our sample
was taken solely from northern Israel, and while it is a geographic area with di-
verse populations, cultural, political and additional aspects may limit the genera-
lizability of our results. The use of self report measures has its own advantages
but also drawbacks and biases that should be kept in mind. Future studies may
examine the model in different cultures and education systems and consider in-

cluding observational data in their design.

Recommendations for Practice

Should additional evidence support our model, such psychological insights re-
garding the route through which exposure to aggression may lead teachers to
consider leaving their profession may help educators and educational policy mak-
ers alike take steps to reduce aggression in schools on the systemic level, thus in-

directly reducing teacher turnover. Interventions may include tools and tech-
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niques for more effective stress management, creating organizational and psy-
chological barriers to explicit aggression (especially physical, based on our re-
sults).
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