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Abstract- Professional trauma is psychical and 

emotional suffering emanating from harmful 

experiences related to an individual's occupation 

(Herman, 2015). In schools, it refers to cumulative 

emotional and physical pressure from long-term 

exposure to sources of stress in the classroom 

environment (Figley, 1995). Professional trauma 

among teachers is one of the problems that has 

surfaced and is significantly affecting classroom 

dynamics, teacher retention, and general academic 

outcomes. In contrast to typical workplace stress or 

burnout, teachers suffer from professional trauma 

due to a variety of circumstances. There may be 

signs of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 

emanating from the trauma (McLean et al, 2015). It 

is important to recognize the hidden difficulties 

teachers encounter and implement trauma-

informed strategies. This will help foster a secure 

and encouraging environment, essential to support 

teachers when they experience professional trauma 

in the classroom. This involves being aware of how 

trauma affects both the teachers and the learners. 

Professional trauma and individual factors 

influence the entire learning environment.  Other 

than affecting learners, professional trauma also 

erodes the teacher-student relationship.  A toxic 

school environment is also a by-product of 

experienced trauma. This paper tries to illuminate 

the complexities of professional trauma and offer 

actionable guidance to schools, and teachers 

themselves. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Traditionally, teaching has been viewed as a calling 

and a vital role at the heart of a thriving society. 

Indeed, educators are often seen as shaping the very 

future of that society. Yet, despite the rewarding 

nature of this profession, teachers usually face 

considerable challenges, some of which are often 

overlooked. These difficulties can negatively impact 

a teacher's mental and emotional well-being. 

Actually, exposure to such challenges can result in 

professional trauma. The occurrence of professional 

trauma among teachers is, truthfully, surprisingly 

common, and only recently has it begun to receive 

proper acknowledgment. 

 

Research conducted in the United States has revealed 

that teachers have significant levels of secondary 

traumatic stress disorder (STS). Similar post-

traumatic stress disorder  (PTSD) symptoms, 

including anxiety, despair, and numbness, can be 

experienced by up to 92% of school teachers 

(University of Northern Colorado, 2023). 

Additionally, burnout affects classroom performance 

and interactions with students, as reported by nearly 

98% of teachers (Connecticut Education Association, 

2022). Stress and emotional weariness are the main 

reasons why teachers leave the profession, and these 

cognitive loads are the reason for increased turnover 

in the field (National Education Association, 2022). 

The widespread professional trauma experienced by 

teachers has a significant impact on the state of 

education in the United States today. Systemic issues 

in the industry resulted from this. Overall, there has 

been an increase in teachers complaining of 

emotional tiredness, burnout, and stress (Pew 

Research Center, as described in Parents, 2024). 

Since the COVID-19 epidemic, these have gotten 

worse. According to a recent survey, 82% of K–12 

educators had unfavorable opinions about the state of 

education. They identified the main causes of 

professional trauma as being excessive workloads, 

difficulties managing the classroom, and a lack of 

support (Pew Research Center, as described in 

Parents, 2024). 

 

To overcome this insidious barrier of professional 

trauma, there is a need for an in-depth understanding 
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of its causes, symptoms, and consequences associated 

with it. There is also a need to understand 

the implementation of support mechanisms with an 

emphasis on teacher well-being.  

 

II. HOW DOES PROFESSIONAL TRAUMA 

DIFFER FROM STRESS AND BURNOUT 

 

Professional trauma, stress, and burnout are all 

related to work, but they differ in nature and impact. 

According to Hydon et al. (2015), professional 

trauma differs from workload pressure in that it stems 

from emotional exposure to systemic or student-

related stress. Professional trauma is cumulative and 

has far-reaching effects. These effects include 

affecting teachers' well-being and personal lives, 

destabilizing professional efficacy, disrupting 

classroom effectiveness, and, ultimately, driving 

many out of the teaching profession entirely. 

 

In contrast to usual stress, professional trauma 

severely shakes the teachers' feelings of safety, 

purpose, and emotional equilibrium. This tends to 

result in symptoms that resemble those diagnosed 

with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), including 

hypervigilance, emotional numbing, avoidance 

behaviors, and chronic fatigue (Bride, 2007). On the 

other hand, stress can manifest in various ways. 

These include physical symptoms like headaches and 

digestive issues, as well as emotional and mental 

symptoms like anxiety, irritability, and difficulty 

sleeping.  

 

Burnout and stress transcend most professions; 

however, trauma is a deeper injury. Stress can be 

alleviated by short rest, while trauma requires 

comprehensive emotional healing (Jennings, 2015). 

Burnout is an emotional, mental, and physical 

exhaustion caused by long-term stress. In short, 

burnout is a product of long-time exhaustion. In 

addition to physical signs like exhaustion and 

irregular sleep patterns, burnout can result in 

disconnection from one's work, emotions of 

hopelessness, and cynicism. Professional 

trauma, however, results from specific events 

or repeated unfavorable situations that surpass one's 

coping capacity, often resulting 

in irreversible psychological damage (Newell and 

MacNeil, 2010). 

III. PREVALENCE AND SCOPE OF 

PROFESSIONAL TRAUMA IN 

CLASSROOMS 

 

Teacher Attrition and Trauma 

For educational systems around the world, teacher 

attrition—often defined as teachers quitting their jobs 

too soon or leaving the classroom—remains a major 

concern. Research indicates that a major factor in the 

departure of many teachers, particularly those who 

leave early in their careers, is professional trauma. 

According to Ingersoll, Merrill, and Stuckey (2014), 

emotional weariness, inadequate institutional support, 

and exposure to stressful events involving students 

and the workplace are typically regarded as important 

causes.  

 

It's noteworthy that many teachers quit teaching 

shortly after they begin. Nearly 40% of teachers quit 

their jobs within five years of starting, according to 

Ingersoll, Merrill, and Stuckey (2014). This statistic 

suggests that the hatred for teaching has deep 

structural roots. A feature of occupational 

unsustainability is emotional weariness, which is 

triggered by long hours, issues with classroom 

management, and emotionally taxing student 

interactions. Most new teachers lack the coping 

strategies and support networks needed to handle the 

emotional demands of teaching pupils from 

communities that have experienced trauma or 

significant levels of poverty (Ingersoll et al., 2014). 

 

Even though most of the attrition debate is among 

new teachers, veteran teachers are not immune to 

trauma-induced burnout. As Espelage, Anderman, 

Brown, and Jones (2013) contend, veteran teachers 

are particularly affected by the cumulative effects of 

societal issues such as poverty, systemic racism, and 

political turmoil, all of which manifest themselves in 

their classrooms. Over time, this stress accumulates 

due to coping with traumatic students for over a few 

years, policy changes, and deteriorating school 

environments resulting in emotional exhaustion as 

well as a sense of professional uselessness. Most 

experienced teachers ultimately leave the classroom 

not due to a lack of commitment but as a result of 

long-term mental fatigue and lack of proper support 

at the system level. 

 



© SEP 2025 | IRE Journals | Volume 9 Issue 3 | ISSN: 2456-8880 

IRE 1710377          ICONIC RESEARCH AND ENGINEERING JOURNALS 23 

IV. SOURCES OF PROFESSIONAL TRAUMA 

 

Professional trauma among teachers happens both 

directly and indirectly through exposure to traumatic 

events. Teachers tend to interact with students who 

have been abused, neglected, exposed to family 

violence, or other childhood traumas (ACEs). This 

tends to result in secondary traumatic stress (STS) or 

vicarious trauma as teachers experience emotional 

and psychological distress due to the high degree of 

empathy and sense of responsibility they feel towards 

their students (Alisic, 2012). Over time, this accretive 

emotional burden can compromise cognitive 

performance, destabilize interpersonal relationships, 

and reduce job performance—factors closely linked 

to attrition. Sources of trauma for teachers are varied 

and often cumulative: 

 

(i) Student Aggression 

Student aggression is one of the primary sources of 

professional trauma for teachers as it directly impacts 

their emotional and psychological well-being. 

Aggression is in the form of verbal threats, physical 

intimidation, defiance, and even physical violence. It 

has the potential to render the workplace hostile, 

leading teachers to experience chronic stress, anxiety, 

and STS symptoms. Since teachers are constantly 

subjected to these types of behaviors, they too can 

develop symptoms of trauma like hypervigilance, 

emotional numbness, and burnout, which all have an 

impact on their ability to perform effectively in the 

classroom. Espelage et al. (2013) found that exposure 

to student aggression and violence is a cause of 

teachers' fear, helplessness, and job dissatisfaction, 

which ultimately results in teacher attrition. 

 

(ii) Lack of institutional support 

Feelings of isolation and vulnerability can be 

intensified when leadership isn't there to back you up 

when dealing with challenging or even dangerous 

situations. Sometimes, when schools don't have clear 

discipline guidelines, mental health resources, or 

even just emotional support for their teachers, those 

teachers can start to feel alone and like their concerns 

aren't being taken seriously. It's easy for teachers to 

start blaming themselves for the aggression they 

experience, which, of course, can chip away at their 

confidence and how they see themselves as 

professionals. As McMahon et al. (2014) pointed out, 

some teachers feel like the administration isn't 

protecting them or offering the support they need, 

which adds to the mental strain of dealing with 

aggressive students. Such repeated exposure to an 

unsupportive or unsafe environment can potentially 

result in long-term trauma, causing absenteeism on 

the part of the teacher, and driving veteran teachers to 

premature retirement. 

 

(iii) Security in schools 

In recent decades, there have been more school 

shootings and lockdown drills, putting teachers at 

higher risk and causing them more stress. Even 

among seasoned professionals, these environmental 

influences exacerbate anxiety and produce a 

persistent sense of worry and hypervigilance 

(Espelage et al., 2013). Teachers may unknowingly 

experience professional trauma as a result of 

increased school security measures including metal 

detectors, increased surveillance, and armed officers. 

These settings, which frequently resemble carceral 

settings, may undermine teachers' feelings of 

independence and trust while fostering an atmosphere 

of anxiety and hypervigilance. Teachers may feel 

scrutinized or even criminalized instead of supported, 

particularly in regions where such measures are 

applied disproportionately.  

 

(iv) Disruptive students 

The presence of disruptive students in the classroom 

can take a toll on teachers, potentially contributing to 

professional trauma that affects their overall 

emotional state and confidence in their abilities 

(McCarthy et al., 2016). Dealing repeatedly with 

defiant behavior, aggressive tendencies, or constant 

interruptions can really wear a teacher down, making 

it difficult to cultivate a positive and respectful 

learning environment, and eroding their feeling of 

being effective. Over time, and without enough 

support, this kind of repeated adversity could 

potentially lead to burnout, chronic stress, and even 

feelings of hopelessness or, perhaps, incompetence. 

This trauma, in some cases, surfaces as depression, 

anxiety, or even physical ailments, ultimately leading 

to a decline in motivation, reduced job satisfaction, 

and a shorter career. It's also important to note that 

without adequate system support – things like 

behavioral intervention programs or administrative 
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backing – the psychological impact on teachers, 

generally speaking, can be significant and lasting. 

 

(v) Pressure from parents 

Parental stress, as Hargreaves (2000) points out, 

significantly impacts teacher professional well-being. 

Constant parental challenges—be they regarding 

teaching methods, questioning teacher authority, or 

demands for special treatment—can erode a teacher's 

feeling of professional competence. This persistent 

scrutiny, driven by the individual needs of each child, 

can cultivate a stressful, and even combative, 

atmosphere, ultimately leaving teachers feeling 

unsupported and, in essence, diminished in their 

professional capacity. This gradual loss of self-

assurance, coupled with the pervasive tension of 

dealing with combative parental behavior, can, over 

time, contribute to burnout and a reluctance to remain 

in the profession, unfortunately. 

 

(vi) Vicarious Trauma  

The weight of students' trauma can, over time, impact 

teachers significantly. Exposure to histories of abuse, 

neglect, or community violence can lead teachers to 

internalize these experiences. This, in turn, may 

foster emotional exhaustion, anxiety, or feelings of 

helplessness. Repeated exposure risks damaging 

professional and emotional resilience. Indeed, Van 

Dernoot Lipsky & Burk (2009) and Hydon et al. 

(2015) note these potential consequences. A teacher's 

capacity to teach effectively, maintain appropriate 

boundaries, or even engage fully at work can be 

undermined. Chronic stress from vicarious trauma 

can furthermore lead to burnout, increased 

absenteeism, and potentially a departure from the 

profession. Simply put, without sufficient support 

and self-care, the emotional burden from witnessing 

students' suffering can heavily affect both mental 

health and professional identity. 

 

(vii) Excessive workloads 

Heavy loads can usher in chronic stress, emotional 

exhaustion, and decreased personal achievement in 

teachers. When teachers are saddled with unrealistic 

expectations, lengthy workdays, and increasing 

administrative duties, they experience physical and 

emotional exhaustion that affects their well-being and 

job performance in the classroom (Maslach and 

Leiter, 2016). This long-term overload can cause 

anxiety, depression, and even post-traumatic stress 

symptoms, particularly if teachers are not valued or 

supported in their work (Santoro, 2018). Prolonged 

over time, these issues erode professional identity 

and result in attrition, thereby impacting not just 

individual teachers but the broader education system. 

 

(viii) Systemic Pressure 

The presence of systemic stressors within 

education—think of relentless high-stakes testing, 

rigid curricula, chronic underfunding, and 

accountability standards that seem perpetually out of 

reach—can, over time, foster a state of chronic stress 

in teachers. This ongoing pressure, as pointed out by 

researchers (Sachs, 2021; Santoro, 2018; Travers, 

2017), risks culminating in what amounts to 

professional trauma. Indeed, Sachs (2021) suggests 

these pressures often leave teachers feeling isolated 

and devalued. Teachers feel helpless, particularly 

when facing performance metrics that often seem 

disconnected from the reality of students' 

multifaceted social, emotional, and academic needs. 

A gradual disconnect from deeply held values, a 

perceived loss of professional autonomy, and 

challenges to established institutional norms can 

slowly degrade their overall sense of purpose and 

general well-being. The result may be emotional 

exhaustion, burnout, and even a loss of professional 

identity. Critically, Santoro (2018) notes that this 

form of trauma isn't simply an individual issue; it's 

structurally created, fueled by systems prioritizing 

outcomes, sometimes even neglecting the well-being 

of those within them. 

 

(ix) Societal Devaluation 

When society underestimates or disrespects 

teachers—by offering them low pay, inadequate 

support, negative public narratives, or impossible 

expectations, it pulls away their sense of worth and 

meaning. This general absence of recognition can 

lead to emotional exhaustion, burnout, and an intense 

sense of disillusionment. Teachers typically enter the 

profession with enthusiasm and a desire to be agents 

of positive change, but when continually made to feel 

unappreciated, it can erode their self-esteem and 

commitment, resulting in a trauma-like syndrome 

based on repeated stress, frustration, and a sense of 

powerlessness. This can ultimately result in high 

turnover rates, declining classroom performance, and 
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the loss of experienced professionals in the school 

system. 

 

V. SIGNS OF PROFESSIONAL TRAUMA ON 

TEACHERS 

 

Teachers invest so much in their students, both 

academically and emotionally, that their own 

emotional health can sometimes suffer. It's crucial to 

be aware of the signs of professional trauma, not just 

for the sake of teachers' individual well-being, but 

also for the overall health and stability of our 

education system. Indeed, Brunzell and colleagues 

outlined a number of these indicators back in 2016. 

Here are some key signs that are often observed when 

professional trauma begins to manifest. 

 

Emotional Exhaustion and Burnout: Teachers who 

have experienced trauma at work frequently feel 

emotionally spent and unable to recover even after a 

weekend. Cynicism, alienation, and a diminished 

sense of personal achievement are hallmarks of 

burnout. 

 

Hypervigilance and Anxiety: Teachers who are too 

vigilant about possible dangers in the classroom or 

school setting may experience chronic stress and find 

it difficult to unwind, even when they are not 

working. 

 

Withdrawal and Isolation: As a coping strategy, 

teachers who experience professional trauma may 

start to emotionally distance themselves, avoid 

interacting with students, or withdraw from 

colleagues. 

 

Somatic Symptoms: Trauma-related stress reactions 

may manifest as persistent physical symptoms such 

as headaches, exhaustion, irregular sleep patterns, or 

digestive problems (Figley, 2002). 

 

Decreased Professional Efficacy: Teachers may 

become less confident in their skills, feel powerless, 

and wonder about the importance or impact of their 

profession. 

 

Cynicism or Negative Attitudes Toward Students or 

Colleagues: Teachers who experience professional 

trauma may adopt defensive coping mechanisms, like 

placing the blame on coworkers, pupils, or the 

system, which can strain relationships at work. 

 

Increased absenteeism: Teachers suffering from 

professional trauma are frequently absent themselves 

from work. 

 

Difficulty concentrating: Another symptom of 

professional trauma is difficulty concentrating. Those 

suffering from professional trauma find it difficult to 

concentrate on a task. 

 

Emotional symptoms: Teachers who suffer from 

professional trauma have emotional symptoms 

including persistent sadness, guilt, shame, anger, and 

numbness.  

 

Left unaddressed, these symptoms can culminate in 

full-fledged psychological disorders, thereby 

impairing teachers' ability to perform their duties and 

jeopardizing student outcomes. 

 

VI. IMPACT OF TRAUMA ON 

EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES 

 

Good teaching rests on the foundation of strong 

relationships. Professional trauma, however, can 

effectively erode a teacher's capacity for patience and 

understanding, leading to tension or disconnected 

relationships with students (Hamre & Pianta, 2006). 

Traumatized teachers may unknowingly pass on their 

stress to students and create a classroom environment 

of distrust and emotional aloofness. 

 

Trauma-impacted teachers can face real challenges 

both in managing their classrooms and, indeed, in 

delivering truly effective instruction. Some might 

find themselves steering clear of confrontations 

altogether, which, while perhaps understandable, can 

inadvertently lead to a classroom beset by unchecked 

behavioral issues. Others, conversely, may react with 

a notably stricter approach, potentially fostering a 

classroom atmosphere that feels, well, rather 

oppressive (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009). 

Ultimately, and importantly, each of these responses 

can, in its own way, undermine a student's crucial 

sense of safety and belonging—something so 

necessary for genuine academic and emotional 

development. 
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VIII. ADDRESSING PROFESSIONAL TRAUMA: 

STRATEGIES AND SOLUTIONS 

 

Organizational Interventions 

 

a) Trauma-Informed Schools 

Trauma-informed schools recognize that students 

and staff may have unseen wounds. Overstreet and 

Chafouleas (2016) describe that such schools 

possess practices that maintain emotional safety, 

foster mental health, and develop resilience. This 

can be done by, 

• creating structured and predictable 

environments. 

• developing emotional literacy and regulation. 

• employing restorative discipline practices. 

• providing access to mental health professionals. 

 

b) Professional Development 

Offering training sessions on trauma symptom 

identification, de-escalation, and self-care strategies 

equips educators to better manage emotional 

challenges (Downey, 2007). Ongoing professional 

development also sustains a culture of lifelong 

learning and responsiveness, the very features of 

trauma-resilient educators. 

 

c) Supportive Leadership 

Administrators play a critical part in either 

exacerbating or alleviating teacher trauma. Leaders 

must prioritize open communication, recognizing 

teacher success, and making teachers feel heard and 

valued (Leithwood, Harris, and Hopkins, 2008). 

Open-door policies, anonymous feedback systems, 

and sensitive crisis management processes are strong 

means to build trust. 

 

Individual-Level Strategies 

a) Building Resilience 

Resilience is not an innate trait but a learnable skill. 

Teachers can develop resilience by participating in 

mindfulness exercises, setting health professional 

boundaries, and practicing self-care (Meiklejohn et 

al., 2012). Therapy, regular reflective practice, and 

journaling can facilitate healthy processing of 

traumatic events. 

 

 

b) Access to Mental Health Resources 

Schools should offer counseling services and allow 

teachers to utilize them without stigma. Confidential 

Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) could offer 

needed support to those having emotional or 

psychological challenges. 

c) Peer Support Networks 

Peer networks provide a safe space for teachers to 

share their experiences, offer peer support, and 

normalize emotional vulnerability (Clemans, 2004). 

These can either be informal (like lunch sessions) or 

formal (like professional learning communities for 

well-being). 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In short, the acknowledgment and facing of 

professional trauma in teachers is not only a personal 

but also a critical component of maintaining a 

healthy, effective learning environment. Professional 

trauma is silent but potent foe undermining teachers' 

capacity to perform well in the classroom. Teachers 

carry covert emotional burdens that tend to erode 

their resilience and passion for teaching. By 

acknowledging these invisible challenges and having 

open discussions about mental health in schools, we 

start the journey towards a kinder and more 

sustainable education environment. 

 

It demands an evidence-based solution that integrates 

trauma-informed organizational practices, personal 

resilience strategies, and policy system change. It is 

only through asserting the humanness of teachers, all 

its supportive frailties as well as virtues  that we can 

stand with teachers to heal,  grow, and continue to 

inspire yet another generation. If teachers feel that 

they are noticed, valued, and protected, they are more 

likely to establish the same environment for their 

students—thus creating classrooms where learning 

and empathy walk side by side. 
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