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Abstract—This study investigated the association of teacher stress with sense of humor and emotional
intelligence (EI) among 108 EFL teachers from 5 private language institutes in Tehran. It was also checked
that whether sense of humor and EI could predict teacher stress. The participants were administered Fimian’s
(1984) Teacher Stress Inventory (TSI), Thorson and Powell’s (1993) Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale
(MSHS), and Bar-On’s (1997) EIl test. A series of Pearson Product Moment Correlations and a 2-step
Hierarchical Regression Analysis were run. The findings revealed that EFL teachers’ sense of humor and EI
were reversely correlated with their stress level. It was also found that, after accounting for the contribution of
demographic variables, sense of humor and EI could collectively add to the prediction of teacher stress,
however, only El could separately predict teacher stress. Implications of the study are discussed, and
suggestions for future research are made.
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I. INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Since the pioneering work of Kyriacou and Sutcliffe (1978a, b, 1979), numerous studies on teacher stress have been
conducted worldwide (e.g., Farber 1984, 1991; Heibert & Farber, 1984; Kyriacou, 1980). Due to the high level of
teacher attrition, teacher stress remains an important topic in educational research today (Backhirova, 2005). In recent
years, it has become a global concern, considering that about as many as a third of the teachers surveyed in various
studies around the world reported that they regarded teaching as highly stressful (Borg, 1990).

Kyriacou and Sutcliffe (1978a) described teacher stress as a response syndrome of negative affect (such as anger and
depression), usually accompanied by physiological changes (such as increased heart rate) resulting from aspects of the
teacher’s job and mediated by the perception that the demands made upon the teacher constitute a threat to his or her
self-esteem or well being. According to Pennicuik (2003), the less stressful a person is at work, the more likely he or
she will be present and the more likely the production and performance will increase (Pennicuik, 2003). Several factors
determine how stressful a job is. Psychological demands placed on the individual and the ability to manage certain
aspects of his or her job are identified by Hanson and Sullivan (2003) as important factors.

In identifying the most common sources of teacher stress, different investigators in different settings have come up
with a diversity of stressors that include students” misbehaviors and discipline problems, students’ poor motivation for
work, heavy workload and time pressure, role conflict and role ambiguity, conflicting staff relationships in school
management and administration, and pressure and criticisms from parents and the wider community (see Dunham, 1992;
Travers & Cooper, 1996). Pithers and Soden (1998) assessed levels of strain, organizational roles and stress in 322
Australian and Scottish vocational lecturers. Strain was found to be average in both national groups, but there were high
levels of stress with role overload emerging as the major cause. Lewis (1999) examined teachers’ estimations of stress
arising from being unable to discipline pupils in the way they would prefer. Overall, maintaining discipline emerged as
a stressor, with those worst affected being teachers who placed particular emphasis on pupil empowerment. Morton et al
(1997) conducted a study of 1000 student teachers. The results revealed that classroom management was their second
greatest sources of anxiety, the greatest being evaluation apprehension. Of all the stressors reported, classroom
management anxiety was the only one that did not decline following teaching practice.

Jepson and Forrest (2006) suggested that teacher experience with stress differs as teaching experience increases.
Beginning teachers often suffer from stress early because they are often given classroom assignments and students that
are identified as difficult (Bobek, 2002). Many teachers enter into the profession with passion and energy, but soon run
out because of stress. According to Intrator (2006), there are multiple evokers of intense emotions;

1. The public scrutiny of standing in front of a classroom the fear of not being liked or respected by students;

2. The vulnerability that comes with awareness of how students, administrators, and cooperating teachers routinely
judge your performance;
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3. The anxiety that comes when you are teaching a subject where your own understanding is incomplete; or

4. The discomfort that comes from having to make rapid-fire and uncertain decisions, whether in disciplining a
student, correcting a student, asking a question, or adapting a lesson on the fly. (p. 235)

Just the same, veteran teachers also experience stress because of the changing roles, extension of additional duties
and the new direction of education.

Moreover, the amount and degree of stress a teacher experiences may be related to his negative self-perception,
negative life experiences, low morale, and the struggle to maintain personal values and standards in the classroom
(Worrall & May, 1989). Interestingly, Kyriacou and Sutcliff (1978a) pointed out that stress reactions would vary among
individuals, even when the objective external conditions are the same. Specifically, some teachers might develop
psychological symptoms of varying severity, ranging from mild frustration, anxiety, and irritability to emotional
exhaustion as well as psychosomatic and depressive symptoms (e.g., Dunham, 1992; Farber, 1984; Kyriacou & Pratt,
1985).

Therefore, it seems natural that one should raise the question as to why some teachers succeed in surmounting high
levels of occupational stress, in continuously enhancing students’ achievements, and in setting and pursuing high goals
for themselves, while others cannot meet expectations imposed on them and tend to collapse under the burden of
everyday stress. The reason may lie in teachers’ sense of humor as a coping mechanism and their emotional intelligence
as a coping resource which includes a range of non-cognitive capabilities, competencies, and skills that have an impact
on one’s ability to succeed in coping with environmental demands and pressures (Bar-On, Brown, Kirkcaldy and
Thome, 2000).

In this connection, humor has been viewed by several theorists as one of the highest adaptive mechanisms of coping
(Lefcourt, 2001). It is often difficult for an individual to take an objective stance in a stressful situation. However,
humor, as a coping mechanism, offers one the opportunity to step back from the immediate stress of a situation and
view it from a distance (Morreall, 1983). Martin and Lefcourt (1984) found that when individuals use humor to face
anxiety, they are able to find multiple ways of interpreting their situation.

There is also a considerable amount of research that has acknowledged the association of pedagogically appropriate
humor with: (a) positive teacher evaluations, (b) greater student enjoyment of the subject, and (c) greater student
retention (Martin, 2007). Humor has also been shown to be appropriate for students at all levels and remains to be a
powerful, positive, effective instructional tool for advancing learning (Berk, 2002; Polio & Humphreys, 1996).
Empirical studies have concluded that students learn more from teachers who have a strong humor orientation than
those with a weaker orientation (Korobkin, 1988; Martin, 2007; Torok, McMorris, & Lin, 2004). It has also been shown
that teachers who effectively use humor are able to convey course content more effectively (Downs, Javidi, &
Nussbaum, 1988). Humor in the classroom is not the answer to all classroom management issues, but it is an excellent
preventive measure and can often diffuse tense situations (Loomans & Kolberg, 1993). Humor, in fact, may be one way
to decrease teacher burnout caused by unmediated stress (Abel, 2002; Kuiper & Martin, 1998; Talbot & Lumden, 2000).

On the other hand, Ciarrochi, Chan and Caput, (2000) posited that emotional intelligence may protect people from
stress and lead to better adaptation. They opined that an objective measure of emotion management skill is associated
with a tendency to maintain an experimentally induced positive mood which has obvious implication for preventing
stress. Teachers who experience more positive emotions may generate more and better teaching ideas; they may also
develop “broad-minded coping” skills (Frederickson, 2001, p. 223), which can help them solve more problems.
Kremenitzer (2005) stated that “‘being able to regulate and manage emotions within the classroom is an important factor
for effective and successful teaching” (p. 7). He argued that unlike other skills that a teacher has, the ability to respond
to unanticipated and difficult spontaneous situations is perhaps the most challenging of all. When the time frame for
reflection is short, teachers must be able to make a quick emotional adjustment even in the middle of the most negative
situation.

Bar-On (2003) found that there was a moderate yet significant relationship between emotional and social intelligence
and psychological health. Teachers who experience more positive emotions may generate more and better teaching
ideas; they may also develop ‘‘broad-minded coping” skills (Frederickson, 2001, p. 223), which can help them solve
more problems. Research studies have also demonstrated that emotional intelligence could help foster effective coping
with past events and traumatic experiences (e.g., Nolen-Hoeksema, McBride, & Larson, 1997; Pennebaker, 1997), with
anticipation of desired goals in the future (e.g., Taylor, Pham, Rivkin, & Armor, 1998), and with current events and
chronic stress (e.g., Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000).

Further, some empirical studies have been conducted to test the relationship between EI and stress among people
from different walks of life. For example, Nikolaou and Tsaousis (2002) explored the relationship between occupational
stress and emotional intelligence. They found a negative correlation between emotional intelligence and stress at work,
indicating that workers who had higher overall emotional intelligence suffered less stress related to the occupational
environment. Slaski and Cartwright (2002) investigated the relationship between a measure of emotional intelligence,
subjective stress, distress, health, morale, quality of working life, and management performance. Their findings
indicated a significant link between emotional intelligence and health and performance. These findings were
encouraging in that emotional intelligence may play an important role in moderating the stress process and increasing
individual resistance (Slaski & Cartwright, 2002).
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However, there is a glaring lacuna in the existent literature on the association of teacher stress with El and sense of
humor in the context of teaching a foreign language with its emotionally challenging nature, high levels of affective
involvement, complexity and constant interaction (Vaezi & Fallah, 2011a, b). Therefore, the purpose of the present
study is to extend current research pertaining to teacher stress. Specifically, the relationship between EFL teachers’
stress, their EI and sense of humor will be examined. As such, this study intends to answer the following two research
questions:

1. Are there significant relationships between stress, EI and sense of humor among EFL teachers?

2. Can EIl and sense of humor add to the prediction of stress among EFL teachers after accounting for the
contribution of demographic variables?

Il. METHODOLOGY

A. Participants and Procedures

The participants in this study consisted of 108 EFL teachers (52 females and 56 males) aged between 20 and 47 years
old (M= 28.43, SD= 5.12) with a range of between 1 and 19 years of teaching experience (M=6.52, SD=3.93). Fifty five
teachers (50.9%) were single and 53 (49.1%) were married. They were selected from 5 private language institutes in
Tehran.

To receive reliable data, the researchers explained the purpose of the study to the participants and informed them
about the approximate time needed to complete the questionnaires (approximately 40 minutes). Further, all teachers
were assured that their participation would be anonymous and voluntary. It was also explained that the results would
consist of group data and that individual participants and institutes would not be identified. This information was
presented in an informed consent form that was handed out with the survey packet. The completion of the survey packet
indicated implied consent and thus no signed consent form was returned. Participants were encouraged to keep the
informed consent page for their records. Teachers were encouraged to contact the investigators if any questions or
concerns arose as a result of their participation in the study. The participants took the questionnaires home, filled them
in and submitted it to the researchers within a week.

Finally, in order to answer the research inquiry, the responses obtained from the questionnaires were tabulated and
analyzed.

B. Instruments

An anonymous self-report questionnaire, comprising 3 scales and a subject fact form, served as the research tool in
this study. The 3 scales measured teachers’ EI and sense of humor and stress. The fact form enquired about participants’
demographic information including age, gender, marital status and years of teaching experience.

1. Teacher Stress Inventory (TSI)

Teacher stress was measured using the Teacher Stress Inventory (TSI). The TSI was developed by Fimian (1984) to
measure teachers’ perception of stress as it relates to their occupation. The TSI includes 49 items on a 5 point Likert
scale, and it covers 10 factors which are broken down into stress factors and stress manifestations. The five stress source
factors are Time Management, Work-Related Stressors, Professional Distress, Discipline and Motivation, and
Professional Investment. The five stress manifestations factors are Emotional Manifestations, Fatigue Manifestations,
Cardiovascular Manifestations, Gastronomic Manifestations, and Behavioral Manifestations. In this study, the reliability
estimate of the scale was « = 0.89.

2. Sense of Humor Scale

Thorson and Powell’s (1993) Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale (MSHS) was utilized to measure EFL
teachers’ sense of humor. The MSHS is an auto-report measure of overall sense of humor and is composed of 24 items
assessing humor on four dimensions. These four dimensions include: (a) the creation or production of humor, (b) humor
used as a coping mechanism, (c) humor used socially, and (d) humor appreciation. Respondents indicate their
agreement with the statements by selecting responses from a five-point Likert scale with responses ranging from
1(Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). In the current study the reliability estimate of the scale was « = 0.91.

3. Elscale

To evaluate language teachers’ El, the researcher employed ‘‘Bar-On EI test” (Bar-On, 1997). This test employs a 5-
point response scale with a textual response format ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. It includes 5
major factors and 15 subfactors or components (discussed in the introduction section). In this study, a Persian version of
the EI test with 90 items was utilized. According to Samouei (2003), the questionnaire has generally good internal
consistency, test-retest reliability, and constructs validity. To analyze the questionnaire in Iran, Samouei chose a group
of 500 university students (aging from 18 to 40) in Tehran and analyzed the norms of the test. As he stated, the
questionnaire has generally good internal consistency, test—retest reliability, and construct validity. With the adapted
version in Iran, the Cornbach’s alpha coefficient was found to be 0.93 and the reliability index gained through odd-even,
split-half method was [0.88].

I1l. RESULTS
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A. Research Question 1

In order to investigate intercorrelation between variables a series of Pearson Product-Moment Correlation analysis
was utilized. Regarding research question one, the results indicated that teacher stress was reversely correlated with

both sense of humor and EI as follows: stress and sense of humor (r = - .25, p < .01) and El (r = - .56, p < .01) (see
Table 1).

TABLE 1.

INTERCORRELATIONS BETWEEN VARIABLES (N = 108)
Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1.El - A8** - .56** .38** 25** 29** .02
2.SH - - .25** 27** 17 .16 .15
3.TS - - 27** -.32%* - .24%* -.22*
4.YTE - .68** A8** 14
5. Ag - A4** .23*
6. MS - -.01
7.Gn

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
Note. EI = Emotional Intelligence, SH= Sense of Humor, TS = Teacher Stress, YTE = Years of Teaching Experience, Ag = Age, MS = Marital
Status

B. Research Question 2

In order to find whether sense of humor and EI could predict teacher stress, a 2-step hierarchical regression analysis
was run. It should be noted that prior to running the regression analysis, preliminary data screening techniques were
used to check the assumptions including normality, linearity, multicollinearity, outliers and sample size. No
assumptions were violated and therefore no data transformation techniques were required.

Additionally, to determine which demographic variables needed to be controlled in the regression equations, a series
of correlation analyses was run to obtain the correlation between the dependent variable and the demographics. For this
purpose, Gender and Marital Status were dummy coded into quantitative terms. Only variables showing significant
associations (Tabachnick and Fidell, 1996) with the stress measure were included in the subsequent regression
equations. It was found that all the demographics were significantly correlated with stress (see Table above). Therefore,
all of them were retained.

Since no assumption was violated, no data transformation techniques were required. Then to answer the second
research question as to whether sense of humor and emotional intelligence can add to the prediction of stress after
accounting for demographic variables, a 2-step hierarchical regression analysis was run.

As shown in Table 2 , Step 1 which included demographic variables was significantly predictive of teacher stress,
accounting for 13 % of the variance (R? = .13, F [4, 103] = 4.08, p < 0.01). El and sense of humor were added in Step

two. They collectively and significantly added to the model (AR® = .25, AF [2, 101] = 21.54, p < 0.01), explaining an
additional 25 % of the variance in teachers’ stress levels.

TABLE 2.

SUMMARY OF HIERARCHICAL MULTIPLE REGRESSION ANALYSIS FOR VARIABLES PREDICTING STRESS (N = 108)
Predictors B SEB B R R’ AR AF df
Step 1 37 13 13 408%*  (4.103)
YTE -.64 95 -.09

MS -889 591 -16
Ag -57 72 -10
Gn -1030 526 - 18
Step 2 62 39 25 21534%F  (2.10])
YTE 58 84 08
MS 446 504 -08
Ag =71 61 13
Gn -1163 450 -20
SH 24 16 -.21
EI -4 06 -.60%*

*p<.05**p <.01,

Note. YTE = Years of Teaching Experience, MS = Marital Status, Ag = Age, El =
Emotional Intelligence, SH= Sense of Humor. AR2 = R2 change, AF = F change,
df = Degree of Freedom, B = Unstandardized Regression Coefficients
B = Standardized Regression Coefficients.

As indicated by Standardized Beta Values, EI (B = .60, p < .01) could significantly predict teacher stress. However,
sense of humor (B = .22, p>.05) could not significantly and separately predict teacher stress.

IV. DISCUSSIONS
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As stated before, the present study sought to examine the relationship between stress, El and sense of humor among
EFL teachers. In addition, the predictive strength of El and sense of humor was tested. The size of these correlations
indicates that the higher the teachers’ EI, and sense of humor, the lower their stress level. The findings also showed that,
after accounting for the contribution of demographic variables including teacher age, teaching experience, marital status
and gender, EI and sense of humor could collectively predict stress among the teachers. However, only EI could
separately have a significant predictive strength.

One plausible explanation for the EI significant potency in predicting teacher stress and their negative correlation
could be that highly emotionally intelligent individuals are particularly adept at perceiving their needs, as well as the
needs of others with whom they work, both which enable them to anticipate and cope with stress instead of being
overwhelmed by it (Bar-On, 1997). The results are in accordance with previous theoretical and empirical studies on the
role of emotional intelligence in stress, though these are noticeably slim in the foreign/second language context.
According to Bar-On (1997), emotionally intelligent people “are generally optimistic, flexible, realistic, and successful
at solving problems and coping with stress, without losing control” (p. 156).Those who score high on emotional
intelligence skills are expected to cope more effectively with environmental demands and pressures associated with
occupational stress and health outcomes than those who score low on EI (Brackett, Palomera & Mojsa, 2010; Mendez,
2002).

A study conducted by Salovey, Bedell, Detweiler, and Mayer (1999) discovered that individuals who are able to
regulate their emotional states are healthier because they “accurately perceive and appraise their emotional states, know
how and when to express their feelings and can effectively regulate their mood states” (p. 161). This suggests that there
is a direct connection between emotional intelligence skills and physical as well as psychological health (Tsaousis &
Nikolaou, 2005). Individuals are emotionally intelligent then they can cope better with life’s challenges and control
their emotions more effectively (Taylor, 2001). Harrod and Scheer (2005) also held that emotional intelligence is the
driving force behind the factors that affect personal success and everyday interactions with others. The results also
support Bar-On, et al., (2000), Nikolaou and Tsaousis (2002) and Slaski & Cartwright (2002) who all found negative
relationship between stress and El among participants from different walks of life.

On the other hand, the results, indicating significant correlation between teacher sense of humor and stress,
substantiate the view that humor positively affects the appraisal of stressful events and attenuates the negative affective
response (Kuiper et al. 2004; Martin et al. 1993).Kuiper and Martin (1998a) suggest, individuals with a good sense of
humor use more realistic processing of stressful events. Humor has been linked to several coping strategies such as
distancing oneself from the stressor (Kuiper and Martin (1998b; Lefcourt, 2001), aggressive efforts toward confronting
and dealing with the stress (Kuiper and Martin (1998b), and resolving the problems causing stress (McCrae and Costa
1986). Consequently, the results support the suggestion that individuals with a good sense of humor more accurately
and realistically appraise the stress in their lives than those with a poor sense of humor (Kuiper and Martin 1998b;
Martin, 2003). It appears that individuals with a poor sense of humor may either overestimate the appraisal of stress in
their lives or perhaps are more predisposed to psychologically experience greater stress regardless of the number of
stressful life events. One plausible explanation for this finding is that through sense of humor teachers can create a
pleasant atmosphere in the classroom which will be undisputedly conducive to increasing interaction between teacher
and learners .Wubbels et al. (1991) deemed the relationship between teacher and students the most significant aspect of
classroom atmosphere. This is more evident in EFL settings, and even crucial in private institutes where group work
and discussion are prevalent practices. In such a classroom, teacher’s positive personality is an indispensable ingredient.
Thus, the more the teacher attempts at creating an interactive supportive atmosphere, the more adept s’he will be in
assuaging stress and high tensions inherent to the nature of EFL teaching especially in private language institutes which
have set high pedagogical standards for teachers to meet.

V. CONCLUSION

The overall results of the present study lead to the conclusion that enhancing teachers’ sense of humor and especially
their EI might have a buffering effect on their stress level.

Foreign language teaching is a complex task that is associated with anxiety and feelings of uneasiness, frustration,
self-doubt and apprehension, also teachers have to deal with students who come to class not only with diverse abilities
but also with a range of emotional tendencies. Based on these findings, El can be a potential coping resource against
teacher stress. Since EI can be taught and developed (Goleman, 1995), EFL teachers should be helped in teacher
preparation programs to be aware of the concept of El and develop it in themselves, so that they can help better address
stressful events in language institutes and create better educational situations for their students.

As Hawkey (2006) suggested, teacher education needs to address emotion in education in more explicit ways than is
currently the case. Moreover, he points out that:

Emotionality lies at the intersection of the person and society, for all persons are jointed to their societies through the
self-feelings and emotions they feel and experience on a daily basis. This is the reason the study of emotionality must
occupy a central place in all the human disciplines, for to be human is to be emotional (p. 139).

Moreover, as suggested by many psychologists, humor is a set of attitudes and skills which can be learnt through
practice (e.g. Fry, 1984), and everyone has the potential for a sense of humor and we are all born with the capacity to
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laugh (Fry, 1984). As a result, individual EFL teachers are advised to consciously adopt humor in their personal and
teaching life. It is hoped that teachers would then keep their problems in perspective, or at least have a different focus
during some of the discouraging or depressing low points. Besides, those with staff development responsibilities are
suggested to encourage teachers to be more humorous and provide them with opportunities for acquiring such skill. For
examples, the institute authorities should emphasize the functions of humor and introduce certain skills of being
humorous in orientation programs for beginning and inexperienced teachers. The education department and teachers’
union should organize workshops or in-service programs for teachers on how to keep their ever present stresses in
perspective, and there the roles and functions of humor should also be introduced. A state of no stress is impossible in
nature. We all have felt the tensions of stress, and we all have experienced the exhilarating feeling that follows laughter.
Humor is really a healthy technique to put events and people in the proper perspective (Dardick, 1990). Thus, there is
no reason to be so reluctant to incorporate some humor in our life.

The findings of the current study, however, must be treated with caution. To the researchers’ best knowledge, this is
the first attempt to study EFL teachers’ stress, their EI and sense of humor together in an institutional context. Thus, this
study should be replicated to see whether similar findings can be obtained elsewhere. Since this study was conducted
only in private language institutes, further research needs to be carried out at high schools in order to compare the
results.

Though considered as overall terms in the present study, sense of humor and emotional intelligence are
multidimensional constructs; therefore, a promising area of research could focus on determining the specific dimensions
of these two constructs which are most influential in the cognitive appraisal of stress. Finally, in addition to self-report
measures, in-depth interviews, life histories, case analyses, and observational examinations are just a few examples of
some other approaches that could add significant descriptions and nuances to the teacher stress database.
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