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Abstract: 
Stress is experienced in a number of industries, including faculty. Sources of stress 

include classroom performance, research and publication pressures, service to the 
school, and student needs (academic as well as mental health or other supports such 
as accommodations for accessibility). We have outlined a number of ways that faculty 
can reduce their stress, including prioritizing tasks, using positive psychology, colouring, 
maintaining a healthy body, building social relationships, and seeking professional help 
when required. Protecting the mental health of faculty by reducing stress, is one way to 
improve the student experience in the classroom. 
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Introduction 
As faculty, we are often concerned with our students’ performance and well-being, 

but if we neglect our own mental health, we are doing a disservice to everyone who 
depends on us. Increasing faculty stress is a real concern, and early career faculty 
experience greater stress than veteran professors (Sorcinelli, 1992) and minorities face 
even greater levels due to marginalization, prejudice, and the greater pressure to 
succeed compared to their Caucasian counterparts (Smith & Witt, 1993; Thompson & 
Dey, 1998). Stress impairs productivity, leads to lower job satisfaction and poorer 
performance. Higher levels of stress in one’s occupation predicts lower job satisfaction 
and a greater number of sick days (Sudatta & Payal, 2016) and can even lead to faculty 
burnout, which is defined as a multi-dimensional state of exhaustion (physical, 
emotional, mental) caused by being involved in emotionally demanding tasks over long 
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periods of time (Harrison, 1999). Symptoms can include exhaustion, feelings of low 
personal accomplishments, detachment (Freudenberger, 1974; Jackson, Schwab, & 
Schuler, 1986), being cynical, pessimism, lacking energy, lacking satisfaction from 
achievements, and disillusionment (Boug-Carter, 2013). You may have noticed that 
there is some overlap between these symptoms and those of depression, so burnout 
needs to be taken seriously. As such, we advocate for the importance of faculty self 
care. This article will outline various ways for faculty to mitigate stress and (hopefully) 
avoid burnout. 

Prioritize, plan, and organize 
One of the features of academia that stress us out is the constantly changing tasks 

that are expected of us. We are instructors and colleagues and mental health 
supporters for our students; we teach, write, publish, review, serve on committees, and 
support students in their various goals (class performance, GRE, graduate school, 
careers, etc.). And if you’re on track for tenure, the pressure is even more important. In 
an attempt to reduce the stress caused by these multiple requirements, we try to 
prioritize. Sometimes, we can reduce our anxiety by dividing tasks into “need to do” and 
“nice to do”. For example, you “need” to teach your class and grade assignments, but 
it’s “nice” to alphabetize assignments and add extra little notes of encouragement. Other 
times, you may need a reality check: is it reasonable for you to serve on all of those 
committees? To review for all of those journals? To participate in all of those “other” 
things? You may be able to reduce your stress by reducing your workload or planning 
your tasks better. However, if you can’t do that, below are some additional suggestions 
to help cope with stress. 

Positive psychology 
Many aspects of positive psychology have been shown to reduce stress, including 

meditation, gratitude, and mindfulness, (Esi van der Zwan, de Vente, Hulzink, Bögels, & 
de Bruin, 2015; Greeson, Toohey, & Pearce, 2015, Krejtz, Nezlek, Michnicka, Holoas & 
Rusanowska, 2016; O’Leary & Dockray, 2015). Your institution may offer meditation 
classes, but a quick YouTube search reveals a number of high-quality guided 
meditation sessions. Journaling your gratitude has also been shown to reduce stress 
(Krejtz, et al, 2016). Also see Kennette and Myatt (2018) for additional ideas for 
incorporating positive psychology. 

Coloring 
For many, engaging in this nostalgic activity can reduce stress (Weiner & Rubarth, 

2018) and anxiety (Flett, Lie, Riordan, Thompson, Conner, & Hayne, 2017). There are 
many free online websites for mandalas or other coloring pages. There are also apps 
for tablets and phones, though we are not aware of any studies that have examined the 
effectiveness of coloring apps on well-being, but if the mechanism is mindfulness as 
many have found or proposed (Drake, Searight, & Olson-Pupek, 2014; Flett et al., 
2017), then the benefits should transfer to an app as long as the device isn’t interrupting 
the activity (with frequent email or text notifications, for example). 



Focusing on Faculty Stress  April, 2019 

3 Transformative Dialogues: Teaching & Learning Journal Volume 12 Issue 1 April 2019 

Sleeping and exercising 
Stress can cause sleep troubles, just as lack of sleep can become a stressor in and 

of itself. Higher anxiety levels are associated with lack of sleep (Engle-Friedman, Riela, 
Golan, Ventuneac, Davis, Jefferson, & Major, 2003), so sleeping less (to get more 
done) is not a solution. Regular exercise appears to have a protective effect in making 
you more resilient to stress (Salmon, 2001). So eat healthy food, get plenty of rest, and 
engage in regular physical activity to reduce your stress. 

Social relationships 
At work, find a mentor or make some friends. This can serve as both an opportunity 

for collaboration and increased productivity (Rush & Wheeler, 2011), but it is also an 
opportunity for increased interactions. Social support, especially in times of stress, have 
been shown to reduce your susceptibility to burnout (Russel, Altmaier & Van Velzen, 
1987). So meet up with colleagues for lunch or a coffee, and reduce your stress while 
increasing your social support.  

Ask for help when you need it 
You may not be able to handle this yourself. Therefore, perhaps the most important 

piece of advice is to seek help when you start to feel bogged down; don’t wait until you 
start feeling burned out to seek help. Help may come from a mental health professional, 
but sometimes others can help alleviate your stress as well. For example, your 
supervisor may be able to modify your workload, change your schedule or committee 
requirements, etc. They may also be able to help you manage your stress by 
recommending additional on-campus or off-campus resources. 

Conclusion 
It is critical that faculty are mindful of their own well-being and engage in self-care to 

prevent burnout. Interested readers may also wish to consult the resources available on 
the OER Commons module Avoiding Faculty Burnout with Self-Care 
(https://www.oercommons.org/courseware/module/9380/student/), but only if it will not 
add to their already busy, and possibly stressful, work engagements. 
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