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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

Student teachers have to cope with distressing emotions during
teacher education. Coping is important in relation to both attrition
and bridging the gap between being a student teacher and starting work. The data consist of semi-structured interviews with 25
student teachers, which were analysed using a constructivist
grounded theory framework. The aim of the current study was to
examine student teachers’ perspectives on distressing situations
during teacher education, as well as how boundaries were established as a way of coping with emotions related to these situations. The ﬁndings show that the student teachers’ main concern
was to make sense of the imbalance between resources and the
demands placed by distressing situations. As a coping strategy,
student teachers established professional boundaries linked to
emotional labour and relationship maintenance.
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Introduction
Student teachers encounter a variety of distressing situations and emotions during their
studies (Caires, Almeida, and Vieira 2012; Lindqvist et al. 2017; Poulou 2007). Recent
research has examined how emotions and coping with experiences impede student
teachers’ development, and could ultimately lead to uncertainty about the role of
teacher and questioning their choice of profession (Tiplic, Lejonborg, and Elstad, 2016;
Yuan and Lee 2016). Research on how student teachers cope with distressing situations
in the context of teacher education is needed if we are to have a better understanding
of attrition from teacher education and the teaching profession. Studying coping as
a concept could help to clarify how student teachers adopt strategies to deal with
distressing situations in teacher education, and the emotions this involves. This study
focuses on coping from the perspective of student teachers. Our objective is to examine
student teachers’ perspectives of distressing situations during teacher education, as well
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as how boundaries were established as a way of coping with emotions related to these
situations.

Coping, emotional labour and relationships in teaching
Coping is deﬁned as ‘constantly changing cognitive and behavioural eﬀorts to manage
speciﬁc external and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the
resources of the person’ (Lazarus and Folkman 1984, 141). The concept of coping relates
to facing and dealing with problems in the environment-person relationship that need
to be altered, amended, tolerated or reduced (Folkman & Lazarus 1991, 1985, 1991).
Coping strategies are deﬁned as the actions a person uses to take control of the
experienced problem. This transactional model of coping with stress focuses on the
interaction between the individual and the experienced stress. Stress occurs when there
is an imbalance between a person’s resources for mediating or coping with the demands
of the environment (Lazarus and Folkman 1984). Therefore, the interpretation of the
event is more signiﬁcant than the event itself, which is also viewed as essential in
symbolic interactionism (Charon 2007). Emotions are seen as the catalyst of actions, as
emotions are deﬁned, isolated, controlled and discussed by humans. Emotions become
social when people use them in reﬂection and interpretation (Charon 2007), for example
when managing emotions. According to Blumer (1969), the action of humans is in
relation to coping with the demands of human life. As we manage emotions, we also
create emotions.
Coping is essential in teacher education because teaching is an emotional endeavour
(Hargreaves 2005). Distressing situations are inﬂuenced and determined by social contexts and relationships at school, and teachers must constantly manage their emotions
in the student-teacher relationship (Zembylas 2005). The general emotional rule is not to
display emotions that are too strong or too weak, since this is viewed as unprofessional
behaviour. When viewing emotions as constantly managed, emotions can be ‘seen as
culturally relevant, public performances, reﬂecting power relations and mediating
between subjective experiences and social practices’ (Zembylas 2007, 58) and should
be understood from the speciﬁc context in which they need to be managed. For
example, being angry about a pupil’s behaviour might be linked to the speciﬁc power
relationship between teacher and pupil. Teaching and developing relational competence in teacher education is an area where further research is needed (Jensen, Skibsted,
and Christensen 2015).
The emotions of student teachers are here deﬁned as interactive and negotiated
within teacher education (Admiraal, Korthagen, and Wubbels 2000). Diﬀerent emotions
were present in the perceived distressing situations that the student teachers described.
It is not the factual seriousness of the situation but the student teachers’ deﬁnition of
the situation that we studied, as the deﬁnitions are real if they have real consequences
for a person’s actions (Charon 2007; Thomas and Thomas 1928).
Emotional labour is important when discussing coping with emotionally distressing
situations. Hargreaves (2005) argues that the emotional labour of teachers has mainly
been depicted through negative experiences. Emotional labour is deﬁned as emotions
that are performed and acted out, as well as being controlled and suppressed. Some of
these enacted emotions, such as surprise and anger, may be acted rather than experienced
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in order to have a deliberate eﬀect on pupils. Teaching involves emotional rules that regulate
which emotions should be expressed or suppressed when teaching (Zembylas 2003, 2005).
For example, anger is not viewed favourably in the teaching profession, whereas emotions
related to caring are (Isenbarger and Zembylas 2006; Liljestrom, Roulston, & Demarris, 2007).
When coping with distressing situations in teacher education, previous research has shown
relationships to be important as student teachers use social support as a key coping strategy
(Gustems-Carnicer and Calderon 2012; Paquette and Rieg 2016). Seeking support from
colleagues is sometimes deﬁned as unproductive because student teachers lack the vocabulary to express their concerns (Caspersen and Raaen 2014). Maintaining relationships with
colleagues can be problematic in the teaching profession as collegiality is sometimes also
the reason for distressing situations in day-to-day work (Löfgren & Karlsson, 2016). Working
as a teacher involves maintaining relationships with pupils, parents and colleagues.
Relationship maintenance is here deﬁned as student teacher’s eﬀorts to uphold relationships, and is understood to be essential when working as a teacher. One example is teachers’
eﬀorts to build trust with pupils (Lassila and Uitto 2016).

Boundaries in teacher education
Establishing boundaries here refers to an individual’s ability to identify the possibilities
and restrictions of the teaching profession in order to cope. In this respect, boundaries
refer to ‘the distinction between what is part of me versus what is not (yet) part of me’
(Akkerman and Bakker 2011, 132). The research carried out on student teachers has
focused on boundary crossing between the university setting and the work placement
education (Hutchinson 2011; Tsui and Law 2007), and starting to teach (Haggarty and
Postlethwaite 2012; McCormack and Thomas 2003).
Boundaries have been depicted as a discursive tool that focuses on instrumentalism,
performance orientation and emotionlessness (Lanas 2017). As object constructions, the
discursive boundaries evolve over the course of the teacher education (Jahreie and
Ottesen 2010). Furthermore, boundaries have been viewed as a way to establish how
much personal information to disclose in relationship maintenance with pupils. Student
teachers reported a need to be aware of the negative and positive consequences that
could come from disclosing personal information (Kaufmann and Lane 2014). Also,
teachers report that they engage in a balancing act between caring and maintaining
a level of control in the classroom when discussing boundaries (Aultman, WilliamsJohnson, and Schutz 2009).
Laletas and Reupert (2016) investigated a group of student teachers establishing
appropriate boundaries in relation to the theme of care in the teaching profession.
The student-teacher relationship maintenance has been viewed as diﬃcult when establishing and maintaining boundaries relating to care. Gaps in education on the concept of
care are a common theme in qualitative studies of student teachers (Kemp and Reupert
2012).
We have used the concept of boundaries to explore coping strategies in order to add to
the ﬁeld of knowledge about coping in teacher education. Qualitative research on student
teachers’ perspectives of how they experience and deal with distressing situations in
teacher education remains scarce. In this paper, boundaries are viewed as coping based
on deﬁnitions of situations (Charon 2007; Thomas and Thomas 1928) and tools for internal
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dialogue, in line with symbolic interactionism (Blumer 1969). The aim of the current study
was to examine student teachers’ perspectives on distressing situations during teacher
education, as well as how boundaries were established as a way of coping with emotions
related to these situations.

Methodology
To explore student teachers’ experiences of coping, we used a symbolic interactionism
framework (Charon 2007) and a constructivist grounded theory design (Charmaz 2014). The
constructivist version of grounded theory views social reality as constructed and as a part of
an ever-changing process, and was chosen because of our interest in the participants’ actions
in social processes. Grounded theory is a suitable method when a researcher is interested in
the actions and social processes that the participants use to resolve a perceived problem.
According to Charmaz (2014), symbolic interactionism oﬀers constructivist grounded theory
an open-ended theoretical perspective, creating a theory-method package incorporating
curiosity, openness, and a sense of wonder about the social world and its ongoing social
actions and processes. The perspective of symbolic interactionism (Blumer 1969; Charmaz
2014; Charon 2007) was useful since subjective meanings are assumed to derive from
interaction with others as part of a process of co-construction and interpretation used in
communication and practice. According to the Thomas theorem, or ‘the deﬁnition of the
situation’, people ‘act in a world they deﬁne, and although there may actually be a reality out
there, their deﬁnition is far more important for what they do’ (Charon 2007, 129). Therefore, we
need to understand human action from the deﬁnition of the actor, which is crucial in symbolic
interactionism (Blumer 1969) and constructivist grounded theory research (Charmaz 2014).

Participants
Twenty-ﬁve student teachers were interviewed as part of the study. The participants consisted of seven males, 17 females and one non-binary participant. They were 22–56 years old
(M = 28), and were completing the ﬁnal year of their teacher education at six universities in
Sweden. Eight student teachers were studying to teach grades 4–6 (age 10–12) and 17 were
studying to teach grades 7–9 (age 13–16) at Swedish schools. In Sweden, student teachers
carry out 20 weeks of work placement education spread across the teacher education
programme, which takes four (grades 4–6) to four and a half years (grades 7–9) to complete.
‘Work placement’ is the term used for attending a school and practising working as a teacher
together with a supervisor. During these periods, student teachers teaching responsibilities
increase. The longest period of work placement education is nine weeks in duration, and
takes place during the ﬁnal year of teacher education. The participants were yet to complete
the longest period of work placement education at the time of data collection.

Data collection
The current study has received ethical approval from the Regional Ethical Review Board in
Stockholm. All participants gave their informed consent and were informed about conﬁdentiality and their right to decline participation at any point in the research process. The
ﬁrst author conducted the interviews. During the interviews, he adopted an open and non-
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judgemental approach through active listening (communicating genuine interest and
attention to the participants by being attentive and using responses like ‘mmm’, ‘okay’
and ‘I see’, as well as nodding), and using probing or follow-up questions (Hiller and Diluzio
2004). Questions about distressing situations could provoke emotions in the participants,
and this was discussed prior to the interviews.
An interview guide was used. The participants were asked to talk about (a) their perceived
distressing situations during teacher education, (b) learning to become a teacher, (c) their
supervisors for work placement education, (d) their professional approach as a teacher, and
(e) their worries about working as a teacher in the near future. The interviews began by
asking the participants about positive emotions that they had experienced in teacher
education. The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. To ensure conﬁdentiality,
the names of the participants have been ﬁctionalised. The interviews ranged between 54
and 96 minutes in length, and were carried out during the ﬁrst semester of their ﬁnal year of
teacher education. Thirteen of the interviews were conducted in a university setting, and
twelve were conducted using an online video conferencing service due to the participants’
geographical locations.

Data analysis
Grounded theory methods were conducted to explore and analyse data (Charmaz 2014;
Glaser 1978; Glaser and Strauss 1967). Three stages of coding (initial, focused and
theoretical) were used. The phases of coding were not performed in a strictly linear
way, but were intertwined and ﬂexible, allowing the analysis to remain open and
sensitive to data. Initial coding (Charmaz 2014) was carried out word by word, sentence
by sentence and segment by segment. Initial codes were constructed and constantly
compared with data and with each other. The analysis was also guided by analytical
questions (see Charmaz 2014; Glaser 1978), including the following: What is happening
in the data? What is going on? What are the main concerns faced by the participants in
the actual situations? What do the data suggest? During the next step, focused coding
(Charmaz 2014), we used the most signiﬁcant and common initial codes to sift through
the large amount of data, and focused codes of boundary setting, emotional labour and
relationship maintenance were constructed. The focused codes generated in this phase
were more selective and conceptual than the initial codes. The third phase of coding,
which was performed more or less in parallel with focused coding, was theoretical
coding. The iterative analysis was extended, and we explored and analysed the relationships between our empirical codes using theoretical codes of process and strategies
(Glaser 1978), thus constructing an analytical story of coherence (Charmaz 2014;
Thornberg and Charmaz 2012). In the analysis, boundaries as a coping strategy was
seen as the core concept. The term ‘boundary’ was analysed as the primary coping
strategy with aspects of emotional labour and relationship maintenance as processes
where boundaries were established, which will be further discussed in the ﬁndings. The
phases of coding are illustrated in Table 1.
The ﬁrst author conducted the coding in dialogue with the fourth author. All the
authors then critically scrutinised their work, resulting in further elaboration, and
ensured the trustworthiness of the coding using critical dialogue procedures. Theories
were considered as possible lenses and analytical tools through the logic of abduction,
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Table 1. Example of codes.
Data excerpt
Daniel: But it is nice too to ventilate and be
able to be a little angry.
H: Yeah right, that’s how you do it? Or how do
you handle those situations?
Daniel: Well, often it is a pretty destructive
discussion about the work environment, pupils,
solutions from the school leadership and stuﬀ
like that.
H: Right.
Daniel: It’s a bit like that whining that you
didn’t want to end up in as a student, you
wanted to be more constructive.
H: Yes.
Daniel: but you, you might begin to
understand your boundaries, or what I can
do in this situation. As of now we have
really told the school leadership about the
shortcomings, this is the problem, now we
can’t do more.

Initial codes
Use of anger
Controlling anger

Focused codes
Emotional labour

Theoretical code
Process: Emotional
labour

Collegial discussions
creating frustration

Coping [together]
with colleagues

Strategy: Relationship
maintenance with
colleagues

Whining as tool.
Becoming the
opposite of what
was imagined

Coping as whining

Boundary making
Action shortening

Coping through
Strategy: Establishing
boundaries of action
boundaries as
coping strategy

theoretical agnosticism and theoretical pluralism (Charmaz 2014; Thornberg 2012;
Thornberg and Charmaz 2012). In accordance with an informed grounded theory
approach (Thornberg 2012), extant concepts justiﬁed their place in the analysis by the
way they ﬁtted and worked with the data, codes, concepts and emerging theory.

Findings
The distressing situations reported by the student teachers related to powerlessness, not
feeling adequately prepared for working as a teacher, worrying about their future and
their responsibilities regarding pupils’ social progress and living situations, and feelings
of inadequacy in relation to pupils’ needs. To cope with these distressing situations, the
student teachers established boundaries as coping in relation to aspects of relationship
maintenance and emotional labour. The most frequently perceived distressing situations
that student teachers reported related to experiences during their work placement
education. There were limited experiences of supervisors, or other teacher education
activities, that were perceived as distressing. Distressing situations were not considered
by the participants to compete in terms of seriousness. Instead, they were seen as
contributing towards day-to-day stress. The student teachers’ main concern was having
to make sense of the imbalance between resources and the demands that stemmed
from experiences connected to the day-to-day stress of teacher education, together with
concerns about their future work as teachers.

Imbalance between resources and demands
Boundaries were seen as indispensable to making sense of the imbalance between
resources and demands in distressing situations. Boundaries were established as a coping
strategy when starting work. For instance, Anders talked about a child in a problematic
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living situation, where his ‘role started and ended’ as a teacher intervening in family life.
When discussing how to handle this, he talked about a lack of resources for what he wanted
to do for the pupil:
I think the starting point has to be the pupil. This is something I feel we haven’t really
worked with much. When I think back I didn’t have any form of support, and that’s a ﬂaw in
teacher education. But it could be something I’ve missed too, I can’t say for sure.
(Anders, year 4-6 student teacher.)

Anders concluded that if he noticed a pupil experiencing problems at home, he would
leave the issue in the hands of the school management. Another example concerned the
feeling of powerlessness. Eva discussed meeting pupils and lacking the ability to
inﬂuence their actions. Eva said that ‘I felt like, why should they listen to me, or what
do I actually have to say, I just have to accept that’ (Eva, year 7–9 student teacher). Eva
described a lack of resources to meet demands and the need to establish boundaries
when worrying about her ability to perform as a teacher. Alva described working with
pupils whom she thought needing special education and how there were no resources
available for this. She felt that the lack of resources meant teachers were also supposed
to be special educators, even though ‘this is not my strongest side’ (Alva, year 7–9
student teacher). This related to concerns about work tasks that did not align with her
ideas of what working as a teacher should include.
Boundaries as a coping strategy, as reported by the student teachers, related to (a)
relationship maintenance with pupils, parents of pupils and colleagues, and (b) emotional labour concerning sympathy, anger and worry.

Relationship maintenance
Relationship maintenance was deﬁned as upholding relationships and establishing
boundaries as a coping strategy in order to maintain a professional or personal
relationship. Relationship maintenance constituted a boundary since there was
a professional relationship that was inevitable (with pupils, parents of pupils and
teachers). This involved establishing boundaries as a coping strategy since relationship
maintenance related to a fear of conﬂicts with colleagues, parents of pupils, and
pupils. The way in which relationships were handled diﬀered between pupils, the
pupils’ parents and colleagues.
Pupils. The student teachers frequently referred to the need to build strong
relationships with pupils that could be used as a platform to bring about change.
They also frequently discussed not being a friend to the pupil, but a grown-up on
whom the pupils could depend. The student teachers talked about using relationships as a tool when trying to work with pupils’ social problems. Using relationships
to address social injustice or problems in the pupils’ social environments led to
a fear of having relationships that could potentially be exhausting. They talked
about constantly thinking of ways to resolve pupils’ problems. Relationships with
pupils were seen as being dependant on establishing boundaries as a coping
strategy for professional duties:
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Klara: You shouldn’t take your work home.
Interviewer: Why is that important?
Klara: Otherwise you break. Well, I learned that from previous jobs, like if you try a bit too
hard, it becomes a feeling. You end up believing you’re that person, you identify too much
and believe you can save the whole world. That will be the hardest part; you’re going to
want to save every child, but you can’t.
Interviewer: How come?
Klara: I think you should be a safe person, and being a rock does more than you would think. But
it’s not about adopting a child from a troubled home, then it becomes a personal relationship.
But of course, you do all you can. That’s the way it is. (Interview with a year 4-6 student teacher.)

Klara described how being excessively motivated to help a pupil or to turn pupils into
personal projects would be relationship maintenance that did not include the appropriate boundaries. This was a recurring pattern with the student teachers; they talked
about ensuring distance in their relationships with pupils when establishing boundaries
as a coping strategy. At least one of the following two rationales could be found among
those who emphasised the need to ensure distance in their relationships with pupils: (a)
a fear of being too involved in pupils and (b) a statement that teachers should not deal
with pupils’ social problems. Both these positions developed the same rationale for
boundaries: teachers should not be too personally involved with pupils.

Parents of pupils. The student teachers thought they should have a working relationship
with the parents of the pupils (or other care-givers when parents were unavailable), which
was sometimes viewed as potentially overwhelming. Klara talked about seeing teachers in
work placement education who have excessive contact with the pupils’ parents. ‘I have to
explain that I can’t have 30 parents sending me text messages every night’ (Klara, year 4–6
student teacher). Having relationships with parents was discussed as being of paramount
importance in ensuring that pupils learn and develop. Ann discussed the need to be calm
when communicating with parents ‘because calling or sending e-mails to parents when you
are angry is not a good idea, but it might be a mistake you make in the beginning’ (Ann, year
4–6 student teacher). Stefan thought that being criticised as a teacher was common. He had
witnessed supervising teachers being questioned about grading, and he concluded that ‘it
really is about being pretty speciﬁc and direct, and that they have to trust me as a teacher’
(Stefan, year 7–9 student teacher). Relationship maintenance with parents was a source of
anticipated distress in their future work duties.
Future colleagues. With regard to relationship maintenance with future colleagues,
student teachers had met some teachers that they thought were doing a poor job:
For some people it helps, but for others, like at the school I’m at right now, we have very
challenging pupils. Those who are the most challenging you simply have to ignore or
separate from the other pupils who they think trigger them. I think that their home situation
and other circumstances that aﬀect why they act in a certain way are often forgotten.
Teachers shouldn’t be school psychologists, but there are other more helpful alternatives
than always picking on them because of how they behave. (Disa, year 7-9 student teacher.)
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Disa concluded she felt distressed in the environment she described as she thought
neglecting pupils in need was bad practice. As Disa searched for alternative reasons why
pupils were behaving as they did, Disa also discussed relationship maintenance with her
colleagues. Disa gave examples of trying to inﬂuence her supervisor’s conduct, mainly in
relation to how the supervisor talked about pupils, but concluded that it was no use. Several
student teachers talked about changing schools if the school was not seen to be supportive.
If I’m lucky, I will ﬁnd the right place on the ﬁrst attempt, but I believe I will have to work at
several diﬀerent schools before I ﬁnd the right one. I believe that will be the case. So, I don’t
really have those expectations about my colleagues now: it’s more like a bonus. If it turns
out well, OK, but I don’t expect anything. It sounds awful, but that’s how it is – a pessimistic
view, unfortunately. (Lotta, year 7-9 student teacher.)

In essence, moving away from a school and ﬁnding the right place was connected to
having professional ideals that matched their colleagues’ ideals: ‘School is kind of what
your colleagues make it.’ (Linn, year 4–6 student teacher).

Emotional labour
Student teachers were inclined to view the work within the school context as emotionally
charged. Emotional labour was described as dealing with emotions and regulating them on
a daily basis. Emotional labour constituted professional boundary setting, since student
teachers established boundaries as a coping strategy to limit distressing emotional
responses and thus used a coping strategy. According to the student teachers, there was
a need to establish boundaries in relation to anger, sympathy and worry. These emotions
were deﬁned in the analysis as the primary and most common emotions that the participants discussed, and as such they were present in the data. These emotions were seen as an
inevitable part of teaching, and there was a fear of the consequences of these emotions. An
overarching fear of emotions becoming overwhelming created a need to establish boundaries relating to these speciﬁc emotions.
Anger. The majority of the student teachers had experiences involving anger, either being
angry themselves or witnessing other teachers being angry. Student teachers viewed anger
as a ‘necessary evil’ – they discussed having to show anger at some point. Other examples of
anger were viewed as unnecessary, especially if the anger was expressed in the form of
other teachers scolding pupils. Anger had to be controlled, not unleashed, and establishing
boundaries as a coping strategy regarding anger was necessary:
And I also believe that I’m a slightly afraid to judge pupils who bully. Getting angry at that
person instead of thinking about why this pupil acts this way, what happened in the pupil’s
life, what pupil feels, and that’s something I work with a lot. I think it’s easy to react with
anger, but you also have to react with understanding. (Lena, year 7-9 student teacher.)

Lena discussed the need to consider a diﬀerent view, seeking to understand rather than
to scold and be angry. Since anger was perceived as inevitable, establishing boundaries
was seen as a strategy for coping with, controlling and repressing anger that might
otherwise have undesired consequences.

Sympathy. Sympathy was another emotion related to boundaries as a coping strategy.
Sympathy is here deﬁned as emotions of pity and sorrow for a pupil’s situation. In order to
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avoid being overwhelmed, sympathy needed to be controlled. Student teachers reported
experiences of distressing situations that had evoked strong feelings of sympathy for their
pupils. As this was experienced as distressing, student teachers tried to cope by establishing
boundaries in connection with sympathy and not constantly thinking about pupils:
I’m kind of a brooder, so that’s the sort of stuﬀ that I’ll have more trouble with. Not letting
go but wondering how things are really going and what to do about it. You have so much
inﬂuence over the pupils, both academically and socially, like their wellbeing. (Catrin, year
4-6 student teacher.)

Catrin discussed the brooding that she thought would be part of her future work. She
believed she could inﬂuence a pupil’s situation, resulting in a vast number of possible
actions. Constantly thinking about ways to act was disturbing, and she considered
downsizing her ambitions by establishing boundaries for herself in terms of how
much sympathy she should allow herself to feel.
Another aspect of sympathy was witnessing teachers who the student teachers
thought, despite having the ability, lacked the desire to care for their students’ speciﬁc
needs. Student teachers displayed expectations of a best practice in relation to
sympathy.
Yeah, well stuﬀ like that. That they don’t care, that you don’t think the teachers care and
like, “No I don’t have time, I have my next lesson”. And I understand that it’s probably very
strenuous and that you have a lot to do. But I think that if you walk along a hallway and see
someone sitting alone, you should ask why that person is sitting alone. (Annika, year 7-9
student teacher.)

Some student teachers, like Annika, thought that some teachers did not have enough
sympathy. Student teachers sometimes met teachers whom they perceived as being
unmotivated to show sympathy towards students’ well-being. A supervising teacher was
reported to have told a student teacher not to walk along hallways because ‘you can
always ﬁnd some pupil in the hallway who’s being picked on or doesn’t feel well at that
particular moment’ (Pia, year 7–9 student teacher), and this took time away from other
work tasks.

Worry. In relation to the imminent prospect of becoming a practising teacher, the
student teachers expressed worries about the nature of the work, their ability to perform
the job, and their suitability for the position: ‘I can’t get hurt so easily, or I can’t be like,
I need to work with myself./ . . . /My fears generally, and that has been a worry, like, will
I be able to do this?’ (Katarina, year 4–6 student teacher). In relation to worry, introspection about their qualities was important. Student teachers associated certain qualities
they lacked with the boundaries they needed to establish. For example, establishing
boundaries as a coping strategy was necessary for Katarina in relation to worrying about
being easily hurt. Malte discussed how being in distressing situations made him more
aware of his limitations when it came to socialising:
Malte: but I get a feeling that I don’t really handle new social situations particularly well.
I am afraid of new social relationships. (Interview, year 4-6 student teacher)

In relation to worry, the process of boundary setting involved either expanding existing
boundaries or establishing boundaries as a strategy for coping with worry.

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF TEACHER EDUCATION

11

Boundaries and coping
The student teachers’ main concern was to make sense of the imbalance between
resources and demands. Boundaries as a coping strategy involved student teachers
regulating their working environment and dealing with demands, as well as for dealing
with emotions and relationships. These boundaries were linked to establishing best
practice and protecting against fear of anger, worry and sympathy. Using professional
boundaries as a coping strategy also provided resources with which to meet demands.
The need to establish boundaries was primarily a result of having experienced an
imbalance between resources and demands. A grounded theory of establishing boundaries as a coping strategy is depicted in Figure 1.
The analysis showed how boundaries were aﬀected by relationship maintenance and
emotional labour. Relationship maintenance commonly leads to emotional labour. The
process was seen as being reciprocal. For example, by establishing boundaries concerning anger, the relationships with pupils were aﬀected, and establishing boundaries for
appropriate relationships with pupils inﬂuenced the student teachers’ ability to have
sympathy for the pupils. This means that the processes of emotional labour and relationship maintenance inﬂuenced each other, and were thought to aﬀect how boundaries
were established. When having to control emotions involved in relationship maintenance, problematic events led to a need for emotional labour concerning feelings of
anger, for example when questioned by a parent of a pupil.

Discussion
This study of student teachers’ coping highlights a number of new aspects of coping in
distressing situations during teacher education. The unique contribution of this study is the

Figure 1. A grounded theory of establishing boundaries as a coping strategy.
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concept of establishing boundaries as a coping strategy. The symbolic interactionism
framework contributes by allowing the self to be viewed as an object (Blumer 1969;
Charon 2007) and could enable boundaries to be established around the distressing
situations experienced by student teachers, primarily during work placement education.
By establishing boundaries as a coping strategy, the problem is focused on and the action
undertaken is central. Because strong emotions were not discussed as always being productive, teachers viewed their emotional response as needing to be supressed. Boundaries
alleviated distressing situations by providing ways to reduce the emotional intensity of
these situations (Hargreaves 2000). Zembylas (2003) showed how emotions are performed,
used and supressed as teachers establish rules on the use of emotions in teaching.
Jokikokko (2016) considers it impossible to eliminate emotions from teaching, and
addresses the tendency in teacher education to allow student teachers to deal with
distressing situations on their own, which is conﬁrmed in our study. Boundaries around
the theme of care, and in relation to disclosing personal information in relationships with
students (Aultman, Williams-Johnson, and Schutz 2009; Laletas and Reupert 2016), are
present in our study. Conversely, the student teachers in this study discussed having
a relationship with pupils as being important, but did not discuss any positive aspects of
revealing personal information. Instead, this was problematised as being too much of
a friend to pupils. They coped with the emotional challenge that may be experienced by
establishing boundaries as a coping strategy to alleviate, amend or change the experience,
and by not disclosing personal information.
In previous research, boundaries have highlighted moving between arenas of teacher
education (Hutchinson, S. 2011; Tsui and Law 2007) or starting to teach (Haggarty and
Postlethwaite 2012). With regard to Lanas (2017), we here depict how boundaries are
used as discursive tools to cope with distressing situations. This study views boundaries
as an action undertaken by the person in relation to the self, as a coping strategy to
resolve concern about the mismatch between demands and resources. This way of
viewing boundaries as a coping strategy is a contribution to the existing literature
about boundaries in teacher education.

Limitations
We would like to point out some limitations of the study. The study used interview data and
reported events. In the analysis, we relied on the way in which student teachers talked about
distressing situations and coping. Further ethnographic studies, including both observations and interviews, could be carried out in order to enhance the ecological validity and to
gain a deeper and fuller understanding of how student teachers cope with distressing
situations. The grounded theory was constructed in interplay between the researchers and
the participants (data, codes and ﬁndings were co-constructed), and should be considered
as such. However, in line with a constructivist position of grounded theory (Charmaz 2014),
we do not claim to oﬀer a precise picture but rather an interpretive portrayal of the
phenomenon studied. The questions in the interview protocol asked about distressing
situations in a straightforward manner, which could result in student teachers voicing
concerns for the ﬁrst time, thus leading to distressing emotions. Even so, the process of
discussing the issues was described by the student teachers as being productive rather than
unsettling. The transferability of the study is limited by the small size of the sample, and the
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sample of Swedish student teachers may or may not diﬀer from other groups of student
teachers. However, in qualitative research, generalisability has been discussed as a form of
interpretation work, such as ‘generalization through recognition of patterns’ (Larsson 2009)
in which ﬁndings should be considered as a working model or a set of working hypotheses
(cf. Glaser 1978), which has to consider the local conditions and be seen as modest
speculations on the possible applicability of ﬁndings in other situations (Patton 2002).

Practical implications
This study describes establishing boundaries as a coping strategy with the mismatch
between resources and demands. The conclusions of the study imply that student teachers
establish boundaries around relationships and emotions to alleviate distressing situations
regarding day-to-day stress, which mainly relate to emotional labour and relationship
maintenance. This is relevant in teacher education, in order to support student teachers
and to enable their experiences of emotional labour and relationship maintenance to be
used in teacher education. Discomfort in teacher education can be used as a tool in
professional development (Amir et al. 2017). The ﬁndings of the study suggest that it is
relevant to discuss establishing boundaries in the teaching profession within teacher
education. To make use of the perspectives of student teachers on establishing boundaries,
a course including a pedagogical model with a connection to the student teachers’
experiences and expectations of working as a teacher (critical incident analysis, case
methodology and problem-based learning) might be a way of beginning to discuss boundaries and coping. In the suggested models, presenting a problem is central. The problem/
case/incident could involve establishing boundaries. In addition, closer work with supervisors (cf. Trevethan 2017) could be valuable since we found that work placement education
is the most prominent arena where coping was needed. This implies that student teachers
could be given more support with regard to establishing boundaries during work placement education in schools as part of their teacher education.
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