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				Occupation-related anxiety symptoms among teachers in Tshwane Metropolitan Municipality, South Africa

				Abstract 

				Background: As the prevalence of mental disorders continues to increase, the workplace has been identified as one of the key sources of mental disorders. Over and above anxiety triggers that emerge from the teaching profession itself, societal and behavioural challenges among young people often extend to the school environment, which increases demands on teachers who have to manage such behaviours to make the classroom a place to operate. However, there are limited studies on the mental health status of teachers. 

				Purpose of the study: The purpose was to screen for anxiety symptoms and identify risk factors among teachers in three school districts of Tshwane Municipality. 

				Methodology: The study used a cross-sectional design survey and the Generalised Anxiety Disorder (GAD-7) tool to screen for anxiety among teachers in the three districts. A questionnaire was used to collect sociodemographic data, which was analysed descriptively. The Pearson chi-square association test was applied to explore the development of anxiety symptoms and a range of sociodemographic variables, using a p-value of 0.05. The eight variables significantly associated with anxiety development were included in a multivariate logistic regression model. 

				Results: The sample of 387, consisting of 97 males and 290 females, was drawn from 13 high and three primary schools. The number of teachers per school ranged from 4 to 45, with a mean of 19.45. The majority (n=220, 57.44%) were employed in high schools, and the mean period in the teaching profession was 13.4 years. The majority (56%) were married. The prevalence of anxiety symptoms was 47.55% (n=184). Six variables that were significantly associated with the development of anxiety symptoms were directly linked to the teaching environment. 

				Conclusion: The high prevalence of anxiety symptoms is directly linked to the teaching environment, which highlights the need to improve the working conditions of teachers to improve their mental health 

				Keywords: anxiety, school environment, teaching profession, school violence
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				Introduction

				Literature continues to report on the global increase in the prevalence of mental disorders, especially in developing countries like South Africa, where it has become a public health priority. (Matlala et al., 2018). Due to a dearth of mental health studies in the country, the estimated burden of mental disorders is not known. However, risk factors abound, including widespread exposure to trauma and violence, which is a major contributor to the poor mental health of South Africans (Wyatt et al., 2017). The workplace has been identified as a risk factor for mental disorders, three especially in developing countries where mental health promotion services are often lacking (Chopra, 2009; LaMontagne et al., 2014). 

				The education sector has been identified as a source of a range of mentally stressful experiences at both school and higher education levels (Boshoff et al., 2014). Although mental stress is often an everyday experience and one that enables people to respond to situations that need intention and attention, it can become mental distress. Whether this distress occurs frequently, in short episodes or over a prolonged period, can affect a person’s emotions, relationships and behaviour (Poalses & Bezuidenhout, 2018). A mental disorder, on the other hand, is much more than both stress and distress and is a medically defined condition often lasting lifelong, especially when not treated (LaMontagne et al., 2014). Mental disorders can result in frequent stress-related episodes and compromise one’s ability to function in daily life, as well as quality of life and overall well-being. 

				Teachers have been reported to be at risk for a range of mental disorders which occur because of an unfavourable working environment. Pressures that result in mental disorders include high teaching load, discipline challenges in the classroom and frequent work-related policy changes (Maphalala, 2014). Other factors that contribute to mental challenges and eventual mental disorders include teachers being exposed to verbal and physical bullying by learners, Woudstra et al., 2018), which creates experiences of fear and uneasiness that translate to anxiety. The persistence of these adverse conditions results in low morale, disempowerment, low motivation and poor mental health. Over-crowded classrooms, a feature of many schools in low socioeconomic areas (Meier & West J. 2020; Ntsala et al., 2021), also put a lot of pressure on teachers and challenge their ability to manage the classrooms.

				Mental disorders among South African teachers are reported to be so severe that at any given time, a significant number of teachers plan to and do leave the profession (Van der Bijl & Oosthuizen, 2007). Teachers also feel that their rights to discipline learners are diminished, which has resulted in increasing acts of disruptive behaviour in the classroom and makes their teaching processes to be more challenging to manage (Marais & Meier, 2010). Factors that contribute to such disruptive behaviours include learners’ lack of respect, lack of morals and values, poor classroom management and teaching strategies, which are complicated by ineffective parental involvement (Segalo & Rambuda, 2018). Teachers therefore find themselves being increasingly required to spend time managing unbecoming behaviours, more than the actual teaching of learners. 

				In the classroom, learners also show mental stress and other psychosocial challenges (Mfidi, 2017), and teachers are often not able to assist the affected learners due to inadequate training and lack of support from state services (Marais et al., 2019). The increasing prevalence of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder among learners also subjects teachers to situations that they are not trained to deal with, which further increases their anxiety symptoms (Lawrence, Estrada & McCormick, 2017). 
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				Within the teaching environment itself, the frequent changing requirements related to teaching methods and low peer support among South African teachers contribute to the emergence of anxiety (Lawrence, Estrada & Mccormick, 2017). Inadequate resources are also a regular feature of the teaching profession, which results in physical and mental stress (Shava & Chinyamurindi, 2021). On the other hand, poor mental health among teachers contributes to high teacher absenteeism, (Mashaba & Maile, 2018) which further exacerbates the mental health situation in schools. So, anxiety among teachers has been identified as a significant challenge due to the reasons stated above, and an anxiety prevalence of over 60% has been reported among teachers (Desouky & Allam, 2017). Despite these anxiety-triggering situations, not enough studies have explored the anxiety levels among teachers, and their mental stressors continue unabated. 

				Public health screening for previously undiagnosed disorders is used for two main reasons, i.e., to estimate the burden of disorders and to detect the disorders in early stages, which can minimise their social and individual influence (Sakurai et al., 2011). The purpose of this study was to screen for anxiety among teachers who have not been diagnosed with the disorder using the Generalised Anxiety Disorder screening tool.

				Theoretical framework of the study 

				The biopsychosocial-spiritual (BPS-S) model was used as a framework for the study. In striving for wholistic health among early childhood practitioners, this model acknowledges the influence of health’s physical, psychological, social and spiritual dimensions (Saad, de Medeiros & Mosini, 2017). This model’s integrative, expansive, multi-dimensional, holistic and humanistic approach was deemed appropriate for this study, as all the dimensions of health contribute to the overall well-being of the practitioners. Moreover, this model is well aligned with the comprehensive definition of health which encompasses all dimensions of a person. 

				Physical well-being, which entails the physical ability to perform the duties related to caring for and developing children in their early stages of life, is often the most commonly considered dimensions of health. However, physical challenges such as pain and other biological health indicators does not constitute the full picture of health (Michalos, 2015), hence the need to acknowledge mental or psychological wellbeing as an essential indicator of overall health.

				Psychological well-being includes self-acceptance, environmental mastery and personal growth (Muqodas et al., 2020). Among teachers, psychological well-being is mainly demonstrated by the ability to regulate emotions in adverse environments (Greenier, et al., 2021).

				Social well-being is determined by the extent to which a person can develop and sustain meaningful relationships with others, such as work colleagues, where a person spends a considerable amount of time. Social well-being results in a sense of belonging and being socially valued (Ibrahim et al., 2021).

				Spiritual well-being is about a person’s connection with a higher being, the environment and others and is demonstrated by an identified and well-defined purpose (Ghaderi et al., 2018).

				The study attempts to explore the influence of the various elements of the biopsychosocial-spiritual model, as individual sociodemographic variables, on the presence and severity of anxiety symptoms among the sample teachers. 
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				Methodology

				3.1	Study design

				A quantitative survey design, using a self-administered questionnaire, was used for the study. 

				3.2	Research setting

				The study was conducted among teachers in schools across the three education districts in Tshwane Metropolitan Municipality.

				3.3	Population

				The population consisted of primary and high school teachers in public schools in the Tshwane Metropolitan Municipality in Gauteng Province, South Africa.

				3.4	Recruitment

				Permission to conduct the study was obtained from the Gauteng Provincial Office of Education. The permission letter was then used to negotiate with the three districts, who provided recommendation letters to the schools randomly selected for the study. Permission to conduct the study and logistical arrangements were negotiated with the management of each school. 

				3.5	Sampling

				All three districts in the Tshwane Metropolitan Municipality were included in the study. Stratified sampling was used at the district level, and the hat method was used to select 15 schools from each district for participation randomly. All teachers were invited to participate in the study within each identified school.

				3.6	Sample size determination

				Using the Raosoft sample size calculator for the estimated 21,000 teachers in the Tshwane Metropolitan Municipality, using a 5% margin of error, confidence interval level of 95%, and 50% response distribution, a minimum sample size of 379 was calculated (Raosoft, 2021).

				3.7	Data collection tool

				The Generalized Anxiety Disorder screening tool (GAD-7) was used to collect data from this sample. This tool has been validated universally in clinical settings and for population surveys. It is considered highly sensitive and specific and displays stability at repeated measurements (Delgadillo et al., 2012). It was also found to be appropriate for use in multicultural and heterogeneous populations, (García-Campayo et al., 2010; Ruiz et al., 2011; Donker et al., 2011; Beard & Björgvinsson, 2014; Sousa, 2015; Micoulaud-Franchi et al., 2016) and can be used to monitor change of symptoms over time. The tool has also been used in several South African studies (Mkhwanazi & Gibbs, 2021; Manana et al., 2023), and an IsiXhosa version has been validated (Marlow et al., 2023). 

				A research-developed questionnaire was used to collect sociodemographic data

				3.8	Data collection

				Because data was collected during the movement restrictions related to the COVID-19 pandemic, the researchers gave the principal or another allocated official the packaged documents for the study. Each package contained information about the study page, the 
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				informed consent form, the sociodemographic questionnaire and the PHQ-9 and GAD-7 scales. The questionnaires were submitted to the management of the schools, who made internal arrangements for the distribution to the teachers. The researchers were then informed when they were ready to be collected. 

				Data analysis

				The raw data were captured into Microsoft Excel, cleaned, coded, and exported to STATA version 14 (Stata Corporation, College Station, TX, USA) for analysis. Demographic data was analysed descriptively and expressed as means, median, and standard deviation. To determine the prevalence of anxiety symptoms, UNCLEAR scores from the GAD-7 tool were used to classify the participants as either not anxious (scores of 0 to 4) or anxious for scores of 5 and above. The severity of anxiety was further determined as mild for scores of 5 to 9, moderate for scores of 10 to 14 and severe for scores of 15 to 21. The Pearson Chi-Square test was used to measure the strength of association between Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) as measured from the GAD scores and various sociodemographic variables, using a p-value of 5% or less. Multivariate logistic regression analysis was conducted for variables significantly associated with anxiety at the Pearson Chi-square level (p=0.05). 

				Ethical considerations

				The Sefako Makgatho Health Sciences University research ethics committee provided ethics approval for the study (SMUREC/H/62/2019:IR). The principles of the Helsinki Declaration guide this committee during the review of proposals for health research. Permission to conduct the study was obtained from the Gauteng Provincial Office of Education, the management of each district and the management of each school. All participants provided informed consent, which complied with all requirements of the Helsinki Declaration, which supports voluntary participation and the right to withdraw from the study at any time should they choose to. After participating in the study, participants were provided with contacts for telephonic consultations should they experience distress and need such a service. The names of the participants, as well as those of the schools, were kept private.

				Results

				6.1	Profile of the schools

				Twenty schools, 7 (35%) primary (35%) and 13 (65%) high schools participated in the study. The proportion of participating schools per district was 52.71% (n=204), 29.46% (n=114) and 17.83% (n=69) for Tshwane South, North and West, respectively. The number of participants per school ranged from 4 to 45, with a mean of 19.45. 

				6.2	Profile of the teachers

				Of the three hundred and eighty-seven teachers who participated in the study, the majority (n=220, 57.44%) were employed in high schools, with 42.56% (n=163) in primary schools. The rest of the participants’ sociodemographic characteristics are shown in Table 1, while Table 2 shows work-related variables. The mean age was 39 years, the mean period in the teaching profession was 13.4 years, and the mean period of employment in the particular school was 7.7 years. The rest of the participants’ sociodemographic characteristics are shown in Table 1 below, while Table 2 shows work-related variables. 
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				Table 1:	Sociodemographic profile of the teachers

				
					Variable 

				

				
					Frequency 

				

				
					Percentage 

				

				
					Age (n=387)

				

				
					40 years and younger 

				

				
					200

				

				
					51.68

				

				
					Older than 40 years

				

				
					187

				

				
					48.32

				

				
					Gender (n=387)

				

				
					Female 

				

				
					290

				

				
					74.94

				

				
					Male 

				

				
					97

				

				
					25.06

				

				
					Home language (n=387)

				

				
					Afrikaans 

				

				
					177

				

				
					45.74

				

				
					Setswana 

				

				
					56

				

				
					14.47

				

				
					Sepedi 

				

				
					39

				

				
					10.08

				

				
					English 

				

				
					38

				

				
					9.82

				

				
					Isizulu 

				

				
					29

				

				
					7.47

				

				
					Xitshoga 

				

				
					11

				

				
					2.84

				

				
					Isixhosa 

				

				
					11

				

				
					2.84

				

				
					Isiswati 

				

				
					7

				

				
					1.81

				

				
					Tshivhenda 

				

				
					7

				

				
					1.81

				

				
					Ndebele 

				

				
					6

				

				
					1.55

				

				
					Sesotho 

				

				
					4

				

				
					1.03

				

				
					Shona 

				

				
					2

				

				
					0.52

				

				
					Marital status

				

				
					Married 

				

				
					217

				

				
					56.06

				

				
					Single 

				

				
					142

				

				
					36.69

				

				
					Divorced 

				

				
					16

				

				
					4.13

				

				
					Widowed 

				

				
					12

				

				
					3.10

				

				
					Sought Mental health professional help in the past six months

				

				
					No

				

				
					214

				

				
					91.85

				

				
					Yes

				

				
					19

				

				
					8.15

				

				Table 2:	Work-related variables

				
					Variable 

				

				
					Frequency 

				

				
					Percentage 

				

				
					Quintile ranking of the schools

				

				
					1

				

				
					49

				

				
					12.69

				

				
					2

				

				
					16

				

				
					4.15

				

				
					3

				

				
					24

				

				
					6.22

				

				
					4

				

				
					91

				

				
					23.58

				

				
					5

				

				
					206

				

				
					53.37

				

				
					Highest qualifications obtained (n=387)

				

				
					Bachelor’s degree

				

				
					233

				

				
					60.21

				

				
					Postgraduate Diploma

				

				
					67

				

				
					17.31

				

				
					Diploma

				

				
					62

				

				
					16.02

				

				
					Masters degree

				

				
					14

				

				
					3.62

				

				
					Doctoral Degree

				

				
					2

				

				
					0.52

				

				
					Missing 

				

				
					9

				

				
					2.33

				

				
					Conditions of appointment (n=383)
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					Variable 

				

				
					Frequency 

				

				
					Percentage 

				

				
					Permanent 

				

				
					317

				

				
					82.77

				

				
					Contract 

				

				
					66

				

				
					17.23

				

				
					Level of appointment (n=385)

				

				
					Teachers 

				

				
					340

				

				
					88.31

				

				
					Heads of department

				

				
					33

				

				
					8.57

				

				
					Deputy principals

				

				
					7

				

				
					1.82

				

				
					Principals 

				

				
					5

				

				
					1.3

				

				
					Years in teaching (n=387)

				

				
					Up to 14 years

				

				
					230

				

				
					59.43

				

				
					Longer than 14 years

				

				
					157

				

				
					40.57

				

				
					Years in the particular school (n=387)

				

				
					Up to 8 years

				

				
					235

				

				
					60.72

				

				
					More than 8 years

				

				
					152

				

				
					39.28

				

				
					Learners per teacher (n=387)

				

				
					Up to 25

				

				
					203

				

				
					52.45

				

				
					More than 25

				

				
					184

				

				
					47.55

				

				
					Number of subjects responsible for (n=387)

				

				
					1 to 2

				

				
					240

				

				
					62.02

				

				
					3 to 4

				

				
					147

				

				
					37.98

				

				6.3	Prevalence of anxiety symptoms

				The prevalence of anxiety symptoms of five (5) and above, according to the GAD scores, was 47.55% (n=184). Table 3 below shows the categories of the GAD scores obtained from the participants 

				Table 3:	Categories of anxiety symptoms

				
					Anxiety category

				

				
					Frequency 

				

				
					Percentage 

				

				
					Not Anxious 

				

				
					203

				

				
					52.45

				

				
					Mildly anxious 

				

				
					97

				

				
					25.06

				

				
					Moderately anxious 

				

				
					50

				

				
					12.92

				

				
					Severely anxious 

				

				
					37

				

				
					9.56

				

				
					387

				

				
					100

				

				Pearson Chi-square test of associations was used to explore associations between sociodemographic variables and the development of anxiety symptoms, and Table 4 below shows the eight variables that are significantly associated with the development of anxiety symptoms. 
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				Table 4:	Factors associated with anxiety symptoms

				
					Factors 

				

				
					Frequency (%)

				

				
					Not anxious (%)

				

				
					Anxious (%)

				

				
					Chi2

				

				
					p-value

				

				
					Age (n=387)

				

				
					40 years and younger 

				

				
					200(51.68)

				

				
					95 (46.80)

				

				
					105(57.07)

				

				
					4.0743

				

				
					0.04

				

				
					Older than 40 years

				

				
					187(48.32)

				

				
					108 (53.20)

				

				
					79 (42.93)

				

				
					School

				

				
					High school 1

				

				
					4 (1.03)

				

				
					1 (0.49)

				

				
					3 (1.63)

				

				
					34.7408 

				

				
					0.01

				

				
					High school 2

				

				
					21 (5.43)

				

				
					17 (8.37)

				

				
					4 (2.17)

				

				
					High school 3

				

				
					21 (5.43)

				

				
					10 (4.93)

				

				
					11 (5.98)

				

				
					Primary school 1

				

				
					7 (1.81)

				

				
					6(2.96)

				

				
					1 (0.54)

				

				
					Primary school 2

				

				
					16 (4.13)

				

				
					13 (6.40)

				

				
					3 (1.63)

				

				
					Primary school 3

				

				
					17 (4.39)

				

				
					13 (6.40)

				

				
					4 (2.17)

				

				
					High school 4

				

				
					15 (3.88)

				

				
					8 (3.94)

				

				
					7 (3.80)

				

				
					Primary school 4

				

				
					27 (6.98)

				

				
					15 (7.39)

				

				
					12 (6.54)

				

				
					High school 5

				

				
					24 (6.20)

				

				
					15 (7.39)

				

				
					9 (4.89)

				

				
					High school 6

				

				
					6 (1.55)

				

				
					3 (1.48)

				

				
					3 (1.63)

				

				
					High school 7

				

				
					6 (1.55)

				

				
					2 (0.99)

				

				
					4 (2.17)

				

				
					Primary school 5

				

				
					27 (6.98)

				

				
					13 (6.40)

				

				
					14 (7.61)

				

				
					High school 8

				

				
					34 (8.79)

				

				
					13 (6.40)

				

				
					21 (11.41)

				

				
					High school 9

				

				
					9 (2.33)

				

				
					2 (0.99)

				

				
					7 (3.80)

				

				
					High school 10

				

				
					25 (6.46)

				

				
					10 (4.93)

				

				
					15 (8.15)

				

				
					High school 11

				

				
					13 (3.36)

				

				
					5 (2.46)

				

				
					8 (4.35)

				

				
					Primary school 6

				

				
					48 (12.40)

				

				
					22 (10.84)

				

				
					26 (14.13)

				

				
					High school 12

				

				
					21 (5.43)

				

				
					22 (10.84)

				

				
					9 (4.89)

				

				
					High school 13

				

				
					21 (5.43)

				

				
					8 (3.94)

				

				
					13 (7.07)

				

				
					Primary school

				

				
					25 (6.46)

				

				
					15 (7.39)

				

				
					10 (5.43)

				

				
					Level of school

				

				
					High school 

				

				
					220 (57.44)

				

				
					106 (52.74)

				

				
					114 (62.64)

				

				
					3.8302

				

				
					0.05

				

				
					Primary school 7

				

				
					163 (42.56)

				

				
					95 (47.26)

				

				
					68(37.36)

				

				
					Quintile ranking 

				

				
					Quintile 1 to 3

				

				
					89 (23)

				

				
					57(28.08)

				

				
					32 (17.39) 

				

				
					6.2255

				

				
					0.01

				

				
					Quintile 4 and 5

				

				
					298(77)

				

				
					146(71.92)

				

				
					152(82.61)

				

				
					Learners in the school

				

				
					Up to 25

				

				
					203 (52.45)

				

				
					97 (47.78)

				

				
					106 (57.61)

				

				
					3.7361

				

				
					0.05

				

				
					More than 25

				

				
					184 (47.55)

				

				
					106 (52.22)

				

				
					78 (42.39)

				

				
					Learners per teacher

				

				
					Up to 25

				

				
					203 (52.45)

				

				
					97 (47.78)

				

				
					106 (57.61)

				

				
					3.7361

				

				
					0.05

				

				
					More than 25

				

				
					184 (47.55)

				

				
					106 (52.22)

				

				
					78 (42.39)

				

				
					Years in teaching (n=387)

				

				
					Up to 14 years

				

				
					230 (59.43) 

				

				
					109 (53.69)

				

				
					121(65.76)

				

				
					5.8283

				

				
					0.02

				

				
					Longer than 14 years

				

				
					157 (40.57)

				

				
					94 (46,31)

				

				
					63 (34.24)

				

				
					Sought mental health-related professional help in the past 6 months (233)

				

				
					No

				

				
					214(91.85)

				

				
					128 (97.71)

				

				
					86 (84.31)

				

				
					13.7412

				

				
					0.01

				

				
					Yes

				

				
					19 (2.29)

				

				
					3 (2.29)

				

				
					16 (15.69)
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				The eight variables significantly associated with the development of anxiety symptoms were included in a multivariate model. Table 5 below shows that the age of the participants and whether the participants sought mental health-related professional help in the previous 6 months remained significantly associated with the development of anxiety symptoms. The number of learners in the school was not significantly associated with the development of anxiety symptoms, although the association was influential.

				Table 5:	Multivariate analysis

				
					Variable

				

				
					Coef.

				

				
					Std. Err

				

				
					 p-value

				

				
					95% Conf. Interval

				

				
					Age 

				

				
					-.0096128 

				

				
					.0039765 

				

				
					0.017 

				

				
					-.0174534 -.0017723

				

				
					Learners per teacher 

				

				
					-.0026084 

				

				
					.0070535 

				

				
					0.712 

				

				
					-.016516 .0112991

				

				
					Level of school 

				

				
					-.1102009 

				

				
					.0727369 

				

				
					0.131 

				

				
					-.2536176 .0332158

				

				
					Quintile ranking 

				

				
					-.0186445 

				

				
					.1273536 

				

				
					0.884 

				

				
					-.26975 .2324609

				

				
					School where employed 

				

				
					.0094913 

				

				
					.0063842 

				

				
					0.139 

				

				
					-.0030965 .0220791

				

				
					Years in teaching

				

				
					-.0018983 

				

				
					.0045193 

				

				
					0.675 

				

				
					-.0108092 .0070125

				

				
					Number of learners in school 

				

				
					.0002215 

				

				
					.0001173 

				

				
					0.060 

				

				
					-9.82e-06 .0004528

				

				
					Sought mental health professional help in previous 6 months 

				

				
					.3478648 

				

				
					.1142666 

				

				
					0.003 

				

				
					.1225632 .5731664

				

				Discussion

				The prevalence of anxiety symptoms, at 47.55%, is high and concerning, mainly because it suggests a compromised ability for the teachers to perform their duties of nurturing and providing guidance and other social skills for the children under their care. Although anxiety among teachers has been reported to have increased during COVID-19, (Li & Miao, 2020; Silva et al., 2021; Alhazmi et al., 2022), it could not be determined how much of the anxiety can be attributed to COVID-19 as the study was cross-sectional and measured the status at the time of data collection. The Pearson Chi-square test of association identified eight variables significantly associated with the development of anxiety symptoms, and except for the age of the participant and whether they sought professional help for mental health challenges in the previous six months, the remaining six are directly linked to the teaching environment. This study did not find significant associations between the development of anxiety symptoms and any of the subjects the teachers taught, which is contrary to some studies which found anxiety symptoms among mathematics teachers (Mkhize, 2019). 

				The compromised and challenged mental health status affects them as well as the children under their care. According to some studies, sources of anxiety among teaching students include preparation and execution of lesson plans, evaluation of lessons and classroom management, which are the core responsibilities of a teacher (Matoti & Lekhu, 2016). A previous study among South African teachers identified high levels of both job dissatisfaction and anxiety, with an estimated 40% of teachers planning to leave their profession (Van der Bijl & Oosthuizen, 2007). Even concerning was that many of the teachers displayed a passive attitude about seeking help while their mental health conditions remain untreated. 

				Anxiety among teachers has been associated with the development of a range of other conditions, including hypertension, stomach ulcers and diabetes, (Peltzer et al., 2009) which may explain the high trends of absenteeism among South African teachers (Matoti & Lekhu, 
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				2016; Bipath , Venketsamy & Naidoo, 2019). Absenteeism has been increasing significantly in the past decade, which increases the demands among other teachers who have to take up the responsibilities of absent teachers. 

				Other social challenges in the school environment which may explain high anxiety levels include violence in schools, (Msosa, 2020). The violence is not only among the learners, as studies have also reported teachers being bullied by learners, (Woudstra et al., 2028) which includes teachers being hurt and even killed by learners. Substance use among South African learners, which disrupts the educational environment, has been well documented (Aborisade, 2024). These classroom conditions often leave teachers feeling unable to control the classroom situation, which increases their anxiety. 

				Low socioeconomic status has been associated with the development of anxiety, and the results of this study confirm that this influence extends to the schooling system. The school districts are geographically determined and, therefore, reflect the socioeconomic status of the schools, specifically the quintile ranking, which is significantly associated with the development of anxiety symptoms. The quintile ranking system categorises schools where quintile 1 is the poorest and quintile 5 is the least poor. Other socioeconomic factors that weigh negatively on poor communities and the resultant development of anxiety symptoms include the number of learners per teacher and reports of seeking professional help for mental challenges in the previous six months. 

				While it is not surprising that the number of learners per teacher was also found to be significantly associated with the development of anxiety symptoms, this implies adverse outcomes not only for the teacher but also for the learners who are not able to get adequate attention from their teachers even when they need it. This results in learners not getting the attention and support they need and falling behind in their work, which increases the demands on the teachers with a resultant increase in anxiety symptoms. Over-crowded classrooms are also a feature of many schools, especially in low socioeconomic areas, (; Marais, 2016; Meier & West, 2020; Ntsala et al., 2021; Mokwena & Setshego, 2021), which also contribute to high levels of anxiety among teachers. 

				Conclusion

				The high prevalence of anxiety symptoms among teachers is concerning, and six of the eight factors that were significantly associated with the development of anxiety symptoms by the Pearson Chi-Square test of the association are directly linked to their working environment. The results suggest that the teaching environment which includes related conditions of employment contributes to anxiety experienced by teachers. The anxiety symptoms negatively impact not only the mental status of the teachers but also extend to the children they interact with, which makes the impact much more extensive. Anxiety among teachers may also increase restlessness among the learners and thus compromise both teaching and learning outcomes. 

				Recommendations

				It is recommended that teachers acknowledge the risk of the teaching environment to their mental health and so take steps to remedy that environment. It is further recommended that, as part of their required wellness programme, the Department of Basic Education develops 
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				and implements support programmes for teachers, which will prevent deteriorating mental health and improve the teachers’ overall health. The benefits of the improved mental health of the teachers will extend to the children under their care, with favourable teaching and learning outcomes. 

				Limitations

				As with cross-sectional studies, the results are limited to a short period and do not reflect the development of anxiety over time. 

				Because the study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, the response rate was influenced by the interests of the school management as the researchers depended on them to distribute the questionnaires, which resulted in variations in the response rate at the school level. 
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