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Key messages

This brief draws on data from the 2024 National Survey of Primary School Teachers to explore 
how teachers’ experience with student behaviour can be improved by strengthening school 
conditions and teachers’ professional confidence.

Consistent with international trends, Aotearoa New Zealand is experiencing a rise in 
challenging student behaviour in classrooms. Managing such behaviour has become one of 
the most demanding aspects of teachers’ work and is frequently associated with increased 
stress and workload. Findings from the 2024 National Survey of Primary School Teachers 
show that 82% of teachers (up from 68% in 2019) had experienced disruptive student 
behaviour that caused serious disruption to their teaching. At the same time, the survey 
shows that over half of new teachers (53% of those with 0–5 years’ experience) identified 
“classroom management and behaviour approaches” as a priority for future professional 
learning and development (M. Li et al., 2025). These findings highlight a growing need to 
better support teachers in navigating students’ behavioural challenges in their work.

Using structural equation modelling, this study examined how school conditions influence 
teachers’ experiences through the mediating role of teachers’ confidence. The results suggest 
that when schools foster an inclusive culture (e.g., diversity is valued and teachers feel 
supported) and when teachers receive Professional Learning and Development (PLD) that 
helps them understand and respond to students’ wellbeing needs, teachers are more likely 
to develop confidence in teaching about diversity in their classrooms. It appears that this 
confidence then shapes both teachers’ experiences with student behaviour and their own 
wellbeing. It serves as a key mechanism through which supportive school environments 
translate into teachers’ day-to-day classroom experiences. 

The findings are consistent with previous research showing that confident teachers are more 
likely to interpret behavioural challenges as manageable and respond effectively in complex 
situations. As a result, they are less likely to experience severe disruptions to their teaching 
and less likely to feel unsafe in their work, which in turn enhances their own wellbeing.

In sum, the findings tell an important story about how schools can better support teachers 
in the face of increasing behavioural challenges. Rather than focusing solely on reducing 
student misbehaviour, schools can strengthen the conditions that enable teachers to feel 
confident and supported in responding to such behaviour. 
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1.	 Background

The National Survey of Schools is part of the New Zealand Council for Educational Research’s 
(NZCER’s) Te Pae Tawhiti programme of research. NZCER has run a National Survey of Primary Schools 
regularly since 1989, with the latest survey of primary schools taking place from October to December 
2024. A complete report of the latest 2024 national survey can be accessed here: Uiuinga ā-Motu o ngā 
Kura; National Survey of Schools | New Zealand Council for Educational Research.1

This research brief is part of a series of topic-based publications, which present National Survey 
findings of interest to policymakers and school leaders, and highlight areas worthy of further 
exploration. 

Challenging student behaviour

Definitions and forms of challenging behaviour vary
Challenging student behaviour is commonly defined as actions that disrupt teaching and learning 
and may result in harm to people or property (Levin & Nolan, 2014). The literature highlights 
that challenging behaviour is not limited to extreme incidents but includes a wide spectrum of 
everyday classroom disruptions that can interfere with learning and classroom functioning. These 
behaviours range from relatively low-level disruptions, such as talking out of turn, inattention, 
or off-task behaviour, to more overt actions such as arguing, leaving seats without permission, or 
showing disrespect toward others (for a review, see Karasova & Nehyba, 2025). However, while these 
behaviours are widely recognised, perceptions of what constitutes challenging behaviour and how 
serious it is can vary (Aas et al., 2024).

Evidence suggests that challenging student behaviour is increasingly common in classrooms. The 
2024 National Survey of Primary School Teachers found that 82% of teachers (up from 68% in 2019) 
had experienced student behaviour causing serious disruption to their teaching. This trend reflects a 
range of contributing factors identified in existing research, such as home and family circumstances 
(e.g., limited parental availability), broader social conditions (e.g., socioeconomic disadvantage), 
student-related factors (e.g., disabilities), school-level conditions (e.g., large class sizes), and wider 
policy contexts (Patnaik et al., 2022). In addition, it was also found that teachers’ beliefs, their 
perceptions about causes of and solutions for challenging behaviour vary considerably, which can 
further influence their experiences with student behaviour and their choice of management strategies 
(Patnaik et al., 2022).  

Student behaviour can impact both teaching and learning environments 
The literature is replete with empirical evidence showing that challenging student behaviour affects 
not only classmates and learning outcomes, but also teachers’ professional experiences (Jamil et al., 
2022). Managing student behaviour is often considered as one of the most challenging areas of the 
teaching profession and has been associated with higher levels of stress (Longmuir et al., 2025), anxiety 
(Gidlund, 2018), burnout (Hastings & Bham, 2003), and reduced job satisfaction (Worth et al., 2026).

1	  https://www.nzcer.org.nz/research/projects/national-survey 

https://www.nzcer.org.nz/research/projects/national-survey
https://www.nzcer.org.nz/research/projects/national-survey
https://www.nzcer.org.nz/research/projects/national-survey
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The literature suggests that student behaviour plays a central role in shaping teachers’ day-to-day 
emotional experiences and longer-term wellbeing. Challenging student behaviour is associated 
with teachers’ emotional responses during teaching. For example, more negative emotions in the 
classroom, such as anger and anxiety, are found to be related to disruptive behaviour (P.-H. Li et al., 
2022). In some cases, particularly when aggressive or persistent, student behaviour may also affect 
teachers’ sense of safety in the classroom or school environment (Longmuir et al., 2025)—a factor 
explored in this research brief. These experiences are not confined to individual lessons; rather, 
they accumulate over time and contribute to teachers’ broader sense of wellbeing and professional 
sustainability. 

Mediating role of teachers’ confidence 
Teachers’ experiences of student behaviour are shaped not only by the behaviours themselves 
but also by how teachers perceive, interpret, and respond to them. Drawing on appraisal theory, 
emotional responses are understood to arise from individuals’ interpretations of events rather than 
the events alone (Lazarus, 1991). In classrooms, this means that teachers may react differently to the 
same behaviour depending on their beliefs and perceived capability (e.g., their teaching confidence—a 
factor explored in this research brief). The rich evidence around teacher self-efficacy provides an 
important framework for understanding these differences. Defined as teachers’ beliefs about their 
ability to bring about positive student change (Gibson & Dembo, 1984), teachers self-efficacy shapes 
both how teachers interpret and experience challenging behaviour. For example, teachers with higher 
self-efficacy may show greater resilience and confidence to navigate challenges, and view challenges 
as opportunities for learning and adaptation rather than merely as threats to their teaching 
(Woodcock et al., 2023).

In addition, teachers’ beliefs also shape how they respond to and manage such behaviours in the 
classroom. Different behaviour management strategies vary in their effectiveness, which in turn, 
influence future student behaviours and teachers’ wellbeing. For example, compared to proactive and 
student-centred strategies (e.g., providing clear explanations, structured instructions, and supportive 
feedback), reactive responses (e.g., reprimands) often produce only short-term or limited effects and 
may escalate disruptive behaviour (Karasova & Nehyba, 2025).

Teachers with higher self-efficacy are more likely to adopt proactive and inclusive behaviour 
management strategies (Ni Ógáin, 2024; Woodcock, Hitches, et al., 2023), whereas teachers who feel 
less confident in managing classroom behaviour tend to use reactive responses (Woodcock et al., 
2023) and negative strategies, such as threats and punishments, or neutral approaches like closely 
monitoring students’ behaviour (Andreou & Rapti, 2010). Andreou and Rapti (2010) further explained 
that this tendency is stronger when teachers believe that students’ behaviour problems are caused 
by family-related factors, which shows that teachers’ beliefs about the causes of students’ behaviour 
also influence how they respond. It is also documented that once teachers develop a deeper 
understanding of their students, they are better able to identify the underlying causes of challenging 
behaviour, which can foster greater empathy, support more inclusive teaching practices, and reduce 
reliance on exclusionary responses (Stanforth & Rose, 2018).
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School culture and wellbeing training
Inclusive school culture
Research consistently shows that school culture plays an important role in shaping student behaviour 
and classroom climate. Schools characterised by positive cultures and strong support systems tend 
to foster more constructive behavioural environments. In these settings, teachers are more likely to 
remain in the profession and report greater job satisfaction (Worth et al., 2026). 
Of particular importance is the presence of an inclusive culture (a factor explored in this research 
brief). This is particularly important for behaviour management, as students displaying behavioural 
difficulties are often perceived as more challenging to include, and teachers tend to hold more 
negative attitudes toward their inclusion (Gidlund, 2018). Differences in the ethos of inclusion held by 
schools can therefore influence how behaviour is understood and managed, which shapes teachers’ 
attitudes towards inclusion and their different teaching practices (Ni Ógáin, 2024). 
In addition, inclusive school culture also appears to strengthen teachers’ confidence in supporting 
diverse learners and managing challenging behaviours (Hosford & O’Sullivan, 2016). For example, 
Hosford and O’Sullivan (2016) suggest that when teachers perceive their school culture as positive and 
supportive, they are more likely to feel confident in inclusive teaching, view challenging behaviours 
more positively, and feel more capable of managing commonly encountered behavioural issues.

Training to support student wellbeing 
The evidence reviewed above clearly highlights the importance of supporting teachers to better 
understand student wellbeing, reflect on their own beliefs, and strengthen their confidence in 
inclusive education. These elements represent a critical foundation for managing challenging 
behaviour effectively.
However, many teachers worldwide are shown to be unprepared for classroom management and 
behaviour support (Shank, 2023). This lack of preparation has broader implications. It not only 
undermines teachers’ confidence and ability to navigate behavioural challenges (Moore et al., 2024) 
but may also lead to increased teacher stress, and, in some cases, decisions to leave the profession 
(Worth et al., 2026). In Aotearoa New Zealand, there is a strong demand for further Professional 
Learning and Development (PLD) in classroom management and behaviour-related approaches. The 
2024 National Survey found that over half (53%) of new teachers (0–5 years’ experience) identified 
“classroom management and behaviour approaches” as a priority for future PLD (M. Li et al., 2025). 
In this context, ongoing professional learning and support are essential for strengthening teachers’ 
skills, confidence, and emotional resilience. Training that helps teachers to understand student 
behaviour and their wellbeing is particularly important, especially where students may be 
experiencing complex social and emotional challenges. As some challenging behaviours may reflect 
underlying distress or unmet needs (Southall, 2024), developing teachers’ ability to recognise early 
warning signs and trauma-related responses can enable more timely and supportive responses (a 
factor explored in this research brief). Southall (2024) further explained that responding to trauma-
related behaviours requires teachers to develop a deep understanding of how trauma affects 
individual students and manifests in classroom behaviour. This understanding is necessary to design 
targeted and sustained interventions. At the same time, training should also support teachers in 
managing their own emotional responses when dealing with complex behavioural situations.
Figure 1 presents a summary of the key relationships outlined in this background section, providing a 
visual overview to support reader understanding.
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FIGURE 1 	Relations between school culture and support, teaching beliefs, student behaviours, 
and teacher wellbeing
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2.	What we wanted to find out

This research brief examines how teachers’ confidence in teaching about diversity mediates the 
relations between school culture, PLD, and teachers’ experiences with student behaviour and their 
own wellbeing. In particular, it explores enabling conditions—such as an inclusive school culture 
and PLD to support student wellbeing—that may strengthen teachers’ confidence in teaching about 
diversity. It also investigates whether and how these conditions influence teachers’ experiences with 
student behaviour and, in turn, their own wellbeing.

Research Questions

•	 How do school culture and PLD shape teachers’ experiences with student behaviour?

•	 What role does teachers’ confidence play in shaping their experiences with student behaviour 
and, in turn, teachers’ wellbeing?

Building on the research literature, this study focuses on five factors to understand how the school 
culture and PLD and teachers’ confidence help shape their experiences with student behaviours and 
their own wellbeing.

A.	School culture and training
•	 Factor 1: Inclusive school culture

•	 Factor 2: Training to support student wellbeing

B.	Teaching confidence
•	 Factor 1: Teachers’ confidence to teach about diversity

C.	Teachers’ experiences 
•	 Factor 1: Teachers’ experiences with student behaviours

D.	Teachers’ wellbeing 
•	 Factor 1: Teachers’ enjoyment and stress
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3.	 What we did

The 2024 national survey engaged principals and teachers from a nationally representative sample of 
all English-medium full primary, contributing, and intermediate schools in Aotearoa New Zealand. This 
research brief draws on data from the teacher survey only. 

Who we asked 
Data collection took place from 16 October to 5 December 2024. Of the 324 schools invited, 49%  
(n = 158) returned at least one teacher response. After data cleaning, we obtained 639 valid teacher 
responses from 148 schools, resulting in a 46% school response rate. The responses are nationally 
representative by School Equity Index (EQI) Groups and broadly representative by area and region.  
All technical information, including a full demographic breakdown of teacher responses, is reported  
in the full report2 (M. Li et al., 2025).

This research brief draws on responses from 459 teachers who completed all questions that were 
included in the factors we explored below.

What we asked 
We analysed teacher responses to survey questions that fall within the five factors in Table 1 (see 
Appendix for the full list of items): 

TABLE 1 	Factors and sample items

Scale Factor Sample items

School culture and 
training

Inclusive school culture “Our school sees all forms of student diversity as a 
resource and a strength, not as a difficulty.”

Training to support student 
wellbeing

“I have had sufficient training to recognise trauma-
related responses.”

Teaching confidence Teachers’ confidence to teach 
about diversity

“I have the knowledge and resources to teach 
students about cultural diversity, including language 
and identity.”

Teachers’ experiences Teachers’ experiences with 
student behaviours

“At this school, I have felt unsafe in my class.”

Teachers’ wellbeing Teachers’ enjoyment and stress “The level of work-related stress in my job is 
manageable.”

2	 https://www.nzcer.org.nz/research/publications/national-survey-2024-primary-teachers 

https://www.nzcer.org.nz/research/publications/national-survey-2024-primary-teachers
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How we analysed the data 
Figure 2 shows the model that presents the hypothesised relations between school culture and 
training, teachers’ confidence to teach about diversity, teachers’ experience with student behaviours, 
and teacher wellbeing. The model examines the role of teachers’ confidence in shaping their 
experiences with student behaviour and in turn their own wellbeing. The model also explores whether 
and how teachers’ confidence mediates the relations between school-level conditions and teachers’ 
personal experiences.

Quantitative data analysis included descriptive statistics (see Appendix for details), factor analysis, 
and path analysis. These methods allowed us to examine how school conditions contribute to 
teachers’ experiences with student behaviour and their own wellbeing through teachers’ confidence 
to teach about diversity. It is important to note, however, that these analyses do not allow causal 
conclusions to be drawn.

FIGURE 2	 Theoretical framework
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4.	What we found

Relations between the factors 
Table 2 shows the correlations between different factors. The three strongest statistically significant 
associations observed across the different scales were:

•	 Training to support student wellbeing and Confidence to teach about diversity (r = .46)

•	 Teachers’ experiences with student behaviour and Teachers’ enjoyment and stress (r = .33).

•	 Inclusive school culture and Teachers’ confidence to teach about diversity (r = .31)

Inclusive school culture was found to be statistically significant related to Training to support student 
wellbeing (r = .33).

TABLE 2	 Correlations between different factors (n = 459)

Scale School culture and training Teaching 
confidence

Teachers’ 
experiences

Teachers’ 
wellbeing

Inclusive 
school culture

Training 
to support 
student 
wellbeing

Teachers’ 
confidence to 
teach about 
diversity

Teachers’ 
experiences 
with student 
behaviour

Teachers’ 
enjoyment 
and stress

Inclusive culture 1

Training to support 
student wellbeing

0.33*** 1

Teachers’ 
confidence to teach 
about diversity

0.31*** 0.46*** 1

Teachers’ 
experiences with 
student behaviour

0.26*** 0.10* 0.14* 1

Teachers’ enjoyment 
and stress

0.22*** 0.13** 0.05 0.33*** 1

Note. ***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05. 
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Teachers’ confidence to teach about diversity mediates how school 
conditions support their experiences and wellbeing
Figure 3 shows hypothesised relations among various factors. The structural equation model 
highlights the mediating role of teachers’ confidence to teach about diversity, which is predicted by 
school conditions and, in turn, contributes to teachers’ experiences with student behaviour and their 
own wellbeing.

Key findings include: 

•	 Inclusive school culture and Training to support student wellbeing were positively related to 
each other.

•	 Both Inclusive school culture and Training to support student wellbeing positively predicted 
Teachers’ confidence to teach about diversity, with training to support student wellbeing being a 
stronger predictor.

•	 Teachers’ confidence to teach about diversity was a moderate predictor of Teachers’ experiences 
with student behaviour.

•	 Teachers’ experiences with student behaviour emerged as a strong predictor of Teacher 
wellbeing.

The model suggests that inclusive school environments and wellbeing-related PLD can strengthen 
teachers’ confidence to teach about diversity, which in turn reduces negative experiences associated 
with student behaviour and ultimately supports teachers’ wellbeing.

In particular, the model highlights teachers’ confidence to teach about diversity as a key mediating 
factor linking school-level conditions (such as inclusive culture and PLD) to teachers’ everyday 
classroom experiences. This finding aligns with existing literature showing the key role of teachers’ 
beliefs and confidence in shaping how they experience and respond to student behaviour. This finding 
needs to be understood in relation to the evidence identified in previous studies where teachers’ 
confidence not only influences emotional regulation and behaviour interpretation, but also teachers’ 
use of behaviour management strategies. One possible explanation is that when teachers feel more 
confident and supported by their school environment, they are less likely to perceive challenging 
student behaviours as threatening or overwhelming. Instead, they may interpret such behaviours as 
manageable aspects of teaching. Another possible explanation is that greater confidence to teach 
about diversity suggests that teachers are better equipped to respond more effectively, increasing 
the likelihood that they will adopt proactive and supportive strategies rather than reactive responses 
when addressing behavioural challenges. Given that proactive approaches are generally more 
effective in managing student behaviours, teachers with greater confidence to teach about diversity 
may be less likely to experience severe or escalating disruptions compared with those who lack 
sufficient PLD, support, or confidence.

The model further highlights the importance of teachers’ experiences with student behaviour as a 
strong predictor of teacher wellbeing. Teachers who feel safer in their classrooms and schools and 
experience fewer disruptions to their teaching are more likely to report positive wellbeing outcomes, 
such as enjoying their job and perceiving their work-related stress as manageable. 
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Note: .1 = weak, .3 = moderate, .5 = strong

FIGURE 3	 Our model showing statistically significant paths
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5.	 Key messages and implications

The findings from this study suggest that strengthening an inclusive school culture and providing 
relevant PLD to support student wellbeing may strengthen teachers’ confidence to teach about 
diversity, which in turn can improve both their professional experiences with student behaviours and 
their own wellbeing.

Teachers’ experiences with student behaviour do not happen in isolation. Their experiences are 
shaped by the environment they work in, the support they receive, and how confident they feel 
to teach about diversity. The model suggests that when schools create supportive and inclusive 
conditions, teachers are better equipped to navigate the everyday realities of the classroom. 

This research brief shifts the focus from managing student behaviour itself to considering what 
schools and education systems can do to better support teachers, particularly in the context of 
increasing stress associated with challenging student behaviours. The findings show that improving 
teacher wellbeing may not depend only on reducing student behaviour challenges themselves. 
Instead, improving teacher wellbeing may also depend on strengthening the conditions that help 
teachers feel confident and supported when those challenges arise. By fostering inclusive school 
cultures and providing meaningful PLD in supporting student wellbeing, schools can help teachers 
feel more capable in their roles, which in turn will further benefit both teachers and the students 
they support.

This research highlights the role of teacher confidence to teach about diversity in shaping New 
Zealand teachers’ experiences with student behaviour. It remains less clear which specific teaching 
practices are most influenced by teachers’ confidence to teach about diversity and how these 
practices contribute to safer and more supportive classroom environments in the New Zealand 
context. Future research could explore in greater detail how teachers’ confidence shapes their 
behaviour management approaches and how these practices influence both student behaviour and 
teachers’ sense of safety and wellbeing.
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Appendix

TABLE A1	 Descriptive statistics by factors and items related to school culture and training to 
support student wellbeing (n = 459)

Factor 1 School’s inclusive culture  Disagreement
%

Neutral
%

Agreement
%

We have school-wide support to understand and address biases we 
may have as teachers.

13 29 57

Our school sees all forms of student diversity as a resource and a 
strength, not as a difficulty.

6 19 75

All staff think it is possible to address the barriers to learning that are 
experienced by students who need learning support.

15 20 65

Factor 2 Training to support student wellbeing

I have had sufficient training to recognise mental health warning signs 
in students.

29 27 44

I have had sufficient training to recognise trauma-related responses. 25 27 48

TABLE A2	 Descriptive statistics by factors and items related to teachers’ confidence, 
experiences with student behaviours, and wellbeing (n = 459)

Factor 3 Teachers’ confidence to teach about diversity Disagreement
%

Neutral
%

Agreement
%

I have the 
knowledge and 
resources to 
teach students 
about …

Cultural diversity, including language and 
identity

5 17 79

Religious diversity 25 27 47

Diversity of abilities and disabilities (e.g., 
neurodiversity)

10 22 68

Diversity in gender identity or sexual orientation 35 36 29

Factor 4 Teachers’ experiences with student behaviour Yes, 
frequently

%

Yes, 
occasionally

%

No/never 
%

At this school, I felt unsafe in the school grounds, hall, corridors or 
other areas outside my class (e.g., when on duty).

3 18 80

At this school, I have felt unsafe in my class. 2 20 78

I have experienced student behaviour that causes serious 
disruption to my teaching.

28 55 18

Factor 5 Teachers’ enjoyment and stress Disagreement
%

Neutral 
%

Agreement 
%

I enjoy my job. 3 7 90

The level of work-related stress in my job is manageable. 29 27 45
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