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Abstract

This study presents preliminary findings from a broader research exploring the
relationships between professional identity, motivation, resilience, and burnout
among Israeli teachers who have been exposed to mass trauma. Through in-depth
interviews, participants who experienced the October 7, 2023, attacks shared their
experiences of ongoing processes of redefining their professional roles in the af-

termath of trauma. Teachers reported that exposure to these events prompted pro-
found reflection on their personal values, sense of purpose, and future career in-
tentions. Burnout was described not only as a response to sustained stress but also
as a catalyst for introspection, enabling teachers to reassess their priorities, estab-
lish personal and professional boundaries, and actively reconstruct their profes-
sional identity. These findings illuminate the ways in which teachers sustain their
professional commitment during times of crisis. Moreover, the study demonstrates
how challenging circumstances contribute to the ongoing formation of profes-
sional identity and adaptive strategies within educational contexts.
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1. Introduction

Teachers function at the intersection of personal commitment and professional responsibility, managing complex
classroom dynamics while supporting diverse groups of students. In contexts of mass trauma, such as wars, terrorist
attacks, pandemics, or social unrest, educators face heightened emotional demands, disruptions to daily routines,
and increased professional pressures (Ormiston et al., 2022). These experiences challenge teachers’ psychological
well-being and provide a critical lens for examining how their professional identity is shaped, tested, and reinforced.

Exposure to trauma can significantly affect teachers’ well-being and risk of burnout. Teachers supporting students
who have experienced trauma are particularly susceptible to Secondary Traumatic Stress (STS), which manifests as
emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and diminished personal accomplishment (Christian-Brandt et al., 2020;
Lassri et al., 2024; Oberg et al., 2023). Lack of trauma awareness and insufficient institutional support can exacer-
bate these effects, leading to elevated burnout (McMakin et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2023). Conversely, positive
experiences, such as strong collegial relationships, professional development, and alignment of personal and pro-
fessional values, enhance resilience, motivation, and overall well-being (Brunzell et al., 2021; Christian-Brandt et
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al., 2020; Parise et al., 2025). However, research on how teachers experience and develop their professional identity
during mass trauma remains limited.

The aim of this study is to explore how teachers exposed to mass trauma experience, develop, and interpret their
professional identities while coping with extreme stress and uncertainty. By addressing these questions, this study
aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the psychological and contextual factors shaping teachers’ ex-
periences during collective crises, with implications for educational policy, intervention strategies, and the promo-
tion of teacher well-being and professional sustainability.

2. Teacher Identity Formation

Teacher identity formation is a dynamic and ongoing process in which educators define and redefine their profes-
sional roles, values, and self-concept in response to classroom experiences and broader socio-cultural contexts
(Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Day et al., 2006). It is shaped by both internal motivations, such as commitment,
personal values, and purpose, and external factors, including institutional expectations and societal pressures (Bei-
jaard et al., 2004; Kelchtermans, 2009). Interactions with colleagues, students, and parents contribute to the devel-
opment of a flexible professional identity capable of adapting to challenges (Alsup, 20006).

Research further indicates that teacher identity is influenced by cultural and social factors, including gender,
religious background, and community norms (Beijaard et al., 2004; Kelchtermans, 2009). Beyond professional roles,
identity formation in emerging and early adulthood involves ongoing self-exploration, moral reflection, and the
integration of social and cultural experiences (Shamoa-Nir, 2024a; Shamoa-Nir & Milford, 2025). Multicultural,
ethnic, and religious contexts play a central role, enhancing awareness of collective identity and openness to new
perspectives (Shamoa-Nir, 2025b). For individuals from minority or faith-based backgrounds, this development
often requires negotiating personal values alongside institutional and societal expectations (Shamoa-Nir, 2024a;
Shamoa-Nir, 2024b). Such dynamics parallel the experiences of early-career teachers, who strive to reconcile their
personal beliefs, professional ideals, and social responsibilities within complex and often stressful educational en-
vironments. During this stage, teachers continually adjust and reinterpret their professional identities as they con-
front the realities of classroom work and institutional expectations (Flores & Day, 2006).

3. Exposure to Trauma

Direct trauma from events such as war can significantly impact teachers’ professional functioning and personal
well-being (Ormiston et al., 2022). Moreover, exposure to trauma can result in STS, a condition in which educators
experience stress responses similar to those of trauma survivors (Christian-Brandt et al., 2020; Lassri et al., 2024).
Research suggests that educators who engage closely with students exposed to trauma are particularly susceptible
to STS, especially when they lack formal training in trauma-informed or trauma-sensitive practices (Ormiston et al.,
2022). For instance, teachers who provide ongoing emotional support, listen to students’ traumatic experiences, and
witness their struggles may experience psychological burdens that reflect the trauma their students endure.

Studies have shown that insufficient trauma awareness and limited professional support are associated with higher
levels of STS and burnout among teachers (Oberg et al., 2023). Teachers working with trauma-exposed students
face additional challenges, including high emotional demands, workload pressures, and limited systemic support,
which can exacerbate feelings of burnout (McMakin et al., 2022). Research further indicates that burnout, charac-
terized by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced sense of personal accomplishment, is associated
with chronic occupational stress and can negatively impact teachers’ motivation, self-efficacy, and retention in the
profession (Zhang et al., 2023; Parise et al., 2025). Conversely, teachers’ experiences of success, supportive colle-
gial relationships, and professional development can foster self-efficacy and motivation, helping them sustain well-
being even under challenging circumstances (Brunzell et al., 2021; Christian-Brandt et al., 2020).

4. The Present Study

On October 7, 2023, Israel experienced a large-scale Hamas attack, resulting in extensive casualties, abductions,
and the displacement of tens of thousands of residents from southern and northern communities (Shamoa-Nir, 2024c;
Shamoa-Nir, 2025a; Vinograd & Kershner, 2023). This event builds on a history of national crises, including prior
terrorist attacks, missile strikes, and mass displacements, which have repeatedly exposed the population to severe
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stress (Shalev et al., 2006). Such exposures often produce immediate and intense psychological effects, with those
directly affected reporting heightened distress (Shamoa-Nir, 2025a; Shalev et al., 2004). Communities located near
conflict zones are particularly vulnerable, frequently exhibiting elevated rates of posttraumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) and other psychological distress following these events (Shamoa-Nir, 2024c; Shalev et al., 2006).

Within these affected populations, teachers constitute a unique subgroup. A recent study conducted at the Hebrew
University examined the psychological and professional impact of the October 7 attacks on Israeli teachers (Melin
et al., 2024). Among 712 participants, many were personally affected or had family members involved in the events.
Findings indicated high levels of depression, stress, and anxiety, exceeding typical population averages. About half
of the teachers reported a gap between the support they needed from school staff and what was actually provided.
These findings underscore the potential importance of institutional support for sustaining teachers’ well-being, yet
the long-term effects on burnout and professional identity remain insufficiently understood.

Previous research in Israel has consistently shown that teachers’ professional functioning and well-being are
highly sensitive to societal crises. For example, Shamoa-Nir (2022) found that during the COVID-19 pandemic,
Israeli college teachers experienced increased emotional strain, heavier workloads, and difficulties maintaining mo-
tivation and engagement. These findings complement previous research on teachers’ secondary traumatic stress,
burnout, and well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic (McMakin et al., 2022; Fernandez Urrejola & Cardenas
Urrutia, 2023). However, despite these findings, there remains a gap in understanding how teachers experience and
interpret their professional roles during mass trauma. Thus, the present study examines how teachers in trauma-
affected areas develop professional identity, sustain motivation and resilience, and cope with burnout in the context
of collective adversity. The research questions guiding this study are:

1. How does exposure to mass trauma influence teachers’ professional identity formation?

2. How do trauma-exposed teachers maintain motivation, resilience, and well-being under extreme stress?

3. How do exposure to trauma and coping strategies influence teacher burnout, and how is burnout linked to
professional identity formation during mass trauma?

5. Methods

5.1 Participants

Data were collected as part of a larger study evaluating the effects of the October 7, 2023, attacks on Israeli citizens.
The larger study included 180 participants who volunteered to participate. For the present study, only teachers were
selected, resulting in a final sample of 12 Jewish teachers (age: M = 34.76, SD = 3.26), including 9 women and 3
men. All participants were Israeli citizens. Regarding marital status, 8 were married, 2 were single, and 2 were
divorced. None of the participants were directly exposed to the 7% October Hamas invasion; however, they were
affected by missile attacks and had to work with at least one student in their class who was evacuated from evacuated
community, who temporarily relocated from their homes.

5.2 Procedure

Data were collected during 2024, approximately 7-10 months following the October 7, 2023, Hamas attacks, during
an ongoing period of war in Israel with Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas, and Iran. Participants were recruited through
WhatsApp and Facebook and were provided with a link to the survey. Teachers who agreed were invited to partic-
ipate in semi-structured interviews, about 1-1.5 hours each interview, which were conducted on Zoom.

During the interviews, participants were asked questions aimed at examining the effects of mass trauma on their
professional and personal experiences. The interviews explored how exposure to traumatic events influenced teach-
ers’ professional identity formation, their ability to maintain motivation, resilience, and well-being under extreme
stress, and the ways in which they experienced and managed burnout. Participants were also asked to describe the
strategies and resources that supported or hindered their professional functioning, providing detailed qualitative
insights into the interaction between trauma exposure, coping mechanisms, and identity development in educators.

Informed consent was obtained prior to participation, and participants received a coupon as an incentive. The
study protocol was approved by the Ethics Committee (ZAC#A43-2023). All participants were informed about the
purpose of the study, the use of their data, and provided consent for their data to be used for research purposes.
Participant identities were kept confidential.
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5.3 Analysis Strategy

Interview responses were analyzed using qualitative procedures following Bryman (2004). Initially, the author con-
ducted a detailed review of four interviews and identified four preliminary themes. Based on these initial observa-
tions, a coding scheme was developed and applied to all 12 interview transcripts to explore recurring patterns related
to teachers’ professional identity, coping, and well-being. Coding tables documented initial codes, theme and sub-
theme development, and illustrative examples, while a separate codebook detailed definitions, inclusion/exclusion
criteria, and frequency of coded instances.

To enhance reliability, a research assistant independently performed blind coding, and the resulting codes were
compared with the author’s coding, showing high agreement (70%-83%). The analysis presented here reflects the
first author’s final coding decisions.

6. Findings
6.1 Theme 1: Professional Identity Under Extreme Stress

Teachers described ongoing processes of redefining their professional roles in response to the heightened demands
and stressors arising from the October 7, 2023, attacks. Exposure to these traumatic events prompted reflection on
personal values, sense of purpose, and long-term career intentions. For some educators, such experiences reinforced
their commitment to teaching as a vocation, whereas others expressed uncertainty or reconsideration regarding their
professional trajectory.

6.1.1 Motivation and Professional Identity

Motivation emerged as a central, dynamic component of professional identity formation. Teachers reported that
engagement with students and support from colleagues not only sustained their motivation but also reinforced their
sense of purpose and professional competence. At the same time, confronting extreme stress sometimes led to de-
creases in motivation, which in turn prompted reflection and reevaluation of professional goals. This reciprocal
process suggests that shifts in professional identity can generate renewed motivation, while motivation itself can
shape ongoing identity development. In this way, motivation functions both as an outcome of and a contributor to
professional identity under conditions of trauma.

6.1.2 Adaptation and Coping Strategies

Teachers employed a range of adaptive strategies to manage professional responsibilities and support their well-
being. These strategies included prioritizing meaningful tasks, implementing structured self-care routines, and seek-
ing mentorship or guidance from colleagues. Participants described these coping mechanisms as essential for navi-
gating both personal and professional challenges during the crisis.

6.2 Theme 2: Maintaining Well-Being and Resilience, and Professional Identity

6.2.1 Institutional Support as a Protective Factor

Teachers highlighted the importance of institutional support in mitigating professional functioning and well-being.
Support from school leadership and collegial networks was perceived as critical for maintaining motivation and
managing emotional demands during the war and missile attacks. For some educators, engagement with students’
needs further reinforced their resilience, contributing to a sense of purpose despite ongoing threats.

6.2.2 Well-Being, Motivation, and Identity Interplay

Teachers highlighted a dynamic relationship between well-being, motivation, and professional identity. They de-
scribed strategies that support well-being (e.g., structured self-care, prioritization of meaningful tasks, and collegial
guidance) and described how these strategies reinforced their professional purpose and competence. Additionally,
sustained motivation strengthened their sense of professional identity, creating a reciprocal cycle in which well-
being, motivation, and identity mutually reinforced one another. This sub-theme underscores that supporting teach-
ers’ well-being under extreme stress is inseparable from sustaining motivation and a coherent professional self.

6.3 Theme 3: Burnout and Traumatic Stressors

Participants identified several factors during the October 7, 2023, attacks that contributed to professional burnout,
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including high workloads, unpredictable schedules due to security alerts, and the emotional demands of supporting
trauma-affected students.

6.3.1 Burnout as Feedback on Professional Identity Boundaries

Teachers described burnout as revealing the limits of their professional role within a high-pressure organizational
and community context. Experiencing burnout allowed educators to recognize aspects of their responsibilities that
they could not sustain or fully integrate into their professional identity, prompting reflection on the boundaries
between their professional duties and personal values.

6.3.2 Burnout as a Catalyst for Reflection and Identity Reconstruction

Educators reported that burnout often triggered a reassessment of their motivation, the meaning of their work, and
their guiding principles. In this way, burnout functioned as a catalyst for the development of a renewed professional
identity, either by adapting to the current challenges or by reinforcing existing commitments when teachers suc-
cessfully managed and adjusted to the stressors.

6.3.3 Impact on Commitment and Sense of Purpose
Burnout also influenced the integration of professional identity with a sense of purpose. Teachers who were able to
mobilize emotional resources and maintain engagement with their students during periods of extreme stress de-
scribed a strengthened sense of professional identity, highlighting the potential for personal and professional growth
despite challenging conditions.

In summary, this theme illustrates that professional burnout is not solely a negative experience. Rather, it can
provide an opportunity for teachers to evaluate, refine, and potentially reinforce their professional identity.

7. Discussion

The present study offers preliminary insights into how teachers experience professional identity, motivation, well-
being, and burnout when exposed to mass trauma. The findings highlight that extreme stressors, such as the October
7, 2023, attacks, create opportunities for identity formation. The themes provide an understanding of how teachers
cope with professional and emotional demands under conditions of collective adversity.

7.1 Theoretical Contribution

The findings highlight that teachers’ professional identity develops dynamically in response to the challenges and
stressors imposed by mass trauma. Teachers’ narratives reveal that motivation is not merely a personal resource but
is intertwined with the ongoing reconstruction of professional identity. Engagement with students and collegial
support reinforced teachers’ sense of purpose and competence, while moments of diminished motivation prompted
reflection and reevaluation of professional goals. These findings extend existing literature on teacher identity (Bei-
jaard et al., 2004; Kelchtermans, 2009) by demonstrating that trauma exposure can act as both a stressor and a
catalyst for identity development.

The results highlight the central role of burnout in functioning under extreme stress, with burnout serving as a
key indicator of the limits and boundaries of teachers’ professional roles. In addition, educators used experiences of
burnout to reflect on their personal and professional values. These findings contribute to the understanding of
teacher identity by showing how extreme stressors can simultaneously challenge and shape professional self-con-
cepts (Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 2004; Day et al., 2006; Kelchtermans, 2009; Shamoa-Nir, 2024c¢).

7.2 Practical and Policy Implications

The study findings emphasize the need for educational policies and school leadership practices that acknowledge
teachers’ emotional and professional limits, provide structured institutional support, and create opportunities for
reflection and professional growth during crises. Programs designed to foster resilience, peer support, and profes-
sional identity consolidation may enhance both teacher retention and the quality of educational engagement in
trauma-affected contexts (McMakin et al., 2022; Parise et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2023). These findings are con-
sistent with prior research on trauma-informed teacher well-being, which indicates that interventions are most ef-
fective when closely integrated with professional identity processes (Brunzell et al., 2021; Christian-Brandt et al.,
2020).
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8. Conclusion

This study provides preliminary insights into the dynamic interactions among professional identity, motivation,
well-being, and burnout in teachers working under conditions of mass trauma. The results highlight the importance
of further research to examine how prolonged or repeated exposure to traumatic events affects teacher identity
formation, motivation, and burnout. Expanding the scope to include diverse educational settings and larger samples
could deepen understanding of the mechanisms supporting teacher resilience. These insights have practical rele-
vance for designing policies and interventions that foster well-being, sustain motivation, and reinforce professional
identity in trauma-affected educational environments.
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