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Abstract. Teachers play a vital role in ensuring school success.
At the junior high school level, they face diverse demands, includ-
ing administrative tasks, curriculum requirements, and community
expectations for student achievement. In this context, understand-
ing the meaning of work is essential, as it influences teachers’ re-
silience in addressing professional challenges. This study explores
how junior high school teachers construct the meaning of their work
while navigating professional and psychological demands. Using a
descriptive qualitative approach, data were collected from fifteen
teachers through semi-structured interviews and analyzed themat-
ically based on Steger’s framework of work meaning. Findings re-
veal that teachers interpret their work through three interrelated
dimensions: positive meaning, meaning-making through work, and
motivation for the greater good. They gain personal satisfaction
and emotional fulfillment from observing student progress, reflect-
ing on personal growth and values in daily teaching, and recognizing
their contribution to broader social purposes. Despite facing var-
ious challenges, a strong sense of work meaning sustains intrinsic
motivation, resilience, and commitment. The study highlights the
importance of fostering meaningful work among teachers to enhance
well-being and professional sustainability, while offering theoretical
and practical contributions to educational contexts and implications
for supportive policies.

1 Introduction

At the junior high school level, the challenges faced by teachers become increasingly
complex because students are in a period of intense emotional and social develop-
mental transition. Research shows that most junior high school students experience
various psychological problems, ranging from difficulties in social relationships, feel-
ings of alienation, anxiety about achievement, to low social adjustment, which also
affect their mindset and behavior in the classroom [2]. On the other hand, students
with a growth mindset are better able to see obstacles as learning opportunities, so
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they are more deeply involved in the learning process [3]. This condition makes teach-
ers not only act as teachers, but also as emotional companions who are required to
have high sensitivity to the psychological dynamics of students. Otherwise, teach-
ers will experience stress and anxiety because they consider themselves less able to
support students’ mental health and well-being. Therefore, understanding the psy-
chological aspects that support teachers’ work enthusiasm, such as the meaning of
work, is important to examine more deeply in order to maintain the sustainability of
teacher professionalism and well-being.

Meaning of work has become an increasingly important topic in the work and
organizational psychology literature. Meaning of work is seen as an effective way
to reduce stress because it can increase motivation and encourage employees to be
more willing to put in maximum effort at work [4]. Several studies have also found
that meaning of work can reduce burnout and work-family conflict and increase work
commitment [5]. This is because meaning of work is an important element that
supports intrinsic motivation, psychological resilience, and satisfaction in carrying
out professional roles.

When individuals perceive their work as valuable, purposeful, and meaningful,
they tend to demonstrate higher engagement, persistence, and sincerity in carrying
out their duties [6]. Furthermore, employees who feel their work is meaningful tend
to be resilient, highly motivated, and actively seek to innovate in their work [7]. This
is also relevant for educators, where the meaning of work is not only related to the
teaching function, but also reflects personal relationships with students, long-term
impacts on students’ lives, and the fit between personal values and the professional
role they hold.

Meaning in work can grow through a variety of sources, such as personal growth
opportunities, value alignment, positive relationships, and contributions to the greater
good [8]. For teachers, meaning in work emerges through various aspects of profes-
sional practice, including building students’ self-confidence, helping them feel valued,
supporting learning autonomy, and encouraging critical thinking skills. They also pur-
sue professional learning opportunities and push themselves to improve their practice,
which makes them feel more confident in their work with students.

Meaning of work refers to an individual’s perception that their work has value,
purpose, and significant contribution beyond mere instrumental function [8]. The
meaning of work was developed by Steger, Dik, and Duffy [9], where this model de-
scribes the meaning of work in three main dimensions.: (1) positive meaning, namely
the extent to which individuals find positive and valuable meaning in their work; (2)
meaning-making through work, namely how work becomes a means of reflection and
self-development; and (3) greater good motivations, namely the perception that work
contributes to a greater purpose beyond personal interests. These three dimensions
allow for a deeper understanding of the meaning of work in the context of the teaching
profession.

Although research on the meaning of work continues to grow, most studies still
focus on quantitative approaches and industry sectors. In Indonesia, studies on the
meaning of teachers’ work, especially using qualitative approaches, are still relatively
limited. In the context of junior high school teachers, both in public and private
schools who face classroom dynamics, administrative pressures, and high social ex-
pectations, understanding the meaning of work can provide deeper insights into their
motivation and resilience in working. This research is important because it allows for
the exploration of subjective meanings that cannot be fully captured through num-
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bers, and provides space for teachers’ voices to reflect on their personal experiences
in carrying out their profession more authentically.

Research on the meaning of work has not been fully mapped in depth in the context
of the teaching profession, especially at the junior high school level which faces the
challenges of student development and unique institutional pressures. Studies on the
meaning of teachers’ work at this level are still relatively minimal, both in educational
managerial practices and in the academic realm. In particular, there are still limited
studies that deeply explore the subjective experiences of junior high school teachers
in finding and living the meaning of their work. Therefore, it is important to explore
how junior high school teachers give meaning to their work in their daily lives, and
how this meaning plays a role in supporting motivation, psychological resilience, and
commitment in carrying out their roles.

Thus, this study was conducted to fill the gap by examining the meaning of work
from the perspective of teachers in a real context in junior high schools through a
descriptive qualitative approach. This approach was chosen because it is able to
explore the deep meaning of individual subjective experiences, which cannot always
be revealed through a quantitative approach. In addition, a qualitative approach
allows researchers to understand how teachers interpret their work in everyday life,
and relate it to the psychological, social, and institutional dynamics that shape their
work experiences.

2 Methods

This study was designed using a descriptive qualitative approach, with the aim of
producing clear and descriptions of respondents’ experiences. This qualitative ap-
proach seeks in-depth understanding of social phenomena by emphasizing context
and participants’ subjective experiences. This approach was chosen because it is able
to explore perceptions and meanings that cannot be expressed quantitatively, and
allows researchers to understand phenomena based on the perspective of participants
directly.

2.1 Participants

The subjects in this study were Junior High School teachers from one of the schools
in Surabaya. Participants were selected based on the criteria of having at least three
years of teaching experience and a willingness to participate voluntarily. Fifteen
subject teachers participated in this study, consisting of ten female teachers and five
male teachers. All participants were permanent teachers employed by the foundation,
with a length of service ranging from three to twenty years, and all were married.

2.2 Research Instrument

In the data collection process, semi-structured interviews were used, designed to pro-
vide a balance between question structure and flexibility in exploring participants’
experiences in depth. Interviews were conducted individually outside of class hours.
The interview guide was developed based on three dimensions proposed by [9], namely
positive meaning, meaning-making through work, and greater good motivations.
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2.3 Data Analysis Techniques

The collected data were analyzed using thematic analysis to identify patterns in how
teachers construct the meaning of their work. The researcher first immersed in the
interview transcripts and observation notes to gain a thorough understanding of the
narratives. Meaningful statements and recurring ideas were highlighted, compared
across participants, and gradually refined into broader categories reflecting positive
meaning, meaning-making through work, and greater good motivations. The analysis
process was involving repeated reviews of the data and discussions among the research
team to ensure that the interpretations were consistent, credible, and firmly grounded
in the psychological, social, and institutional contexts of the teachers’ experiences.

2.4 Triangulation Data

To ensure the validity of the data, this qualitative study applies source triangula-
tion as a strategy to strengthen credibility and minimize bias. In addition to the
primary data obtained from interviews with fifteen teachers, supporting information
was collected from key informants, namely the school principal, the vice principal, and
senior teachers with more than twenty years of teaching experience. These additional
perspectives were used to cross-check and confirm the consistency of the findings.

3 Results

This study aims to explore the meaning of work in junior high school teachers, with
the participation of fifteen teachers from various backgrounds and teaching experi-
ences. Data were obtained through interviews that were analyzed using four stages
in the qualitative analysis process, namely familiarization, data reduction, data dis-
play, and report writing. The results of the data analysis are described based on
three dimensions of the meaning of work, namely: positive meaning, meaning-making
through work, and greater good motivations [9]. Although the study involved fif-
teen participants, only excerpts from three teachers (G1–G3) are presented, as they
sufficiently represent the themes identified across all participants.

3.1 Positive Meaning

Most teachers stated that their profession provides a sense of personal meaning.
Teachers feel that their work provides deep emotional and psychological value es-
pecially when they see students show progress or positive changes. One informant
stated: ”Sometimes I feel tired because there are always challenges, but when I see
some students who have succeeded or changed for the better, I feel motivated to work
as a teacher, to continue teaching children.” (G1) They see this profession as a mission
that is bigger than just a job, namely as a way to give a positive impact to society
through education. The positive values found in the work make them persist, even
though they face administrative pressure and limited facilities, they persist because
they feel that what they do has real value and impact on others. This finding is
reinforced by the statement of the school principal, who observed that teachers in his
school generally maintain enthusiasm and pride in their profession whenever they see
students’ academic or behavioral progress, despite various limitations.
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3.2 Meaning-Making through Work

For some teachers, teaching work is not only understood as a series of tasks, but
as a reflective process and a means of forming the meaning of life. Through the
teaching experience, they find new understandings about themselves, life values, or
even aspects of spirituality. One teacher said:

“When I first started teaching, Sometimes, look the children were difficult to
control and easily influenced by friends. But as time went on, I began to understand
that they were still in a transitional period, their emotions were not yet stable, and
they sought attention. I learned to be more patient, not to get angry right away, and
to chat more one-on-one with them. From there, I began to feel closer to them, more
open, understand the children’s characters and know a little about how to handle
them.” (G2).

The experience shows that the role of a teacher is often a learning space that
actually shapes the teacher’s personality. Several teachers admitted that, over time,
they became more patient, empathetic, and able to understand the complex back-
grounds of their students. Daily interactions with students who are in the adolescent
transition period make teachers face situations that are emotionally challenging, but
also spiritually enriching.

For them, the classroom is not just a place to teach, but a place where they grow
with their students, learning to manage emotions, and find satisfaction from the small
changes they see in their students. This process is what makes teaching work have
a deeper meaning, because it not only contributes to the development of students,
but also becomes an important part of the personal journey and maturation of the
teacher himself. This finding is consistent with the perspective of the vice principal,
who highlighted that teachers often undergo personal growth through classroom expe-
riences, gaining patience, empathy, and reflective understanding that extend beyond
technical teaching tasks.

3.3 Greater Good Motivations

The meaning of work is also understood by teachers through their contribution to the
younger generation and society. Most teachers feel that teaching is a form of social
service. One teacher said:

”I know that teachers’ salaries are not big. But what makes me persist is because
I know that I am planting something that can change the future of children.” (G3)

Some teachers also mentioned that they continue to teach because they feel a
moral responsibility towards the future of children, especially those from families with
disabilities. Not a few associate their motivation with childhood experiences, having
been helped by teachers, and now wanting to be the same figure for their students.
In a very limited situation, teachers find meaning through social contribution, a sense
of responsibility, and the hope that education can be a way out of the difficulties
of life experienced by their students. This is also supported by a senior teacher,
who emphasized that many teachers see their role as a moral duty and long-term
investment in the nation’s future, where teaching is considered a form of devotion
rather than merely a source of livelihood.
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4 Discussion

The results of the study showed that junior high school teachers have a high tendency
to find positive meaning in their work. The positive meaning dimension measures
the extent to which an individual feels that their work is satisfying and meaningful.
Through research, it was found that positive meaning appears in the form of emotional
satisfaction and feelings of pride in their profession [10]. They feel that the profession
as an educator is not only a teaching routine, but also provides emotional value, pride,
and personal satisfaction. This finding was also confirmed by the school principal,
who observed that teachers tend to maintain their enthusiasm when they see students
making academic or behavioral progress, despite limited resources. This shows that
positive meaning is not only subjectively experienced by teachers but is also recognized
by school leaders as a motivational factor that sustains teachers’ commitment.

Other studies have shown that meaning of work increases a sense of responsibility
and can significantly influence teacher motivation [11]. For example, [12] emphasized
that highly motivated teachers tend to feel their work is meaningful and satisfying, so
they remain enthusiastic and persistent in carrying out their duties even when facing
pressure. Meaning-making through work describes the process by which a person
uses his or her work to find meaning and personal growth. This dimension assesses
the extent to which work contributes to an individual’s growth and self-development
[12]. Field findings also show that teachers use the dynamics of teaching and self-
reflection in their work to grow professionally and personally. Teachers feel they
learn patience, empathy, and understanding by dealing with adolescent students from
different backgrounds. They develop emotionally and spiritually through the chal-
lenges of educating. Through interactions with students, monitoring their progress,
and contributing to shaping their future, teachers feel they have a meaningful social
responsibility, thereby strengthening their sense of meaning in their work. Further-
more, meaningful work can also indirectly increase teachers’ resilience by encouraging
deeper engagement and the ability to adapt tasks to better suit their personal and
professional needs [13]. The vice principal also emphasized that many teachers un-
dergo personal growth through classroom experiences, where they learn to be more
reflective and emotionally resilient. This triangulation supports the idea that teaching
is not only about transferring knowledge, but also about shaping the teachers’ own
character and personal maturity.

Meanwhile, greater good motivations emphasize teachers’ motivation to provide
a wider positive impact through their work. In the context of education, teachers
often see the teaching profession as a social calling and gain personal satisfaction
from this contribution, so they have a strong calling orientation and tend not to think
about leaving the organization [14]. When teachers have a calling orientation, they
will consider their work meaningful and have an impact on the greater good [15].
Field findings are consistent with this: teachers teach not only for themselves but for
the benefit of their students and society. Working with students, monitoring their
progress, shaping their future, and thus assuming meaningful social responsibilities
can contribute to teachers’ sense of meaningful work. Many of them see their work as
part of a social mission, not just a career. This dimension is very strong and shows
that their work motivation is not solely due to internal factors, but also because of
the collective goals that they believe are important. A senior teacher reinforced this
perspective by highlighting that teachers often consider teaching as a moral duty
and long-term investment in the future. This external confirmation strengthens the
interpretation that the meaning of work is deeply tied to social contribution and
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intergenerational responsibility. This suggests that meaning in work is strengthened
when individuals find value through social contribution, positive relationships, and
alignment with personal life goals.

5 Conclusion

Based on the results of this study, it can be concluded that the meaning of work
has an important role in supporting the motivation, psychological resilience, and
commitment of junior high school teachers. Teachers give meaning to their work
through emotional satisfaction when seeing positive changes in students (positive
meaning), through the process of self-reflection and learning that occurs in teaching
practice (meaning-making through work), and through the contribution they feel to
broader social goals (greater good motivations). These three dimensions complement
each other and strengthen teachers’ perceptions that their profession is not just a
routine, but a means to provide positive impacts for individuals and society. Thus,
the meaning of work is proven to be a source of intrinsic motivation that helps teachers
survive the pressures and professional challenges in their daily lives.

6 Implication

The findings in this study provide important practical implications for the world of
education, especially in efforts to support the meaningfulness of teachers’ work. Ed-
ucational institutions need to create a conducive work environment so that teachers
can experience and maintain the meaning of work in depth. This can be done by
strengthening the professional role of teachers which is not only structural but also
psychological, so that they feel appreciated and have a real contribution. In addition,
strong social support from colleagues and leaders plays an important role in main-
taining teacher motivation and resilience. It is also important to provide a space for
ongoing professional reflection, such as formative supervision activities or collegial
discussions, which allow teachers to evaluate and strengthen their teaching practices
constructively. Through these efforts, the meaning of work becomes not only an indi-
vidual experience, but can also become a collective foundation for improving teacher
welfare and the quality of education as a whole.
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