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The 2020–21 school year has been unlike any other in history. Educators 

know this, but it is still helpful to discuss why. Acknowledging the great 

stressors of our current reality is a cathartic release. We find solidarity in 

shared struggle. Walking through hardship with others offers a unique 

kind of connection, a “social glue” that fosters cohesion, increases 

cooperation, and promotes trusting interpersonal relationships  

(Bastian, Jetten, & Ferris, 2014). Naming our collective challenges  

also lays a common foundation from which we can build strong  

supports together.  

This guide will provide a brief overview of the primary stressors for 

educators in the 2020–21 school year and explore the ways  

teachers and school leaders can support each other in navigating 

challenging times and circumstances.

While it is designed for teachers and school administrators in this exact 

moment, the concepts discussed will likely have application throughout 

an educator’s career. It is recommended that educators use this as a 

reference throughout the current school year—highlighting or printing 

the most personally relevant sections—and make a note of the self-care 

strategies that they will begin implementing right away.

https://www.n2y.com/
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A Year of Challenges

The Pandemic

As a nation, we are trying to move forward as the coronavirus pandemic continues to 

wreak havoc.  As educators, we have ongoing worries not only for our own physical 

and mental health, but also for the health of our families, friends, colleagues, and 

students. We are experiencing a collective grief at the scale of loss, especially as 

we remember that it is not over yet. Some of us have felt this grief more sharply 

than others. Necessary public health measures mean the virus continues to upend 

schedules and disrupt routines because schools and workplaces must adjust 

operating plans frequently to maximize safety. Changing schedules and routines is 

disorientating and just plain hard. And many educators are trying to manage their own 

child’s virtual schooling while simultaneously taking care of their classes.

Economic Instability

This year has seen great economic uncertainty, with “most indicators reaching their 

highest values on record” (Barrero & Bloom, 2020). For some, job loss has been financially 

devastating. Others may be faring better, but looming questions about recovery add 

anxiety to every financial decision.  

Teachers and administrative teams are not exempt from economic hardship on a personal 

or professional level. The Learning Policy Institute, a nonprofit and nonpartisan research 

organization, details the story behind the numbers of COVID-19 and state education 

budgets in the blog series, Learning in the Time of COVID-19. Between the CARES Act 

($13.2 billion) and the December 2020 rescue package ($54.3 billion), “public K–12 

education in this country will receive up to $67.5 billion in federal stabilization funding. 

While this funding provides much-needed relief, it is over $100 billion short of what our 

public school systems would need to support students through the pandemic and  

address the ongoing impact of their disrupted learning.” (Griffith, et al., 2020). And while 

another relief package announced in January 2021 proposed providing $130 billion to 

help schools reopen safely, there is still uncertainty about the financial well-being of 

school districts and their ability to fully address the impact of the pandemic.
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National Unrest

This school year has also been a time of cultural reckoning. Critical conversations have 

resurfaced in the home, school, and workplace about race and justice. The summer of 

2020 saw great national unrest with protests and rallies in all 50 states and in several 

countries around the world. Some scholars liken this moment in history to previous 

waves of racial unrest in the 1960s Civil Rights Era. 

As a society, we tend to look to public school teachers as facilitators of 

racial reconciliation and progressive thinking in younger generations. 

We want teachers to instill equity and a celebration of diversity 

as they teach a complete history of where we’ve been, where 

we are, and where we’re going. Teachers don’t take this 

responsibility lightly, but there is more pressure than ever 

before to “get it right.” 

These are hard times for our country, yet leaders in 

education are standing up to these challenges with 

relentless determination to figure it out. To make a way 

forward. To teach and lead with resiliency and compassion. 

School teams spent countless hours preparing for students 

to resume learning this fall. Most teams focused on plans that 

would address students’ social and emotional needs alongside 

their academic goals. Whether schools opened virtually, in a brick-

and-mortar setting, or through a hybrid model, educators began this 

year prioritizing family engagement. Trauma-informed teaching practices  

and social-emotional learning (SEL) strategies have been at the forefront  

of lesson planning. 

Yet, the tremendous complexities of planning and instructing in the middle of a 

pandemic have taken a serious toll. News media began reporting stories of teachers who 

described feeling “end-of-year tired” in September and October, just weeks after school 

began. The effect of the pandemic on teacher attrition is yet to be determined, and we 

don’t yet have many studies analyzing the impact of pandemic stress on teacher mental 

health and job sustainability. But it doesn’t take peer-reviewed research to tell us what 

we already know—this is hard. 

Social and Emotional Wellness for Teachers and Administrators
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So, what can we do about it?  

In the next few sections, we will look at signs and symptoms of compassion  

fatigue and burnout from the unique perspective of an educator. We will then 

address the critical importance of social and emotional wellness, self-care, and 

cultivating a more positive mindset.

Understanding Compassion 

Fatigue and Burnout
Compassion fatigue is a condition marked by emotional, physical, 

and/or spiritual distress in people who provide care to others 

(Compassion Fatigue Awareness Project, 2020). It is associated 

with caregiving for people who are experiencing significant emotional 

or physical pain and suffering. Any educator who works directly with 

traumatized children and adolescents is vulnerable to compassion fatigue 

(NCTSN, 2008). Educators who feel physically, mentally, or emotionally worn out 

and overwhelmed by their students’ traumas, may be experiencing compassion fatigue.

The term compassion fatigue is often used interchangeably with empathy distress, vicarious 

trauma, secondary traumatic stress, second-hand shock, and secondary stress reaction. The 

common thread linking all of these terms is the association of exhaustion that results 

from working with people (in this case, students) who have experienced significant 

suffering. Compassion fatigue is marked by a set of symptoms and it is not considered a 

disease. It may have a quick onset or develop slowly over time, and it  

is thought to be highly treatable when help is sought early. 
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Signs of Compassion Fatigue

Educators who develop compassion fatigue may exhibit physical and/or emotional 

symptoms. It is important to learn the signs of compassion fatigue in order to recognize 

when you are at risk so you can put measures in place to prevent and manage the stress.  

Administrators who are knowledgeable about compassion fatigue are better  

equipped to care for themselves and establish school-wide preventative measures  

that support their staff.

SYMPTOMS OF COMPASSION FATIGUE

Sources: National Child Traumatic Stress Network and Trauma Awareness Schools

Note: These symptoms are common signs of compassion fatigue and warrant further investigation  
and intervention to return to health. However, any of these symptoms could also reflect a different  
kind of problem that requires specific medical or psychological treatment. Consult a licensed physician 
and/or mental health provider for guidance if you are experiencing one or more of these symptoms. 

• Chronic fatigue 

• Physical tension, such as 

headaches, back and neck aches, 

stomachaches, and feelings of 

general malaise 

• Appetite changes

• Difficulty sleeping

• Social isolation and/or becoming 

emotionally unavailable to family, 

friends, colleagues 

• Low job satisfaction

• Poor performance of job tasks, 

such as difficulty planning lessons 

or completing grading on time

• Loss of morale

• Increased or unexplained  

anger and/or sadness

• Anxiety

• Depression

• Intense feelings and intrusive 

thoughts about a student or 

family’s trauma

• Depersonalization 

• Desensitization 

• Cognitive impairments, such 

as confusion, diminished 

concentration, difficulty with 

decision-making
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Who is susceptible?

Compassion fatigue is most common in the helping professions. Emergency room 

physicians, nurses who work in intensive care units, mental health providers, police 

officers, social workers for child and family services, and first responders, for example, 

are all particularly susceptible to compassion fatigue. Other professionals who work 

with people who are suffering can experience compassion fatigue, too. Lawyers who 

routinely deal with the intimate details of cases involving domestic violence or child 

abuse are at risk for compassion fatigue. Veterinarians who regularly treat injured or 

abused animals are at higher risk for compassion fatigue. 

The prevalence of compassion fatigue in the helping professions ranges from just 

under 10% up to 40% in intensive care settings, and anywhere from 25% to 70% 

among inexperienced mental health professionals (Van Mol et al., 2014). Higher 

prevalence rates are more likely to be seen in those who repeatedly work with 

persons experiencing trauma.

School administrators, teachers, paraprofessionals, related service 

providers, and other school staff are also at risk for compassion 

fatigue. This is especially true for educators this school year because 

of COVID-19. Educators are now working with more and more 

students and families experiencing serious emotional and 

physical distress. 

Since schools are one of the few places where children are 

seen daily, teachers are likely to notice changes in student 

appearance and behavior that may indicate something is 

wrong. They respond with compassion to dozens or even 

hundreds of stories from their students each year. Of all the 

adults that come in and out of a student’s life in a given year, teachers 

are often the first to recognize when they might need help. For some, 

compassion fatigue is the cost of caring deeply about their students 

and families. 

Social and Emotional Wellness for Teachers and Administrators
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Prevention and Management

The expectation that we can be immersed in suffering and loss  

daily and not be touched by it is as unrealistic as expecting to  

be able to walk through water without getting wet.

Rachel Naomi Remen, M.D. 
CLINICAL PROFESSOR OF FAMILY AND COMMUNITY MEDICINE AT UCSF SCHOOL OF MEDICINE 

FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR OF THE INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF HEALTH AND ILLNESS AT COMMONWEAL

Dr. Remen is among those professionals who suggest that compassion fatigue is an 

occupational hazard of working in a helping profession. In other words, it is a natural 

consequence of the stress of caring for others. Compassion fatigue is also both 

preventable and treatable. 

The absolute best way to guard against compassion fatigue is to practice authentic, 

sustainable self-care on a daily basis (Compassion Fatigue Awareness Project, 2020). 

A great place to start is by focusing on eating a balanced and nutritious diet, getting 

adequate sleep, exercising regularly, and drinking enough water. There is abundant 

research documenting the clear benefits of these practices. If it seems obvious to  

focus on such basic things as food and sleep, consider for a moment how you felt  

the last time you tried to get meaningful work done on a couple hours of sleep,  

or how difficult it was to focus at a 4:00 p.m. meeting if the last thing you 

ate was a donut at 7:00 a.m.

Eat a balanced diet Get adequate sleep Exercise regularly Drink enough water
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Another important way to prevent and manage compassion fatigue is to guard  

against isolation. Social isolation and/or emotional withdrawal is a warning sign of  

negative stress taking over. You’ve heard it said many times at this point, but it’s worth 

repeating—social distancing does not require social isolation. Yes, we need to abide 

by public health recommendations, which means social gatherings are limited and 

interaction norms are different. But it is likely still possible to safely meet a friend or 

family member if proper precautions such as social distancing and wearing masks are 

observed. If possible, consider scheduling videoconferences to “visit” with family or 

friends. Keeping regular contact with close friends and family acts as a protective factor 

when stress increases at work.

Turn to the teams within your school for emotional support and to avoid the pitfall of 

working in silos. When you are feeling overwhelmed by something a student has shared 

with you, it is helpful to process your conversation with another adult within the circle 

of confidentiality. This could be your grade-level team, content team, principal, student 

support team, co-teacher, school social worker, or another trusted person or team with 

whom you work regularly. Don’t try to bear the burden of a child’s story by yourself—

for the sake of your own mental health and for the safety of the child. Sometimes we 

need more than a good night’s sleep and a long chat with a close friend. When signs of 

compassion fatigue persist for two to three weeks with little or no relief, or if they 

are getting worse, it’s time to get help.  You may start with a conversation with 

your principal or supervisor to evaluate your current responsibilities and 

see if there is a possibility to adjust some tasks for a period of time. 

If you choose to make an appointment with a therapist, look for 

a licensed clinical social worker, licensed professional counselor, 

psychologist, or psychiatrist (medical doctor). In your search, you 

can ask for recommendations from a friend or colleague, read 

reviews online, or seek a referral from your physician. Remember, 

it may take more than one try to find someone who is a good fit 

for you. You may also consider reaching out to a faith leader or 

professional mentor if you have one in your life. 

 

When signs of 

compassion fatigue 

persist for two to three 

weeks with little or 

no relief, or if they are 

getting worse, it’s time 

to get help.
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Burnout

Compassion fatigue and burnout are commonly used interchangeably when talking 

about distress related to the workplace. The two conditions share many  

of the same symptoms and can overlap, but clinicians set them apart. 

Burnout is associated with an increased workload and institutional stress.  

Unlike compassion fatigue, burnout is not typically related to trauma  

and suffering. It may arise from a lack of control, lack of resources,  

unclear job expectations, dysfunctional workplace dynamics,  

extremes of activity (e.g., a monotonous job or a chaotic job),  

or a work-life imbalance (Mayo Clinic, 2018).

Burnout is marked by physical or emotional exhaustion, and it tends 

to happen gradually over time. Like compassion fatigue, burnout is 

considered a set of symptoms rather than a disease. Other common 

symptoms of burnout include chronic fatigue, sleep difficulties, impaired 

job performance, reduced creativity and initiative, difficulty making decisions, 

poor job satisfaction, increased irritability, and increased use of substances such 

as food, drugs, or alcohol to cope (Mayo Clinic, 2018). It is important to recognize  

and respond to burnout to avoid long-term physical and mental health problems.  

Left unchecked, job burnout can lead to excessive stress, insomnia, alcohol or 

substance misuse, heart disease, high blood pressure, type 2 diabetes, and  

vulnerability to illnesses (Mayo Clinic, 2018).  

Although the great challenges of this school year have impacted us all in some way, 

we are not all experiencing suffering and loss acutely or on a daily basis. We are not 

all working in communities with high incidences of trauma. For this reason, some 

educators may not worry as much about compassion fatigue. Their lives and the lives 

of their students may not seem terribly different or difficult relative to previous years. 

However, burnout can happen to anyone in any profession, which is reason enough to 

evaluate one’s social and emotional wellness and self-care. 

 

It is important 

to recognize and 

respond to burnout 

to avoid long-term 

physical and mental 

health problems.
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Prioritizing Social and Emotional 

Wellness in Adults
You are likely familiar with the oxygen mask guidelines that airline 

attendants review before every flight: In the event of an emergency 

that requires passengers to put on their oxygen masks, you are advised 

to put on your own mask before you help anyone else. The merit of 

this principle—taking care of ourselves first in order to properly care 

for others—extends well beyond the airplane and has never been more 

true for educators. Self-care allows us to sustain our work with passion, 

professionalism, and health. 

Several studies demonstrate the importance of social and emotional wellness in 

teachers and administrators as it relates not only to positive mental health  

measures but also student achievement and job sustainability and satisfaction  

(Woolf, N., n.d.). Researchers at Pennsylvania State University reported on teacher  

stress and health in a 2016 issue brief (Greenberg, Brown, & Abenavoli, 2016).  

Notable findings from this report include:

• Nearly half (46%) of all teachers report high daily stress.  

Teaching is considered one of the most stressful occupations  

in the United States. 

• Teacher stress compromises health, sleep, quality of life,  

and teaching performance.

• When teachers are highly stressed, students demonstrate  

lower levels of academic performance and social adjustment.

• Effective interventions at the organizational and/or individual level can  

help reduce teacher stress by changing the culture and approach to teaching. 

• Programs for mentoring, workplace wellness, social-emotional learning, and 

mindfulness are all proven to improve teacher well-being and student outcomes. 

Learn more at n2y.com 11
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Another recent study on social and emotional wellness in educators comes from the District 

Resource Center (DRC) at the Collaborative for Academic, Social, & Emotional Learning 

(CASEL). CASEL is a premier research-based organization that offers guidance and curated 

SEL resources for leaders and educators in school districts across the country. CASEL 

defines social and emotional wellness in adults as the ability to recognize, understand, 

label, express, and regulate one’s own emotions. In partnership with the Yale Center for 

Emotional Intelligence, the DRC at CASEL reports that adults who demonstrate social and 

emotional competence:

• Are less likely to report burnout

• Demonstrate higher levels of patience and empathy

• Encourage healthy communication

• Create safe student learning environments

• More effectively teach and model social-emotional competence for their students

Source: CASEL District Resource Center, n.d.

These two studies are among many dozens in recent years that point to the critical 

importance of social and emotional wellness in teachers and administrators. Self-care, a 

term included under the umbrella of “wellness,” is any action taken to improve one’s overall 

health and well-being. It includes physical, psychological, emotional, spiritual, social, and 

professional components. 

In the next section, we’ll examine some of the tangible ways in which we can prioritize our 

own wellness, especially given the extraordinary challenges of this school year. What does 

self-care look like for teachers and administrators in these demanding and stressful times?

Self-Care Basics

At the most basic level, self-care and wellness means taking care of your physical needs. 

Here are a few guidelines for where to start. 

Social and Emotional Wellness for Teachers and Administrators
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EAT A NUTRIENT-RICH, BALANCED DIET

The Dietary Guidelines for Americans 2020-2025 suggest that a healthy eating plan 

includes an emphasis on fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and fat-free or low-fat milk and 

milk products (U.S. Department of Agriculture, U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services, 2020). It includes lean meats, poultry, fish, beans, eggs, and nuts, and it is low 

in saturated fats, salt, and added sugars. Of course, dietary needs are unique to each 

individual, and some people may need to include or avoid specific foods. 

Tips for educators

Prep Ahead 

Spend one to two hours on the weekend prepping a week’s worth of 

healthy, filling lunches. Making a large batch of something means you 

use your time and groceries efficiently.

Pack a Snack 

Also try packing multiple snacks in your lunchbox. Teachers are always 

on the go, and you may not have time to eat lunch all at once. Pack 

granola bars, fruit, half-sandwiches, or anything that you enjoy and will 

sustain you through the next few periods of teaching.

DRINK ENOUGH WATER

The recommended amount of water intake varies by gender, activity level, climate, and level 

of activity. The Institute of Medicine recommends about 13 cups of fluid for men and about 

9 cups for women (WebMD, 2020). 

Tip for educators

Stay Hydrated 

Bring a large bottle of water to carry with you throughout your 

workday. Refill as needed.

Social and Emotional Wellness for Teachers and Administrators
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GET ADEQUATE SLEEP

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) suggests most adults need about 

seven hours of sleep per night (CDC, 2017). 

Tips for educators

Set a Sleep Routine  

You likely wake up around the same time every weekday since school 

starts at the same time every day. This means you can figure out 

when your ideal bedtime should be to get the appropriate amount 

of sleep. Make a goal to go to bed 15 minutes earlier every couple 

of nights until you reach your ideal bedtime. If you have babies who 

don’t sleep through the night or any other issue that prevents you 

from sleeping as much as you need, try anyway. The very effort of 

putting your own sleep high on the priority list will make a difference.

EXERCISE REGULARLY 

Aim to exercise for about 150 minutes each week (or 30 minutes per day, 5 days per 

week). Every minute counts, and it’s OK to break up your exercise into 10-minute 

increments if you need to. The point is to move more and sit less. Teachers are often on 

the move throughout the day, but it will still help to have a sustained period of aerobic 

activity that gets your heart rate up (CDC, 2020). 

Tips for educators

Find a Partner 

Find a colleague to exercise with you! You will be on the same 

schedule and can hold each other accountable as you try to  

get in a jog or workout before or after school.

Social and Emotional Wellness for Teachers and Administrators
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Count Your Steps 

Wear a watch or device to count your steps to help motivate you  

to keep moving throughout the day.

Get Students Involved 

Make it fun and include your students! Have your students record 

your exercise data and create a bar graph (or any other visual).  

They will learn and you will be motivated to keep going. 

MAKE MANAGEABLE CHANGES ONE STEP AT A TIME 

Social and emotional wellness does encompass more than what you eat, how much 

water you drink, your sleep habits, and your exercise routine. But it is difficult to get 

far with any other aspect of self-care if your most basic needs aren’t being met. If your 

life habits need a tweak (or an overhaul), don’t try to change everything at once. Huge, 

sudden changes are not sustainable. Instead, choose one small thing such as going for a 

brisk walk after school three times per week, or drinking eight cups of water per day, or 

eliminating sodas from your diet. You will notice a difference in how you feel physically 

almost immediately, which will create momentum that catalyzes additional small 

changes. If you slip back into unhealthy habits, don’t berate yourself. Resolve instead to 

choose the healthier habit the following day. 

Healthy eating, regular exercise, and adequate sleep have been proven time and again in 

study after study to have major benefits to your physical and mental health (CDC, 2020).  

Some of these benefits include: 

1400 
Steps

• Reduced risk for heart disease, 

stroke, type 2 diabetes, metabolic 

syndrome, and some cancers  

• Decreased risk for cognitive 

impairment and dementia  

(older adults) 

• Reduced risk of depression  

and anxiety 

• Improved quality of sleep 

• Boosted immune system 

• Reduced stress

• Improved cognitive skills— 

clarity of thinking, judgment

• Weight maintenance

Social and Emotional Wellness for Teachers and Administrators
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Organization

Caring for your physical needs is one (big!) way to take care of yourself. Keeping an 

organized workspace is another important way. As the saying goes, “tidy desk, tidy mind.” 

You don’t have to hire a professional organizer to revamp your classroom or home office, 

but spending a little time cleaning up your workspace and consolidating and automating 

your systems will go a long way toward improving your mental state.

DECLUTTER

Start by organizing your physical workspace. Be relentless about  

decluttering! Whether you teach a full set of students in a  

brick-and-mortar classroom or work from home and rarely  

see other people, your workspace is important. It is where you 

plan, create, and execute. If your desk and surrounding area 

are cluttered with unnecessary papers and “stuff,” it will be 

difficult to maintain focus throughout the course of the 

whole day. You will be more likely to start and stop several 

projects and less likely to see one through to completion. 

Recycle what papers you don’t need and file what you do. 

Just completing the declutter of paper will usher in a sense 

of physical calm. 

Decluttering also applies to your computer. Does your desktop 

screen display a few dozen files and folders scattered about? Even 

if you prefer to work with multiple tabs open for easy reference, 

you can still clear your electronic workspace by using proper naming 

conventions and filing documents into easy-to-find folders. This  

habit takes a little time to master, but your future self will thank  

you when you need a document that you spent hours creating.

Social and Emotional Wellness for Teachers and Administrators
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SYNC YOUR CALENDARS

Some of us spend unnecessary energy on our calendar. On one end of the spectrum are 

those who attempt to manage important dates and tasks mentally. On the other end 

are those who use several different apps and calendars and papers to record every idea, 

meeting, task, deadline, and date. In the latter scenario, it is easy to become distracted 

with frequent notifications and you might struggle to use time efficiently due to a lack of 

coherence across systems. The goal is to fall somewhere in the middle, ideally using one, 

possibly two, calendars that can sync across platforms (e.g., professional, personal, family). 

If you can access the whole structure of your day in one place, you decrease the mental 

load devoted to remembering everything that needs to get done. 

KNOW WHEN TO SAY NO

It is neither necessary nor healthy to say yes to every opportunity that comes your way. 

Teachers and school leaders carry enormous responsibility as it is. This school year is 

probably not the time to take on additional responsibility in the form of extracurricular 

committees, clubs, projects, or groups. So, if it is not required or desired, let it go. 

Social and Emotional Wellness for Teachers and Administrators
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Technology

Technology has made school accessible, especially in the 2020–21 school year. 

Hybrid and remote learning simply would not be happening without it. Many 

districts worked hard to ensure every child had a home laptop prior to 

the start of this school year. Teachers spent countless hours building 

their proficiency with multiple new platforms that allow them to reach 

students across settings. Yet, as most of us know, technology can also 

be hugely time consuming and drain us of our emotional energy.  

This is especially true for those who are glued to phones for social 

media, news, and games. To combat this technological fatigue, try 

implementing these tips: 

• Before you go to sleep, put your phone "to bed" at a charging station 

away from your bedroom. This prevents the blue light of your phone 

from interfering with your sleep. It also leaves space for you to reflect at 

the end of the day separate from the constant social media  

and news updates. 

• Use a traditional alarm clock to wake yourself up in the morning so  

that the first thing you look at it is not your phone. 

• Turn off all nonessential notifications on your phone. You will be amazed  

at your increased productivity and efficiency during your work sessions!

• If at all possible, allow one full day per week (or one-half day per week)   

without social media and/or technology. Think of it as a technology fast  

to help ensure you connect with yourself, your family or friends, and nature. 

• Commit to checking social media and the news only twice  

per day: once mid-morning and once early evening.
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Mindset

Did you know you can learn to be more resilient, present, grateful, and joyful?  

Some people may be more naturally inclined toward these character traits, but they 

aren’t traits that only certain people possess. It is possible to develop a more positive 

mindset. Training your mind takes time and intention, but it is a worthy endeavor that 

enables you to grow through difficult experiences.

GRATITUDE

The science of gratitude is compelling. Regularly practicing gratitude changes the 

molecular structure of the brain and increases the production of “feel-good” hormones 

such as dopamine and serotonin (Clarke, 2018). In 2018, scientists at the Greater 

Good Science Center at the University of California at Berkeley conducted a review 

of the literature of the effectiveness of gratitude. Researchers found that gratitude is 

associated with better physical and psychological health, increased happiness and life 

satisfaction, and decreased materialism. More grateful people are also less likely to 

suffer from burnout (Allen, 2018).
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Further, studies show there are specific gratitude exercises one can do to  

improve health and health habits. This is good news! It means you can learn 

to be grateful. You can practice it and get better at it. Keeping a gratitude 

journal, for example, is a tangible way you can combat burnout and 

overwhelming sadness. People who regularly practice gratitude are 

less likely to experience depression and are more resilient following 

traumatic events (Allen, 2018). 

Start by keeping a gratitude journal. It can be very simple:  

every day, identify three things for which you are thankful and 

write them down. Or, spend five minutes noticing and recording 

your gratitude for something or someone. Be specific. You can also 

share your appreciation with a friend. The rules about how, when, 

and where you keep your gratitude journal are less important than 

the practice itself. The point is to pause and notice the small and big 

joys in your life and give thanks and appreciation for them.  

In time, you will learn to recognize with gladness even the smallest  

things to appreciate in your day, such as: 

• The first sip of hot coffee at 6:00 a.m. 

• “Jeans Day” at school on the last Friday of the month 

• The feel of warm papers fresh off the copier

• The familiar sound of a radio host voice for the drive home 

• The way the sunlight illuminates the flowers  

on your windowsill in the late afternoon 

• The fact that you slept through the night

 

People who 

regularly practice 

gratitude are less 

likely to experience 

depression and 

are more resilient 

following traumatic 

events. 
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How Administrators  

Can Support Teachers
School leaders are subject to all of the same stressors of this challenging 

school year as their teachers and other staff members. Administrators 

are responsible for a school’s vision, long-term planning, curriculum 

choices, budget and finances, personnel concerns, compliance issues, staff 

development and morale, and so much more. Many of these system-wide 

responsibilities have become increasingly difficult due to the pandemic.  

As such, it is more important than ever for school leaders to prioritize  

their own wellness. Teachers need the support of their administrators  

to be able to do their jobs well, and administrators cannot support  

their staff if they are struggling themselves. 

Having said that, there are a number of ways you, as an administrator,  

and your administrative team can actively support teachers’ wellbeing.  

A cohesive staff that enjoys a strong sense of community stands a far  

greater chance of weathering the challenges of this pandemic with  

morale and job satisfaction intact.

Start with Awareness

Learning about compassion fatigue and how to recognize it in yourself and in 

your staff is a good place to start. Understand the many contributing factors 

to occupational stress and why teachers have one of the most stressful jobs in 

the U.S. Become well-versed in social and emotional (SEL) learning initiatives 

and make SEL a priority at your school. Know what it means to operate in a 

trauma-informed system. 

In addition to keeping up with recent research and attending professional 

development trainings, you should invite your staff and invest in their 

professional learning, too. Teachers will appreciate you sharing a relevant, 

research-based article or webinar that includes accessible chunks of 

information they can implement right away. 
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Create a Social and Emotional Wellness Team

A social and emotional wellness team is committed to prioritizing and planning for teacher 

wellness. The team ought to include a variety of stakeholders, or any combination of 

administrator, teacher, related service provider, coach, parent, and/or student. The variety 

of roles will provide for a variety of perspectives when thinking through solutions and 

initiatives to support teachers. The team should meet regularly to plan events or  

initiatives specific to the needs of its community. 

For example, a SEL team might be in charge of the intentional design  

of a staff break room or teacher lounge. Small changes in this 

physical space can go a long way toward helping teachers take  

a deep breath and recalibrate during a planning period. A staff 

break room that prioritizes teacher wellness might include:

• Good coffee

• Water bottles or a filtered water dispenser 

• Healthy snacks (e.g., bowl of fruit, granola bars) 

• Updated, organized supply stations 

• A relaxation station with such things as coloring 

materials, healthy living magazines, a comfortable 

chair, yoga mat, stress balls, and visual reminders  

to practice mindfulness

Another way the SEL team can support teacher wellness is through 

school-wide initiatives that encourage healthy behaviors. The SEL team 

could create a social media hashtag to highlight physical activity from anyone on 

staff. The team might also coordinate a yoga class one day per week during lunch  

or after school, offer a calendar of group walks and runs, or host a stepathon  

challenge. An SEL team may also plan a day of service that invites the whole  

school to serve together to build morale and support for the community.
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Offer Opportunities for Self-Care

Try providing short (5–10 minute) relief breaks for teachers to relieve tension when a 

disciplinary issue arises. Some schools have dedicated behavioral intervention  

staff and other professionals to respond when students are in crisis, but 

many times, classroom teachers are the “first responders” when a 

student needs help de-escalating. The work of diffusing a tense 

behavioral situation is often exhausting and overwhelming. 

Having a chance to reset can make an enormous 

difference for the rest of the day. 

Another way you can proactively care for your 

staff is by allowing and encouraging teachers 

to take one class period off per month or per 

quarter during a non-planning period so they 

can engage in a self-care activity. This will 

take extra planning and consideration at the 

beginning of the school year but will be well 

worth it with increased morale.  

You can also create safe spaces for staff to 

engage in dialogue about the challenges they 

are facing. These conversations may be centered 

on race relations, fatigue from managing virtual 

education, compliance challenges in a remote setting, 

or any number of other topics that are relevant to 

your school community. It is wise to place facilitators with 

guided questions or agendas in these meetings to help guide the 

conversation. The spaces should be safe for staff, meaning it  

should be OK to express frustrations or other emotions related  

to their workplace as a way of processing what they’re going through.
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Model Healthy Work-Life Boundaries

It can be difficult to model healthy work-life boundaries as an administrator, particularly 

during a school year when so many are juggling professional responsibilities from home 

while simultaneously caring for and monitoring virtual schooling for their own children.  

To the extent that it is possible, send emails during normal business/school hours. It can 

feel very overwhelming to receive emails from one’s administrator at any given hour of 

the day or night. Doing so sends the message that work never ends and that teachers and 

leaders are always on call. If you do need to work at unusual hours, try using the “delay 

send’” feature of your email so the email is received during business hours. 

If you are working remotely, consider setting office hours to help establish appropriate 

boundaries for work and home life. This will serve you and your family as well as your staff.

Conclusion
Prioritizing social and emotional wellness and practicing self-care are powerful  

tools that will help teachers and administrators survive and even thrive in this school year.  

Self-care will not make you immune to stressful situations, but it will certainly help  

you manage the stress. Self-care will also greatly reduce your risk of developing 

compassion fatigue and burnout.  

Prioritizing your own wellness will allow you to operate with a more joyful disposition  

and empower you to do the very work to which you feel called.
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