Sustainable solutions to improve teacher
wellbeing (2021)

The teacher wellbeing index of 2019 stated that more than half (57%) of all teaching
staff had considered leaving the sector in the past two years because of health

pressures and, of those who had considered leaving, stress was an issue.

It is ironic and somewhat shameful that wellbeing is driving so many great teachers from
the profession, when research has shown teacher wellbeing and pupil outcomes to be
intrinsically linked, and that the number one reason for entering teaching is the belief

that positive change can be affected on young people’s lives.

Because many of the factors threatening teacher wellbeing are institutional, reminding
teachers to get 8 hours of sleep, eat healthily, exercise at least twice a week, moderate
their caffeine and alcohol intake or practice mindfulness can be a little patronising. Yes,
these are all scientifically proven to support mental and emotional wellbeing, but a) your
teachers probably don’t need you to remind them and b) this kind of advice often

ignores the factors creating poor teacher wellbeing in the first place.

According to wellbeing expert, Hugh Clench, there are many different definitions of
wellbeing that we need to consider when exploring the challenges that teachers may be

facing, such as:

e Cognitive wellbeing — how we process information to succeed in our daily lives

and work, and to acquire knowledge and understanding

e Emotional wellbeing — self-awareness and emotional regulation, reflected in

how well we cope with life’s challenges

e Social wellbeing — the establishment of positive social relationships and ability

to empathise with others

o Physical wellbeing - feeling physically healthy, safe and secure in our

environment



e Spiritual wellbeing — our sense of meaning and purpose in life which may be

related to culture, religion or community

Challenges in any of these categories can lead to a person experiencing stress and

manifest in depression, anxiety or burnout if they remain unsolved.
Teacher workload and stress

When looking at ways to improve teacher wellbeing, we therefore first need to explore

the different parts of it.

As wellbeing includes so much more than happiness, it’'s not at all surprising a lot of

people are struggling with this given the current circumstances.

In a recent report about 52% of education professionals say their mental health has
declined during the global pandemic with many citing increases in workload, concerns

for their own, and their pupils’ mental health, and poor work-life balance as the causes.

Effects of teacher stress on students

It's also important to consider the impact this is having on pupils. For example, in one
study researchers interviewed a small pool of 143 new teachers over the course of a
year. Those who showed higher levels of stress at the beginning of the year displayed
fewer effective teaching strategies over the rest of the school year, including clear
instruction, effective classroom management, and creation of a safe and stimulating

classroom climate for their students, than the teachers with lower initial stress levels.

In a 2016 study, researchers tracked the levels of stress hormones of more than 400
elementary students in different classes. They found teachers who reported higher
levels of burnout had students with higher levels of the stress hormone cortisol each

morning, suggesting classroom tensions could be “contagious.”



The root causes of poor teacher wellbeing

When looking at ways to improve the wellbeing of your school staff, it's important to not
jump into searching for solutions too quickly and rather take the time to listen carefully
to your teachers' concerns and analyse the source of their challenges. While e.g. the
workload for teachers is undoubtedly extremely high and we should try to reduce it
wherever possible, the sheer amount of work itself is rarely the actual root cause for the

experienced stress.

Depending on your teachers personality they might not feel so stressed because of the
work itself but because of missing or inefficient processes that could help them better
cope with it. On the other extreme, a teacher with a different personality type might feel
stressed because too many existing rules and top-down leadership makes them feel
tied in, not leaving enough room for autonomy. A newly qualified teacher might feel
stressed because of their inexperience, having not yet figured out the smartest ways to
deal with demanding tasks or indeed perhaps the lack of certain skills or knowledge.
One might feel a lot of pressure about living up to the expectations of their SLT, peers or
pupils. Another one might feel stressed because they’re not given enough resources,

feel left alone or not well supported.

All of these causes can lead to the same outcome and take a toll on your staff's mental
health. But all of these causes demand for a different solution to enable sustainably

improved teacher wellbeing.

It's not possible for anyone to always be happy and in perfect balance. People with
great wellbeing still experience stressful times and the feeling of frustration, but they
also have the physical and emotional resources to face the challenges they’re
confronted with and once they’ve managed to overcome them, can feel proud, rewarded
and fulfilled.



The key to sustainable staff wellbeing in schools

The starting point for sustainably improved staff wellbeing in your school is a more open
culture. 58% of Education professionals surveyed in 2020 stated that they turned to
their family and friends for support, with only 10% saying that they went to their line

manager, senior leader or senior member of staff.

It's safe to say you are likely feeling under pressure at the moment, however, it's
important to remember to support your teachers to perform their best and inspire the

pupils they teach. If your staff feel supported it will no doubt make your job easier too.

Teachers may not even be aware of the support available until you reach out to them.
Encourage them to open up about their work situation (or personal, where appropriate)
and make use of what can be a vital support network. Perhaps send an email or make
sure it's an item on the next meeting to remind staff that they can, and should, make use

of the support available to them.

Only once your staff feel they can openly share how they’re actually doing, what their
fears, struggles and challenges are, only then can you effectively start exploring

solutions together.
You can start by initiating small changes that have a big impact.

Any small change can create meaningful new relationships among staff and have a
huge positive effect on the whole-school culture and dramatically improve teaching

standards across the school.



4 proven ways leaders can support their teacher’s wellbeing

Depending on the root cause of your teachers’ poor wellbeing, here are some ideas on

how to best support them.
1. Show staff your appreciation

Supposedly the easiest of all these tips and yet one that can go a long way. Liam
Collins, wrote in his guest blog “There is lots we can do (even with vastly reduced
budget) to retain our staff, but nothing works as well as the feeling of being important
and respected. Simple thank you's and praise go a long way, to show each other that
we have recognised a great piece of work. [...] The rest of the philosophy comes from

showing that you clearly care about your staff and that you know how hard they work.
2. Provide opportunities for peer coaching and mentoring

Whether a new teacher could use the support of a more experienced colleague, two
teachers of similar or equal status set out to improve their skills or perhaps a quite
experienced teacher might now be having difficulties due to needing to adapt to an
online or blended teaching and learning environment, peer coaching and mentoring can
be a great response. Not only does it help to factually solve your teachers’ questions but
it also strengthens positive working relationships, giving your teachers more autonomy

and reassuring them that there’s a support network they can rely on.
3. Encourage sharing and collaboration (even over distance)

Teachers using collaborative practices have proved to be more innovative in the
classroom, hold stronger self-efficacy beliefs, and have higher job satisfaction. Some
teachers may have solved problems with access to the same resources in the same
context as others who haven’t been able to solve them yet (also known as ‘Positive
Deviance Inquiry’). Sharing each other's experiences can help to discover these

successful behaviours and strategies and promote their adoption.



It helps the recipients of the shared knowledge to progress, feel supported and
accomplish their desired results much quicker and at the same time also greatly

benefits the teacher who's sharing it.

Nothing helps to effectively acknowledge how knowledgeable someone is on certain
topics like sharing does. Sharing their expertise means having new conversations that
open up what they have learnt to a new perspective, helping them and others to grow.
Sharing good practice builds a teachers reputation as a leader in your school and
increases their professional value. Rather than telling people they’re an expert, sharing
lets other teachers discover it for themselves in a way that helps them to raise their own

level of expertise.

A great way to encourage teacher collaboration and the sharing of good practice is by
providing them with opportunities to record their teaching on video (whether that’s
delivered in-classroom or online) and making it easy for them to share with colleagues

and build libraries of good practice.
4. Invest in staff development

A study concludes that teachers have a low sense of professional autonomy. Now, the
recent research indicates a strong correlation between autonomy and a sense of job
satisfaction. This means you need to increase professional autonomy in order to

improve your teachers’ wellbeing.

High-quality CPD supports teachers to overcome the challenges that contribute to a low
sense of wellbeing and giving them responsibility over their own professional

development can empower them even further.

Traditionally, delivering CPD suggests a 'top down' approach. It’s the opposite of what is
recommended in the government standard for teachers’ professional development. The
standard promotes the need for teachers and other educational staff to take control of

their own professional learning.



Giving your staff autonomy over their own CPD - When teachers research teaching
methods, whether individually or in collaboration with others, it is empowering. It helps
to refine practice, provides motivation, can be time shifted, builds collective professional
efficacy and defines further professional learning. Ultimately, tweaking your CPD
provision to give teachers the time, support and resources to overcome the challenges
they face can help alleviate stress, enable career development and encourage job

satisfaction.

This is more likely to lead to a genuine desire to improve — teachers generally want to
improve, they want their pupils to learn more effectively. By building upon this, the
introduction of new ideas to spur improvements and by creating the right framework for
collaboration, change in practice is more meaningful and more sustainable.” - Dan
Sheffrin

One effective method to provide your staff with tailored, differentiated and empowering

in-house CPD is through the use of video technology .
Key takeaway

If you’re concerned about the health and wellbeing of your school staff and want to
create lasting change that leads to higher job satisfaction and retention, it's worth taking
some time to identify the stress-drivers in your school. To create sustainable
improvements in staff wellbeing, schools need a culture based on openness and trust;

where staff feel supported, appreciated and autonomous in order to thrive.
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