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IDEAS 

Teaching is a selfless 
profession. Although many 
of us find great satisfaction 
in our work, most educators 
would probably say they 

are driven by the desire to help and 
inspire students. Too often, educators 
sacrifice their own well-being to 
support students’ social, emotional, and 
academic needs. We have experienced 
this ourselves and seen it among 

educators we have supported. 
Teacher wellness influences school 

culture and climate, instruction, and 
students’ academic, personal, and 
emotional development (Sackney et al., 
2000). It also affects the stability of the 
workforce. 

Educator burnout has increased 
in the United States over the past 
decade (Wang et al., 2015; Koenig et 
al., 2017), and it has been attributed 

to chronic strain that results from the 
mismatch between job demands and 
available resources to emotionally and 
mentally cope with the job demands 
(Lauermann & Konig, 2016). And over 
the last 40 years, teacher attrition rates 
in North America have increased from 
30% to 40% (Wang et al., 2015). 

Yet wellness has not been 
systematically explored within the field 
of education (Sackney et al., 2000), 
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and teachers are often unaware of the 
few outlets that exist to explore their 
personal and emotional needs, such as 
counseling services, physical wellness 
memberships, and social support groups 
(Taxer & Frenzel, 2015). Clearly, 
there is a need for more emphasis on 
educators’ well-being. 

If educators are focused on 
supporting the whole child, including 
social and emotional health, why aren’t 
we supporting the wellness of the whole 
educator? And what can we do about 
that? 

Paying attention to the whole 
educator benefits students as well as 

adults. As their wellness needs will be 
met, educators will have more space to 
be engaged in equity work and teach in 
a more critically conscious manner.

DIMENSIONS OF EDUCATOR 
WELLNESS

Wellness is a multidimensional 

DIMENSIONS OF EDUCATOR WELLNESS

EDUCATOR 
DIMENSION

DEFINITION FUNCTIONS

Emotional Awareness, acceptance, expression, and 
management of emotions.

Adjustment, coping, communication, maintaining 
relationships.

Environmental Perceptions of working environment, including 
temperature, lighting, safety, décor, cleanliness, 
and comfort.

Reduces stress and promotes individual health and 
happiness, leading to productivity.

Intellectual Engaging the mind, continually learning, and 
developing and applying knowledge.

Feeds creativity and inspiration.

Physical Functional operation of the body, achieved 
through conventional aspects of healthy living 
such as exercise, diet, and sleeping habits.

Establishes balance, improves productivity.

Social The degree to which individuals interact within 
their communities to improve their social 
environments.

Makes a productive work environment, propagates a 
happier and healthier working community.

Spiritual Ability to find purpose in life and profession and 
to practice one’s value system. Addresses one’s 
beliefs, ethics, and philosophy not limited to one’s 
religious beliefs.

Influences an individual’s sense of belonging, 
interpersonal relationships, and professional drive.

Occupational The ability to contribute unique skills and formal 
education to personally meaningful work.

A sense of self-efficacy to perform job responsibilities 
effectively and contribute to the school community. 
Another component is a sense of upward mobility in 
the profession, which relates to job satisfaction and 
engagement.

Financial Economic stability and ability to make informed 
financial decisions. Includes the ability to live 
comfortably, invest in savings, save for retirement, 
and prepare for unexpected emergencies.

Financial concerns have the ability to influence one’s 
decisions and interactions within the work environment 
and in one’s personal life.
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and holistic state of being that is 
conscious, self-directed, and focused 
on promoting and maximizing human 
potential (National Wellness Institute, 
n.d.). Wellness is the total integration 
of multiple dimensions (Morris & 
DeVane, 1994; Sackney et al., 2000). 

We define educator wellness along 
eight dimensions described by the 
Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration of the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human 
Services: emotional, environmental, 
intellectual, physical, social, spiritual, 
occupational, and financial. The eight 
dimensions are described in the table 
on p. 51, and in the following pages, we 
describe their relevance for educators 
and some strategies to address them.  

EMOTIONAL WELLNESS
Emotional wellness is a major 

component of an educator’s daily life 
because it affects interactions with 
students, parents, colleagues, and 
administrators. For example, educators 
often need to manage their personal 
feelings of frustration to deal positively 
with students’ challenging behaviors. 

Educators can achieve emotional 
management and wellness through 
individual activities that allow for 
self-reflection and processing as well 
as maintaining connections with 
friends who are active listeners, 
trusted colleagues, mentors, coaches, 
or professionals who are trained in 
emotional wellness strategies.

Individual activities help, too — 
practicing mindfulness or meditation, 
partaking in a hobby, taking a leisurely 
walk in nature (Zurawik, 2020), or 
using journaling techniques to process 
through emotions (Pennebaker, 1997). 

Educators may want to consider 
counseling when self-care techniques 
aren’t enough. Counseling gives the 
educator a safe space with a neutral 
party to make sense of emotions and 
gain clarity in how to make necessary 
life adjustments. 

ENVIRONMENTAL WELLNESS
Because environmental wellness 

establishes the physical and mental 
foundation that grounds an educator’s 
work, administrators and systems must 
create and maintain environments 
that minimize stress for teachers 
and students and support overall 
wellness. School districts and school 
administrators need an environmental 
climate policy that supports teachers’ 
environmental wellness by providing 
maintained and controlled climates, 
including lighting, temperature, 
cleanliness, and access to immediate 
room repairs. 

In our experience, even painting 
walls has positively influenced teachers 
and students’ moods and willingness to 
keep the environment cleaner. 

INTELLECTUAL WELLNESS
The pursuit of one’s intellectual 

passion is essential for educators’ 
relational and instructional engagement 
with students. It helps them stay 
current with evolving research and 
follow through with emerging best 
practices. 

Schools are responsible for — and 
ultimately benefit from — cultivating 
an environment that helps employees 
pursue creativity and knowledge. 
Education systems need to provide 
educators with opportunities to 
continually expand their content 
knowledge and pedagogical practices, 
particularly in how to serve students 
in culturally responsive and equitable 
ways. High-quality professional learning 
is essential for nurturing intellectual 
well-being. 

PHYSICAL WELLNESS
Educators often feel so extended 

by the day-to-day demands of their 
professional and personal lives that they 
don’t make time for physical wellness. 
Educators who have a depleted sense of 
physical wellness are more susceptible 
to physical and mental illness, which 
has a direct influence on attendance, 
relationships, and capacity to serve 
students. In turn, this can have a 
negative impact on other educators and 
their ability to serve students. 

IDEAS EDUCATOR WELL-BEING

ANGEL L. MONTOYA 

When I was a classroom teacher 
and working on my doctorate, 

I began to feel my own well-being 
suffer, and I began to grapple with 
what wellness meant to me as an 
educator. I tried to unpack what 
professional and personal needs were 
not being met, but I felt stuck in a 
cycle of reflection with few resources 
to meet those needs. 

After I began an examination 
of wellness research, I came to 
understand that wellness is an act of 
resistance to systems of oppression 
and allows one to engage critically 
as an agent of equity. As a result of 
my wellness journey, I became able 
to ground and center myself in my 
environment and have the reflective 
space to serve students equitably. 
I also came to fully embrace and 
find my voice for social justice in 
education and be an advocate for 
antiracism in education. 

LAURA L. SUMMERS 

The COVID-19 pandemic has 
created huge challenges for 

educators’ — and everyone’s — 
well-being. In both my personal 
and professional lives, I have striven 
to maintain as many of the eight 
dimensions as possible. 

To help the educators I support 
maintain intellectual and occupational 
wellness, I launched a grant-funded, 
free, webinar series in partnership with 
our state library. In this monthly series, 
“Shine a Light on Innovative Practices,” 
I invite a teacher to spotlight his or 
her effective practices (e.g. coaching 
practices, maker studio efforts, 
teacher collaboration) in school. 
Teachers from across the state have 
provided feedback on how much they 
appreciate the opportunity to learn 
what’s working from peers during 
COVID.

WELLNESS AND EQUITY 
PERSPECTIVES
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School districts can support physical 
wellness by providing discounted gym 
memberships, access to school gyms 
with designated hours for educators to 
use district equipment, group exercise 
classes, or physical wellness challenges. 

SOCIAL WELLNESS
Social wellness provides the 

foundation for interaction and 
participation with and commitment to 
students, parents, and the community 
that are rooted in mutual respect, 
interdependence, and cooperation 
(Sackney et al., 2000; Strout & 
Howard, 2012). 

Educators must engage in 
opportunities that allow them to 
interact and socialize with other 
individuals outside of the workplace 
to meet their social wellness needs. 
Schedules filled with evening athletic 
events, school community events, 
professional learning, and lesson 
planning can interfere with educators 
creating a healthy work-life balance.

SPIRITUAL WELLNESS
Spiritual wellness allows educators 

to find their purpose and passion within 
the profession, enabling them to serve 
students equitably. Spiritual wellness 
is unique to each individual in how he 
or she will cultivate the understanding 
to support this dimension. Educators 
can create the space for deepening 
their spiritual wellness by examining 
individual aspirations, looking for 
deeper meanings, and analyzing 
recurring patterns through reflective 
journaling, meditation, self-help book 
studies, and introspective mindfulness 
time. 

OCCUPATIONAL WELLNESS
Schools have a moral obligation 

to build educator capacity and to 
retain and value each educator as a 
contributing member of the collective 
school district. Educators’ occupational 
wellness is often threatened because 
of limited growth opportunities. For 
example, many educators believe that 
the only path for career advancement 

is administration — a pathway that 
doesn’t appeal to everyone. 

Education systems must make clear 
to educators that there are many ways 
to contribute to the school and the 
field. A district’s professional learning 
or human resources department could 
provide seminars on possible advanced 
pathways by partnering with a local 
university to share training that is 
available for school instructional deans, 
school counselors, school psychologists, 
district office coordinators, and 
directors in areas such as curriculum, 
research and assessment, educational 
technology, and professional learning. 

FINANCIAL WELLNESS
 Financial wellness has a direct 

effect on educators’ ability to support 
their life, health, and mental well-being. 
If an individual is under financial stress, 
this occupies an overwhelming amount 
of an individual’s mental capacity, 
preventing educators from being fully 
mindful and critically conscious in their 
instructional practices and relationships 
— a direct threat to achieving 
educational equity, because providing 
antiracist and equitable services requires 
one to be mindful and reflective of his 
or her actions.

HOW THEY INTERCONNECT
To support the whole educator, it 

is imperative to understand the eight 
dimensions individually and then 
examine how they are interconnected. 
There are steps that we can take in each 
domain and across domains. 

In our experience, this involves a 
blend of small and larger structural 
steps that education systems can take. 
For example, looking at financial 
wellness, a small step is shifting the 
payment schedule from 10 months 
to 12 months, making it easier 
to budget monthly expenses and 
plan for unexpected life situations 
on small salaries. Larger, more 
structural solutions include increasing 
teachers’ salaries and partnering with 
municipalities to provide affordable 
housing options. The latter is an 

example of an approach that addresses 
multiple wellness domains, including 
environmental and perhaps physical in 
addition to financial.  

To support students equitably, we 
must support educators in a range of 
ways, large and small, so that they can 
achieve all eight dimensions of wellness. 
We are past due in attending to educator 
wellness, and every step counts. 
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