
Stress & Self-Care



Teacher Stress in Canada

• A 2014 CTF survey* of 8,000 teachers across 
Canada revealed that:
• 90% of teachers feel that class composition is a 

source of stress
• 95% of teachers feel stress because they lack 

the time needed to meet the individual needs 
of students

• 86% of teachers feel a source of stress is that 
they do not have enough of time to plan 
assessments with colleagues



Teacher Stress in Canada

Continued:
• 85% of teachers are stressed by grading 

responsibilities 
• Other sources of stress reported by teachers 

include student disruptions (75%) and student 
absenteeism (71%)

*http://perspectives.ctf-fce.ca/en/article/3051/



The Effects of Stress in 3 Acts I

1. In the workplace:
• Loss of pleasure in teaching
• Difficulty coping with stressful situations
• Frequent absences
• ‘going through the motions’, not engaged 
• Dread going to work
• Doubting ability or effectiveness as a teacher



The Effects of Stress in 3 Acts II

2. Physical Symptoms:
• Stomach pain (headaches, stomach aches, etc.)
• Fatigue
• Headaches or consistent body pain
• Compromised immune system
• Elevated blood pressure
• Further complications if coping strategies are 

unhealthy, for example, substance use, smoking



The Effects of Stress in 3 Acts III

3. Emotional and Relational Symptoms
• Feelings of being overwhelmed: tread milling
• Feeling detached or numb
• Cognitive difficulties: Problems concentrating
• Nervous or irritable
• Motivation problems
• Emotionally distant from friends, partners
• Difficulty being present in relationships due to 

worry, fatigue, feeling hopeless or angry



Exhaustion

Cynicism

Inefficacy

What is Burnout?

“A prolonged response to chronic 
emotional and interpersonal 
stressors on the job. . . defined by 
the three dimensions of 
exhaustion, cynicism, and 
inefficacy.” Maslach and 
colleagues (2001) 
• Experienced among those in 

helping professions
• Not a medical diagnosis 



Burning In or Burning Out? 

• The people most prone to burnout are not those 
who are the least committed. You can’t burn out 
if you’ve never been alight. The ones who burn 
out are often those who care the greatest, give 
the most. When you’ve too many people to see, 
you can go home feeling you’ve never seen 
enough of them. When you’re deluged by paper, 
it’s hard to be devoted to all your people. 

~Hargreaves (From Burned in: Fueling the fire to teach. Audrey A. Friedman & 
Luke Reynolds, eds, 2011. Teachers College Press: Columbia University, New 

York, NY, p. 19)



How Do I Cope With Burnout?

• Put together your own toolbox:
• Schedule fun times
➢ Creative, physical, and energizing activities

• Surround yourself with positive people
➢ Limit exposure to those who are negative

• Get adequate sleep, exercise, and nutrition
• Take time for yourself – schedule time for 

yourself each



How Do I Cope With Burnout?

Make use of the resources in your life:
• Counselling – through school, insurance plans 
• Check out alternative work schedules and 

possibilities for self-funded leaves, half-time work, 
or other alternatives

• Mediation
• Supportive services: massage therapy and 

nutrition counselling are often covered by work 
insurance plans

• Gym membership discounts or rebates through 
work benefits 



Teaching Wisdom

We will become better teachers not by trying to fill 
the potholes in our souls but by knowing them so 
well that we can avoid falling into them.
~Parker Palmer (Let your life speak)



Build Your Wisdom

Build your Wisdom through:
1. Paying attention – to self and others
• Learn to recognize how you feel and what others 

are experiencing

2. Practicing “non-judgemental awareness”
• Practise not engaging in self-blame or judging the 

actions of others



Build Your Wisdom

3. Taking a Deep Breath
• Bring oxygen into your blood stream, and 

experience the physical release of expelling 
breath and tension

4. Practise setting positive intentions
• Not a goal, but an intention to do more – and 

check in throughout the day (for example, to 
notice how children are feeling



Build Your Wisdom

5. Find joy, humour and awe in your classrooms
• Embrace the positive events, take time to build 

community, to talk to children and colleagues,  
• LAUGH with kids and colleagues, & at yourself
• Try to let go of the negative things that happen at 

school and set a positive tone as you transition to 
home. Consider developing a transition ritual to 
signal the end of the work day.



Autobiography in Five Short Chapters

Chapter One
I walk down the street.
There is a deep hole in the sidewalk.
I fall in.
I am lost…I am helpless.
It isn’t my fault.
It takes forever to find a way out.



Autobiography in Five Short Chapters

Chapter Two
I walk down the street.
There is a deep hole in the sidewalk.
I pretend I don’t see it.
I fall in again.
I can’t believe I am in the same place.
But, it isn’t my fault.
It still takes a long time to get out.



Autobiography in Five Short Chapters

Chapter 3
I walk down the same street.
There is a deep hole in the sidewalk.
I see it is there.
I still fall in….it’s a habit…but, my eyes are open.
I know where I am.
It’s my fault.
I get out immediately.



1993, Portia Nelson, There’s a hole in my sidewalk, 
Beyond Words Publishing, Hillsboro, OR

Autobiography in Five Short Chapters

Chapter 4
I walk down the street.
There is a deep hole in the sidewalk.
I walk around it.

Chapter 5
I walk down another street.



Flip It: Burning In

• Another way to think about preventing burnout is 
to instead go after burnin.

• Feeling burned-in means that:
• You are engaged in your work as a teacher—

that you feel positive about your students and 
teaching, that you are fulfilled, dedicated to, 
and absorbed by the work.

• Use the techniques you learned in this module to 
help yourself deal with the daily stresses of life 
and improve your ability to “burn in”



Burnout

Leads us to focus 
on what’s wrong

Contributes to 
negative thinking 

and stress

Burnin

Leads us to focus 
on what’s right

Contributes to 
positive thinking 

and resilience

Burnin



Self-Care Strategies I

• Create a toolbox so that you have a good sense of 
the tools and resources you will have on hand 
when you need them

• Create a schedule not just for the school day, but 
for the rest of your day
• You are more likely to reach your goals if you 

schedule time for them – including spending 
time with family and friends.

• Join activities that are scheduled regularly, like 
a weekly recreational volleyball league



Self-Care Strategies I (continued)

• Consider your time and what you need
• Instead of working late into the evening on 

school work, get up early: you will have to limit 
the time in order to not be late for work, and 
you will have the evening to spend with friends 
or family



Self-Care Strategies II

• Find a mentor and talk to them. Their wisdom will 
help provide perspective and they will remind you 
that all teachers experience times of self-doubt, 
fatigue and frustration. It’s not because you are 
new to teaching, or because you are not qualified!

• Create a circle of support, people you can count 
on to counteract your negative mood



Self-Care Strategies II (continued)

• Remind yourself-frequently- that what goes on in 
the classroom is not about you. It is about the 
students. Your reactions to them and their 
behaviour can bring energy and joy to the 
situation, or frustration and exhaustion. 
Remember- stress is all about how you perceive 
the situation- so try to take the stance of being 
non-judgemental and accepting, and find the joy!



Self-Care Strategies III

• Have at least one person (but preferably multiple!) 
to whom you can turn when you feel 
overwhelmed. Research shows that positive, 
trusting, and reciprocal social relationships 
provide significant protection for our health and 
well-being. Likewise, negative or draining 
relationships should be limited or eliminated 
when possible, as they can be harmful to your 
physical and emotional health.



Self-Care Strategies III

• Take part in creative pursuits – writing, art, music, 
building a shed - whatever you most enjoy. 
Having productive leisure activities in a great way 
to give yourself permission to take time and focus 
on the aspects of life you enjoy. This can help 
restore your energy and protect you from 

burnout.
• Work hard, have fun, try to make the world a 

better place 


