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Do you still enjoy teaching? Has teaching turned out to be 
what you expected? How about your daily life - do you have 
more good days than bad? Do you know how to have a good 
day at work?

Every day I have conversations with teachers about how to 
enjoy their work more and how to stay healthy while doing 
it. We often discuss how they started their work in schools 
with the hope of making a difference in the lives of students, 
and with the expectation that they would love their time as 
educators. But many teachers tell me that they are tired. They 
say that they are not happy at work and don’t know what to 
do to get their passion and energy back. They struggle with 
keeping up with an impossible workload, with the nightly loss 
of valuable sleep hours, with a lack of time, with increasingly 
challenging classes, and with meeting the increasing demands 
of students, parents, their employer and their own busy 
families. Too many demands, not enough time and energy. So 
what are they to do?

This article will outline strategies and habits that can help 
teachers develop reasonable expectations for their self-care, 
help them organize and focus on the priorities that matter 
most, and on taking things one day at time.

Work-day enjoyment is a key factor in a teacher’s 
well-being

Some research indicates that over half of the workforce does 
not enjoy their work. With increasing workloads, emails, 
and deadline pressures it can be difficult to be satisfied with 
‘the daily grind’. The research also shows that workday 
enjoyment (see the Workforce Retention Study at http://
www.apa.org/news/press/releases/2012/08/work-life.aspx) is 
a key factor in employee well-being. So, how do teachers go 
about enjoying their work?

How teachers can start to enjoy their 
work more

Self-Compassion

First and foremost, teachers need to cut themselves some 
slack. Self-compassion goes a long way when it comes to 
creating more positive workplace wellness habits. It re-directs 
attention and energy away from self-blame and toward 
self-accepting. Being accepting of your limits should be the 
foundation of any wellness approach. But calming the self-
critical voice can be a challenge since many teachers have been 
talking to themselves with judgement since they were young. 
It seems automatic now, but they can change. It will require 
teachers to be aware of this harmful self-talk, stop using it, 
then switching to more supportive, compassionate language. 
For more reading on this topic see http://self-compassion.org/
the-motivational-power-of-self-compassion/
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Teachers are tough. They deal with 
challenging problems every day and 
most come through in great shape. But 
over time these stressful situations can 
take their toll and can lead to fatigue 
and burnout. 
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Attempting to implement multiple self-care changes 
at once can lead to feeling overwhelmed and may 

eventually result in not being able to stick with the 
changes

A ‘one day/one change at a time’ approach

After teachers ease up on themselves they become free to put 
daily habits and routines into place that give them a good 
start and finish to each day at work. Daily success can lead 
to work satisfaction. As Annie Dillard wrote, “How we spend 
our days is, of course, how we spend our lives.” These daily 
successes start small. Instead of focusing on multiple changes 
at once, teachers should aim to implement one change at 
a time. These small changes, done every day, can become 
automatic over a short period of time with the right amount 
of sacrifice. This ‘habit groove’ will free up energy and time to 
add another, and before they know it, they start feeling better. 

Teachers should be prepared to be flexible while making their 
changes. Wellness plans based on all-or-none thinking will 
eventually fall apart. It’s about progress, not perfection. If a 
teacher slips, they get back on track the next chance they get. 
No judgement. No critical self-talk. This self-acceptance frees 
up their brain to focus on the habits they want to create.

Three habits for a good day at work

In her book, “How to Have a Good Day”, Caroline Webb 
describes three habits that make for a good day at work:

1. Putting your attention and time toward what really 
matters to you

2. Feeling good about the work that you do

3. Being able to quickly bounce back from the rough patches 

Determine which tasks are most important at work, 
and do them every day

Teachers work in an environment bombarded by demands, 
and these demands are ever increasing. There is always more 
to do. In an ideal world a teacher would complete all of these 
tasks, but in reality teachers can’t value all work tasks equally. 
They have to prioritize. Teachers must decide which aspects of 
their work day are most important to the bulk of their energy 
toward these items. Some examples of their daily work tasks 
include connecting with students, sending and receiving 
emails/calls, working one-on-one with students, delivering a 
well-planned class, spending time with colleagues, organizing 
their classroom, and marking student work. It might be time 
for teachers to rethink how they spend their unstructured 
time. Perhaps there’s a better way to start their day than to 
arrive in their classroom and start reading emails. In her book, 
“Great Days at Work”, Suzanne Hazelton devotes a chapter 
to how to organize the day in a way that also supports ‘you’. 
Teachers should consider what matters most to them, and do 
those things first. Accomplishing daily priorities can lead to 
feeling good about themselves at work.

Accomplishing daily priorities leads teachers to 
feeling good about themselves at work

Teachers need to feel good about what they do

Doing the important things first helps teachers feel good about 

what they do at work. Teachers are famous for feeling guilty. 
They have a long list of items they blame themselves for, such 
not being able to ‘reach’ every student, for not preparing the 
perfect lesson for every class, for not being there for their 
colleagues in a way they wish they could, for not volunteering 
enough, and for not being able to balance work and home. 
But, when the school year comes to an end, teachers should 
look back on their work and be satisfied with their effort. As 
I like to say, “I have yet to meet a lazy teacher.” They deserve 
to pat themselves on the back for how hard they work. They 
have earned the right to feel good about that effort. Carol 
Dweck, a Stanford-based researcher and author of “Mindset”, 
believes that effort-based praise is not only important for kids 
(see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NWv1VdDeoRY), 
but for adults as well.

Bouncing back from difficulties

Teachers are tough. They deal with challenging problems 
every day and most come through in great shape. Over time 
these stressful situations can take their toll and can lead to 
fatigue and burnout. Daily self-care habits can have a positive 
impact on their ability to rebound from difficulties. This is 
resiliency. How exactly can teachers build resiliency?

• Treat problems or conflict as natural occurrences that can 
be worked through with a ‘what do I have to learn?’, not 
a ‘Oh no, I messed up’ approach

• Treat each day as a new start, and focus on what matters 
most as soon as you open the front door

• Develop and use their support network so they don’t feel 
alone

• Remember that they are more than a teacher

• Remember that it will be very difficult to do a good job at 
work if they don’t have their health, so they should put 
themselves first without feeling guilty about it

• Eat lunch, use part of the prep to sit down and breathe, 
leave work at a reasonable time every day, go for walks, 
participate in school-based wellness activities and say ‘no’ 
more

• Take responsibility for their own workplace satisfaction 
and not wait for the system or those around them to 
make changes first

• Try not to take teaching so seriously – have fun and smile!

Teachers deserve to go to their school and be happy. They 
deserve to work in a job where they don’t feel burned out, 
anxious or guilty. They have the ability to take care of 
themselves despite the expectations of the work environment. 
This will require being open to trying new ways to think 
about themselves and how they work. While making wellness 
changes in their lives won’t be easy, it certainly will be worth 
it. 
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