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PLENTY ON HER PLATE. 

She’s married and has two children 
under the age of four. Her husband travels 
frequently for business, so Reid often finds 
herself a single parent. Every summer, 
Reid relocates her family to Warrenton 
out on the Oregon Coast, where she acts as 
director for the Camp Kiwanilong summer 
camp. 

A former Peace Corps volunteer in 
Honduras, Reid is also a 5th grade teacher 
in the bilingual program at Canby’s Trost 
Elementary School, where more than half 
of her students are enrolled in English as a 
Second Language programs and nearly 70 
percent qualify for free and reduced lunch. 
Topping it o!, she is both secretary for the 
Canby Education Association and a mem-
ber of its negotiations team.

 “You can say it’s a little stressful,” 
said Reid, who started teaching at Trost 
in 2001. 
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In reflecting on collaboration in her 
own school building, “For the most 

part, we never really have enough time,” 
said Erin Beard, an English teacher at 
North Medford High School. “We all go 
into our classrooms and close our doors 
behind us.”

Back when Beard started at North Med-
ford seven years ago, the school still had 
access to school improvement funds for 
certain supplies or new classes. Budget 
tightening has since done away with that 
money, just one sign of reduced resources 
constraining teachers. Another sign that 
times are tough: several double-endorsed 
teachers in Beard’s department have been 
asked to teach multiple subjects to make 
up for a shortage. 

“We are stretched, but we make it work 
the best we can,” said Beard, whose fresh-
man English classes all average around 35 
students.

In addition, North Medford and other 
Oregon schools have stepped up gradu-
ation requirements and have begun to 
implement proficiency grading and new 
Common Core State Standards in Eng-
lish language arts and math. While teach-
ers like Beard acknowledge the benefits 
of such initiatives, the transition period 
can be a stressful one.  Throw in a slim 
amount of prep time and in-service days 
— North Medford sta! got just three days 
to get ready for the 2011 school year last 
year — a few disruptive students here and 
there, and Beard said that there’s enough 
to stress about.

“There are definitely moments of being 
overwhelmed,” she said.  

But the list of stress factors goes on. 
Reid, at Trost, said that because every 
student brings his or her own home is-
sues to school, every teacher becomes, in 
essence, a “mini social worker.” For Reid, 
that sometimes means trying to focus on 
achievement while also being concerned 
about whether a student is getting enough 
to eat.

“It’s hard to frame a test as more im-
portant than what a child 

might have to eat over the 
weekend,” she said. “You 
can’t solve every kid’s 

John Lenssen and Associates who special-
izes in cultural competency, violence pre-
vention and education. Lenssen, who also 
serves as an adjunct faculty member at the 
University of Oregon, Lewis & Clark Col-
lege and Pacific University, says “for teach-
ers to be resilient, they have to have sup-
port, opportunities to participate . . . and 
time to develop relationships with families 
and students and colleagues.” 

:+,/(� ('8&$7256 don’t 
necessarily have an exclusive hold on 
workplace stress, they often have a much 
deeper well of causes to contend with. The 
most common include disruptive students, 
a lack of resources, large class sizes, a lim-
ited (and often shrinking) amount of time 
for planning and preparation, and a feeling 
of isolation because there’s so much focus 
on high-stakes testing and often little time 
for connecting with colleagues. 

Yet Reid, who comes o! 
as energetic and matter-of-
fact, practically unfazed by a 
schedule and daily life that might over-
whelm others, is really just half-joking 
when she talks about her classroom life as 
stressful. Instead, she chooses a di!erent 
term to truly describe the hectic days of 
teaching at Trost, where on top of student 
achievement, behavior and other standard 
concerns, educators also work with a large 
population of migrant families and stu-
dents who may be homeless one week and 
not have enough to eat the next.

“I don’t see this as stressful,” Reid said. 
“I see it as challenging.”

Call it stressful, challenging, hectic, 
even overwhelming — the teaching profes-
sion demands a great deal of its practitio-
ners. And the more that’s asked of them, 
whether it be giving up school improve-
ment funds for new books or sticking 
around after hours to o!er extra help to a 
struggling student, the thinner teachers 
find themselves stretched. 

“People feel greater pressure than ever 
before, and yet they have fewer resources 
to do what they need to do,” said Nora 
Howley, manager of programs for the Na-
tional Education Association’s Health In-
formation Network. 

Pulled too far and in too many direc-
tions, some educators end up mired in 
stress that not only detracts from their 
performance, but that ultimately — and 
negatively — impacts the ability of their 
students to learn and succeed. 

Yet with the right mix of peer and ad-
ministrative support, physical and mental 
well-being, creative problem solving and 
a few hearty laughs here and there among 
coworkers, friends and family, teachers 
can achieve the sweet spot known these 
days as resiliency; a state where teachers 
are able to face the challenges of the mod-
ern-day classroom, work through them 
and remain on the path that led them into 
education in the first place. 

“The original motivation for most edu-
cators is to make a di!erence and be 
involved in meaningful ways,” 
said John Lenssen, an edu-
cational consultant with 
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problems, but that doesn’t mean that we 
aren’t all trying all the time.”

Beard and others worry that young 
teachers today aren’t being prepared well 
enough for these non-academic aspects 
of the modern classroom. As a result, 
they may be easily overwhelmed when 
they finally do get into the classroom and 
find that their responsibilities are much 
greater than they’d expected. A 2011 report 
from the National Commission on Teach-
ing and America's Future found that more 
than 1/3 of the nation's new teachers quit 
within five years, and in urban schools, it's 
almost 50 percent — due in no small part to 
the inability to become resilient. 

Reid, who’s lived in Canby for as long as 
she’s taught there, also said teachers who 
aren’t able to live where they teach have 
the added stress of commuting and not 
being as connected to the community as 
those who live nearby. 

“I think it’s more stressful for people 
who can’t live in the community,” she said. 

Language barriers can also create stress 
for teachers and students as well, as can 
technological changes. Wendy Simmons, 
employee wellness coordinator at Lane 
Community College, said that in addition 
to instructors facing larger classes and be-
ing asked to do more with less, the increase 
in online learning opportunities has added 
another layer for teachers and students to 
learn. Technology such as email has also 
made teachers much more accessible to 
students, who may think nothing of email-
ing their instructor at 10 p.m. — and ex-
pecting an immediate response. 

“We have seen a lot of stress with tran-
sitioning to the online environment,” Sim-
mons said. 

On top of all these issues, teachers also 
must wade through normal workplace 
personality issues, labor and association 
concerns and, of course, their own per-
sonal lives and the stress present there. 
It’s no surprise then, according to Je!rey 
Sprague, a professor of special education 
at the University of Oregon and co-direc-
tor of the Institute on Violence and De-
structive Behavior, that at least one study 
has shown that teacher stress and distress 
levels are higher than those of the general 

population. Similarly, while 20 percent of 
the general population will likely experi-
ence a bout of major depression at some 
time in their lives, among teachers the pro-
portion is 30 percent.

“All of those factors can make any of us 
feel like we’re not in control,” said Sprague. 
“And if a teacher feels stressed and nega-
tive, you’re much more likely to see the 
negative in the classroom.”

:+,/(�7+(5(�hasn’t been much 
formal research to date on the link be-
tween educator stress and resiliency and 
their impacts on student achievement and 
success, it makes sense that the two would 
be directly correlated. A teacher who must 
constantly react to a disruptive student 
not only diverts valuable instructional 
time but also, in his repeated responses, 
may actually increase his own stress levels 
in the process. 

“It’s of course better for kids to be aca-
demically engaged as opposed to having 
teachers who are always doing reactive be-
havior management,” Sprague said. 

Educators who are stressed and lack re-
siliency may often find themselves tired 
— they’re likely not getting enough sleep 
— unmotivated and low on energy and en-
thusiasm. Improper coping mechanisms, 
such as working too many hours, eating 
too much or not exercising regularly, can 
have detrimental physical consequences 

and increase teacher absences. It can also 
lead to “presenteeism,” meaning that they 
come to work feeling sick and, as a result, 
aren’t as e!ective in their teaching. 

Educators not up to physical par can 
also have bigger impacts on schools, from 
increased use of sick days to higher health 
insurance and substitute teacher costs.

“Presenteeism, when teachers are not 
totally on their game as a result of some 
of these stress factors, can also be a real 
cost drain on resources for schools,” said 
Holly Spruance, Executive Director of 
OEA Choice Trust, which awards grants 
to qualified schools for employee wellness 
programs. 

Although there is a paucity of formal 
research linking educator resiliency and 
student success, that is about to change. 
In May 2011, Teresa McIntyre, a research 
professor at the Texas Institute for Evalu-
ation, Measurement and Statistics at the 
University of Houston, kicked o! a three-
year study of middle school teachers and 
students. The study, which is following 
200 teachers and thousands of students, 
will look at teacher stress and its links to 
student achievement. 

“Teacher stress a!ects various aspects 
of teacher health and may influence how 
e!ective teachers are in the classroom, 
with potential consequences for their stu-
dents’ behavior and learning,” McIntyre 
said in a release at the start of the study. 

Closer to home, Sprague and his col-
leagues have been involved in a grant-
funded program called “Reducing Teach-
er Stress and Building a More E!ective 
School Culture,” which is studying the 
wellbeing of middle school teachers and 
various training methods that can reduce 
stress and increase cooperation among 
sta!.  

“The point of the study,” Sprague said, 
“is to see if we can make a di!erence.”

ALTHOUgH THERE are times 
when Beard feels a little overwhelmed, as a 
role model for her students and as leader of 
her department, she tends to wear a poker 
face. But that doesn’t mean she keeps her 
stresses bottled up inside. Instead, while 
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stress and promoting resiliency among  
    educators is physical and mental well-
ness, which can mean anything from a 
10-minute walk at lunch to a school-wide 
weight-loss program. 

“Physical activity, eating right, getting 
enough sleep… all of those are such an 
important part of managing stress,” said 
Howley of the NEA. 

OEA Choice Trust grants are designed 
specifically to seed wellness programs at 
schools across Oregon. To date, the Trust 
has given out nearly $1.25 million to 26 Or-
egon public school employee groups. The 
grants have been used for everything from 
converting a classroom into a gym in Port 
Orford to exercise classes, fitness chal-
lenges and workout stations in the Je!er-
son County School District.  

At Lane Community College, Simmons 
used a grant from the Trust for an “Un-
dress the Stress” campaign, which o!ers 
regular tips for employees to reduce their 
stress levels. Combined with the college’s 
other wellness o!erings —  on-site work-
out facilities, exercise classes, fitness chal-
lenges and more —  the stress-relieving 
campaign helped keep sta! members on a 
healthier track and even lead to better eat-
ing habits and significant weight loss for 
some. 

“I was amazed when I started getting re-
ports back about people losing 10 pounds 
or 30 pounds,” Simmons said. “We had 
been focusing on stress, but we were losing 
a lot of weight as a result.”

Inge Aldersebaes, employee wellness 
program manager at OEA Choice Trust, 
said the Trust is looking to take school 
employee wellness to a new level to help 
educators address wellness, stress and re-
siliency through a more holistic approach. 
It is just in the initial stages of mapping 
out a program development plan, conven-
ing a group of experts and laying the early 
groundwork.

“It’s really about how do we not only 
help the individual cope, but how we can 
create an entire culture that recognizes 
and honors this whole theme around re-
siliency,” she said. “And right now, it is so 
much the right time to do that.”

Combined, support from colleagues, 

she may remain strong and stoic at school, 
she makes sure to let o! a little steam by 
talking with her family after hours. She 
also schedules time with a trusted admin-
istrator every other week for sessions that 
are part constructive venting, part prob-
lem solving. 

Sprague said airing concerns in just such 
a constructive way is one of the many keys 
to resiliency. 

“Complaining just for the sake of com-
plaining is not good,” he said, “but it’s OK 
to make your frustrations public, because 
we also want people to know that it’s nor-
mal.”

 Reid shifted to half-time at Trost this 
year, which she said helped her out im-
mensely. And another factor that has 
helped her stay resilient?

“My best friends are teachers,” she said, 
“people who are right here in the building 
who I can talk to.”

Reid also said Trost's principal Angie 
Navarro is “amazing” in her support for 
teachers.

“That’s such a huge stress release by it-
self,” Reid said. 

Having such buy-in from administrators 
can be a big factor in setting up teachers for 
resiliency, according to Lenssen. He said 
principals who are caring, who take the 
time to get to know their sta! and connect 
with them are doing everyone at the school 
a favor. Same with those administrators 
who carve out time for collaboration and 
preparation. 

A prime example of that came this year 
at North Medford, where Beard said ad-
ministrators added two extra days before 
the start of the school year and two addi-

tional days in October for collaboration 
with colleagues. 

Another major ap-
proach to managing 
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administration and the community, ample 
resources and time, and healthy exercise 
and eating habits can help educators man-
age stress and become more resilient. It 
is a tricky balance to achieve, especially 
in this day and age of tightened budgets, 
increased responsibilities and the chal-
lenges of self-discipline. Resiliency can be 
achieved, however, at least to a certain de-
gree by most educators. It helps, Reid said, 
if you can be a master multi-tasker, one 
who can juggle all the separate pieces of 
public education at once while still always 
being able to see the bigger picture. 

Over her 11-year career, Reid has also 
found one or two other pearls that have 
helped make — and keep — teaching some-
thing that she loves to do.

“Laughter,” she said, “and joy. You’ve got 
to have joy in the job or the stress is going 
to overwhelm you one way or the other. 
Chocolate helps, too.” #

Keeping your �řb 
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Eight ways teachers can reduce stress and 
build resiliency 

take charge — Don’t hesitate to 
work with counselors and other teachers 
to find the right class schedule for the 
right students. When one particular 
student kept disrupting Erin Beard’s 
English class at North Medford High 
School, she took note. After observing 
that the student didn’t do well in this 
core class at the very end of the school 
day, Beard switched him to an earlier 
class — and calmness ensued. 

talk about it — It can be 
frustrating to work with colleagues who 
may not be as committed to the work as 
you are. Talk to them about it. “Teachers 
need to be clear about their values with 
their colleagues,” said Je"rey Sprague, 
professor of special education at the 
University of Oregon. “You may even 
reconnect them with the original reason 
they got into teaching to begin with.”

change your approach 
— Rather than just saying you’re angry 
with a misbehaving student, think about 
what you need to do to help change 

that student’s behavior. Is it getting 
the family involved? Bringing in 
administration? “Fuse those ideas 
together and then take action,” 
Sprague said.   

get well 
— Physical 
and mental 
wellbeing are 

key to stress 
management 
and resiliency. 
Make time 
for exercise, 

eat right and 
get enough rest. If teaming up 
helps, consider starting a school-
wide wellness program or fitness 
challenge. OEA Choice Trust 

provides grants for just such 
programs. www.oeachoice.
com.

benefit from your benefits 
— Many school employee health 
insurance plans include o"erings, such 
as health coaching, tobacco cessation 
and weight management programs, that 
can help you achieve wellness. Check 
your plan and get started. 

 
take it personally — Nobody 
can be 100 percent resilient and entirely 
immune from schoolhouse stress. When 
the days get overwhelming, consider 
taking a personal day to unplug, recharge 
and set aside some time for yourself. 

just say no — Sure, being involved 
in your school and sitting on committees 
shows that you’re playing an active 
role. But don’t spread yourself too thin.  
“Say no to another committee or a 
student that wants to email you late at 
night,” said Wendy Simmons, employee 
wellness coordinator at Lane Community 
College. “You have to have some of your 
own time.”

find your fans — “Make sure you 
spend time with people who support 
you, whether it’s family, teachers, 
students or a mentor” said educational 
consultant John Lenssen. “You have to 
prioritize time with people who lift you 
up and support you. And if you are in a 
challenging school with a lot of stress 
and they are not organized to support 
that, you have to do it yourself. That’s 
where OEA can be helpful. If it’s not 
coming from school, it can come from 
the union and its members.”

dig in — The following web sites o"er 
more information on teacher stress, 
resiliency and wellness:
Q www.oeachoice.com — OEA Choice 
Trust.
Q www.teachersta!wellbeing.com — A 
research program on teacher wellbeing.
Q www.neahin.org — NEA’s Health 
Information Network. Navigate to 
Mental Health and Wellness for tips on 
managing stress. 
Q http://tinyurl.com/9dsgfqq — The 
Resiliency Wheel.


