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Abstract

Purpose — Most teacher preparation programs (TPP) provide little instruction on mitigating the stress-
related consequences of teaching (Miller and Flint-Stipp, 2019). This study aims to provide empirical
support for including a self-care unit in teacher preparation curricula to address the secondary trauma
and stressors inherent to the teaching profession (Essential 2; NAPDS, 2021; Sutcher et al., 2019).
Design/methodology/approach — This investigation occurred in an elementary TPP at a private
southeastern US university and spanned two years, utilizing a mixed methods approach.

Findings - Findings suggest that after experiencing a 5-week self-care unit, preservice teachers exhibited a
statistically significant increase in well-being and a newfound recognition of the need to prioritize self-care for
effective teaching, suggesting its potential effectiveness in reducing burnout and attrition.

Research limitations/implications — While this study provided valuable insights into the implementation
and impact of a self-care unit within the context of elementary education majors at a mid-sized private
university in the USA, it is essential to acknowledge its limitations. One notable limitation is the relatively
homogenous sample, primarily consisting of White female participants.

Practical implications — The implications of this study are critical for teacher education policy and practice,
advocating for including self-care curricula to enhance teacher well-being and, by extension, prepare teachers
with a skillset to support their career trajectory (Essential 3; NAPDS, 2021).

Originality/value — This recommendation underscores the collaborative efforts between TPPs and
partnership schools to implement such initiatives effectively, representing a pivotal step toward better-
preparing teachers to manage the demands of their profession while prioritizing their mental health (Essentials
4 & 5; NAPDS, 2021).
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NAPDS Nine Essentials addressed:

Essential 2: Clinical Preparation — A PDS embraces the preparation of educators through clinical
practice.

Essential 3: Professional Learning and Leading — A PDS is a context for continuous professional
learning and leading for all participants, guided by need and a spirit and practice of inquiry.

Essential 4: Reflection and Innovation — A PDS makes a shared commitment to reflective practice,
responsive innovation and generative knowledge.

Essential 5: Research and Results — A PDS is a community that engages in collaborative research
and participates in the public sharing of results in a variety of outlets.
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Introduction

Contemporary PK-12 classroom teachers are inundated with stressors beyond teaching and
student learning. Their responsibilities include monitoring students’ health to coordinate
synchronous and asynchronous instructional methods and extracurricular activities,
supporting larger classrooms and more students with special needs, responding to school
safety concerns, continuously facilitating district and state assessments and completing
administrative paperwork and reporting, all with fewer resources and support (Erben ef al,
2023; Franco, 2015; Ingersoll & Tran, 2023). The teacher is also expected to become invested
in understanding the student’s identity, thus, developing the capability to effectively respond
to their strengths, vulnerabilities, insecurities and needs.

Research indicates students are strongly aware of when a teacher cares for them and
their learning (Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA), 2014). As a result of this
awareness, a synergetic relationship may form, grounded in trust, respect and a love for
learning by the student that fuels the teacher’s love for teaching. However, the
complexities and vulnerabilities of the current state of education threaten this
relationship, as teachers become less emotionally available to their students rather than
needing to respond to their own mental health and stability. In addition, teachers must
monitor students’ home conditions, including available resources, health concerns, needs,
traumatic events and more (Diliberti ef al., 2021; Erben et al., 2023; Franco, 2015; Zamarro
et al., 2021). As teachers support students through hardship, they may internalize student
hardships as their own. Research suggests that when teachers become immersed in the
challenges of students’ daily lives, they risk experiencing secondary trauma (Miller &
Flint-Stipp, 2019). Miller and Flint-Stipp (2019) defined secondary trauma as the duress
experienced from learning about a traumatic event from someone with whom a meaningful
relationship exists.

In their first years, novice teachers are often overwhelmed by the responsibility of
both teaching and learning to teach, all while navigating unfamiliar problems of practice
related to the needs of their new learners and their lives (Burkman, 2012; Feiman-Nemser,
2001; McCaughtry et al., 2005). These unfamiliar problems of practice may result in
secondary trauma characterized by increased stress levels, anxiety and exhaustion. The
outcome, commonly referred to as teacher burnout, often leads to high turnover and poor
retention rates currently characterizing the teaching profession (Bedir, 2023; Forst, 2020;
Sutcher et al., 2019).

Consequently, the Association of Teacher Educators (2008) and the Council for the
Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP) have charged teacher preparation programs
(TPPs) with responding to the complexities of contemporary classrooms with more effective
teacher preparation practices (CAEP, 2022). As a result, there is an urgent need to understand
the pedagogical practices necessary to prepare teachers for the secondary trauma that may
shorten the trajectory of their careers. This mixed methods study outlines the pedagogical
practices implemented in a TPP to support preservice teachers’ (PSTs) skill development as
they manage secondary trauma and stressors in their Professional Development School
(PDS) clinical settings and, subsequently, their future classrooms. Further, it provides insight
gained through the application of evidence-based pedagogical methods focused on a self-care
curriculum in a TPP.

Literature review

Teacher preparation programs have a responsibility to effectively prepare preservice
teachers (PSTs) to succeed in the classroom, given knowledge and awareness of the
contemporary demands and realities of the profession. In fact, the National Research Council
(2010) and the National Association of Professional Development Schools (Essentials 4 & 5;



NAPDS, 2021) both advocate for researched experiences between partner schools and
universities as a collaborative practice, ultimately resulting in effective teachers and “a
shared commitment to reflective practice, responsive innovation, and generative knowledge”
(NAPDS, 2021, p. 5). Informing current university accreditation requirements (CAEP, 2022),
this perspective presents a broader mission for preparation, whereby teacher education
programs must view preparation as their continued responsibility beginning with the
program entry through induction. In accordance, preparation programs must provide
evidence of completers’ impact on PK-12 student learning throughout their first two years of
teaching, and induction programs must ensure ongoing mentoring and professional
development opportunities to program completers, as needed (CAEP, 2022).

The teacher—student relationship is of paramount significance to the success of teachers
skilled in effective teaching and learning practices (Birch & Ladd, 1997). Although PSTs must
prepare to skillfully nurture these essential relationships, they must also be ready to navigate
the underlying risks of potential secondary trauma (Hendershott & Hendershott, 2020; Miller
& Flint-Stipp, 2019). Ballin (2023) defined trauma experienced by learners to include “chronic
bullying; unstable living conditions (homelessness and multiple foster care situations, family
drug addiction); witnessing violence; experiencing violence, abuse, and neglect; and dealing
with loss or extreme fear of separation or loss, among other stresses” (p. 94). Researchers have
suggested the likely probability that one in four children in every classroom has experienced
trauma, with those in lower-income schools experiencing it at disproportionately higher rates
(Brunzell et al,, 2015; Crosby, 2015). Educators experience children’s trauma as their own
(Ballin, 2023; Miller & Flint-Stipp, 2019). Consequently, we should anticipate that most
teachers are susceptible to the burdens of secondary trauma during their careers
(Fowler, 2015).

Few school districts offer programs or professional development to provide teachers
with the skills and support necessary to manage secondary trauma (Sutton, 2007). As a
result, PSTs are unlikely to witness mentor teachers effectively handling secondary
trauma during their clinical placements. Exposure to secondary trauma, however, leaves
PSTs “feeling overwhelmed, ineffectual, confused, withdrawn, and hopeless” (Benson,
2017, p. 41), resulting in physical, mental and emotional consequences that compromise
their personal health. The outcome of prolonged secondary trauma includes high-stress
levels and increased anxiety and exhaustion, which is commonly known as teacher
burnout (Bedir, 2023; Forst, 2020).

The responsibilities of the contemporary classroom further threaten teachers’ mental
health and stability, making them even less emotionally available to effectively nurture the
teacher—student relationship. According to research, contemporary stressors, including
school safety concerns, larger classrooms comprised of more students with special needs,
ongoing assessment, inadequate facilities, low compensation and added responsibility for
caring for students, all while relying on fewer resources and support (Diliberti ef al., 2021,
Ingersoll & Tran, 2023; Zamarro et al, 2021), further compound the secondary trauma
experienced by educators. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated these stressors
by adding students’ health to educators’ daily concerns and requiring teachers to adapt to
unknown circumstances for the purpose of ensuring high-quality learning opportunities
(Erben et al, 2023). Ingersoll and Tran (2023) found that the result has been a rise in teacher
attrition, which in turn has placed additional responsibility and stress on the educators who
remain. This complex, intensive workload, alongside lacking support, has increased teachers’
stress to an unprecedented level, making our profession vulnerable and susceptible to the
current teacher turnover and widespread shortages experienced throughout the nation
(Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019; Goldberg, 2021; Ingersoll & Tran, 2023;
McMakin et al., 2022; Zamarro et al., 2021).
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Hendershott and Hendershott (2020) argued that educators must intentionally implement
self-care strategies as the first step to managing the negative impact brought on by
experiencing secondary trauma, along with added stressors in the classroom. The World
Health Organization (2022) defined self-care as “the ability of individuals, families, and
communities to promote their own health, prevent disease, maintain health, and to cope with
illness and disability with or without the support of a health worker” (para 1). Specifically,
self-care responds to one’s health through nutrition, exercise, leisure activities, culture, faith,
support and an overall sense of control (Everly et al, 2013). Given that teacher education
programs rarely include curricula regarding secondary trauma or model the importance of
intentional self-care during clinical placements, PSTs are frequently left without a working
knowledge of how to remain resilient and manage their well-being (Brown ef al, 2022). As a
result, teacher educators face the challenge of mitigating new teacher attrition by advancing
curricula encompassing self-care methods, informed by research and shown to support new
teachers when managing stressors, including those associated with experiencing secondary
trauma (Keubel, 2019; McKay, 2019; Schmidt & deCourcy, 2022).

Study context

Located in a mid-sized, private university in the southeastern USA, the TPP collaborated with
district partnership schools on initiatives related to research, retention and renewal of
innovative teaching practices, professional development programs and quality field
placements for PSTs. Through this partnership, PSTs gained access to a comprehensive
array of resources and support mechanisms, including participation in district-run
professional development opportunities, access to requisite data for effective instructional
planning and student assessment and the utilization of the district’s instructional curriculum
resources designed for classroom teachers. By collaborating, PSTs received a comprehensive
educational experience that combines theoretical knowledge developed in university courses
with practical application in public schools. This, in turn, helped them acquire the essential
skills and nurtured the resilience required for a successful teaching career.

The elementary teaching baccalaureate program under study consisted of four semesters
of university coursework alongside simultaneous clinical experiences conducted in
collaboration with partnership schools. These clinical experiences progressively increased
in both duration and the level of responsibility assigned to PSTs as they advanced through
the program. During their third semester, PSTs attended a weekly, 1-hour Instructional
Laboratory course, which took place immediately after working at their school placement
site. In the subsequent semester, students completed their final clinical experience within the
program.

In compliance with CAEP’s (2013) accountability measures, our TPP initiated an exit
survey in 2020, inviting program completers, district partners and clinical field supervisors to
participate. The survey offered these stakeholders’ perspectives on areas we adequately
covered in the TPP, as well as those where our preparation fell short. Using the compiled data,
we designed the curriculum for a one-credit-hour Instructional Laboratory course tailored to
respond to the identified gaps.

The 20202022 program completer surveys reported that over 70% of PSTs experienced
indicators associated with secondary trauma and teacher burnout while participating in their
clinical experiences. The results disclosed a significant increase in stress levels than in prior
years, potentially exacerbated by secondary trauma associated with the COVID-19 pandemic.
Of further significance, we found that all faculty and clinical supervisors working in
partnership schools conveyed a steady increase in the number of PSTs challenged to cope
with the heightened anxiety encountered during clinical experiences. As teacher educators,
we were charged with designing the curriculum for the Instructional Laboratory course to



investigate and learn ways to prepare program completers with skills to navigate the realities
of their contemporary classrooms. We determined that the first step was to leverage the
sustained collaboration with our partnership school. One of our teacher educators, who held a
dual role as a clinical supervisor within the same context and served as a dedicated liaison to
foster a robust connection between the university and the clinical setting, facilitated this
collaboration. Additionally, it is worth noting that the principal of the partnership school
actively contributed by teaching a section of the course each year and demonstrating a strong
commitment to the curriculum’s design. Through this collaboration, effective communication
and a comprehensive understanding of students’ field experiences were guaranteed,
facilitating the informed and unanimous decision-making process for curriculum course
adjustments with the support and input of all course instructors involved. Immediately, we
began developing self-care content delivered using inquiry-based pedagogy with targeted
real-world connections and applications. The intentional collaboration with the partnership
school supports NAPDS Essentials 3 and 4 by addressing an identified need of both PSTs and
in-service teachers with continuous professional learning NAPDS, 2021). Our instructional
methods aimed to encourage active learning that was personally meaningful, differentiated
and transformational. Table 1 outlines the developed five-week curriculum as it unfolded
during class sessions. Further, during the five-weeks, PSTs engaged in one self-care practice
weekly and submitted evidence of the experience. The PSTs compiled all evidence in a final
project, which took the form of a vision board assignment. The vision board served as a

Week Instructional practice ~ Description

One Introduction to Self- The students completed Forst’s (2020) Self-Care Assessment Quiz (pre-
care intervention) and read literature, leading them to realize that the

application of self-care methods was essential to the longevity of their
professional careers. Further, during a Zoom discussion, students
conversed with two recent program completers currently in their first year
of teaching. This conversation emphasized the importance of teachers
adopting self-care practices while also underscoring the potential for
secondary trauma in teaching and the crucial role of self-care strategies in
mitigating burnout, particularly among preservice teachers

Two  Self-care is Not Selfish ~ PST's learned why self-care is not a selfish endeavor and the community
benefits of altruism as a self-care method. Students circulated the room,
writing traits they admire about their peers on a large piece of chart paper
bearing another student’s name written at the top. Afterward, they read the
notes and discussed their feelings, emphasizing that engaging in altruistic
acts for others can be a form of self-care contributing to personal well-being

Three Finding Time for Self-  Students were given examples of a teacher’s schedule and were challenged

care to identify a 10-20-min window for self-care within the constraints of the

school day, highlighting the scarcity of available time slots. It underscored
the need for teachers to prioritize the intentional scheduling of self-care
practices, often outside of school hours

Four  Self-care through The professor and students jointly attended a yoga class as part of an
Movement endeavor to investigate the role of physical movement in fostering self-care
practices
Five Mindful Listening In this activity, students enhanced their mindful listening skills by

participating in a consultation line where they answered various thought-
provoking questions in pairs. Afterward, they practiced recalling their
partners’ responses, emphasizing the importance of mindful listening and
its role in supporting others, especially teachers. The students completed
Forst’s (2020) Self-Care Assessment Quiz (post-intervention)

Source(s): Table created by authors
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tangible reminder of intentional yet realistic ways the future teacher might engage in self-
care, as well as a promise to pursue it throughout their career (McKay, 2019).

Purpose of the study
This study served two critical purposes. First, it aimed to advance teacher preparation
through the design of a curriculum that supports the management of PK-12 secondary
trauma and stressors experienced in a PDS setting. Second, it provided insight gained
through evidence-based pedagogical methods focused on self-care curriculum in a TPP
(CAEP, 2022; Keubel, 2019; McKay, 2019; Schmidt & deCourcy, 2022).

The following research questions guided this study:

RQI. To what extent does undergoing a focused five-week self-care program influence
how pre-service teachers incorporate self-care into their teaching practice?

RQ2. How do PSTs describe the relationship between self-care and teaching?

RQ3. What are the long-term implications of providing self-care instruction to new
teachers one year after they graduate?

Methodology

The researchers utilized an explanatory sequential mixed methods design due to its
structured two-phase approach. Initially, quantitative data were gathered, followed by the
subsequent collection of qualitative data. This methodological choice ensured a thorough and
holistic comprehension of the research inquiries.

Undergraduate preservice teacher participants

In the initial quantitative phase, the researchers administered Forst’s (2020) Self-Care
Assessment Quiz to measure well-being among 77 preservice teachers before and after a five-
week self-care curriculum intervention across four semesters. This phase utilized a Likert
scale, including 20 targeted scenarios to quantify changes in well-being. Although Forst
(2020) asserts the quiz is not an official psychological screener, the instrument was validated
for use in her study of 195 teachers. Findings were used to offer implications for the field of
education as they relate to supporting self-care methods for teachers in the profession. At the
time of our study, limited research on self-care meant limited data collection sources were
available to teacher educators, thus, making our access and use of this particular instrument
critical to our study.

In the qualitative phase, the researchers gathered additional data through various
qualitative methods such as student reflections, semi-structured interviews, end-of-semester
vision boards, faculty evaluations and completer reflections. Reflections tracked how PSTs
practiced self-care and their reasons behind it. Interviews explored the link between self-care
and teaching, strategies for integrating self-care into their teaching careers and their advice
for future PSTs. End-of-semester vision boards assessed the curriculum’s impact on
professional development, while faculty evaluations offered insight into the effectiveness of
content delivery, pacing and the teaching environment. These qualitative data sources
allowed the researchers to explore the reasons behind the changes in well-being, the impact of
the self-care curriculum on professional development and the perspectives of the preservice
teachers. Integrating both quantitative and qualitative data collection methods sequentially
enhanced the depth of understanding, providing a more comprehensive explanation of the
research findings.



Novice teacher/graduate student participants

To delve deeper into the long-term implications of integrating a self-care unit within the
curriculum, we incorporated the perspectives of ten program completers who had previously
completed the self-care unit during the first and second semesters of integration. Notably,
these individuals had transitioned into roles as graduate students concurrently engaged as
classroom teachers. Their dual roles as both program completers and current graduate
students teaching in real-world classroom settings provided a unique and multifaceted
perspective. We sought to harness their insights into the lasting effects and practical
applications of the self-care unit within the teaching profession. Specifically, completers
engaged in self-reflection by addressing two pivotal questions: (1) To what extent did your
exposure to a targeted five-week self-care curriculum during your teacher preparation
influence the self-care practices you currently employ in your first year of teaching? and (2)
What valuable insights and advice can you offer senior interns to enhance their self-care
practices in the coming year? By involving these participants, we aimed to gain a more
comprehensive understanding of how the self-care unit continued to impact their teaching
practices and overall well-being as educators, thereby enriching our study with valuable
long-term considerations and informing the third research question guiding this study.

Data collection

Researchers collected data from a total of 77 PSTs who completed a five-week self-care unit
throughout four independent semesters. Quantitative data sources included Forst’s (2020)
Self-Care Assessment Quiz. This quiz was delivered pre-and post-intervention and inquired
into candidates’ satisfaction with work, school, friendships, time for hobbies and family,
sleep, efficacy as developing teachers and more (see Appendix A). Final ratings, resulting
from totaled points, indicated if the PST was “seriously struggling with self-care,” “likely
struggling with self-care,” “likely practicing self-care” or “likely practicing strong self-care”
(Forst, 2020).

Additionally, PSTs completed weekly reflections to identify how the learner chose to
implement self-care each week, why the method was selected and how it demonstrated
intentionality. In addition, semi-structured interviews were conducted to gain insight into
PSTs’ perspectives regarding the relationship between self-care and teaching, by what means
they anticipated incorporating self-care practices during the challenging first years in the
classroom, the advice they had for future PSTs and how faculty and administration could
support them in implementing self-care. Students presented their end-of-semester vision
boards to each other, as well as completed anonymous teaching evaluations to highlight ways
the instruction and self-care curriculum unit was or was not significant to their professional
development and suggestions for improvement. Lastly, reflection questions from ten
program completers in their first-year teaching at partnership schools informed the final
research question explored by this study.

Data analysis

Researchers compiled pre- and post-intervention data, collected utilizing Forst’s (2020) Self-
Care Assessment Quiz. Subsequently, SPSS statistical software analyzed imported
quantitative datasets to identify descriptive statistics, variability, skewness and kurtosis,
facilitating the assessment of the distribution of scores. Additionally, as the sample size used
in this study was more than 50 (n = 77), we conducted a Kolmogorov-Smirnov test of
normality to derive additional information necessary to adequately assess the
appropriateness of using a dependent samples f-test to analyze the dataset (Field, 2018).
This analysis conclusively confirmed that the data set was normally distributed and met the
four assumptions of a dependent samples #-test (Laerd Statistics, 2021). Finally, after setting
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the statistical significance at 0.05 for inferential analysis, researchers executed a dependent
samples #-test analysis to explore the score differentials between the pre-intervention and
post-intervention scores (Salkind & Frey, 2020).

Additionally, researchers coded qualitative sources separately by applying Saldana’s
(2013) three cycles of manual coding to each source, inclusive of first-cycle coding, second-
cycle coding and post-coding throughout the semester, to gain comprehensive insight into
each of the research questions under study. For instance, to gain insight into how undergoing
a self-care program influenced ways PST's incorporated self-care into their teaching, we coded
their reflections weekly using open coding to track how they practiced self-care and their
reasons behind it. At the start, descriptive codes highlighted in yellow included “feeling
weak,” “unable to cope,” “dreading work” and “crying” surfaced. We collapsed and
categorized these codes into the category “Acknowledgement of neglect,” while codes such as
“being my personal best,” “best version of myself” and “showing up better for my students”
comprised the category “Prioritizing mental health and wellness” and were highlighted in
blue. Likewise, researchers transcribed semi-structured interviews and analyzed them line by
line to identify and label codes that captured ways PSTs practiced self-care and their
rationale for their selection. We then compared the codes generated from semi-structured
interviews with codes from students’ reflections to substantiate or refute potential insights
gained between the data sources. With a different inquiry intent, we analyzed reflections and
transcripts again to pursue an understanding of how PSTs described the relationship
between self-care and teaching. Categories that surfaced from the data sources included,
“Redefining the identity of teachers,” “Setting boundaries” and “Prioritizing mental health
and wellness.” Once categories were established for the second research question, axial
coding allowed us to analyze the data for relationships among all established categories to
make sense of it and organize the findings as they informed each research question. End-of-
semester vision boards and teaching evaluations served as secondary data sources to
substantiate or refute students’ claims by providing visual images of self-care methods used
and anonymous perspectives about the self-care curriculum experienced in the course. Only
one new category surfaced from the course evaluations, “Awareness of significance.” We
compared all categories documented from these secondary sources to those that surfaced
when analyzing the primary sources in this study, for the purpose of corroborating our
findings and ensuring credibility and trustworthiness. Finally, researchers coded and
memoed the program completers’ reflections during three coding cycles and further
compared the results with submissions made by the individuals during their semester as
PSTs. This provided insight into their professional development and self-care methods over
time. Finally, we merged quantitative and qualitative data to engage in data triangulation,
enhancing our understanding and substantiating our findings regarding the research
questions at hand (Denzin, 2012; Patton, 1999).

Findings

The initial data obtained from the Forst (2020) pre-intervention assessment revealed that over
90% of the students were struggling with self-care, citing issues like crying about school-
related matters, working on weekends, self-doubt as teachers and dreading work. PSTs
admitted to neglecting basic needs to complete assignments, which left them feeling drained.
The post-intervention analysis revealed a statistically significant improvement in PSTs’
perceptions of self-care after experiencing the five-week self-care unit. During qualitative
interviews, PSTs emphasized a need to prioritize health for optimal teaching, acknowledging
the challenges and intensity of the profession. They discussed the importance of setting
boundaries, separating work and personal life and focusing on self-care. Additionally, course
evaluations highlighted PST’s understanding of the significant role self-care played in



becoming an effective teacher. Feedback collected from recent graduates in their first year of
teaching underscored the significance of achieving a balance between work and personal life,
along with the cultivation of self-compassion within the teaching profession. These insights
suggest that including a five-week self-care unit could have beneficial and enduring effects on
teacher well-being and effectiveness.

Impact of experiencing a five-week self-care curriculum

In this study, the pre-and post-assessment questions in the Forst (2020) quiz assessed various
aspects of self-care, with responses ranging from 0 to 2, where higher scores indicate better
self-care practices. Pre-assessment quantitative data indicated that over 90% of our students
were “seriously struggling with self-care”. Among the highest selected responses include:

(1) Icry about school-related issues.

(2) Ido schoolwork on both Saturdays and Sundays.
(3) Idon't feel like I am a good enough teacher.

(4) 1dread going to work.

Post-assessment quantitative data analysis revealed a significant difference between pre-
and post-assessment scores, ¢ (76) = 6.25, p = 0.001, with a large effect size (d = 1.251),
indicating that the results hold statistical significance (Laerd Statistics, 2021). These findings
convey a measurable and meaningful improvement in the respondents’ self-reported
behaviors and attitudes related to self-care after completing the five-week unit. Consequently,
this data suggests the intervention had a positive impact on PST’s well-being and that their
perceptions of personal self-care notably improved, leading them to adopt the practice as
their own.

In addition, before experiencing the five-week self-care unit, PSTs verbally expressed
neglecting essential needs, including sleep, eating, bathing and connecting with non-work
friends, in lieu of using the time to complete assignments. As a result, they felt too weak, tired
and disempowered to cope with any new stimuli presented in courses and in the clinically
based setting.

After experiencing the self-care curriculum, PSTs explicitly identified the need to
prioritize health and mental wellness to be their personal best for learners. One stated, “I want
to be the best version of myself,” while another specified, “When we as teachers take better
care of ourselves, we show up for our students as better teachers.” Having been assigned to
practicums where they experienced the intensive schedule of teachers first-hand, PSTs also
felt they would have to make a cognizant effort to care for themselves, as outsiders overlook
the deep, potentially draining risk of losing oneself to the work of teaching children. One
PST said,

From the outside, teaching looks as if it's a 9-month job for 8 hours a day. Being in the field, you know
that it really is 24/7, 365 days a year. It is so easy to lose yourself in teaching because you are in
charge of 30 tiny humans!

Offering the greatest insight into the impact of the self-care unit on students’ well-being were
comments from course evaluations. Comments highlighted the PSTs” understanding of the
significance of implementing self-care into their practice. These include:

(1) The self-care aspect of this class was 100% needed! She really had us think about
what we needed to do to be healthy teachers.

(2) Ilearned self-care methods and because of this, I know I can do it.
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PST’s perceptions of the relationship between self-care and teaching
Through this self-care unit, PSTs redefined the work and identity of teachers, as well as their
identity as students of teaching. One PST expressed this sentiment, saying, “I think we often
see over-working as a characteristic of being a good student or a good teacher when really the
self-care is what makes us better for our students.” Another PST grappled with her definition
of teaching, openly feeling, “We may need to remind ourselves that teaching is not our
identity, it is our occupation. We need to consciously make an effort to separate home life and
work life.” Indeed, many lifelong educators are aware of the challenges associated with this
sentiment.

Preservice teachers in the study felt that teaching needed to be intricately intertwined with
self-care practices. To them, the relationship between teaching and self-care meant:

(1) being able to let go of the secondary trauma and hardships that you experience at
work, even if it is just for a few moments.

(2) being able to take a few minutes of the day to focus on yourself without stressing
about work.

(3) prioritizing yourself and limiting the amount of work that you bring home with you.

Another PST likened the experience of teaching to being a passenger on a distressed airline
flight. Her personal motto is, “Put your oxygen mask on first before helping others.” She
further acknowledged how easily she might forget her own motto once immersed in her
teaching practice. Two students thought of teaching as the filling of others’ “buckets.” These
students expressed, “It is impossible to take care of others if your bucket is empty.”

Additionally, the PSTs made a list of tangible ways they planned to set boundaries for
their first years in the classroom. Among their ideas, the most common suggestion was
“leaving work at school” at the end of the day. Other ideas included:

(1) not losing track of what I love to do [outside of the classroom]

(2) remembering that the weekends should be time to be people, not just teachers.

(3) forcing myself to make a schedule with self-care time built into it at least once a day
(4) making exercising a priority

(5) taking an hour or two to. . .watch a show

(6) being clear with parents about when working hours are so that I have time for myself

(7) spending time with my students to journal or have conversations on a more personal
level

Graduates’ reflections on the long-term implications of self-care instruction

Surveys conducted among graduates in their first year of classroom teaching (z = 10)
provided valuable insights into the impact of the self-care curriculum on their teaching
identity and attitudes. These novice teachers expressed a newfound belief that it is “ok to not
take work home every day,” recognizing that effective teaching also entails dedicating “the
time to care for your body and mind”. In addition, one teacher emphasized the importance of
avoiding procrastination to create space for self-love when commenting to “love on yourself,”
one needs to “not procrastinate.”

Moreover, these first-year teachers displayed increased kindness and self-forgiveness,
understanding that the challenges they face in their teaching roles are not unique or personal
to them. They acknowledged that teachers, like everyone else, are human and may
occasionally fall short of their personal best, but they have the capacity for continuous



improvement. One teacher explained, “Everyone struggles, not just you,” while another
stated the realization that “Not every lesson will be perfect,” but “reflection is vital to bettering
your practice.” This finding implied an acceptance that challenges are inherent to all teachers’
work, an understanding that they are not alone in experiencing them and the awareness that
they have the skill set to overcome.

Furthermore, one graduate initially acknowledged the difficulty of setting boundaries in a
real-world teaching environment. However, she emphasized the importance of staying
connected with her cohort friends, recognizing the value of mutual support and
accountability in prioritizing self-care when stating:

It is easier said from the outside than when I will be in the game. With that being said,
I believe staying in touch with my cohort friends will aid to put each other in check and we can
come together to do self-care.

This graduate’s experience illustrated how an intentional focus on self-care during her
first year of teaching has led her to prioritize and integrate self-care into her professional
identity consistently. Overall, the data from these first-year teachers underscored the
positive, long-lasting effects of the five-week self-care unit on their teaching identity and well-
being, indicating the potential benefits of incorporating such a curriculum in teacher
education programs.

Validity

In this study, achieving implementation validity carried substantial importance. Notably, the
comprehensive participation of 77 preservice teachers in our research endeavors underscored
the study’s commitment to robust implementation validity. The fact that our entire preservice
teacher population actively engaged in the study signified a meticulous effort to mitigate
potential selection bias. This extensive participation not only bolstered the
representativeness of our sample but also enhanced the credibility and reliability of our
findings. This, in turn, enhanced the overall credibility of our study and reinforced the
relevance of our findings within the specific context of preservice teacher education.

Significantly, we included additional data retrieved from 10 former preservice teachers
enrolled as graduate students in the Master of Education program conducted at the research
site. All 10 of these students willingly engaged in our research, further strengthening the
implementation validity of our study. Their active engagement contributed valuable insights,
introducing distinct experiential perspectives and specialized expertise into our research
milieu. By incorporating the perspectives of these individuals who had completed the self-
care unit of study, were currently teaching in the classroom and pursuing advanced degrees
in education, we gained a comprehensive view that spanned both the preservice and graduate
education phases. This not only enriched our findings but also underscored our dedication to
inclusivity and thoroughness in our research design, further enhancing our study’s overall
validity and rigor.

Additionally, by integrating self-care into the course curriculum in such a comprehensive
manner, implementation fidelity was upheld, ensuring that students had the opportunity to
learn about self-care and actively incorporate it into their lives. This approach promotes the
well-being of individual students and cultivates a culture of self-care within the educational
setting, contributing to a healthier and more resilient learning community.

Finally, the choice of an explanatory sequential mixed methods study design
demonstrated validity through its structured two-phase approach, allowing for a
comprehensive understanding of the research inquiries. Using standardized instruments
and established coding procedures further enhanced the transparency of the study,
facilitating replication by other researchers. Additionally, including appendices with the Self-
Care Assessment Quiz and clear descriptions of data analysis procedures provided
transparency regarding the study’s methods. By adhering to rigorous data collection,
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analysis and documentation standards, the researchers ensured the validity and reliability of
their findings, thereby contributing to the credibility of the study’s conclusions.

Limitations

While this study provided valuable insights into the implementation and impact of a self-care
unit within the context of elementary education majors at a mid-sized private university in the
USA, it is essential to acknowledge its limitations. One notable limitation is the relatively
homogenous sample, primarily consisting of White female participants. While this
demographic composition reflects the broader gender and ethnicity breakdown within the
US teacher population, it may limit the generalizability of our findings to more diverse settings
or other regions with different demographic characteristics. Additionally, the study’s focus on a
single institution may restrict the applicability of the results to different educational contexts or
institutions with varying program structures. It is essential to recognize that the findings, while
insightful, may only partially capture the experiences and perspectives of a more diverse range
of teacher candidates or institutions, warranting caution in extrapolating these results beyond
the specific study context. Future research endeavors could consider broader sampling
strategies to address these limitations and provide a more comprehensive understanding of
self-care unit implementation in various educational settings.

Discussion

The purpose of this mixed-methods study was to explore the impact of a targeted five-week
self-care curriculum on PSTS’ well-being and ability to mitigate secondary trauma and the
stressors inherent in teaching. Additionally, we aimed to evaluate the potential long-term
implications of experiencing this curriculum for novice teachers. The first research question
assessed the extent to which the experience of a focused self-care curriculum influenced
PSTS’ incorporation of self-care into their teaching practice. The second question aimed to
capture PSTs’ perspectives on the relationship between self-care and teaching. Lastly, the
third research question examined the enduring effects of self-care instruction on novice
teachers, specifically at the one-year post-graduation mark. By addressing these research
questions, this study sought to shed light on the significance of including self-care curricula in
TPPs and its potential to enhance the well-being and longevity of educators in the field.

Initially, the quantitative data indicated that a majority of PSTs were “seriously
struggling with self-care,” as evidenced by their pre-assessment responses, which included
sentiments such as crying about school-related issues, working on weekends, self-doubt as
teachers and dread of work. However, post-assessment results revealed a statistically
significant improvement in their self-reported behaviors and attitudes related to self-care.
These results suggest that the intervention had a positive effect on PSTs’ well-being, leaving
them likely to adopt self-care practices as an integral part of their teaching practice.

Additionally, qualitative insights from PSTs shed light on their evolving perceptions of
the relationship between self-care and teaching. They recognized the need to prioritize health
and mental wellness to be their personal best for their students, dispelling the notion that
overworking equates to being a good teacher or student. The testimonials from course
evaluations reinforced the significance of implementing self-care into their teaching practices,
highlighting its indispensable role in maintaining their well-being.

Importantly, the PSTS’ reflections and plans for setting boundaries during their initial
years in the classroom demonstrated a proactive approach to embedding self-care into their
teaching practice. Strategies such as leaving work at school, preserving personal interests
and establishing clear boundaries with parents reflected their commitment to maintaining a
healthy work-life balance.



Additionally, the insights gleaned from graduates in their first year of teaching provided
valuable long-term implications for self-care instruction. These novice teachers exhibited
increased kindness and self-forgiveness, acknowledging that the challenges they faced were
not unique or insurmountable. Their recognition of the importance of self-care in teaching
and the belief that it is acceptable not to take work home every day underscored the potential
enduring impact of self-care instruction.

Implications

The field of education is currently characterized by complexities and vulnerabilities that are
likely responsible for the high attrition rate among qualified educators. Discussion into the
critical teacher shortage our nation faces rarely proposes solutions to increase the retention
rate and support the career trajectory of educators. Secondary trauma, combined with added
stressors, requires us to respond accordingly. Findings from this study offer meaningful
insights and substantial implications for the field of teacher education.

The results of this research demonstrate compelling justification for the inclusion of a five-
week self-care intervention in TPPs and in the broader context of schools. The study
underscores the importance of incorporating structured self-care curricula into TPPs as an
essential professional development component. Preservice teachers benefited from the
intervention in terms of improved well-being as a result of including self-care methods in their
teaching practice, indicating that such programs should be a standard feature of teacher
training. Equally important, schools should consider recognizing and promoting self-care
practices among their teaching staff, emphasizing mental and emotional well-being.
The study suggests that ongoing self-care support should be provided beyond university
classrooms, as teachers are likely to face ongoing challenges in their careers. Suggestions
include professional development opportunities, mentorship programs and creating a
supportive school culture that prioritizes self-care as a means to enhance teacher
effectiveness and overall job satisfaction.

Additionally, the findings confirmed the beneficial outcome that including a five-week
self-care unit in a TPP had on the well-being of PSTs, ultimately influencing them as novice
teachers. Consequently, the results suggest that well-being must be treated as a fundamental
component of teacher preparation curricula, not as an auxiliary or optional topic. Such
curricula equip future teachers with knowledge of the realities of teaching and skills to
prioritize their personal health through self-care practices. As a result, teachers with less
anxiety are more available to cultivate the teacher—student relationship that is at the core of
effective teaching and learning.

Incorporating this unit of study toward the early stages of the TPP, ideally within the first
one or two semesters, holds immense potential for PSTs. By introducing self-care strategies
and practices at this early juncture, PSTs can gradually assimilate these essential tools into
their professional toolbox, enabling them to reap the benefits of self-care throughout the
entirety of their clinical experiences. As PSTs progress through their program, they become
more immersed in real-world classroom settings, facing escalating demands and challenges.
By instilling self-care habits at the outset, they are more likely to recognize the tangible
advantages of incorporating self-care into their daily routines. This early exposure and
prolonged application increase the likelihood that self-care practices will become an integral
and enduring aspect of their professional lives, ultimately enhancing their overall well-being
and effectiveness as educators.

The insights made by these PSTs after experiencing the self-care curriculum present
significant implications for their career trajectories and, potentially, the broader issue of new
teacher attrition. Their understanding of setting boundaries and prioritizing self-care not
only contributes to their personal growth but also fosters a healthier, sustainable approach to
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teaching. As they enter their careers, this heightened awareness and commitment to self-care
may lead to reduced burnout rates, increased job satisfaction and, consequently, lower
attrition rates among new teachers. By prioritizing their own well-being and implementing
these strategies, these PSTs are positioning themselves for more successful and fulfilling
teaching careers, which can positively impact the retention of new teachers in the
education field.

By recognizing the importance of self-care as an integral part of teaching, the PSTs are
empowering themselves with tools to navigate the first years of teaching. However, they were
also acutely aware that when the reality of teaching full-time set in, they would need support
to not “lose” themselves in the profession. Per their limited time in practicums, PSTs already
knew that the outside world, unfortunately, would not come to their aid but rather, would
“overlook” their dedicated time and effort as teachers. This is a problem. Teachers give of
themselves tirelessly and expect little care or consideration in return. Thus, schools must
design initiatives that promote self-care needs, including time management workshops,
stress reduction techniques and discussions about maintaining work-life balance.

Finally, the results of this study underscore the pivotal role of collaboration between TPPs
and partnership schools in successfully implementing future initiatives aimed at enhancing
teacher well-being and, consequently, improving student outcomes. Such collaboration is
essential, as it ensures that the initiatives are not only well-structured but also aligned with
the practical needs and challenges faced by educators in classroom settings. Moreover, this
collaborative approach fosters a sense of shared responsibility and a commitment to the
overall improvement of education, aligning the interests of TPPs and partnership schools for
the betterment of aspiring and practicing educators. In summary, this study highlights the
need for a comprehensive approach to self-care support that extends from TPPs into the
professional lives of educators, ultimately benefiting both teachers and the students
they serve.

Future research

Future studies are needed to delve deeper into the specific obstacles preservice teachers and
in-service teachers face when incorporating self-care, thus, allowing initiatives to better
target these challenges. It is inherent that future research provides insight into the provision
of effective programmatic content for PSTs and in-service teachers, structures, funding for
including those supports and a plan for ongoing self-care support in the teaching profession.
Research that includes the long-term outcomes of such self-care programs on teacher attrition
will provide the impetus for the inclusion of self-care supports and training for both
preservice and in-service teachers.
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Appendix

Rarely/
Never Sometimes  Often

I see non-work friends at least once a week 0 1 2
I make time for my hobbies 0 1 2
I have enough time to spend with my family 0 1 2
I find my job satisfying 0 1 2
1 feel good about myself 0 1 2
I get enough sleep 0 1 2
I say no to responsibilities I don’t think I can handle 0 1 2
I exercise several times a week 0 1 2
My job feels manageable 0 1 2
I stay home from work when I'm sick 0 1 2
I schedule and go to my needed medical appointments 0 1 2
I have trouble falling asleep because I am worrying about school 2 1 0
I stay at work for more than an hour after school ends or spend more than 2 1 0
an hour working at home on weeknights

I cry about school-related issues 2 1 0
1 do schoolwork on both Saturday and Sunday 2 1 0
I don’t feel like I am a good enough teacher 2 1 0
I dread going to work 2 1 0
I feel irritable more often than I used to 2 1 0
I'm exhausted 2 1 0
I feel guilty when I'm not working 2 1 0

Source(s): Forst (2020)
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