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Endorsements

			“The Path of the Mindful Teacher provides teachers with a roadmap for discerning what is in their control and what may be best to let go in order to increase serenity and calm both in the classroom and beyond. Creating boundaries through focusing on the vital few is sure to bring a more balanced quality to all parts of life, leading to a more satisfying teaching career.”

			Greg McKeown, author of Essentialism: the disciplined pursuit of less

			

			“Speaks to the real challenges that teachers face, and actually provides ways to solve what they can control. Should be required reading for every first-year teacher, given to them by their principal, so they know what a healthy relationship with their work is. More than ever we need amazing teachers entering (and staying) in the profession. This book will help great teachers stay in the profession.”

			Jethro Jones, educator, author of SchoolX, and host of the Transformative Principal podcast

			

			“Learning how to achieve mindfulness in education can seem daunting, but the path laid out in this book makes it an achievable goal for any teacher who knows that in order to grow through their burnout, they must do things they’ve never done. The Path of the Mindful Teacher is a wonderful reminder that living with intention starts with paying attention. With Danielle as your guide, you will have the opportunity to explore ways to pay more attention to your energy, choices, outlook, and influence, and how your focus on these things will truly help you go from stress to serenity and chaos to calm.”

			Amber Harper, author of Hacking Teacher Burnout and host of the Burned-In Teacher podcast 

			

			“Danielle writes a beautiful manifest about walking the Path of the Mindful Teacher – it is a must-read for current and preservice teachers alike. The way Danielle writes is conversational and informative, sharing tangible tips to help us all live a more mindful life as educators.”

			Dr. Samantha Fecich, host of the EduMagic Future Teacher podcast; author of EduMagic: a guide for preservice teachers and co-author of EduMagic Shine On: a guide for new teachers

			

			“Almost every educator I have met nods and smiles knowingly while they agree that mindfulness is a good thing. But how many would couple mindfulness and teaching with the Serenity Prayer? Who would think there could be Four Noble Truths of Teaching? These ideas, along with practical practices illustrated with authentic stories from the classroom, are from teacher Danielle A. Nuhfer’s new book The Path of the Mindful Teacher. She gives teachers ways to deal with the infinite number of stressful competing external demands: from developing a community of positive educators to offering a compendium of internal mindfulness practices from luminaries in the field. Not to mention the valuable practical, helpful habits that can used during ‘one of those days’ (or semesters, or years). You know the ones I mean. For some of us, using the ideas and practices in her book could be the difference between following a path leading to burnout or following the Path of the Mindful Teacher to thriving in the profession we love.”

			Kirke Olson, Psy.D, author of The Invisible Classroom: relationships, neuroscience, and mindfulness in school. www.thepositivitycompany.com

			

			“In The Path of the Mindful Teacher, Danielle leads us on an alternative journey from our current path of chaos and stress to one of calm and serenity. Danielle gently nurtures teachers to be open to a more mindful existence and provides ways to do this in an inviting way. The book also covers many of my favourite topics, such as strengths, flow, and self-compassion. As a teacher who struggled with never-ending marking, unrealistic workloads, stress, and exhaustion, mindfulness has helped me to be a better teacher, a more mindful listener, and more importantly to respond to students instead of reacting. As Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh profoundly states, happy teachers change the world.”

			Patrice Palmer, M.Ed., M.A., author of The Teacher Self-Care Manual

			

			“In a time where education is more important than ever, Danielle illuminates a mindful path of effective and compassionate education to benefit both students and their teachers. Highly recommended!” 

			Sean W. Murphy, Zen teacher, National Endowment for the Arts fellow in creative writing, and author of One Bird, One Stone: 108 contemporary Zen stories and three novels. www.murphyzen.com

			

			“Have you found yourself wondering if teaching is no longer for you? Do you feel as if there is an endless and overwhelming amount that you must do as a teacher, to the point where there is no time left for you? Danielle joins you in having those experiences and will show you, through the Four Noble Truths of Teaching, how to get out of the tunnel and into the light. This remarkable, readable book will invigorate you, recharge you, and bring smiles to your face when you are in school. You will be the teacher you know you can be. While you will find this book to be a daily gift, the greatest gift will be how you see your students respond to the renewed you!”

			Maurice J. Elias, Ph.D., professor of psychology at Rutgers University, director of the Social-Emotional and Character Development Lab, and co-author of Nurturing Students’ Character: everyday teaching activities for social-emotional learning 

			

		

	
		
			Contents

			Copyright

			Endorsements

			Dedication

			Introduction: What is the Path of the Mindful Teacher?

			Our stress is contagious

			What do you mean I have a choice?

			The First Noble Truth of Teaching

			The Second Noble Truth of Teaching

			The Third Noble Truth of Teaching

			The Fourth Noble Truth of Teaching

			A note on the Serenity Prayer

			What is the Path of the Mindful Teacher?

			Part I. The teacher’s mind

			Part II. The teacher’s classroom

			Part III. The teacher’s life

			Part IV. The teacher’s vision

			Questions to ponder on the path

			Step into action

			Supplemental resources

			Part I. The teacher’s mind

			Chapter 1. Leave the teacher’s mind, find the beginner’s mind

			Chapter objectives

			Acknowledge where you are

			It’s time to get honest

			Ready for change

			Questions to ponder on the path

			Step into action

			Featured five-minute practice: Breath/Sound Awareness

			Supplemental resources

			Chapter 2. Remember it’s self-care, not selfish

			Chapter objectives

			Mindfulness basics

			Practice option #1: everyday activities

			Practice option #2: personal mindfulness practice

			Practice option #3: school and classroom moments

			Practice option #4: deliberate self-care

			Putting the practices together

			This still feels selfish…

			Questions to ponder on the path

			Step into action

			Featured five-minute practice: Body Scan

			Supplemental resources

			Part II. The teacher’s classroom

			Chapter 3. Respond rather than react

			Chapter objectives

			Learning to respond

			What are sensations, thoughts, feelings, and emotions?

			What does it mean to respond rather than react?

			A note about ‘negative’ vs ‘positive’ experiences

			Tying it all together

			Questions to ponder on the path

			Step into action

			Featured five-minute practice: Working with Thoughts

			Supplemental resources

			Chapter 4. Identify scripts and blind spots

			Chapter objectives

			What are scripts?

			What are blind spots?

			Can scripts and blind spots be helpful?

			How can I flip my scripts?

			Can mindfulness practice help us flip our scripts?

			Tips for identifying/working with scripts

			Scripts about yourself

			Will this step be worth it?

			Questions to ponder on the path

			Step into action

			Featured five-minute practice: RAINN

			Supplemental resources

			Chapter 5. Create a safe ‘container’

			Chapter objectives

			What is a safe classroom container?

			How to build a safe classroom container

			Establishing rules and procedures

			CALM classroom framework

			Building relationships in your classroom

			How can mindfulness help in building a container?

			Questions to ponder on the path

			Step into action

			Featured five-minute practice: Listen For What Matters, aka Eavesdropping Practice

			Supplemental resources

			Part III. The teacher’s life

			Chapter 6. Learn your strengths

			Chapter objectives

			What does this have to do with the Path of the Mindful Teacher?

			A note on the dark side of our strengths

			Strengths tests to get you started

			Reverse-engineer your strengths

			Questions to ponder on the path

			Step into action

			Featured five-minute practice: Obstacles as Opportunities

			Supplemental resources

			Chapter 7. Find mindful moments in busy days

			Chapter objectives

			Why find mindful moments?

			Debunking the myth of ‘no time’

			Make a commitment to yourself

			The myth of multitasking

			Time-saving techniques

			Creating meaningful mindful moments

			A note on habit formation

			Creating a SMART goal 

			Questions to ponder on the path

			Step into action

			Featured five-minute practice: Rocking Chair Test

			Supplemental resources

			Chapter 8. Discover the power of positivity

			Chapter objectives

			Positivity is not Pollyannaish

			Life just happens

			Positive emotions build resilience

			How to practice positivity

			Final words on the power of positivity

			Questions to ponder on the path

			Step into action

			Featured five-minute practice: Heartfulness Practice

			Supplemental resources

			Part IV. The teacher’s vision

			Chapter 9. Reflect with self-compassion

			Chapter objectives

			Why doesn’t the critical voice just go away?

			What is self-compassion?

			Take a self-compassion break

			What is reflective practice?

			What is reflective self-compassion in the classroom?

			The importance of building a community

			Questions to ponder on the path

			Step into action

			Featured five-minute practice: Mindful Self-Compassion

			Supplemental resources

			Chapter 10. Continue along the path

			Chapter objectives

			So what’s next?

			Some parting words

			Questions to ponder on the path

			Step into action

			Featured five-minute practice: Mountain Meditation

			Supplemental resources

			Further reading

			Mindfulness in education

			Strengths

			Mindfulness

			Building habits

			Positivity/happiness

			Acknowledgments

			About the author

		

	
		
			
Dedication

			Thank you to my students, who unknowingly encouraged me to discover this path and uncover the teacher and person who was waiting to be found.

			

			No one saves us but ourselves. 
No one can and no one may.
We ourselves must walk the path.

			Buddha

			

			As in all things,

				simply begin again.
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Introduction: 
What is the Path of the Mindful Teacher?

			A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step – Lao Tzu

			Have you ever woken up one morning and not known how you got where you are? Not in a college party kind of way, but in a much bigger way. You don’t recognize yourself any more. You aren’t the person you aspired to be. You don’t want to get out of bed because the world is running you in circles. You aren’t sure who’s calling the shots, but it certainly isn’t you. 

			It couldn’t be you. Could it?

			How could you have chosen to pile up one responsibility after another, without ever considering that you might need a change of direction or a repair in your relationship with teaching?

			How could you have chosen to add more tasks to your overflowing list of teacher to-dos, or chosen to take on another fundraiser in addition to all the grading sitting on your desk?

			How could you have chosen to bring home worry after worry about other people’s children, while your child sits at the table telling you about their day and you have to dig deep simply to try to be present with them?

			You wouldn’t have chosen this lather-rinse-repeat cycle of daily obligation, would you? And if you did, why? How did it get this far out of hand?

			I want to share this news with you: you more than likely did choose the path you’re currently on, but not because you enjoy the stress. You don’t harbor deep-seated resentment against yourself. This wasn’t a way to get back at yourself for a mistake. You didn’t accrue lousy karma in a previous life. 

			No, you more than likely chose this path, like I did, because you care. You’re passionate about what you do. You love working with children. You might have felt the drive, desire, and commitment to become a teacher from a young age. You chose this path because, at first, it felt good to say yes. It felt good to be the one to take care of everything. It felt manageable to add one more thing to the list. Someone had to do it, and you wanted to help your students more than anything.

			As Lao Tzu writes, a journey begins with a single step. You kept walking and working toward that elusive payoff, conclusion, or gold star, but the path never ended. Perpetually, year after year, you kept walking toward a finish line that doesn’t exist. Working harder only added to the stress and chaos. But, just as that journey began with a single step, you have another opportunity to step in a different direction and move toward serenity and calm. You can choose to walk the Path of the Mindful Teacher.

			You may have been part of the problem, but you are also the solution. That’s the secret I want to share: you can choose a different path. Instead of allowing stress to permeate your days, you can, believe it or not, choose serenity. Instead of allowing chaos to run you ragged, you can choose to create calm for yourself and your students.

			I know because I’ve been through this myself. And guess what? Making different choices is not going to make you a less effective teacher. It’s not going to encourage your students to feel like they’re getting away with something. Choosing a different path – one that supports your life and those who depend on you – can even make you more effective. Your students may feel more seen and heard and cared for, and you may see their discipline problems in a new light.

			Choosing the path of serenity over stress, and calm over chaos, won’t cure all the woes of your school or your profession. But you will see in this book how you have a choice to do things differently, by walking the Path of the Mindful Teacher.

			If you want some relief from the stress you’re feeling, keep reading. This is a path I’ve traveled myself and I continue to walk it every day. I’m happy to be your guide.

			
Our stress is contagious

			If you’re still reading, congratulations! It’s great that you’ve decided to choose a different path.

			First, it’s essential to get one simple fact out of the way: your stress is contagious. Of course, not all stress is bad – bursts of tension are great for achieving goals and staying accountable. But I’m referring to the pervasive stress that you feel day in, day out. It’s toxic and it can spread.

			If we carry toxic stress into our classrooms day after day, we infect our students, regardless of whether we’re teaching them in a classroom or virtually. And before you say it, yes, I know: they also infect us with their stress. But we can’t control that – we can only manage ourselves. We can fortify ourselves, building our resistance and resilience, and that’s the Path of the Mindful Teacher. It’s a practice we can use to counter the stress and overwhelm of being a teacher today.

			Much of our job involves navigating students’ social and emotional health, but we’re asked to do this with little or no training in the field. If we want to continue this work we have a calling to do, we need to figure out how to take care of ourselves in our current reality. 

			I don’t want to catalog all that’s wrong with the US education system. That is well beyond the scope of this book. But I posit that if we learn how to choose calm over chaos and serenity over stress, we will alter our individual experiences, and potentially these differences will begin to change the system. When we are operating from a healthy, balanced foundation, we will demand what we need or create it somewhere else. Before we upend the entire system, however, we need to take the steps along the path and walk it, one teacher at a time. That’s what this book is for.

			Lest you start feeling ill at the thought of stress being contagious, here’s a bright spot: our positive emotions are also contagious. This is good news. When we learn to choose serenity over stress, we can pass on our positive emotions to our students.

			Of course, you can’t fix each student. As much as we wish we had a magic wand to wave away all their problems and keep them all safe, we don’t. What you can do is show up for your students every day, and be one of perhaps few adults in their lives to demonstrate how to be present and alert, develop a positive outlook, and implement healthy boundaries. 

			You can be the change you want to see in your world. You can be the change for your students. You can show them there is an alternative to being stressed out, running on autopilot, reacting to situations instead of responding. You can choose differently. So, let’s get started!

			
What do you mean I have a choice?

			To explain what I mean by choice, I’ve created the Four Noble Truths of Teaching. This phrasing is rooted in the Buddhist tradition – I borrowed the language because it works. This is, of course, a secular book and you don’t need to become a Buddhist to travel down this path. Even the Buddha meant his Four Noble Truths to be for laypeople everywhere, not just practicing Buddhists. So, the Four Noble Truths of Teaching are meant for teachers everywhere to apply to their teaching lives.

			The Buddha promised enlightenment to anyone who followed his Four Noble Truths. Although I’m not the Buddha, and I can’t promise you enlightenment, I can promise you that by accepting the Four Noble Truths of Teaching, you will become empowered. And that could lead you down the path of enlightenment – at least as a classroom teacher.

			I like to think of the Four Noble Truths of Teaching, presented on the opposite page, as a flow chart leading us from stress to serenity and chaos to calm…
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The First Noble Truth of Teaching

			The teaching life is difficult, full of stress and demands on our time and attention.

			Well, I think we’ve all noticed this, so it might be an easy truth to accept. Teaching involves a ton of demands. There are demands on our time, energy, health, and wellbeing. We are continually asked to do more with less. We are continually expected to create perfect little standardized test-takers, when many of our students struggle to focus because of all the other things going on in their lives. 

			To put it mildly, teaching is full of demands. Sometimes these demands are unreasonable and unfair, but the reality is that they are there. If we want to stay in this profession (which is a question you can feel free to ask yourself – this is a judgment-free zone), we need to work with these demands in a way that supports our health and wellbeing.

			So, the First Noble Truth of Teaching asks you to accept that this profession can be complicated, full of stress, and place many demands on your time and energy. That’s it. Nothing more, nothing less. Can you accept that this truth is pretty spot on? If so, it’s time to move on to the next truth.

			
The Second Noble Truth of Teaching

			Much of our stress comes from not knowing how to manage the external factors, often beyond our control, that impact our classrooms.

			We’ve established that our job is a difficult one, full of ever-present and sometimes ever-increasing demands on our time. A lot is expected of us and our students. These expectations – coupled with the countless other tasks we’re asked to perform and the reality of how much “stuff” students bring to our classrooms every day – are a lot to deal with.

			This leads us to the Second Noble Truth of Teaching: much of our stress comes from not knowing how to manage these external factors, which are often out of our control. We can’t usually control school and district-level demands. We can’t control what our students did or didn’t eat for breakfast, what they saw on the internet, or what they heard their parents arguing about. 

			Put down the bat you keep beating yourself up with and take a deep breath. With this truth, I’m asking you to take a big step – one that may feel a little uncomfortable or difficult. You may not even want to take it, but I’m asking you to “fake it until you make it.”

			Can you accept that external factors are the cause of a lot of your stress and that these things are out of your control? It’s essential to be truthful about their being beyond your control. Of course, teachers are on the front lines demanding less testing, more funding, and advocating for children’s wellbeing. We show up at fundraising events, make cookies for the bake sale, and donate money to these causes. I’m not suggesting you stop doing these things or let go of your passion. Absolutely not. What I want you to try to see is that these things we’re fighting to change will change in their own time, on their own terms, pushed and prodded along by teachers like you and me. But, of course, that doesn’t change the fact that these external factors are showing up now, day after day, and impacting your classroom. The powerlessness we feel around these issues can crank up our stress.

			I ask you to open your heart and mind, and take an honest appraisal of your classroom. Can you accept that much of the stress that permeates your classroom results from factors beyond your control? If you can’t say that much of it is out of your control, can you say that at least some of it is?

			If you can answer yes to either of those questions, it’s time to move on to the next truth.

			
The Third Noble Truth of Teaching

			There is a way to lessen the stress and demands, and to live a more balanced teaching life.

			In the Second Noble Truth, I asked you to accept your powerlessness over the external factors that impact your classroom day after day. I knew it would be hard for you to accept that. But I also knew what the next truth was going to be, and it takes us into the upswing of empowerment. There is a solution.

			I don’t know how many teachers have said to me that they just want to “do their job.” This means something a little different depending on who and what they teach, but what each educator is essentially saying is that they want to work with kids. They want to improve the lives of their students; to help them learn something and be a more productive member of society. Quite simply, educators want to do the job they were trained to do and leave all the other stuff at the door.

			The Third Noble Truth promises that you will have less stress, fewer demands, and be able to live a more balanced teaching life. That’s a pretty hefty promise, but it will come to fruition if you commit and keep reading.

			In your heart, you may not believe me. You may be reasonably skeptical. You may fear that I’m going to ask you to turn off your caring nature to avoid the realities of the stress in your classroom. Fear not. I won’t be asking anything like that. You just need to have a little hope that a more balanced teaching life is possible. You also need to want what these truths are offering. The Buddha offered enlightenment. The Four Noble Truths of Teaching are offering a more balanced, less stressed teaching life, and that might be pretty close to a feeling of enlightenment. It may feel pretty enlightening to come to work every day, do your job, and teach your students, but not bear the burdens and not be bogged down by all the stuff beyond your control.

			Instead of enlightenment, I use the words “serenity” and “calm.” By working through these truths and the rest of this book, you may at least find a sense of serenity and calm in your classroom that perhaps you have been unable to access before. So, are you ready to move on to the solution?

			
The Fourth Noble Truth of Teaching

			The way to achieve serenity and calm is to make teaching less about what we can’t control and more about what we can. To thrive, we must be mindful of our responses to external factors and nurturing to our internal lives.

			There it is. Ta-da! The Fourth Noble Truth of Teaching promises that we will thrive if we become mindful about how we respond to those pesky external factors, while learning to nurture our inner lives. By keeping the focus on ourselves, we will begin to be able to choose serenity over stress in our classrooms. This truth may feel empowering, because the solution lies within us. But it may also feel daunting. 

			There’s a famous quote that’s been attributed to everyone from Henry Ford to Tony Robbins and Jessie Potter: “If you want to keep getting what you’re getting, keep doing what you’re doing.” If you want to get something different, you have to do something different. The empowering fact is that you can choose serenity over stress.

			This choice is ultimately the Path of the Mindful Teacher. If you’re ready to find out what that means, and to do something different so you can get something different, I invite you to keep turning these pages.

			
A note on the Serenity Prayer

			In my desperate need to find something to help me move from chaos to calm, I’ve found inspiration from all corners of the world. Part of the reason I’m writing this book is to take all those bits of wisdom and show how they can influence our teaching practice, helping us get back to the basics of why we became teachers in the first place. 

			For example, the Serenity Prayer can be seen as a condensed version of the Four Noble Truths of Teaching. By committing it to memory and referring to it during times of stress, you may be able to find some space between the stimulus and your response. I offer this as a shortcut because I have found it useful, and because it has served as part of this book’s inspiration. 

			Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, 

			courage to change the things I can, 

			and wisdom to know the difference.

			– Reinhold Niebuhr 

			The Serenity Prayer asks us to be honest about what we can and can’t change, and accept those things as they are. It suggests that we may be wise to know the difference. It indicates that by accepting those things we don’t have control over (external factors) and being courageous enough to change the things we do have control over (ourselves), we may find some serenity.

			This is simple in theory, and I’m sure you’ve heard this advice before, but it can be hard in practice. One of the main reasons it can be so difficult is that teaching is a caring profession. We often feel like the people who need to be cared for first and foremost are our students. I’m going to ask you to shelve that assumption for the duration of this book. 

			As we move forward, I offer the Serenity Prayer as a means of remembering that we can choose serenity over stress, by letting go of what we can’t control and moving into action on the things we can. That is what the rest of this book offers you. It will help you cultivate the wisdom to discern the things you cannot change from the things you can. 

			In the chapters that follow, I will suggest mindfulness practices for you to try. I’ll give you resources to refer to at the end of each chapter, and additional reading recommendations that may provide the data you desire. There may be some numbers within these pages, but that’s not what this book is about. My goal is to offer actionable items to help you choose calm over chaos and serenity over stress. I have read the research and this book will provide you with a way to put all the research into action.

			
What is the Path of the Mindful Teacher?

			I’m a teacher, and I’ve worked with thousands of fellow teachers. Their stories and struggles are the reason I’ve developed the Path of the Mindful Teacher. But let me begin by describing the path of the not-mindful teacher – see if you can relate to it.

			Not-mindful teachers believe that doing everything for everybody else makes them good at their jobs. Sacrificing themselves, their sanity, their health, and their wellbeing is seen as a badge of honor that helps them do the job of caring for other people’s children. 

			I went down this road. I was the person who took on too many things. I filled my calendar because that made me feel like I was helping people – making a difference. I knew these responsibilities wouldn’t make me rich or famous. I was a teacher, for goodness sake – no one goes into teaching for the money. But what I didn’t realize was that my self-worth had become directly proportional to how many responsibilities I shouldered. I didn’t recognize it at the time, but my ego was saying yes when everything in my body was telling me no. 

			I remember talking to my husband the night before I was to decide about taking on the responsibility of being the yearbook advisor. This was not something I had ever aspired to do. Back in high school, for my class yearbook, I was nominated “most involved” in the Senior “bests.” That was the first indication that I had an aversion to saying no, or an overextended ego. Now I think about it, that simply meant that I did many things, but probably none of them well. My nose was in everything, yet I couldn’t commit.

			But now, I was talking to my husband about taking on this extraordinary commitment on top of all the other responsibilities of teaching. I remember our conversation vividly. We talked about the pros and cons. Everything pointed in the direction of doing it: I would get paid extra, work with students in a creative way, and have an end product that would represent why I was doing what I was doing in my classroom each day. On paper, it looked like a done deal, except for the bowling ball in the pit of my stomach and the screaming voice in my head urging me to abort the mission. But I shoved those feelings to one side and accepted the role.

			My first year in charge was overwhelming, to say the least. I became yearbook advisor mid-production. I didn’t know the students, the technology, or the process. I managed, but it was relentless and tiring. Thank goodness the room was full of capable and conscientious students who really knew what they were doing.

			The next year was another year of learning. Another year of doing. Another year of deadlines and mounting stress. Honestly, it wasn’t just the yearbook project – it was everything else I hadn’t let go of when I decided to take on this new responsibility. And, even more honestly, this responsibility didn’t really work with my strengths. I’m an introvert. I love being in a classroom with my students, talking about literature and working with them on writing. I’m not one who likes to market, promote, or cheerlead. I’m not one who is in the spotlight fielding phone calls from parents about senior ads or payment options. I like to keep to myself and work with my students. It wasn’t a good match and my stress level was letting me know that.

			Taking on this ill-fitting responsibility without giving up any of my other duties eventually brought me to my knees. It was August, my third year as yearbook advisor, and back-to-school anticipation was in the air. But with that came the dreadful realization of all the work, responsibilities, and commitments I had shouldered as a result of saying yes. I usually welcomed the hustle and bustle of making calendars and copies. There’s a natural order to the cycle of teaching, and it usually felt good and stable and right. But not this year.

			I started to panic. I wanted to escape, but the clock was ticking. I knew the students’ demands and all the other responsibilities would soon come rushing back, whether I was ready or not. 

			I contemplated quitting. I considered not showing up. I searched for other jobs. I melted down at a friend’s house, crying hysterically that I couldn’t go back. My nervous system felt overloaded just thinking about the deadlines, the responsibilities, the needs that I was expected to meet, the stark reality that I couldn’t even meet my own needs – and they would surely be last on the list.

			It was clear something needed to change, but what exactly was going on? Was it me? Was it the job? Was it something else entirely? Ultimately, I didn’t quit my job, but I didn’t continue on the same path. I couldn’t have continued on the same path if I wanted to live a life beyond burnout. 

			Everyone is different in what they need. I stood on a precipice: I could either walk away from teaching entirely, or choose to do something different. I opted to take an educational sabbatical and I discovered mindfulness in education. At first, I thought it was about getting this effective practice to students, but instead it became about creating a personal practice first and then teaching the skills to students. I was consistently reminded about putting the oxygen mask on myself first. 

			During this time, I started to learn about the prevalence of teacher burnout. I started to learn about how stress is contagious. I started to realize that there were solutions to the intense anxiety I had experienced, and one possible solution was a regular mindfulness practice. I studied more and more, and eventually, when I returned to my teaching job, I began sharing these findings with fellow teachers. I went on to start Teaching Well, which helps teachers prioritize and nourish themselves to increase wellbeing and decrease burnout.

			I had been the garden-variety not-mindful teacher who believed this was just how teaching was and this was how I would always feel. Well, here’s a mantra that I want you to repeat when you feel like there isn’t enough of you to go around:

			This is common, but not normal.

			Yes, it is so common – too common – for teachers to slide, year after year, deeper and deeper into a fog of stress and overwhelm. But if this phenomenon continues to be normalized, we will continue to accept it as part of the profession. This weight of stress and the potential burnout do not serve us professionally or personally. They do not serve our students’ needs. They do not serve the larger stakeholders in our communities and nation. 

			I’m sure we all have a story of overload and overwhelm. Every teacher’s story is different, but the outcomes are relatively similar. When the pressures mount, when the stress builds, we have only a few options:

			
					Quit teaching entirely.

					Hunker down and do the job at the expense of our wellbeing.

					Change something.

			

			None of these options seem particularly easy, obvious, or appealing. Option 2 is the one many of us choose. We are hard workers. We don’t want to complain about the expectations, the behavior issues, the mounting workload with diminishing resources. But the problem with “hunkering down” is that everything else suffers, and you may resort to Option 1 because you’re at your wit’s end.

			If you’ve spent a long time depleting your wellbeing, and piling on the guilt and shame to such a degree that you can’t do the job you’re expected to do, you may choose Option 1 because you don’t feel there’s another way. What could change enough to help you get out of bed in the morning and look forward to your job? After months and years of plugging away, it may be hard to see that change is a possibility. But Option 3 is available to us all. 

			Perhaps you’re not at the point of quitting, or even suffering the effects of years of taking on too much for too little. But maybe you’re on your way. Statistically, it’s likely that you’re stressed: in a recent study, 93% of elementary school teachers reported high stress levels and burnout symptoms.1
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