
Teacher mental health & well-being(MHW) plays a pivotal role
in fostering healthy teacher-student relationships and a
positive classroom climate, which in turn, promote positive
social, emotional, and academic outcomes for students.¹ Since
the landmark Prosocial Classroom Model was published,
research has clearly shown that we must meaningfully invest
in teacher MHW if we want to see positive student outcomes. 
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ECE teacher workforce sustainability has traditionally been
approached through removing financial and regulatory
barriers to career entry (e.g., towards recruitment) or
enhancing professional learning (e.g., towards retention).⁵
However, these external approaches have overlooked
teachers’ MHW. Critically, these approaches are based on
research that does not reflect the composition of the ECE
teacher workforce. While nearly 97% of ECE teachers
identify as women,⁶ workforce sustainability research has
utilized frameworks centering white male values that favors
autonomy and separation, rather than fostering deep
relationships, which is central to women's identity
development.⁷ Additionally, while racial affinity positively
impacts students of color,⁸ our systems are not effective in
retaining Black and Brown teachers. Supporting ECE
teacher MHW towards workforce sustainability requires a
feminist model that is trauma-informed and with a lens
towards racial justice. 

Unlike professional support programs that promote
individualistic male-centered models, our work is grounded
in feminist theory,⁹ incorporating trauma-informed practice
with a lens towards racial justice. Our evidence-based Five
Awarenesses of Teaching framework was developed, piloted
and tested with teachers.¹⁰ It guides our programming and
continued research. This Framework categorizes teachers’
MHW as depicted in their reflections on how they view
themselves, their students, and students' families in relation
to each other and their current context.¹¹ It considers the
teacher a human being, whose past and present experiences
play a crucial role in their MHW and teaching practices. By
raising awareness of and honoring teachers as relational
beings, our approach supports a healthy, sustainable
workforce of teachers who are more effective in promoting
positive outcomes for our most vulnerable children.

Our Approach
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This investment is more critical than ever. Teachers in early
childhood education (ECE) have long-faced tremendous adversity
and stress in providing children in disadvantaged communities
with high-quality schooling. These challenges were exacerbated by
the COVID-19 pandemic, with ECE teachers, especially women of
color, functioning as essential workers to support disenfranchised
communities. ECE teachers have continued to experience trauma
without the time or the supports needed to process it.² Yet, as the
social-emotional learning (SEL) content experts, ECE teachers are
expected to support the social emotional development of young
children. This is particularly difficult during times of crisis when
both teacher and student are experiencing significant trauma.³
Research I conducted with ECE teachers about their experiences
teaching during COVID-19 lockdown in NYC⁴ identified three
themes: (1) societal and self-imposed expectations put upon
women, (2) how the loss of classroom norms dismantled the
teacher-student relationship and teacher’s identity, and (3) the
impact of past and present crises on the mental health and well-
being of teachers. Left essentially alone, teacher effectiveness and
morale has eroded. Systemic inequities have been exacerbated,
highlighting a disproportionate impact on home and center-based
child-care providers of color who teach predominantly children of
color living in poverty. These trends mirror the literature seeking
to explain soaring rates of ECE teacher attrition and challenges
with recruitment and morale, especially amongst women of color.
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 Our evidence-based service model considers effective implementation within an integrated, stage-based framework.¹⁶ We
begin with a series of small professional support groups. Then, we convene as a whole group for a free day-long healing

retreat. Both programs are Black¹⁷ and Latina¹⁸ Feminist Pedagogical Interventions, developed, piloted, and evaluated as
part of a research-practice partnership. Throughout, we utilize methodological tools to collect data to inform a continuous

improvement cycle. Preliminary findings suggest that participation enhances teacher mental health, well-being and
commitment to the profession. These factors are linked to teacher effectiveness and healthy relationships with children.¹

Professional Programming

Support Group

The evidence-based Five Awarenesses Framework¹⁰ was
used to guide this series of seven teacher support group
sessions. Each virtual session is 60 minutes and tailored to
develop teachers’ awarenesses across each of the five
domains: 1) awareness of self, 2) awareness of learner, 3)
awareness of context, 4) awareness of teaching practice,
and 5) awareness of interaction. These sessions are book-
ended by an introductory and a closing session for pre/post
data collection. Groups are facilitated by clinical social
workers, each with a decade’s of experience supporting
ECE teacher MHW. While popular self-care models place
the onus of healing on the individual, our novel approach
engages experts who facilitate and teach the practice of 
communal healing as a means to developing teachers'
MHW skills to process ongoing systemic (i.e. racism,
sexism) and situational (i.e. COVID-19) trauma. 

After participating in all seven support group sessions,
teachers convene as a whole group for a free day-long
healing retreat. Unlike traditional professional
development trainings, this retreat was designed with and
for Black and Latina women to further develop their MHW
skills. It offers immediate support for the most important,
often overlooked educators, through a series of four small
group sessions and four whole group sessions. Small group
sessions for qualitative data collection include radical
rest,¹² focus groups,¹³ education journey mapping,¹⁴ and a
healing circle.¹⁵ Whole group sessions include the history
of Black and Latina women in education, their future with
ECE, and celebration(see Image 2). Sessions are in affinity,
implemented by veteran educators, mental health
professionals, and researchers committed to educator
MHW and methodological expertise.  Watch recap here

View participant feedback here.

Community-Based Participatory Research Approach
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Healing Retreat

Supporting teacher MHW and workforce sustainability requires an ongoing commitment to identity development. Unlike one-
off professional trainings, our program builds from year to year with cycles of support groups and retreats informed by the
voices of women who have long been excluded from policy and practice reform. Our community-based iterative approach

challenges the societal circumstances and structures that cause stress and trauma by engaging with the community to
incorporate justice and equity in their professional supports. We are likely the first to embed feminist humanizing research into

the design, delivery, and experience of teachers' direct support. As we scale, this enables us to be nimble and critically responsive
to the MHW and identity development of all educators. As researchers, we do not aim to "fix teachers"; rather, our unique 

approach supports teacher MHW while generating insights that can inform policy reform and positively impact the workforce.

Radical Rest¹²

Focus Groups¹³ Education Journey Mapping¹⁴

Healing Circle¹⁵

Equity-Centered Teacher Mental Health & Wellness for Positive Child Outcomes

https://www.teachingbrain.org/
https://www.canva.com/design/DAFSmzOaHtY/U7e_caS8vy9EENg-OhXRsQ/view?utm_content=DAFSmzOaHtY&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link&utm_source=publishsharelink
http://twitter.com/teachingbrain
https://www.teachingbrain.org/


1.
Jennings, P. A., & Greenberg, M. T. (2009). The prosocial classroom: Teacher social and emotional competence in relation to student and classroom
outcomes. Review of educational research, 79(1), 491-525.

2.
Nagasawa, M., & Tarrant, K. (2020). Who Will Care for the Early Care and Education Workforce? COVID-19 and the Need to Support Early Childhood
Educators’ Emotional Well-being. New York Early Childhood Professional Development Institute, CUNY. Retrieved from
https://educate.bankstreet.edu/sc/1 

3. Marshall, D. T. (2022). COVID-19 and the classroom: How schools navigated the great disruption. Lexington Books.

4.
Rodriguez, V., Rojas, N. M., Rabadi-Raol, A., Souto-Manning, M. V., & Brotman, L. M. (2022). Silent expectations: An exploration of women pre-Kindergarten
teachers’ mental health and wellness during Covid-19 and beyond. Early childhood research quarterly, 60, 80.

5. Carver-Thomas D. Diversifying the Teaching Profession: How to Recruit and Retain Teachers of Color. Learning Policy Institute. 2018

6. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Labor Force Statistics from the Current Population Survey. 2021. https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat11.htm

7.
Surrey, J. L. (1991). The relational self in women: Clinical implications. In J. V. Jordan, A. G. Kaplan, J. B. Miller, I. P. Stiver, & J. L. Surrey (Eds.), Women’s
growth in connection: Writings from the stone center. New York, NY & London, England: Guilford Press.

8.
Gershenson, Seth, Cassandra M. D. Hart, Joshua Hyman, Constance A. Lindsay, and Nicholas W. Papageorge. 2022."The Long-Run Impacts of Same-Race
Teachers."American Economic Journal: Economic Policy,  14 (4): 300-342.DOI: 10.1257/pol.20190573

9.
Dillard CB. The substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen: Examining an endarkened feminist epistemology in educational research
and leadership. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education. 2000;13(6):661-681. doi:10.1080/09518390050211565

10.
Rodriguez, V., Lynneth Solis, S., Mascio, B., Kiely Gouley, K., Jennings, P. A., & Brotman, L. M. (2020). With awareness comes competency: The five
awarenesses of teaching as a framework for understanding teacher social-emotional competency and well-being. Early education and Development,
31(7), 940-972.

11. Rodriguez, V., & Fitzpatrick, M. (2014). The teaching brain: An evolutionary trait at the heart of education. NY: New Press.

12. Hersey, T. (2022). Rest Is Resistance: A Manifesto. Little, Brown Spark.

13.
Jowett, M. and O'Toole, G. (2006) `Focusing Researchers' Minds: Contrasting Experiences of Using Focus Groups in Feminist Qualitative Research',
Qualitative Research 6(4): 453-72.

14
Morrison D, Annamma SA, Jackson DD. Critical race spatial analysis: Mapping to understand and address educational inequity. Stylus Publishing, LLC;
2017.

15
Richardson, J. L. (2018). Healing circles as black feminist pedagogical interventions. In Black women's liberatory pedagogies (pp. 281-294). Palgrave
Macmillan, Cham.

16
Metz, A., Naoom, S.F., Halle, T., & Bartley, L. (2015). An integrated stage-based framework for implementation of early childhood programs and systems
(OPRE Research Brief OPRE 2015 48). Washington, DC: Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families,U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services.

17
Perlow, O. N., Wheeler, D. I., Bethea, S. L., & Scott, B. M. (Eds.). (2017). Black women's liberatory pedagogies: resistance, transformation, and healing within
and beyond the academy. Springer.

18
Calderón, D., Bernal, D. D., Huber, L. P., Malagón, M., & Vélez, V. N. (2012). A Chicana feminist epistemology revisited: Cultivating ideas a generation later.
Harvard Educational Review, 82(4), 513-539.

References

@teachingbrain vanessa.rodriguez@nyulangone.org                www.teachingbrain.org

Equity-Centered Teacher Mental Health & Wellness for Positive Child Outcomes

http://twitter.com/teachingbrain
https://www.teachingbrain.org/

