LEADING THE FOCUS ON
WELLNESS

Creating awareness & efficiency for excellent
mental wellness in Alabama’sschool systems




WHO | AM!

Rachel Sullivan
Owner | Founder
Solid Ground Counseling
Center

e Licensed Marriage & Family
Therapist

e Provisionally Certified Family
Life Educator

e Mom of 2 middle schoolers




SESSION DESCRIPTION & OUTLINE

Wellness is a top-down concept. Research indicates that organizations that overlook the mental
health of their employees suffer higher levels of turnover, burnout, and employee dissatisfaction. So
much necessary emphasis has been put on supporting students' mental health, yet educators have
endured higher demands on their skills, time, and responsibilities over the past few years.
Conceptualizing healthier school systems should include a focus on the mental health of educators
as well as students.

We will outline the needs for and benefits of building a focus around educators' mental wellbeing.
Participants will have the opportunity to learn and experience tangible, practical tools that can be
implemented throughout their day, exemplifying how small actions can have a large impact. Our
future generations need mentally aware and healthy educators, so let's do our part by creating a
workspace that facilitates this crucial component.




OBJECTIVES

e Understand what mental health is & what factors impact it

e Understand what stress is & the importance of managing our stress

e Outline the research surrounding the emphasis on mental health in schools/ the workplace
e Discuss the implications of poor mental health in educators

e Create frame of reference for organizational hierarchical wellness

e Discuss potential action items to improve on educator mental wellness

e Facilitate experience with practical exercises




LET’S TALK DEFINITIONS

Mental Health

e The health of our mental state — existing on a spectrum of unhealthy to healthy
Why is it important? When we neglect our mental health, it puts stress on all aspects of functioning.

Considering the mental health of individuals in positions of leadership/ power can directly impact the mental
health of those in the care of these individuals.
Stress

* A physiological response to challenges or demands

* The degree to which we feel overwhelmed or unable to cope as a result of pressures that are (real or perceived)
unmanageable

In a 2022 study 58% of adults polled expressed their stress as a 5 or higher on a 1-10 scale.




Negative life experiences, including trauma,
can leave us experiencing symptoms rather
than having lots of memories.
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We often remember negative life
experiences with our feelings and bodies,
rather than our words.
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to the amygdala's
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breathing, heart
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The amygdala,
is the body's
memory center.
It acts as an
alarm sounding
off when if
perceives a
threat.

(thinking brain)

Research shows us that when we remember these negative life
experiences, we get flooded by feelings and impulses and are driven to
action to avoid pain or discomfort. This causes the frontal lobes to
temporarily shut down so the body can focus on staying safe.



RESEARCH

e 1 in 5 adults suffers from a diagnosable mental illness

e Recent study by Mental Health First Aid (2023) indicates youth mental health is a top priority
for school boards nationally

e Employees in unhealthy* workplaces are 56% more likely to look for other employment (Adams
& Nguyen, 2022)

e Stress exacerbates mental & physical health issues

*conditions for a healthy workplace: mutual trust and respect; stability, security, and safety; a sense of purpose; a
sense of efficacy; the ability to speak truth to power.




FACTS

e Our body can struggle to decipher how significant a current stressoris. Until we become more
mindful of our stress responses, our body tends to have a (normal!) automatic reaction.

e Stress can make us react in ways we wouldn’t normally. Understanding and reducing our stress helps
us operate at peak performance mentally, emotionally and physically.

e \WWe can become numb to our stress. Don’t confuse numb with unaffected — stress is still impacting
your health even if you don’t realize it!

e \We can control how we respond to stress. When we learn to how stress impacts us, we can become
more aware of and attuned to stressful situations, thereby decreasing the impact.

e The best strategy is to handle stress in the moment. When we put off attending to our inner
balance, our bodies have already activated the stress response and our health suffers.




IMPACT OF DISTRESS

Distress impactsus on
physical, mental,
emotional,and
behavioral levels.

Left unchecked, distress
wrecks havoc on our
entire self.
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RECENT YEARS

The problem:

Educators have been tasked - inadvertently - with providing emotional and mental support of
students. A primary focus has been on student mental health, creating a gap between the
resources students and educators have access to in order to keep their mental health in good
standing.

Educators are not typically trained to provide this type of support, and when they aren’t receiving
this support themselves it can be very challenging, if not impossible, to successfully operate in
this state.

This compounds, creating additional stress carried by the educator.




ORGANIZATIONALHIERARCHY

Organizationsthat have
healthyand well-
functioning upper

levels of leadership run

more efficiently overall.
Conversely,
organizations with Managers Supervisors
unhealthyleadership
(or those that have a
narrow focus) tend to

be less successful long- Main
term. Employee Support Staff
Base
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EDUCATION SYSTEM PARALLEL

If we transpose that
organizational model
over the school system,
the same concept
applies. If school board
members and

educators are the
leadership, lacking Educator 1 Educator 2
knowledge of positive

mental health

principles will create a
disparity for modeling

good mental health Class 1 Class 2 Class 3
practices to students.

Principals




POTENTIAL ACTION ITEMS

Solution Focused Problem solving:

e Prioritize more education around mental health at the upper levels of the education
system

e Audit daily schedules to determine viability of time spent on stress awareness &
reduction

e Provide support, and encourage resource sharing for applicable resources for mental
health care




EXPECTED POSITIVE OUTCOMES

Educators having access to and information surrounding the same mental health resources
students do can lower stress and ensure:

e A shared language and emphasis on health and wellness
e A more efficacious support of students
e A mutually trustworthy and respectful bi-directional conversation

e (Most important!) educators that feel stability, security, and safety within the
organization




PRACTICAL MENTAL HEALTH EXERCISES

e Body Scan
e Mindful Eating
e Journaling
e Box Breathing

¢ Senses Focus
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FORWARD THINKING

Interested in booking your own workshop or speaking engageme 'IF

Email me at rachelsullivan@solidgroundmadison.com
Find Solid Ground on Facebook & Instagram @solidgroundmadison

We want your feedback! Please complete the exit sheet.
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