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Nearly half of all U.S. teachers
report experiencing high levels

of stress daily during the school
year.! Chronic stress is associated
with higher teacher absenteeism
and turnover, which are most
prevalent in schools that serve
low-income students.? Symptoms
such as depression, anxiety, heart
disease, and exhaustion impair
teachers’ performance.

Across the nation, educators are aligning with
the #RedforEd movement to demand better
support. By creating opportunities and infra-
structure for employee wellness programs,
state boards of education and other state
policymakers can help foster the physical and
emotional well-being of teachers and school
leaders. Doing so will mitigate a significant

cause of educator turnover, create more
supportive school environments, and enable
school personnel to do their jobs better.

The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention recommends the Whole School,
Whole Community, Whole Child (WSCC)
model as a framework to align support for
the whole child through community en-
gagement, collaboration between education
and health sectors, and evidence-based
school policies and practices. One of the 10
components of the WSCC model is employee
wellness, which focuses on factors such as
healthy eating and active lifestyles, tobacco
and drug abuse, workplace hazards, and
stress management.

According to NASBE’s recently updated State
Policy Database on School Health, which
reports and links to state policies across all
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WSCC components, 12 states have policies
on at least one aspect of employee wellness
(figure 1). The database details eight areas:
staff wellness programs, tobacco cessa-
tion, substance abuse, stress management,
health assessments, flu shots, physical
activity, and healthy food policies. Three
states—Muississippi, Rhode Island, and
Nevada—address multiple areas. Mississippi
provides comprehensive coverage, address-
ing all eight areas of employee wellness,
while Rhode Island and Nevada address four
each.’

LEADING STATES

Mississippi addresses all areas of employee
wellness identified in the NASBE database
through a program for all state employees
who participate in the school employee
health insurance plan.* Mississippi’s school
accountability standards and the Missis-
sippi Healthy Students Act further require
that each local school board establish a
local school wellness policy consistent with
regulations adopted by the Mississippi
State Board of Education.’ Each local
school board must establish a local school
health council to oversee implementation of
the wellness policy. These councils develop
coordinated plans that include recommenda-
tions for advancing staff wellness to fit their
communities’ unique needs. Councils include
at least one parent, one public school teach-
er, and one public school administrator.

Rhode Island policy requires districts to
have staff wellness programs that include
substance abuse prevention, health assess-
ments, and physical activity opportunities.
Rhode Island’s state plan to implement the
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) includes
teacher chronic absenteeism as an indicator
of school success and defines a chronically
absent teacher as one who is absent more
than 10 percent of school days in a year.
The Rhode Island Board of Education Act

§ 16-2-9 requires that a school committee
be responsible for the care, control, and
management of public school interests

such as student and employee health and
wellness. These committees must establish



districtwide, coordinated school health and
wellness subcommittees, which recommend
ways to decrease obesity and enhance the
health and well-being of students and em-
ployees. To support these efforts, the Rhode
Island Department of Education launched the
Coordinated School Health Program, which is
designed to prevent serious health problems
in order to create safe, healthy places for
teaching and learning.®

Nevada Statute 439.521 recommends a
staff wellness program that includes tobacco
cessation, tobacco-free and breastfeeding-
friendly environments, healthy food and
beverage choices, and physical activity
opportunities in schools, businesses, and
public buildings. To support implementation,
Nevada’s Division of Public and Behavioral
Health created a wellness toolkit that covers
assessing the worksite, engaging employees,
creating programming, and evaluating
success. The division’s recommended
program addresses health risk assessment,
medical care and self-care, general health
education for disease risk factors, physical
activity, nutrition, mental health and stress
management, alcohol and other drug abuse,
tobacco cessation, and maintaining interest
and motivation.

Among six goals the Nevada State Board
of Education prioritized in 2019, one is:
“All students learn in an environment that
is physically, emotionally, and intellectually
safe.” One step to accomplish this goal,
according to the board’s improvement plan,
is to ensure that “systems promote healthy
staff and students.””

ACTIONS STATE BOARDS CAN
TAKE

Drawing from these state examples, state
boards can take several actions to promote
school employees’ well-being. As a first step,
boards can integrate employee wellness
programs into existing coordinated school
health wellness policies. Coordinated school
health is a holistic approach to improve the
health of students that combines multiple
factors, including school health education,
community involvement, and physical envi-
ronment, and it has served as a blueprint for
implementing health-promoting practices in
schools.

According to the NASBE State Policy Data-
base on School Health, 22 states require or
encourage a wellness policy for each school
district, and 17 states address coordinated
school health, though not all address em-
ployee wellness.

As school districts develop action plans for
student health, they should be encouraged

to include objectives and goals surrounding
employee wellness, as well as methods to as-
sess progress. Although several states require
wellness or health councils at a local level,
boards should also develop policies to spark
creation of a statewide council that can pro-
vide recommendations for coordinated school
health. Statewide councils should include
public school teachers and administrators.

State boards can leverage their state’s

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)

plans to encourage funding for employee
wellness programs. ESSA allows states

and districts to use Title Il funds to assess
and improve teacher working conditions
through mentoring, staff wellness, and
mindfulness programs. School wellness can
also be integrated into needs assessments,
evidence-based practices, and professional
development. States can also incorporate
school wellness as part of their nonacademic
indicator of school success, including factors
such as teacher absenteeism or school
climate in state accountability systems.

As suggested in the WSSC model, state
boards can leverage their power of con-
vening to encourage partnerships between
education and health agencies and other
stakeholders. A diverse set of stakeholders
and professionals should be engaged to help
create an integrated approach to address-
ing employee wellness. State boards can
also make sure state and local education
agencies are aware of federal grants and
resources available to address coordinated
school health and employee wellness.

Finally, state boards can encourage their
state agency to offer nonregulatory guidance
and sample resources. Model policies and
toolkits, which can be tailored to meet the
individual needs of districts, can be dis-
seminated to support districts as they build
school wellness policies and programs.

In the past, school policies to address dis-
ease prevention and health promotion have
focused solely on students. However, as the
adults with the greatest school-based impact
on students, teachers can be powerful role
models for maintaining healthy behaviors
and lifestyles. Thus they play a key role in
student health. Healthy educators are more
productive, less likely to be absent, and
better equipped to support student develop-
ment when they themselves are mentally,
physically, socially, and emotionally well.
State boards can actively support creating
employee wellness programs to support

the nation’s teachers and thereby support
students as well.

Michelle Faggert, previously a Teach for
America educator in Charlotte, NC, and a
fellow with Leadership for Educational Equity,
was a policy fellow with NASBE.
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