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Nature Connection Supports Educator Health and Well-being

Educators and Stress

While teaching can be a highly meaningful and rewarding profession, it can also
bring many challenges. These challenges can negatively affect well-being for
educators and contribute to high rates of educator burnout and stress, with 58% of
teachers reporting high levels of stress, 85% of teachers feeling their work-life
imbalance affects their teaching ability and 30% of new teachers leaving the field by
their fifth year of teaching.! Educators take on so much more than teaching
curriculum, navigating daily learner interactions and offering social and emotional
support for their students. 35% of children experience more than one type of
traumatic event in their childhood and this can lead to educators experiencing
secondary trauma along with emotional and physical tolls while supporting learners.
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Educator stress levels have an impact not only on an educator’s own life but also on
the lives of their learners. Research shows that teacher well-being has a significant
impact on student well-being® and “teachers are the most important school-related
factor impacting student learning”.* Additionally, when educators find a strong
sense of meaning in their teaching practice and demonstrate care for their learners,
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this increases students’ well-being, self-esteem and school engagement.®> Happy and
healthy teachers who are positively engaged with their teaching practice have a
positive impact on their students.

Traditional professional development for educators is often based on teaching
strategies and does not always support long-term changes in teaching practices.®
Professional development that does not center individual teacher experience or
well-being contributes to “forgetfulness that what matters deeply in the situated
world of the classroom is how the teachers’ ‘doings’ flow from who they are, their
beings."’

Nature Connection Reduces Stress and Increases Health and Well-being

It is now widely recognized that nature connection positively impacts our health and
well-being and that spending time in nature is restorative.? Shinrin-yoku or Forest
Bathing has been shown to improve mood and decrease anxiety, anger and
depression, decrease the risk of psychological stress-related diseases and improve
human immune function®, as well as increase heart rate variability and compassion
for self and others.® Being in nature for at least 120 minutes a week is associated
with good health and well-being" and studies reveal that being outdoors lowers the
stress hormone cortisol.”

Experiencing nature connectedness or having a strong psychological or emotional
connection with nature also positively impacts well-being.” Research supports that a
sense of wellness experienced through our personal relationship with nature,
including nature connection and feeling passionate about environmental causes,
increases wellness and helps us feel more aligned with our own guiding principles.™
Author Richard Louv coined the term Nature-Deficit Disorder and writes that “a
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widening circle of researchers believes that the loss of habitat, or the disconnection
from nature even when it is available, has enormous implications for human health”
and that researchers have found that “the quality of exposure to nature affects our
health at an almost cellular level.”™ In addition, the latest research shows that an
encounter with any animal (wild or domestic) and “our relationships with the
other-than-human beings can also have a profoundly positive impact on our health,
our spirit, and our sense of inclusiveness in the world."®

In a study on stress recovery rates, participants recovered from stress more quickly
and completely when exposed to natural environments, further supporting the
restorative influence of nature.”” Furthermore, stress can be reframed as an
opportunity which doesn’t have to be perceived negatively. If someone believes they
can manage it, stress can feel more like a positive challenge and the latest research
demonstrates that how someone chooses to respond to what they are facing
impacts how stressed they ultimately feel.”®

Indigenous Ways of Knowing and connecting to the Land support health and
well-being. Constantly interacting with the Land “by knowing it with all five senses,
guides individuals and provides what is needed to lie in harmony with the
environment, with each other and oneself. The reciprocal and dialogic relationship
with nature provides not only the material needs but the ethical, moral, and spiritual
underpinnings of living a good life.”” Richelle North Star Scott writes that “as an
Indigenous teacher, | believe that when we teach from the heart and the spirit, we
are not only taking care of the students in our classroom, but we are taking care of
ourselves” and that “having a positive relationship with yourself means having a deep
relationship with the Earth."®

When practiced in combination with connecting to nature, mindfulness and
gratitude can be incredibly restorative for educators. Mindfulness practices have
been found to be beneficial in substantially reducing stress, along with depression
and anxiety.? Gratitude has been found to be foundational to well-being throughout
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a human'’s lifespan® and in Indigenous Ways of Knowing “gratitude expresses deep
interconnectedness as a responsibility of authentic caring and reciprocity.”*

If outdoor learning is brought into their teaching practice, educators can experience
an increase in job satisfaction, collaboration and community-building. A recent study
demonstrated that educators who engage in outdoor learning with their learners
have a higher average rate of well-being than their peers who do not.*

In conclusion, for educators, nature connection can be deeply restorative; offer
opportunities for self-care, self-compassion and stress reduction; improve resiliency
to stressful challenges; as well as contribute to a renewed sense of meaning in their
life and teaching practice.
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