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Foreward

In

January 2020, the Alberta Teachers’ Association
(ATA) and the Alberta School Employee Benefit Plan
(ASEBP) partnered to fund a research study to gain more
insights into compassion fatigue, burnout and emotional
labour within Alberta’s education workforce. This twoyear research study collected data through three online
surveys that garnered over 4,000 unique participants and
53 in-person interviews, and it provided crucial insights into
the emotional and mental health of education workers as
well as pointed to the need for immediate intervention to
promote positive occupational health.
This HEARTcare planning tool was developed in response
to the findings of that study. The research study found
that education workers, including teachers, school
administrators, education assistants and school support
staff, were suffering considerable mental health distress as
a result of compassion fatigue and burnout.

The HEARTcare planning
tool is not meant to
diagnose or treat any
form of mental health
distress.

Providing education workers with a planning tool and
research-based instruction for these occupational hazards
was an important outcome of this study. This workbook
aims to provide education workers with a starting point
for developing their own HEARTcare plan to better
achieve occupational health and well-being throughout
their careers.

If you realize that you are
suffering from a mental
or emotional health
problem while making
your way through this
workbook, please reach
out immediately to a
trusted mental health
professional, your local
professional association
or your benefits plan
provider.

The HEARTcare planning tool is not meant to diagnose or
treat any form of mental health distress. If, while making
your way through this workbook, you realize that you
are suffering from a mental or emotional health problem,
please reach out immediately to a trusted mental health
professional, your local professional association or your
benefits plan provider.
The aim is to motivate education workers to investigate
available supports and resources, and determine their
own best responses to stress while working collectively in
school communities. Additionally, this workbook focuses
on the necessary collective efforts of all education workers
to address occupational health in the workplace, both for
individuals and within their circles of influence.

1

The Heartwork of Education Workers

P

eople who decide to work in education settings have a passion for teaching subject areas
as well as working with children and youth. Often, educators speak of having a calling
to education and suggest that they did not consider any other careers. Other educators talk
about finding their way to education after trying other kinds of work. Once members of
the education community, most educators take immense pride in building or influencing a
positive future for society through their work with children and youth.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
What inspired you to enter the field of education? Did a pivotal experience prompt you to
look for work in education? What was this experience?

What other experiences reinforced this desire to continue to work with children and youth?

The feeling of pride, joy or hope that might have characterized these
experiences is your heartwork. In the emotional labour context, any
time you lead others, mentor colleagues or work with children in a way
that reminds you of this passion, you are providing deep acting—your
values and identity align with your work experience and expectations.
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The Heartbreak of Education Workers

H

eartbreak can occur in many ways for education workers, for example, if they lose their
job, if teaching or leadership assignments change unexpectedly, if they are unable to make
an effective professional connection with colleagues or students, or if the students in their care
experience a crisis or traumatic event.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Have you experienced occupational heartbreak as an education worker?
What happened?

How did you react in the moment?

Did this event have a short- or long-term effect on your work with students, colleagues or staff?

When reflecting on this experience, how do you feel now?

Does that experience continue to affect your ability to work in school or leadership settings?
Why or why not?
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Compassion Satisfaction and
Compassion Fatigue: A Continuum

4

The Alberta Teachers' Association   

Compassion Satisfaction Is the
Joy That Keeps You Going

In

the education field, compassion satisfaction is built daily through education workers’
constructive interactions with students, staff and colleagues by developing an emotional
reservoir that they draw on to effectively work with students or colleagues experiencing
distress. For education workers, compassion satisfaction provides a sense that their work is
having a positive societal impact and their heartwork and daily experiences are aligned.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Which of these compassion satisfaction builders affect you the most?
Positive, constructive and professional relationships with colleagues, staff, children and youth.
Experience with and knowing how to work through challenging situations with colleagues,
staff, children and youth.
Community support for your work from parents, local businesses, government officials and
other citizens.
Leading colleagues or staff in an area of your expertise.
Using past teaching and leadership experiences to positively influence students’ or colleagues’
personal or academic success.
This is my dream job, which is hard some days, but I can’t imagine doing anything else.
Other
Consider your response. Describe a recent experience that reinforced your compassion
satisfaction.

How often do you experience compassion satisfaction builders?

How do you keep these compassion satisfaction builders at the forefront of your daily work?
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Compassion Stress, Compassion Fatigue
and Burnout Have Consequences

C

ompassion stress (secondary traumatic stress) and compassion fatigue (secondary traumatic
stress disorder) are two occupational hazards associated with caregiving. Teachers, principals,
education assistants, support staff and system leaders are education caregivers who provide guidance
and care to students, colleagues, staff and even the community at large. For education workers,
compassion stress and compassion fatigue are the emotional costs of caring for and supporting
children, youth and adults experiencing crisis or trauma.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Do any of the following risk factors for compassion stress and compassion fatigue relate to you?
Working with children or youth who have experienced a traumatic event.
Working with children or youth through a crisis event, such as a fire, a flood or other disaster.
Working with staff or colleagues who have experienced a traumatic event.
Working with staff or colleagues through a crisis event, such as a fire, a flood or other disaster.
Have you experienced any of these symptoms of compassion stress and compassion fatigue?
Difficulties relating to or connecting with students.
Difficulties relating to or connecting with colleagues or staff.
Putting your “self” in a box, isolating your authentic self from the stresses at work.
Taking on the trauma of the people you work with.
Feeling helpless while assisting students, colleagues or staff to succeed.
Feeling hopeless about making the world a better place through your work.
Do any of these complicating factors relate to your current situation?
No or little training related to working with children or youth in crisis or who are expressing
trauma.
No or little training related to working with adults or staff in crisis or who are expressing trauma.
Negative or toxic workplace with little support or care from your colleagues or supervisor.
Heartbreak: Something critical to building compassion satisfaction has been removed from your
current job role.
Have you had an experience at work that has left a lasting, negative impression on you?

For more information or a more in-depth list of symptoms, read the Compassion Fatigue, Emotional Labour and
Educator Burnout: Research Study or take the free online ProQOL (Professional Quality of Life) assessment1.
1 https://surveys.teachers.ab.ca/s3/Compassion-Fatigue-PROQOL-Pilot-Study
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Burnout Is the Long and Slow Erosion
of Heartwork Over Time

B

urnout is the slow erosion of an education caregiver’s energy and motivation over a long time. It
is characterized by work intensification, feeling a lack of appreciation from others, and physical
or emotional exhaustion. The symptoms of burnout and compassion fatigue may be similar, and an
education worker may experience both burnout and compassion fatigue or stress at the same time;
however, these phenomena are distinct from one another and can be experienced separately as well.
The symptoms of burnout are a linear process, meaning that if the first set of symptoms (emotional
and physical exhaustion) are not adequately resolved, the next set (lack of acknowledgement) will
occur, with the final and most devastating set (depersonalization) taking hold over time (symptoms
measured by Maslach and Jackson Burnout Scale 1981).
Dealing with the physical and emotional symptoms of burnout is very important to ensure that the
worst outcome, depersonalization, is avoided.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Are you physically tired? Can you find the energy to exercise, eat well or socialize?

Have you been sleeping well? What is affecting your sleep hygiene?

Have you felt that your workload is too heavy? What did you do to manage or lessen the load?

What forms of appreciation mean the most to you? Have you received this form of appreciation
recently?

Do you feel that your local community and government care about the work that you do?

Do you ever feel like you can’t take on one more thing?

Have you ever thought, “I can’t help this student or colleague, so I won’t try”?

If you have gotten to the point that you can’t connect with students,
staff or colleagues, reach out for support from a trusted colleague,
mental or other health professional, professional association or
benefits plan provider. You have options!
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HEARTcare planning
What you can do to protect and preserve your education heart is called HEARTcare planning.

8

The Alberta Teachers' Association   

School
Developing a positive, constructive school culture for children, youth and the
adults who work with them is a key preventative step of the HEARTcare plan.
For more ideas, check out www.heartcareeducators.ca.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Is your school a place that you enjoy coming to every day?
Why? What makes it an enjoyable place for you?

Do you have time during your workday to eat,
be active and socialize with other adults?

Does your school have a space that is safe for adult conversations?

To learn more
about building a
positive school
culture, check into
the comprehensive
school health
framework for ideas
and assessment
rubrics. The Joint
Consortium for
School Health2 has a
diagnostic tool that
can help you identify
areas of strength and
improvement in your
school culture.

If you have a difficult experience with a student or colleague,
is there someone you can talk to? Who?

Do you have control over aspects of your job?
What decisions can you make each day?

2 www.jcsh-cces.ca
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System
Education workers see themselves as accountable to their students, the local
community and society in general. Often, they seek to better the world through
education and take to heart this responsibility to society. It is important to
point out that the public education system in Alberta is recognized as a worldclass system, and that it has been built by years of commitment and effort by
educators.
For more ideas, check out www.heartcareeducators.ca.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
How do you feel acknowledged by your class?

Your local school district?

Your community?

Your province?

Your country?

What do you do to improve your class?
Negative comments
by community
members, parents,
the local media
or government
officials can increase
symptoms of burnout
and compassion
stress or fatigue.
Finding ways to
promote the good
work of education
workers may help to
build compassion
satisfaction.
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Individual
Developing an individual self-care plan is a very important aspect of
HEARTcare planning. Self-care includes doing the things that maintain your
own physical, mental, emotional, spiritual, intellectual, environmental and
occupational well-being.
For more ideas, check out www.heartcareeducators.ca.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
What are you already doing every day to build, maintain
or protect your well-being?

What do you wish you were doing?

How can you help other people in your circle of influence
meet their own self-care goals?

What tools do you already use to build your health (that is,
health tracker, research-based apps, mindfulness classes)?

What resources do you access to build your well-being
(that is, benefits plan, gym membership)?

What supports do you use to build your wellness (that is, family,
religious or spiritual groups, friends, supportive supervisor)?

What tools, resources or supports do you need to access or learn more about?
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Professional
Education workers can feel stigmatized when experiencing emotional, mental
or occupational distress, and may not access necessary resources. Professional
supports and resources are a necessary aspect of returning to a space of overall
wellness, particularly for people experiencing severe burnout or compassion
fatigue.
Professional supports include psychiatrists, therapists, family doctors, massage
therapists, chiropractors and social workers who can assist with targeted medical
and therapeutic interventions. They can confirm mental health distress or
physical health problems and should be used by education workers to regain
balance and well-being.
For more ideas, check out www.heartcareeducators.ca.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Do you sense a stigma about accessing professional assistance from your
colleagues or staff?

What can you do to reduce stigma felt by others in your circle of influence?

What forms of professional assistance might you need if you feel emotional,
mental or spiritual distress?

What resources (benefits, finances, local university programs) can you
access in times of stress and distress?

What is in your collective agreement or benefits plan that can help you reach
out for expert assistance with reaching your wellness goals?
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Educational Worker
Working in the education field has unique challenges and rewards that can
build joy or stress in the teachers, school leaders, education assistants and
guidance counsellors who work in schools every day.
The public education system is vital to the functioning of a civil society.
Education workers feel an acute responsibility and are legally required to
build positive relationships with students to promote their personal and
academic success. Education leaders strive to build a more diverse and
inclusive system that is a safe and caring environment for the staff who
work in the education field and the students.
The nature of working in the education field has changed dramatically as
schools have taken over more responsibilities for providing for the physical,
mental, emotional and spiritual health of the children and youth who come
to them every day. The study of compassion stress, compassion fatigue and
burnout in education workers is relatively new but necessary to understand
the human impact on education workers who are providing crisis and
trauma work.
Developing plans and strategies that respond to the rollercoaster ride of
working with children and youth requires collaboration and a commitment
to the collective well-being of the children, adults and youth who come
together in schools.
For more ideas, check out www.heartcareeducators.ca.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
What unique rewards have you gained from working in the field of education?

What unique challenges have you faced?

What actions can you take to ensure that everyone within your circle of
influence views their workplace as a safe, caring and inclusive environment?

Not all educational improvements are within your power to make. What can
you improve? What might take longer as a collective effort?
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