
SPS Staff Well-Being Programming Update

"Education is a human endeavor, and learning is built on relationships.

Creating a culture of care in our schools is a necessary endeavor in the best of times
and an imperative when times are tough.”

(Sean Slade & Alyssa Gallagher)
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To: Shrewsbury School Committee

From: Dr. Jane O. Lizotte

Date: February 28, 2024

Subject: SPS Staff Well-Being Programming Update

Dear Members of the School Committee,

This communication provides an update regarding staff well-being in the
Shrewsbury Public Schools. Enhanced Well-Being of All is one of SPS’s three
commitments identified as essential to our district’s Strategic Plan. This commitment
includes an intentional effort to ensure that student and staff well-being are front and
center in all that we do, as the work involved is foundational to our health and
involves stakeholders including students, staff, families, community partners, and
health experts. In June, 2022, the RAND Corporation and National Education
Association published Restoring Teacher and Principal Well-Being Is an Essential Step
for Rebuilding Schools, Findings from the State of the American Teacher and State of
the American Principal Surveys. Results from the study revealed the following:

● 73% of teachers and 85% of principals reported experiencing frequent

job-related stress vs. 35% of the general population of working adults.

● 28% of teachers and 28% of principals reported symptoms of depression vs.

17% of other working adults.

● 24% of teachers and 19% of principals said they were not coping well with

job-related stress vs. 12% of other working adults.
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● 1 in 3 Hispanic or Latinx teachers experienced symptoms of depression

compared with about 1 in 4 non-Hispanic or -Latinx teachers.

One of Shrewsbury Public Schools’ strategic priorities includes, Promote
Student and Staff Wellness: Expand opportunities for students and staff to
strengthen mental health and physical wellness in support of overall well-being.
Well-being differs from wellness, as communicated by Gallup and the Harvard
Business Review. Well-being encompasses the comprehensive dimensions of a
well-lived life, including these elements shared via Gallup's global research:

● Career wellbeing: You like what you do every day.
● Social wellbeing: You have meaningful friendships in your life.
● Financial wellbeing: You manage your money well.
● Physical wellbeing: You have energy to get things done.
● Community wellbeing: You like where you live.

Staff wellness and overall well-being are integral to our personal and
professional lives in our roles as partners, spouses, parents, siblings, caregivers,
educators, service providers, health care workers, and support staff. We know that
when we feel “well” in and out of the workplace, we are healthier, happier, and more
effective in all that we do. The quote at the beginning of this report is found in
EdWeek’s ‘A Culture of Care’: How Schools Can Alleviate Educator Stress This Year. The
article focuses on the needs of those in our schools and states, “When schools are
driven by the needs of their people, not just the curriculum or school improvement
plan, employee happiness increases, and student engagement and learning
skyrockets…Building a culture of caring does not happen overnight. It requires
ongoing effort and action for the shift to create real change, yet it is also something
that you can start to affect tomorrow.” Recommended action steps, as those relate to a
systemic and sustainable culture of care, and articulated in the article, mirror those
communicated by SPS staff in recent weeks, and highlight what many of our staff
believe to be most impactful to their well-being:

● Acknowledge individuals. Throughout the year, highlight individuals and share
about who they are both personally and professionally.
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● Demonstrate care. Engage your team in non task-oriented discussions. Ask
how they are doing during these times. Be genuine.

● Show your human side of leadership. Ask questions, admit vulnerability, listen
actively. Check on how your team is doing and ask them what would reduce
stress.

● Learn to adapt your leadership style. Different individuals respond to different
leadership styles and being able to adjust your style can have a big impact on
your team and your school culture.

● Provide training and professional development. Invest in and expand the skills
and mindsets of everyone in your school.

● The old saying goes: “Put your money where your mouth is.” If you make a
tangible investment in building a culture of care, your staff will know that you
are serious about it. This can range from scheduling more time for
collaboration, to hiring support staff, through to professional learning. Your
budget is a moral document.

– Slade & Gallagher 2021 in EdWeek

Similarly, the Collaborative for Academic, Social, Emotional Learning (CASEL)
highlights an increased number of studies and interventions that focus on the
well-being of educators, in addition to a growing number of programs that aim to
reduce emotional exhaustion and feelings of depersonalization, increase professional
efficacy and satisfaction, and build specific skills to support relationship-building and
cope with the social and emotional demands of teaching. Each of these elements are
also associated with improvement in students’ achievement and well-being. At the
school and district level, we are currently looking at our organizational structures
(such as by allocating time and establishing practices for collaborative work, building
connections, and managing workload), at individuals (such as through well-being
programs and opportunities, behavioral skill-building strategies), or a combination of
both. Meta-analyses of recent CASEL studies indicate that interventions such as these
are promising, demonstrating reduced stress and anxiety, increased well-being and
self-efficacy, and improved emotional regulation among teachers. Below are an
example of CASEL studies and meta-analyses:
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● A Systematic Review of Evidence-Based Well-Being Initiatives for
Schoolteachers and Early Childhood Educators (Berger et al., 2022)

● A Meta-Analysis of the Impact of Social and Emotional Learning Interventions
on Teachers’ Burnout Symptoms (Oliveira et al., 2021)

● Meta-Analysis of Mindfulness Training on Teacher Well-Being (Zarate, Maggin,
& Passmore 2019)

There is no question that SPS staff respect one another and value the time and
opportunities they have working together to learn, practice, assess, and strengthen
their professional practice. Recent staff well-being survey data, in addition to
conversations with staff in school and district meetings, and individual interactions
with staff, indicate a strong desire to collaborate and learn alongside one another. The
respect that staff have for one another is admirable and indicative of the strong school
cultures in which every staff member plays an integral role.

SPS Staff Wellness Survey: January 2024

During a time where educators, staff, and administrators are facing
unprecedented levels of stress, it is crucial to understand that prioritizing the wellness
and mental health of these adults is foundational to ensuring healthy school cultures
where students and staff can flourish. Gathering staff input is imperative to this
process. Here is the most recent staff wellness survey data (password is 01545)
obtained through Survey Monkey in January 2024. The survey data was shared with all
staff and reviewed by the SPS Staff Wellbeing and Shrewsbury Leadership Teams to
inform next steps, as those relate to both the development of a SPS Staff Wellness
Program and professional development offerings. There is no question that stress is
the greatest challenge, and providing staff with strategies that focus on stress
management is imperative. I had the opportunity to interact with the Staff Wellness
Leadership Team, Social Emotional Learning Leadership Team, Social Emotional
Behavioral Leadership Team, and the Professional Development Committee over the
past two weeks to discuss implications of the survey. The conversations were both
enlightening and productive.

Below are screenshots of some of the data captured in the most recent survey:
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The top rated offerings, as communicated by staff in the survey results included the
following:

1. Walking/running outside alone and/or with colleagues before, during and/or
after the school day

2. Mindfulness and meditation with Jordan Grinstein
3. Free Mindfulness and Meditation Apps including Ten Percent Happier and

Headspace
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SPS Staff Wellness Survey Themes: Strengths, Challenges, and Suggestions

Strengths:

“I think the school district has done more for staff wellness than most school districts
in the state. I appreciate all of the opportunities, especially the mindfulness sessions
for both me and my students.”

“Thank you so much for providing the staff wellness opportunities! I enjoyed both
classes very much and appreciate the knowledge that both instructors provided and
their willingness to teach these courses.”

“I greatly appreciate the continued focus on this area of development for staff. It is so
vital for our sustainability as people and an organization. Thank you!”

“More of what you are doing! I feel very happy about all that is offered and only wish
I could do more but due to meetings/ SET , etc after school commitments I can not.”

“Jordan comes in for mindfulness with my class. that is where/when I mostly
participate.”

“Thank you for all you are doing to ensure the health and well-being of SPS
employees. Your efforts to provide thought-out and meaningful opportunities is
greatly appreciated.”

“Thank you for keeping our overall well-being front and center.”

“Really happy that we're focusing on this!”

Challenges:

“Currently, I feel like I need to focus on my health and well-being alone. This is my
personal preference for where I am right now. But I am grateful that these programs
you've worked hard to create exist for when I am ready for more social-focused
well-being.”
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“I feel that these opportunities have all been wonderful. However, staff members are
getting mixed messages when it comes to work/life balance (depending on the
admin). Burnout is real and we can do all the things outside of working hours to help
aid in it, but it won't fix the problem unless we focus on what we can do within the
school day to help aid in staff well-being.”

“I wish I had more time to participate in the many opportunities- they sound
wonderful! I just don't feel I have the time…”

“The well-being choices and programs are excellent in both quality and variety. In
order to be fully effective they need to be paired with ways to maintain a healthier
work/life balance through a more manageable workload. The number one request
that people have expressed is having more time to collaborate/prepare/reflect/follow
up...finding some ways to allow this would be so helpful.”

“Trauma for teachers, we are experiencing more and more explosive behaviors and
disruptions to teachers throughout our day. It can be traumatic as we experience it day
in and day out. We need help walking us through these experiences- what we are
feeling and the stress, anxiety and impact it has where we continually think about it.
We don’t realize the impact it is having on us or our health. Yes there are mindfulness
and activities you can do but we need help acknowledging and talking about the
impact it is having on teachers. Yes we go home and cry! We need an expert to lead us
through our experiences and how to help us.”

“The timing of offerings can sometimes be tricky! It's hard to convince yourself to
stay later after a very long day, but honestly, it's always worth it when I do!”

“The district contradicts itself - says take the time for wellness, but does not provide
the time for wellness.”

“True attempts to help with staff wellness would focus on reducing unsustainable
expectations and workloads.”

Suggestions:

“The well-being choices and programs are excellent in both quality and variety. In
order to be fully effective, they need to be paired with ways to maintain a healthier
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work/life balance through a more manageable workload. The number one request
that people have expressed is having more time to collaborate/prepare/reflect/follow
up...finding some ways to allow this would be so helpful.”

“Have some wellness time (even 5-10 minutes) as part of all meetings, longer duration
on PD days.”

“I wonder if there is a way for staff to sign up to meet/have a buddy, similar to what
we do with SOS for students for additional community building for those who want
it.”

“Maybe have Mr. Jordan offer meditation via Zoom? That way all staff can access him
at the same time.”

“Make a window of time blocked off for staff to use the weight room/treadmills at
the high school or welcome staff to use the machines at a specific time, especially
during winter when it is dark early. Movement is so important to my wellness. I wish
that I could hit a treadmill for 20 minutes before I leave SHS or in the AM before
school, but I do not know where they are or if I am allowed to use the equipment.”

“I appreciate having the opportunity to participate in "drop in meditation sessions" at
Beal School on Thursday mornings at 8:15 a.m. It would be great to expand these
opportunities to other schools before, during and after the day-perhaps staff drop in
times and student drop in times

“Teacher trauma - anxiety and stress, how it affects teachers with explosive and
disruptive behaviors.”

“Work in options for staff wellness into PD Days! I would love to have wellness
opportunities offered during some portion of PD - go for a walk, have an in-person
book club discussion, etc.”
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Staff were also invited to complete a Panorama “Teacher and Staff Survey” in
June 2023, the results of which can be found here.
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SPS Staff Wellness Leadership Team and the SPS Staff Well-Being Program

I am grateful to the 28 members of the SPS Staff Wellness Team for the
meaningful work that commenced during the summer months and continues today.
Staff wellness team members can be found in the chart below.
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In his letter of charge to the SPS Staff Wellness Team, Dr. Sawyer tasked the
team with creating “a single wellness program resource, where colleagues can find
important information and a menu of opportunities in one place.” Some of the
resources found within this guide will include professional development opportunities
including those in which our staff have engaged with Jessica Gifford from Project
Connect, and Lea Christo, Coordinator of Resiliency in Helping Professions
Certificate Program and Director of the Health Advocacy Program at Assumption
University, through which some of our staff have obtained certification. Ms. Christo
presented Revisiting the Topic of Burnout: Your Relationship with Work, to Pre-K
through grade 8 faculty on September 1, 2023, during the first professional
development day of the school year, and will soon be facilitating a faculty meeting at
SHS.

The creation of a SPS Staff Well-Being Program is underway, thanks to the efforts
of many, including the SPS Staff Wellness Leadership Team, SPS colleagues, and Liz
Poplawski at Shrewsbury Media Connection. This critical effort is being developed to
address workplace stress, while building and supporting a culture of staff wellness across
the Shrewsbury Public Schools. In his letter of charge to the SPS Staff Wellness Team,
Dr. Sawyer communicated the need for “a clearly structured and coherent
programmatic approach to staff wellness that articulates the needs of staff and
outlines how we as a district are providing solutions to those needs.” Additionally, he
directed, “Your work must not only focus on how to assist colleagues in balancing and
coping with the significant challenges inherent in the work of public education, it
must also focus on how the ways in which that work is done can reduce or increase stress on
the system and the people within it.” Staff consistently communicate (through
surveys, meetings and conversations with school and district colleagues) their interest
in working with colleagues, school, and district leaders to share strategies and
suggestions regarding how to accomplish this goal.

The Staff Wellness Team is reviewing what kinds of supports for staff wellness
promise to be most beneficial for SPS. Evidence for the benefits of workplace
wellness programs are mixed, with studies dependent on the type of programming
provided and the context of the workplace (examples of studies that report positive
outcomes are here and here; examples with findings that indicate no effect on specific
measures of health are here and here; an overview of the topic with links to several
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studies from Pennsylvania State University and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
can be found here).

During the summer, the SPS Staff Wellness Team reviewed wellness resources
and discussed implications for our district. Structural Supports to Promote
Teacher Well-Being is one of the resources reviewed by the team and includes a
brief shared by the Annenberg Center at Brown University. The “Central Question”
posed in this brief included, “What does the research say about structural supports
that enable teacher well-being?” The team determined that while we have some of the
support referenced in this research in place, we need to continue to ask staff for their
input, as we determine ways in which to strengthen staff wellness before, during and
after the school day. The Staff Wellness Program aims to articulate the needs of staff,
while outlining how we as a district are providing solutions to those needs.

A Sample of Current SPS Well-being Offerings

SPS educators and staff lead and participate in well-being opportunities
throughout the school year and summer. These include those offered at the SPS
Summer Institute including “Mindfulness and Wellbeing: Living with Purpose and
Peace,” taught by Ms. Beth McInerney, grade 2 teacher at Beal School, and Mr. Jordan
Grinstein, SPS’s Director of Mindfulness. Opportunities continued through the fall
and early winter, some of which are highlighted below, as they are being facilitated by
SPS staff. Winter For Staff, By Staff Offerings began in late January and will
continue through late March, 2024. I am grateful to Karen Isaacson, Director of
Extended Learning, for organizing these opportunities for all staff. They are ongoing
and offered for six consecutive weeks, three times during the year. Here are the
current offerings:
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Staff Mindfulness Opportunities

Jordan Grinsten, SPS’s Mindfulness Director is in his third year in this role, which is a
contracted service through the organization Whole School Mindfulness. Mindfulness and
meditation opportunities are one of many examples of well-being offerings in our
school district. Mindfulness in the workplace has gained significant attention for its
positive impact on mental health and overall well-being, particularly in educational
settings. Jordan conducts weekly mindfulness opportunities in the Select Board Room
at the Town Hall for municipal employees on Tuesdays at noon. These have been well
received by those who participate. Below are a few recurring themes of the benefits, as
identified by reputable studies and organizations, and highlight the benefits of
mindfulness for employees. Examples of research regarding the positive effects of
mindfulness training and practices for educators in increasing teacher well-being
reducing burnout can be found here and here,

During the October 6th Professional Development Day, several paraprofessionals
attended well-being workshops including mindfulness and meditation, and other
learning opportunities. Survey data was positive and included the following:

● “I did enjoy the afternoon sessions about bias, IEP’s and mindfulness. My
favorite by far was mindfulness because I think I needed it at the end of the
week. I was so thoroughly relaxed with the expertise we had. I think everyone
in the district should share this experience at the very end of every week. It left
me in a good place to start the weekend.”

Page 18 of 26

https://www.mcleanhospital.org/essential/mindfulness
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/372357798_Effects_of_a_Mindfulness_Intervention_to_Improve_Teachers'_Well-being
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/256464666_The_protective_effects_of_mindfulness_against_burnout_among_educators


● “I think mindfulness should be scheduled into the day for entire schools, so
that everyone is practicing mindfulness all together (maybe led over the
loudspeaker?). I know people mean well to say practice mindful moments, but
with so much to do and so little time, no one actually takes a few minutes to
ground themselves. I really think practicing more meditation and mindful
moments ALL TOGETHER as a building, would go a long way in beginning
to create a better work place in these difficult days in education.”

● “I enjoyed going to three different sessions. The mindfulness piece was helpful.
I have taken mindfulness before and it’s really easy to fall out of habit. Doing it
as part of PD helped to get back into it and really be in the moment.
Sometimes we need a physical reminder to remember how it makes us feel.”

Communicating Well-Being Opportunities to SPS Staff

Here, here, and here are examples of communications I sent to all staff, each of
which focuses on well-being opportunities available to SPS staff throughout the
school year, including book clubs (including The Good Life), staff wellness offerings,
and special events . These are a snapshot of district-wide offerings and do not include
school-based book club meetings, social events, and staff volunteer endeavors that
bring small and large groups of people together. I am grateful for the contributions of
staff, community partners, and others who actively seek to support well-being in our
schools and district. It is incumbent upon us to continue to provide resources and
opportunities to staff at a minimal fee and/or free. These resources include school
and district sponsored wellness opportunities referenced above. Additionally,
initiatives offered to all municipal employees offered through the West Suburban Health
Group (including seasonal walking programs, nutrition programs, etc.) and staff
well-being and support programming facilitated by outside facilitators (including
Project Connect’s Jessica Gifford) are integral to staff well-being programming. Staff
are appreciative of these offerings. Currently, 22 staff members and 11 town
employees are participating in Jessica Gifford’s Well-Being Challenge that began on
February 4th.

Benefits for SPS Employees through the Town of Shrewsbury

Thank you to Nick Hawes, Benefits Coordinator, Town of Shrewsbury, for sharing
important information and reminders regarding health plan and other well-being
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opportunities and benefits to SPS employees. Specific information regarding these
important Employee Assistance Program (EAP) and health insurance program
supports are included in the appendix at the end of this report.

Next Steps

There are a number of action steps that are currently underway in the district to
address the well-being needs of staff, the most important of which includes building
and supporting a culture of staff wellness across the Shrewsbury Public Schools.

The following action steps will take place between now and mid-April:

● Staff wellness survey data collected through Survey Monkey (January
2024) and Panorama (June 2023) will be utilized by the Staff Wellness
Leadership Team and School Leadership Team to determine short and
long term goals and action steps related to staff well-being.

● A SPS Staff Well-Being Program and Framework is currently in
development, thanks to the efforts of members of the Staff Wellness
Leadership Team sub-committees. This is targeted for completion by
April 15th.

● The staff wellness team is in the process of researching ways to receive
expert help [at low-no cost] that focuses on how to best approach the
issue of staff stress.

● The staff wellness team will continue to look at a range of supports to
address staff stress, with the understanding that one size does not fit all.

● Our schools will benefit greatly from staffing capacity to ensure that this
important work is done with fidelity district-wide. I ask that you consider
shifting $85,000 in funding currently allocated for the contract with
Whole School Mindfulness for the Mindfulness Director position to
fund a Well-Being Coordinator position in FY25. This person would
operationalize the development and implementation of student and staff
well-being initiatives to advance the district’s strategic plan “commitment
to the enhanced well-being of all.” This position will be designed to
coordinate well-being supports for both students and staff to address
needs related to stress management, emotional regulation, etc.
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Additional information on this proposed role will be shared later in the
budget process.

The Shrewsbury Public Schools continues to actively seek ways to strengthen
staff well-being by responding to the needs of all adults who work in our schools. We
strive to enhance the well-being of all by valuing, respecting, and supporting one
another and creating a culture of staff wellness, as we need our staff to be well in
order to provide our students with what they need. Being present is paramount.
There is no question that our livelihood depends on the connections we have with
others and the relationships that we nurture along the way. Marc Brackett, founding
director of the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence and professor in the Child
Study Center, Yale School of Medicine at Yale University shares, “Too often we look
for strategies that will shift people out of negative emotional spaces, but that’s not
always possible. During difficult times, sometimes we just need to be there for one
another.”

Thank you for your time.
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Appendix: Employee Benefit Programs

EMPLOYEE ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (EAP): The EAP program assists
employees with support when needed and provides resources in many different areas,
available 27/7/365, entirely free, and entirely confidential.

Perspectives Work-Life Program: Perspectives serves as our no-cost, fully
confidential employee assistance program that aims to:

● Support mental and emotional health, whenever employees need it.

● Provide resources to deal with stress, depression, grief, anxiety, substance

abuse, and more.

● Offer skill-building exercises to enhance important work and life capabilities.

● Provide recommendations for quality caretaking, financial, and legal services,

and resources.
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FITNESS AND WEIGHT-LOSS BENEFITS: For employees who are members
of a health plan through the Town of Shrewsbury, each plan has varying fitness and
weight-loss benefits as seen below.
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BLUE CROSS BLUE SHIELD

Up to $300 reimbursement toward health club membership or exercise classes, or
virtual/online fitness memberships, subscriptions, programs. Enroll in a qualified
Weight Watchers® or hospital based weight loss program and receive up to $150 per
calendar year toward your program fees.

HARVARD PILGRIM

Fitness reimbursement up to $150 per subscriber at a Health & Fitness club per
calendar year. Must be an active member of HPHC for at least 4 months and an active
member of the health facility for at least 4 months. Discounts at IFCN-affiliated clubs.
Discount at Weight Watchers®
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TUFTS

Fitness reimbursement up to $150 per subscriber at a Health & Fitness club, including
exercise classes per calendar year. Jenny Craig Discounts: Free 30 Day Program -25%
off a premium/metabolic program Nutrisystem Discount: -12% discount off current
promo - core or select program

Supplementary Benefits

PinnacleCare- This platform can guide you to appropriate care and connect you with
specialists to provide expert opinions for serious or complex medical conditions. They
are an unbiased resource to which you can turn when facing or trying to prevent a
major health problem. PinnacleCare services facilitate your access to top specialists
trained and experienced in your condition to provide an expert review of your
diagnosis and treatment options.

CanaRX Prescription Drug Program-access to certain brand name medications at
NO COST to the member, and they will be delivered by mail right to your doorstep!

Diabetes Care Rewards Program- get on your way to better health and receive
diabetes medications, test strips, and other diabetes supplies for $0 copays using your
Good Health Gateway® Rx Rewards Card.

Health Savings Account Utilization

For members who are on a high deductible health plan, this plan allows you to set
aside a portion of your pay pre-tax to cover out-of-pocket expenses.

Flexible Spending Accounts

For members who are NOT on a high deductible health plan, this plan allows you to
set aside a portion of your pay pre-tax to cover out-of-pocket expenses. There is a
healthcare and dependent care specific FSA option available.
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