
Katie Phillips
WTU/AFT Teacher Leadership Program
Mental Health Concerns and District of Columbia Public Schools Educators

What are mental health concerns that educators are experiencing in the District of Columbia
Schools (DCPS)?  Do we have an adequate policy or plan to assist educators that are
experiencing emotional stressors that impair their performance?  What plans, recommendations,
or supports are available to help teachers who may be struggling with mental health concerns?

RATIONALE
The stress and anxiety that is a part of a teachers’ jobs has a significantly negative effect on

performance and personal life.  Teachers have been accustomed to knowing how to care about
the social-emotional well-being of students and are trained to keep a check for signs of anxiety,
depression, bullying or aggression, but are just learning how to talk about our own mental health.
Teachers’ stress and anxiety have increased dramatically since the pandemic and their morale has
decreased significantly. Many teachers have indicated they have even more stress and anxiety
since returning to in-person learning.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The research data on the District of Columbia Public Schools mental health services for
teachers focused on how teachers can support students’ mental health needs. I was unable to find
data regarding mental health support, or policies and procedures that were accessible.
Information was noted in the “DCPS Educator Wellness Toolkit “on DCPS website in the form
of a survey of the options educators from sixteen RISE schools would be interested in if given a
choice of wellness or self-care programs.  These options were for virtual seminars on wellness
topics and preferred exercise options.

Research data completed by RAND’s American Teacher Panel done in January and February
2021, states that “teaching was always a stressful occupation long before the coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic occurred”.  Teachers were navigating unfamiliar technology,
balancing multiple modes of teaching, and having concerns about returning to in-person
instruction.  In addition, many teachers were caring for their own children while teaching.  The
survey further indicated that teachers are nearly twice as likely as other employed adults to
experience frequent job-related stress, and almost three times more likely to experience
symptoms of depression. Feelings of burnout, and symptoms of depression appear to be nearly
universal among teachers.

In 2021, the We-Are-Teachers Survey found similar sentiments. Seventy-five percent of
survey responders reported that their mental health was worse this year.  Only six percent of the
teachers surveyed received counseling support from their school or district this past year.  While
only 22 percent of teachers reported that they received emotional support.

An article on “Social and Emotional Supports for Educators During and After the Pandemic”, by
Megan Ferren, From the Center on American Progress, July 2021, stated that throughout the
COVID-19 pandemic, K-12 educators have faced unique challenges and tremendous pressure.
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From quickly adapting to remote learning to balancing the impacts of the pandemic on their
personal lives, the past year has seen educators particularly overwhelmed with stress, trauma,
and burnout.  Although those in the education have engaged in a great deal of discussion
about the best way to provide social emotional supports to students during and after the
pandemic, it has not discussed the essential social and emotional needs of educators.

METHODOLOGY:

The design of my study included twenty-five interviews and 17 surveys with teachers that
have four to 30 plus years of working in the district.  The interview respondents consisted of
seventeen females and eight males that are African Americans, Caucasians, Asian, and Latino
descent.  The surveys were anonymous respondents. The forty-two interviews and surveys were
conducted from October 2021 to April 2022.

DATA ANALYSIS:
The data revealed that one hundred percent of the teachers are experiencing emotional

stressors that make them not enjoy their work as an educator.  One hundred percent of the
respondents indicated that they did not know whether they could make it until the end of the
school year.  All respondents indicated that they have taken at least three times more of “sick
leave” days this school year versus previous years. Teacher receives twelve days of “sick leave”
annually.  Seventy-five percent of the respondents indicated that they have received counseling
support through private insurance this school year. Sixty percent of the respondents indicated
they have received religious counseling for mental health concerns prior to the pandemic and
after returning to in-person learning.  One hundred percent of the respondents indicated they felt
an overwhelming amount of guilt or sadness because of their emotional concerns this year, and
the feeling of the inability to effectively help students with their issues.  Sixty percent of the
respondents indicated they may have had issues with alcohol, during and since the Pandemic, but
do not feel that they are alcoholics.  Ninety percent of the respondents indicated they have had
anxiety and depressive feelings for more than a year prior to the Pandemic.  Sixty percent of the
respondents indicated they had less mental health concerns while working at home.  Twenty-five
percent of the respondents indicated their mental health concerns increased during the Pandemic.
One hundred percent of the respondents indicated their mental health concerns have doubled
since returning to in-person learning.  One hundred percent of the participants responses to a
“Wellness Program” were not seen as a solution to the many problems that were shared.  They
further indicated they know longer felt comfortable in their buildings and preferred to have
outside services/support even if a “Wellness Program” was established at their school.

IMPLICATIONS:

Teaching is often considered an emotionally taxing profession.  The health effects of being a
teacher may include forms of insomnia, secondary traumatic stress or even post-traumatic stress
disorder. While a tremendous amount of research needs to be done to study teachers’
workloads, stress factors, retention rates, it is evident that teachers need emotional
support and mental health resources.
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RECOMMENDATIONS:

1. Provide more opportunities for teachers’ voices to be heard more actively by increasing
involvement of WTU/AFT activities that will support school staff on mental health awareness
and support.

2.  DCPS should build a “wellness environment”, one, that focuses on a holistic approach for
schools.

3.  DCPS Collective Bargaining Agreement should include additional leave days for mental
health options.

4.  DCPS financially supported wellness programs should ensure all educators’ unique needs are
being met by including weekly wellness checks and mentor programs that assist educators with
resources to self-check on their own well-being.

5.  DCPS should access funding for local schools from the U.S. Department of Education
American Rescue Funds.

6.  WTU/AFT should ensure that DCPS makes investments in their educators’ mental health to
transform how educators are supported not just from the pandemic but also in the long term.

7.  DCPS should have written policies, procedures, and staff development plans in place to
ensure everyone can share a commitment to creating and maintaining a safe, mentally healthy
school culture.
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