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 5

Introduction

I used to think there were only two types of teachers.
The first type was the “good” teacher. With military precision, she issued a 

rapid stream of assignments, followed by non-negotiable deadlines. An impres-
sive list of due dates was posted in red at the front of her class. She was the expert 
in the room, keeping a tight hold over her students. And once she released her 
iron grip to let students work, there was a frantic energy permeating her class-
room as students typed as fast as their laptops would allow in an attempt to meet 
a looming deadline. As soon as one essay was completed, a business letter was 
due. And as soon as the business letter was completed, an exam hung on the 
horizon. Students would graduate from her class and enter the next grade pro-
ficient in the basic curriculum thanks to their teacher imposing constant dead-
lines. The students were competent. And the teacher was exhausted.

The second type of teacher was the, um, “questionable” teacher. Her students 
spent a suspiciously significant amount of time watching videos. Students were 
lulled into a trance from the blue lights of the movie reflecting from the SMART-
Board. There was also a good deal of skits and group work in her classroom. Very 
little written work was done. This was the fun class. Students might not be able 
to identify a thesis or explain what a plot structure looked like at the end of the 
year. Or write. But they had a good time. And their teacher was happy. And sane.

So in my mind, I could be a “good,” exhausted teacher or a “questionable” 
teacher with a life. That was it. Those were my only choices.

In my personal life, I always make it a rule to forge my own path and not worry 
about living up to social norms. I have no qualms about ripping out my front 
lawn and planting a vegetable garden. Or eloping. And then leaving the coun-
try permanently. But, for whatever reason, I did not feel confident finding my 
own path as a teacher. Possibly because it is my career and life calling. Possibly 
because it pays the bills so I can buy more zucchini plants for my front yard.

In retrospect, I realize that thinking there are only two types of teachers is 
just as absurd as thinking there are only two types of wildflowers or two types 
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6 Introduction

of gelato. Teachers possess an infinite number of unique attributes; we can forge 
our own rich, colorful identity. Educators do not only exist on opposing ends of 
a spectrum: “good” or “bad,” “hardworking” or “lazy.” It is possible to simultane-
ously challenge and engage our students while finding time to strengthen our 
own mental and physical health, to spend time with those we love, and to do 
what inspires us.

Five years ago, when I was pregnant with my first child and teaching full-time, 
I started re-evaluating the need for wellness in my life. As a middle school Lan-
guage Arts teacher with a heavy marking load, this was not an easy task. I knew 
that my workload was draining me and that I needed to pursue a healthy quality 
of life. I needed to be an inspired, passionate educator (as opposed to an over-
worked, resentful educator).

I knew it was possible to be a healthy, fulfilled individual and a stellar teacher. 
I was fortunate enough to have been taught by an all-star lineup of middle school 
teachers. Mrs. Ellington, my Literature teacher, would light up the classroom the 
moment she walked into it. She wore brightly colored kaftans and red lipstick. 
She had four children, a busy social life, and was bursting with creative ideas. 
In her class, I constructed Mount Olympus out of papier-maché. After reading 
Homer’s Odyssey, I learned how to sing the Greek alphabet to the tune of “A 
Spoonful of Sugar.”

Mr. Davis, our Choir teacher, was impeccably dressed in his Windsor knot tie 
and starched dress shirts. His passion for music and joy for life were so conta-
gious that even as a completely tone-deaf teenager I signed up for the choir. I just 
wanted to be with Mr. Davis. We all did.

Mrs. Delaski taught us Algebra in her running shoes and fleece vest looking 
like she had just come off of a hiking trail. Her cropped grey hair framed her face, 
which radiated health and balance. She would start every Math class giving us 
the latest updates on her son, who was a freshman at the Naval Academy. These 
stories usually contained an embedded message of strength, endurance, and per-
severance.

Mr. Grunden, our Art teacher, brought in his extensive cassette tape collec-
tion, meticulously labelled in black handwriting, for us to listen to during class. 
(Yes, I am that old. To the young teachers reading this, cassette tapes are like 
your smartphone with two spools of plastic ribbon tightly wound…forget it. Just 
Google it.) He introduced us to R.E.M., Radiohead, and other fringe bands of the 
time. He often had his own easel set up in the corner, which he would work on 
before and after school.

I loved these teachers not only because they were masters in their field of 
teaching (which they absolutely were), but because they were happy, healthy, ful-
filled individuals. And I wanted to bask in their happiness and their joy for life.

In the past 25 years or so, I might have come across this type of teacher a 
handful of times. But I did not know how to emulate them. I chalked them up 
to an anomaly, a rare genetic mutation resulting in a teaching superpower. And 
yet, I wanted to be this teacher. This teacher who could make her students work 
and create and learn without drowning in assessment and planning. I wanted to 
have a rich and fulfilling life outside the classroom. And in time, I would be this 
teacher or my own unique version of it.© H
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Introduction 7

Is This Book for You?
This book looks at creating a healthy and fulfilling lifestyle primarily by reduc-
ing the time spent working outside the classroom. It looks at how embracing a 
healthy lifestyle is not only beneficial to educators but to students, classrooms, 
and schools. The primary focus of the book is why we must make our wellness 
a priority and how to reduce the amount of time we spend working outside of 
school hours so that we are able to create that healthy life. Since I am a Humani-
ties teacher there are many examples of how this would look in a Language Arts 
class, although many of the principles could be applied to other subject areas.

In essence, this book is for you if:

• You feel guilty about spending time with your family; going to the gym; or 
eating lunch; or taking a shower; or breathing—because you have lessons to 
plan and papers to mark.

• You have always wanted to play the trombone. Or write a novel. Or learn 
Portuguese. But you haven’t because your “free time” consists of the 30 
seconds between crawling into bed after a long day of work and falling asleep.

• You consider it completely normal to go into work when it is dark outside and 
leave work when it is dark outside. You remain positive by reassuring yourself 
that you could always play the role of an extra in a vampire thriller.

•  “Winter break” and “spring break” are code for “time to catch up on my 
marking and plan for the next term.”

• You have begun to accept that you spend more time with your red marking 
pen than you do with your best friend. And the idea of a “late night out” 
usually involves you and a stack of essays at a local coffee shop.

• You collect assignments from students that are so awful that halfway through 
marking you want to return them. Or burn them.

• You are an experienced teacher facing burnout. You want to ignite energy and 
passion into your own life as well as into your classroom.

• You are a new teacher and are completely flipping out at the number of 
assignments that need to be created, collected, and graded in a school year 
and consequently are thinking you should go into accounting instead.

• You have to leave photographs of yourself around the house labelled “MOM” 
or “DAD” so that your children can remember what you look like during the 
school year.

If you can relate to any (or all) of the above hypothetical situations, keep reading. 
You have come to the right place.

Why Assessment?
I would like for education to be a field which the brightest minds in North 
 America compete to join. I would like for brilliant writers, artists, historians, 
musicians, mathematicians, scientists, and engineers to think, Ah, teaching: That 
is where I want to be.

In order for that to happen, a slew of issues need to be addressed and corrected. 
These range from teacher compensation to workload to class size to the respect 
we as a society hold toward education in general. So with all of these issues loom-
ing about, why in the world am I writing about lightening our  grading load? Why 

Ask Yourself:
• What do I hope to gain from this 

book?
• What is the driving force behind 

me reading this book?
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8 Introduction

am I addressing such a minor issue when there are massive global issues that 
need to be addressed?

The answer is because, for teachers, grading is not a minor issue.
The answer is because when I was pregnant with my first child and teaching 

Grade 7, 8, and 9 Language Arts, Grade 8 Social Studies, and Grade 8 Religion, 
it was the marking that was pushing me to the edge. And when I speak with 
other teachers, it is often the marking that is the greatest and the most immediate 
source of stress.

Several years ago I started speaking at teachers’ conventions around Alberta 
about how I significantly reduced the time I spent marking and planning as a 
Language Arts teacher. For the most part, these talks were packed with educators 
desperate to know how to work less. Not surprising, considering that the 2015 
Alberta Teacher Workload Study concluded that teachers reported increasingly 
complex and challenging workloads, with less support staff than in the previ-
ous year. This study recruited 3,374 teachers to complete a time use diary where 
they would log their work activities at 30-minute intervals over the course of 
ten months. The study found that only 26% of teachers were satisfied with their 
“work–life balance.” According to the Canadian Teachers’ Federation, teachers in 
Canada work an average of 50–55 hours per week. This workload increases stress 
and leads to burnout.

When I was speaking at conventions, the feedback from teachers was inspir-
ing. These educators confirmed that I was not alone with my time management 
conundrum nor was I alone with my discontent of the workload placed on teach-
ers both inside and outside of the classroom. I began to accept that the prob-
lem of assessment was not unique to me nor was it a result of my own personal 
shortcomings. I began to accept that an overwhelming marking load is systemic 
in nature and primarily the result of increasing work demands, inadequate time 
for planning, and a lack of knowledge on how to assess efficiently. Which is not 
surprising given that “Spend less time marking essays!” or “Teachers can—and 
should—have lives too!” are not classes historically offered in university to pre-
service teachers. Finally, feedback from educators confirmed that my solutions 
were plausible for a variety of classroom settings, ranging from elementary 
through university.

Assessment, unlike some of the larger global issues in education, is within our 
immediate power to correct. So instead of focusing solely on external constraints 
in education, I started to work on internal constraints or issues within my imme-
diate control. What I told myself, and what I will tell you over and over and over 
again is this: Teachers working around the clock is neither good for our educa-
tion system nor our students.

There are many insightful books on education currently available. They offer 
the best practices in transforming your classroom and your students’ educational 
experience through proper assessment. While these books have their place in the 
educational system, what I have always wanted—what I have always needed—was 
a book on how to transform my life inside and outside of the classroom. During 
my teaching career, with the assistance of other teachers, graduate classes, pro-
fessional development, trial and error, and yes, reading bits and pieces of books 
on assessment, I grew to understand how to fine-tune my assessment methods. I 
figured out how to assess project-based learning and group work. I could create 
a competent rubric for any given assignment. What I did not understand was 
how to stay on top of all these assessments while still having a life. I did not 

Teachers working around the clock 
is neither good for our education 
system nor our students.
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Introduction 9

 understand how to assess and go to the gym and spend time with my family and 
get eight hours of sleep per night and find time to write.

While many books offer you best practices in assessment, I am offering you 
the best practices in teaching and learning while putting your own wellness as a 
priority. This book is a creative approach to getting your life back while becom-
ing an even more brilliant teacher than you are currently. You benefit. As do your 
students and your school. Ultimately, I hope this book will encourage you to not 
only look critically at the effectiveness of your teaching practices but also to re-
evaluate your quality of life beyond your classroom.

What Is Wellness?
I don’t eat kale. I have never taken a hot yoga class. And my favorite meal is steak 
served with fries smothered in ketchup. And yet I am writing a book on wellness 
(and for the record, I have crazy low blood pressure and low iron, so steak and 
fries could reasonably be considered “healthy” for me).

Fortunately, wellness looks different for everyone. While there are some 
common pillars to keeping ourselves well, such as sleep, diet, and stress reduc-
tion, what works for each of us will vary. For example, maintaining my wellness 
consists of daily small, solitary tasks that allow me to decompress: pulling weeds 
in my vegetable garden in the late evening light, writing, reading, or going for 
an early morning walk. Ideally, I combine these tasks with long-term creative 
projects: writing a collection of poetry, painting a series of Western Canadian 
landscapes, or writing a book.

Depending on where you are in your life, your need for wellness will fluctuate. 
Ironically, the more stressed and overworked we are, the more we need to focus 
on wellness, simply to maintain our general health and sanity. Those times where 
we feel like we have no time at all are the moments that we need to stop and put 
wellness front and centre in our lives. On the flip side, if you have a low-key job, 
a non-demanding personal life, and you are generally a relaxed, healthy, happy 
person, you might not need to put a whole lot of emphasis on your wellness. 
Unfortunately, I have yet to meet an individual working in education with loads 
of time and a low-stress job. Teaching is inherently one of the most non-stop, 
energy consuming careers out there. We ultimately are “on” for six to eight hours 
a day. Every day. Compound that with our personal and family lives, and things 
can get overwhelming quickly. Which is why wellness is key to career teachers. If 
we are going to energize and inspire our students over the course of decades, we 
must make our mental and physical health a top priority. Think of what wellness 
looks like to you. Be compassionate with yourself. Be gentle. Be kind. And real-
istic. In this book I tend to aim high when I speak of wellness—it is the teacher 
in me, I guess, always aiming for excellence. However, start at a place that feels 
right to you.

The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines wellness as “the quality or state of 
being in good health especially as an actively sought goal.” I think the part that 
we need to key in is on the “actively sought goal.” Wellness for teachers in the 
21st century will have to be deliberate and planned. It will not happen acciden-
tally or serendipitously. I have personally spent the last five years of my life in a 
focused and intentional pursuit of wellness. The good news is that it is possible 
to achieve. And once we make an effort toward wellness, the consequences are 
transformative.

If we are going to energize and 
inspire our students over the course 
of decades, we must make our 
mental and physical health a top 
priority.
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10 Introduction

When visualizing what your healthy life beyond the classroom looks like, allow 
yourself to dream. Teachers have a history of allowing their dreams to take on 
unique shapes. Teachers have also traditionally done an exceptional job of bring-
ing those dreams to fruition. Clara Barton, the founder of the American Red 
Cross, taught in both Canada and the United States. Simone de Beauvoir, phi-
losopher, feminist, political activist, and author of The Second Sex, taught high 
school for 14 years. Civil rights activist, artist, and children’s book author Faith 
Ringgold taught in the New York public school system. Pop artist and social jus-
tice advocate Sister Mary Corita Kent taught primary school in British Columbia 
before moving to Los Angeles’ Immaculate Heart school system. Singer Roberta 
Flack, best known for “Killing Me Softly,” was a middle school music teacher. 
Sheryl Crow taught elementary school. Current Canadian Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau taught Math and French in Vancouver. If teachers can find a way to 
reduce their all-encompassing workload and carve out some time to focus on 
their personal passions, the possibilities are endless.

Many teachers are also incredibly creative. They are visual artists or musicians 
or writers. If you pull a few books from your young adult (YA) class library, you 
will most likely be holding in your hands the works of former teachers. Philip 
Pullman, author of the fantasy YA trilogy, His Dark Materials, with epic protago-
nist Lyra Belacqua, was a middle school teacher in Oxford. Eoin Colfer, author 
of the Artemis Fowl series, was a primary teacher. William Golding, author of 
the brutally savage classic Lord of the Flies, possibly got his inspiration from his 
students. He was a high school teacher of English and Philosophy (keep that in 
mind when you think your own class is out of control). And my personal hero, 
J.K. Rowling, taught English as a Second Language in Portugal. It is nifty to con-
sider her among our ranks of teachers even if she didn’t have to deal with stan-
dardized testing or lunch supervision or angry parental e-mails.

Recently, a Canadian educational advocate said, “Your legacy as a teacher is 
always determined by what your students do.” While at first glance it sounds 
nice, I have to disagree. I would like to change it to, “Your legacy as a teacher can 
be anything you want it to be.” We are not empty vessels. We are not passive indi-
viduals who must invest all our time and energy into our work and wait for the 
successes of our students in order for our legacy to be realized. If your students 
do spectacular things as a result of your stellar teaching, all the better. But we 
should not be dependent on their actions to create our legacy.

While we give a part of ourselves (a very large part) to our students and our 
careers, we have a right to maintain another part. A part of our own. We have a 
right to live a rich and creative life beyond the classroom walls. After all, if teach-
ers only gave to their students with no attempt to maintain their own identity, 
we would be missing the soulful, powerful sounds of Flack’s “The First Time I 
Saw Your Face” or her incredible rendition of “Bridge over Troubled Water”. The 
American Red Cross might never have come into existence. Our Prime Minister 
might be sitting in his classroom marking a pile of Math quizzes, hoping that 
one of his students would be his legacy instead of him running one of the most 
powerful countries in the free world.

Ask Yourself:
• What does my average workday 

look like from the time I wake up 
to the time I go to bed?

• If I could create the ideal workday 
(with no limitations) what would 
it look like from the time I wake 
up to the time I go to bed? What 
would I do to take care of myself? 
To become stronger mentally and 
physically? To nurture my own 
interests and passions?

Take the time to write down in detail 
what your current workday looks like 
and what your ideal workday would 
look like. As you read this book and 
discover how to create more time for 
yourself, revisit these two scenarios. 
See what steps you can take to move 
toward your ideal workday.© H
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