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‘Principals, deputy/assistant principals and teachers deal daily with parents’ greatest hopes and deepest 
fears: the lives and potential futures of their children’. (The Australian Principal Occupational Health, Safety 
and Wellbeing Survey, 2018) 

It should come as no surprise to principal class members across the Australian education system to hear 
that their profession is experiencing such an alarming rate of health and wellbeing issues as a direct result of 
their work. This complex problem manifests itself in a host of interrelated and contextually distinctive ways. 
It is these situational divergences that render traditional compliance-based responses useless and in many 
cases counter intuitive in their dealings. 

Phil Riley, in his recently published research report on principal wellbeing, argues strongly in favour of a more 
well-considered systematic response to this epidemic. Government, professional advocacy groups, 
schools, the community and of course principals themselves, all have an important role to play in an 
appropriately concerted response. 

For instance, with principals suffering sleep related troubles at 2.2 times the general population rate, it surely 
is time that we engage in more targeted and evidence-based discourse and approaches. Chronic sleep 
deprivation predicts a startling number of long-term health issues, including memory difficulties, obesity 
and depression. 

In my principalship, one of the first signs of my compromised health was fragmented sleep patterns and a 
diminished capacity to effectively recharge and rest. At times I felt a little like a broken mobile phone that 
wasn’t able hold a charge. Riley quite rightly identifies the need to support principals in increasing their 
personal capital. But how? 

Building Mindfulness 
Mindfulness is the practice of focusing attention on the experience of the current moment, with an attitude 
of non-judgemental acceptance [2]. Research has found that school principals who practise mindfulness 
and who employ mindfulness in their context are less stressed, sleep better, report fewer bad moods and 
report more workplace satisfaction than those who don’t [3]. Furthermore, they’re also more effective in 
their roles, experiencing improved relationships with students, colleagues and parents [4,5]. 

The freely downloadable Smiling Mind App is an easy to use resource that has been developed to make 
mindfulness meditation accessible to all. The Smiling Mind App has reached more than 2 million people, with 
over 40 thousands educators using the program in schools worldwide. 

Building Mindful School Communities 
As principals we do not live a vacuum. Forces within the ever expanding school environment inevitably and 
significantly impacts our own personal wellbeing. With this in mind, it’s worth considering what the research 
evidence is telling us about climatic influence and principal wellbeing. 

Mindful school leaders are more aware of themselves, others and their community. They intentionally 
support the development of capacity of all stakeholders across the school and understand 
the benefits of developing collective beliefs, dispositions and mindsets. Schools and leaders that commit to 
a whole-community approaches to mindfulness practices can expect to embed the types of reflective 
capabilities that encourage a greater sense of both personal and group awareness.
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The impact that this positive ‘infection’ can have on all members of the school - including the principal - can 
be extraordinary. A school learning climate is rarely static. It is almost always trending one way or the other. 
Whole-school metacognitive interventions such as the inclusion of mindfulness practice, can well support 
the cultural transformation necessary, leading to a safer and more supportive workplace for all. Researchers 
are now much better understanding the bi-directional relationship between collective mindfulness and trust 
in the principal [6].  

There seems to be broad agreement than an App, a policy, an activity, and even a ‘call to arms’ in and by itself 
is not going to be anywhere near effective enough in addressing the sheer magnitude and convolution of the 
issue of principal health and wellbeing. Although ‘bolt-on’ or programmatic responses can appear 
convenient - I would suggest that convenience is a imprudent motivation for doing anything. However, by 
starting with small incremental changes in our own practices and behaviours, we can often be the catalyst 
for broader cultural shift in our schools. Changes that ultimately foster the presence of mind necessary to 
generate empathy, trust, appreciation and respect - the things our profession so desperately needs - for all 
our sake. 
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