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I am planning to make some comments on happiness, possible pitfalls and how one may avoid 
them, reflecting on happiness/well-being, why teachers’ well-being matters and identity and 
professionalism. 
 
The primary classroom is a very busy and unpredictable place, what Fransson and Grannäs, 
(2013) call ‘dilemmatic space.’ Teachers need constantly to exercise judgement, often in-the-
moment. The role is emotionally very tiring, and often isolating, with stress inherent. 
 
I am worried by too much emphasis on happiness because it is so associated with instant 
gratification, that searching for happiness makes it hard to achieve (it is usually a by-product of 
other actions) and because it may suggest that primary education is just about children being 
happy rather than challenged. I prefer the idea of well-being, using the Greek ideas of eudaimonia 
is a sustained, rather than episodic, state of flourishing, mainly independent of wealth or the ups and 
downs of everyday life. Words like thriving, flourishing and soaring seem to me more helpful. 
 
The reciprocal nature of teaching, and the close relationship between the teacher and the 
children emphasise the close link between children’s and teachers’ well-being. We (children and 
teachers) need challenge and some, but not excessive, stress. Teachers’ exhaustion and 
demoralisation is detrimental to both teachers and children. Teachers’ sense of agency is vital. 
We need to argue for a broad, balanced and engaging curriculum – and enjoyment by children 
and teachers. 
 

Following the work of Jennifer Nias (1989), I suggest that primary teachers’ personal and 

professional identities are often closely tied up; and that many primary teachers are values-

driven idealists and/or perfectionists- and so more open to disillusion than those who are 

more pragmatic. 
 

One important distinction is between two different views of professionalism: 

 the covenantal one which involves teachers having considerable autonomy and their 

professional judgement being trusted (broadly speaking, the approach common in 

England until the early 1990s); and 

 the contractual one which involves teachers fulfilling closely prescribed external 

expectations (the one which currently holds sway) 

 
So, 

1. Teachers’ well-being is not just important for teachers, but for how young children learn. 
2. We should focus more on the relational aspect of teaching young children and on ‘ways 

of working and being’ and teachers’ judgement and professional identity. 
3. We must recognise the importance of teachers having a sense of control and of genuine 

professional learning communities, where there is a balance of challenge and support. 
4. Let us at least open discussion about what professionalism means –and seek to promote 

a more covenantal view. 
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A few possible traps 

 searching for happiness, in the sense of constant gratification; 

 thinking that the job is not inherently stressful; 

 becoming isolated; 

 seeking perfection (but retain idealism); 

 equating professionalism with compliance. 
 
For students and newly qualified teachers: 

 eat and sleep well and look after yourself; 

 do things which nurture you;  

 enjoy the children’s company; 

 don’t spend all of your time agonising over planning and assessment 

 choose your school carefully if you can to avoid isolation. 
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