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Abstract 

Early childhood teaching is complex, caring and relational work, and the emotional labour involved 

has significant implications for teachers’ well-being and their teaching practice. The conflation of 

early childhood teaching with mothering and the low value placed on caring work in Western society 

are reflected in the subordinate status and poor working conditions of the early childhood teaching 

profession. These issues have contributed to structural and procedural issues which impact on early 

childhood teachers’ holistic well-being and have resulted in increasing levels of burnout, which has 

negative implications for teaching practice and thus for children’s learning and development.  

While there is an emerging recognition of the importance of supporting teacher well-being, the 

literature to date has positioned teacher well-being as predominantly an individual responsibility, 

while focusing on the benefits of teacher well-being for employers. There is currently limited 

literature about the benefits of teacher well-being for early childhood teachers as individuals, for 

teaching practice, for children and for the wider early childhood teaching profession. There is also 

limited guidance for early childhood teachers about specific practices they can use to support their 

well-being when moments of complexity and challenge arise during their teaching day. The practice 

of mindful self-compassion has been found to have benefits for holistic well-being, but research 

focusing on the implications of mindful self-compassion practice for early childhood teacher well-

being has previously been limited.  

The aim of this study was to investigate early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of the practice of 

mindful self-compassion and their perceptions of how this practice contributes to their well-being 

and teaching. The study was informed by a methodology of mindful inquiry, a qualitative, 

constructionist-interpretive approach which includes elements of mindfulness, care and 

hermeneutic phenomenology. Twelve qualified early childhood teachers who had completed an 8-

week mindful self-compassion course, led by a qualified mindful self-compassion teacher, 

participated in this research. Data was gathered during two focus groups and a semistructured 

individual interview in which the teachers shared their experiences of early childhood teaching and 

practising mindful self-compassion. The stories and insights the teachers shared were analysed and 

interpreted using a spiral of mindful inquiry which included care, mindfully compassionate 

contemplation and hermeneutic phenomenology.  

Findings of this study demonstrate the complexity, joy and challenges of being an early childhood 

teacher, what it is like to respond to these with mindful self-compassion, and the benefits and 

tensions of being a mindfully self-compassionate early childhood teacher. Being mindfully self-

compassionate supported the teachers to respond to the complexity and challenges of teaching with 
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equanimity, engage in intentional teaching practices that fostered relationships and supported the 

well-being of children and their colleagues, and empowered the teachers to advocate for 

themselves, their colleagues and children.  

This research contributes to what is known about the connections between early childhood teacher 

well-being and teaching practice. Supporting teachers to learn about and practise the elements of 

mindful self-compassion (mindfulness, common humanity and self-kindness) has the potential to 

empower teachers to act as advocates and address systemic issues which impact on their well-being, 

while simultaneously benefitting their personal well-being and teaching practice. 
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Chapter 1—Introduction 

A big need in the early childhood sector is making sure teachers’ well-being is looked after. 

Early childhood teachers have all got the same story—early childhood teaching is 

emotionally, physically, and mentally draining. But how do we look after ourselves? Let’s do 

something about it. Let’s work out how to work through it. (Harriet) 

The Problem Space—Early Childhood Teacher Well-Being 

There is increasing scholarly, professional and public discussion about early childhood teachers’ 

work-related well-being and the implications of this for teachers’ ability to provide effective care and 

education for young children (Cumming, 2017). Cumming and Wong (2019) defined early childhood 

teachers’ work-related well-being as: 

A dynamic state, involving the interaction of individual, relational, work—environmental, 

and sociocultural—political aspects and contexts. Educators’ well-being is the responsibility 

of the individual and the agents of these contexts, requiring ongoing direct and indirect 

supports, across psychological, physiological and ethical dimensions. (p. 276) 

This definition recognises that teacher well-being is holistic, constantly changing, and influenced by 

the interplay between multiple elements and contexts. At any point in time, a teacher’s well-being 

can be positively or negatively impacted depending on the balance between the intensity and 

demands of challenges the teacher is facing, and the support, resources and autonomy the teacher 

has to respond to them (Wassell & Dodge, 2015). 

Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017), the national early childhood curriculum of Aotearoa New Zealand, 

highlights the importance of children’s holistic well-being, and states an expectation that teachers 

model positive attitudes towards holistic well-being. There is also recognition within Te Whāriki that 

children’s well-being is interdependent with the well-being of their teachers, parents and family. To 

support the holistic well-being of children, early childhood teachers engage in holistic care. Holistic 

care acknowledges the interdependence of the physical, social, mental, emotional and spiritual 

dimensions of the whole person and recognises the need to care for all these dimensions, because 

what affects one dimension will affect the others (Zamanzadeh et al., 2015). Providing holistic care 

requires teachers to maintain an embodied “caring presence,” which Rodgers and Raider-Roth 

(2006) defined as: 

A state of alert awareness, receptivity, and connectedness to the mental, emotional, and 

physical workings of both the individual and the group in the context of their learning 

environments, and the ability to respond with a considered and compassionate best next 

step. (p. 265) 
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Maintaining a caring presence is emotional labour for early childhood teachers (Elliot, 2002, 2007; 

Goodfellow, 2008; Leavitt, 1994; Osgood, 2012) because it requires teachers to regulate their own 

emotions “in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind in 

others—in this case the sense of being cared for in a convivial and safe place” (Hochschild, 2003, p. 

20). Emotion management in caring and teaching work is highly complex and varied (Bolton, 2005), 

and factors such as personality, dispositions, work environment, leadership support (Sisley & 

Smollan, 2012) and emotional capital (Vincent & Braun, 2012) can have a significant impact on the 

outcomes of emotional labour for an individual teachers’ well-being.  

If early childhood teachers are flourishing, and experience well-being as “feeling good and 

functioning well” (Jarden et al., 2017, p.207), they can engage in the emotional labour required to 

effectively implement the early childhood curriculum, develop and maintain supportive 

relationships, and create a climate that is conducive to the learning and development of their 

students (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). However, when teachers’ well-being is compromised 

because the intensity and demands of challenges outweigh the support, resources and autonomy 

the teacher has to respond to them (Wassell & Dodge, 2015), teachers are more likely to experience 

burnout, have increased levels of absenteeism, and leave the teaching profession (Howard & 

Johnson, 2004; Pillay et al., 2005). For teachers who stay in the profession, stress and burnout 

negatively impact on their teaching effectiveness, their level of commitment to their teaching role 

and the profession, collegial relationships, and students’ learning (Kelchtermans & Strittmatter, 

1999). Chronic teacher stress and burnout have significant negative implications for all the 

stakeholders in an education context—teachers themselves, colleagues, school or centre 

management, children, families, and wider society (Goelman & Guo, 1998; Pietarinen et al., 2013).  

In recent years, the early childhood education sector in Aotearoa New Zealand has experienced 

regulatory and policy changes which have impacted on both structural and process aspects of early 

childhood provision, and have had flow-on implications for teachers’ well-being. Funding decreases 

and freezes, along with teacher shortages, lowered expectations of teacher qualifications, and 

increased child group sizes, have all impacted on early childhood teacher working conditions 

(Gibbons et al., 2016; Johnston, 2015; Walters, 2020a). Poor working conditions have contributed to 

increased teacher stress and burnout, and have negative implications for teachers’ ability to engage 

in the emotional labour of teaching, and thus the quality of care and relationships provided within 

early childhood contexts, and effective curriculum implementation (Alexander, 2016; Child Forum, 

2018a. 2018b; Education Central–Pokapū Mātauranga, 2020).  
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The Ministry of Education (MoE, 2020, 2021) and the Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand 

(2021) recognise that teacher well-being is important and needs to be supported. However, in 

keeping with current neo-liberal approaches to early childhood education provision in Aotearoa New 

Zealand (Ritchie, 2016), both the Ministry and the Teaching Council articulate the value of teacher 

well-being primarily in terms of reducing health-related costs to the school or early learning service 

and having “higher [staff] retention rates, increased loyalty, increased conscientiousness and less 

sickness” (Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand, 2021, Overview). Such a focus fails to 

recognise that teachers’ well-being is an issue of social justice and goes beyond neo-liberal ideals of 

profitability and quality assurance (Cumming, 2017). Beyond the online resources offered, there 

appears to be minimal professional development or guidance that supports teachers’ workplace-

related well-being. Although there is a recognition that preservice teachers experience similar 

stressors to in-service teachers (Birchinall et al., 2019), there continues to be little support or 

teaching about well-being in teacher preparation programmes (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Roeser 

et al., 2012). My own anecdotal experience of teacher preparation programmes suggests that well-

being is positioned as the responsibility of the individual—“how will you take care of your own well-

being?” 

Researcher Interests and Motivations 

My interest in the well-being of early childhood teachers comes from my background as an early 

childhood teacher, an early intervention teacher, and my current role as a professional teaching 

fellow in early childhood teacher preparation programmes. As a preservice teacher in the early 

1990s, during my teacher preparation programme, I learnt about child development, early years 

curriculum, working in partnership with parents, communication skills, guiding children’s behaviour, 

and the importance of being a professional and reflective practitioner. To my recollection, no 

mention was ever made of the potentially fulfilling or exploitative nature of emotional labour of 

teaching (Hargreaves, 2001), nor the need to consider the well-being of teachers. The focus was on 

child-centred practice and raising the status of early childhood teaching through professionalisation. 

The discourse of professionalism at the time was dominated by the importance of developing 

professional attributes and behaviours (Grey, 2013) including having standards of practice, 

specialised knowledge, adhering to a code of ethics and having distance from our young “clients” 

and their families (Katz, 1985).  

For me, being an early childhood teacher came with a mix of feelings including (among others) 

confusion, frustration, joy, satisfaction, exhaustion, challenge, anger and affirmation. More often 

than not I would experience many of these feelings in just 1 hour of my teaching day, and each of 

these feelings needed to be managed, expressed or suppressed as part of the expectations around 
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being a professional early childhood teacher. My colleagues and I would empathise with each other 

around the challenges of early childhood teaching and share our moments of joy and success, but 

there was little discussion of our deeper feelings—possibly a reflection of the neglect of emotion in 

both teaching and teacher education that was still common in the 1990s (Hargreaves, 2001). 

A key catalyst for my undertaking of further training to become an early intervention teacher was 

my interest in children’s social-emotional competence. It was during my study for a diploma of early 

intervention teaching in 1999 that I came across the work of Haim Ginott and a quote that affirmed 

my growing belief in the interconnection between teachers’ social-emotional competence and well-

being, and that of the children they teach: 

I have come to a frightening conclusion. I am the decisive element in the classroom. It is my 

personal approach that creates the climate. It is my daily mood that makes the weather. As a 

teacher I possess tremendous power to make a child’s life miserable or joyous. I can be a 

tool of torture or an instrument of inspiration. I can humiliate or humor, hurt or heal. In all 

situations, it is my response that decides whether a crisis will be escalated or de-escalated, 

and a child humanized or de-humanized. (Ginott, 1972, p. 15)  

While I do not believe that teachers are the only contributors to the cultural climate and emotional 

weather within a teaching context, my teaching experience has affirmed my belief that a teacher’s 

well-being can have a significant impact on the other people (children, colleagues and families) who 

are part of their teaching “web of relationships” (Elliot, 2002). As a parent, my experiences of how 

my children reflect my emotional state back to me, and my anecdotal observations of how the well-

being of my children’s teachers affects the children, have further affirmed for me how children’s 

well-being is interdependent with the well-being of their teachers, parents, and family (MoE, 2017). 

My interest in relationships, social-emotional competence and well-being arises from and 

contributes to my ontological and epistemological position. I believe I am part of the interconnected 

web of all of life, not separate from it (McLeod, 2020), and that my knowledge and understandings 

of the world are “constructed in and out of interaction[s] … and developed and transmitted within 

an essentially social context” (Crotty, 1998, p. 42). My understanding of what it means to be in 

connection with all of life has developed over time. In my early years of teaching and parenting, my 

vison of myself as part of an interconnected whole meant I felt compassion for others and a sense of 

responsibility to care for them. What I did not recognise in those years was that I was inadvertently 

“drawing artificial distinctions between [my]self and others that misrepresent[ed] our essential 

interconnectedness” (Neff & Pommier, 2013, p. 1) because I was not offering myself the same care 

and compassion I gave to others. 
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At the end of 2010, after trying for too long to be all things to all people and neglecting my own well-

being, I experienced a significant physical health crisis and emotional burnout. My journey back to 

wellness has been ongoing and has involved a lot of emotional self-work and taking care of my 

physical needs in order to move forward. Contemplative practices including yoga, gratitude and 

mindfulness have played a significant role as resources I draw on to support me in responding to the 

intense and demanding challenges of my professional and personal life, and maintain a balanced 

sense of well-being. The practice of mindfulness, with its focus on “paying attention in a particular 

way; on purpose, in the present moment and nonjudgmentally” (Kabat-Zinn, 1994, p. 4), has been 

particularly beneficial, and I have experienced many of the positive outcomes of practice identified 

in the extensive research literature including: better emotional regulation, decreased reactivity and 

increased response flexibility, more positive interpersonal relationships, increased self-awareness 

and a greater ability to focus and stay present (Davis & Hayes, 2011).  

My experience of the benefits of mindfulness practice motivated me to engage in further learning 

about mindfulness and to maintain a daily mindfulness practice. I have also taken to including short 

mindfulness practices into my lectures and workshops with early childhood student teachers. I offer 

these practices to students as an invitation, not an obligation, to participate, and I give the students 

a brief explanation of the benefits of the practice linked to relevant research. The positive feedback I 

received from early childhood teaching students about how the mindfulness practices supported 

them to feel calm and present, and their stories of using the practices with children during their 

teaching practicum, along with inspiration from Bernay’s (2014) research into the benefits of 

mindfulness practice for a group of beginning primary school teachers, led me to my initial doctoral 

research focus of mindfulness in early childhood teaching.  

It was while reading the mindfulness literature that I came across Kristin Neff’s (2003a, 2003b) work 

on mindful self-compassion. In an online search for more information, I read an advertisement for a 

mindful self-compassion and yoga weekend retreat, and I was fortunate to secure the final available 

space. That retreat, led by Dr. Anna Friis, provided me with the piece I hadn’t known was missing 

from my mindfulness practice. During that weekend retreat, I realised that although I was 

developing my capacity to be non-judgmentally aware of, and present to, my moment-to-moment 

experiences, I had few strategies for actively comforting or offering kindness to myself in times of 

challenge and thus actively supporting my own well-being. I had grasped the idea of mindfulness as 

a strategy for riding the waves of life (Kabat-Zinn, 1994), and explicitly combining self-compassion 

with my mindfulness practice gave me the added buoyancy of realising that I was not alone in my 

experiences of challenge (common humanity), and that I could respond by caring for myself (self-

kindness)—not to make myself feel better, but because I felt bad (Germer, 2009; Neff, 2011).  
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Since the publication of Neff’s (2003a, 2003b) original research into mindful self-compassion there 

has been a proliferation of studies into the implications of mindful self-compassion practice for a 

range of challenges (Kirby, 2017). In a meta-analysis of the self-compassion research literature, 

Zessin et al. (2015) found a strong correlation between self-compassion and well-being, and 

identified that the practice of self-compassion is linked to reductions in negative mind-states 

(anxiety, depression, stress, rumination, thought suppression, perfectionism and shame) and 

increases in positive mind-states (life satisfaction, happiness, connectedness, self-confidence, 

optimism, curiosity, gratitude). The findings of the mindful self-compassion research to date, my 

own experience of learning to be mindfully self-compassionate, and my interest in early childhood 

teachers and their well-being, led me to wonder: What it is like to be mindfully self-compassionate 

as an early childhood teacher? I was curious about what the moments of challenge in teaching might 

be like if teachers responded to them with mindful self-compassion. Leading on from this, I 

wondered how being mindfully self-compassionate might affect early childhood teachers’ sense of 

well-being, and if it would make any difference to how they teach. 

Aim of the Study, Research Questions and Approach Taken  

These wonderings led to the aim of this study, to make visible early childhood teachers’ lived 

experiences of practising mindful self-compassion, and to explore the implications of being mindfully 

self-compassionate for early childhood teachers’ well-being and teaching practice. The research 

question this study investigates is:  

What are early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of the practice of mindful self-

compassion, and how might being mindfully self-compassionate contribute to teacher well-

being and teaching practice?  

Exploration of the overarching question is supported by the following subsidiary questions: 

• What is it like to be an early childhood teacher?  

• What is it like to respond to teaching challenges with mindful self-compassion?  

• What is it like to be a mindfully self-compassionate early childhood teacher?  

I explored these research questions with a group of 12 registered early childhood teachers who had 

a range of teaching experience, and who taught in a variety of early childhood services. The teachers 

took part in an 8-week mindful self-compassion course facilitated by a certified mindful self-

compassion teacher and participated in two focus groups and an individual semistructured 

interview. I gathered data in the form of research notes and the transcripts of the teachers’ stories, 

which came from the audio recordings of the two focus groups and individual semistructured 

interviews. 
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In carrying out this research, I wanted to use a methodology that aligned with the focus of the 

research. Mindful inquiry (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998) is a qualitative, constructionist-interpretive 

research approach. A mindful inquiry approach to research recognises that as a researcher my “self” 

and my lifeworld cannot be separated from the research in which I contemplate, explore and learn 

with others. My adaptation of Bentz and Shapiro’s (1998) philosophical framework of mindful 

inquiry includes three interconnected components of mindful compassion, hermeneutic 

phenomenology and care, and reflects the ethical, relational and contemplative approach I have 

taken to this research. Being mindfully compassionate enabled me to be with the early childhood 

teachers’ stories of their lived experiences with awareness and openness. Following a hermeneutic 

phenomenological approach inspired by the work of Gadamer (1976) has enabled me to fuse 

horizons with the research participants as I analysed and interpreted their stories, and has deepened 

my understandings of “what it is like” to be an early childhood teacher, to practise mindful self-

compassion and to be a mindfully self-compassionate early childhood teacher. Care as concern, 

solicitude, and a relational ethic motivated this study—I wanted to care for early childhood teachers 

as they care for others—and an ethic of care offered me guidance in how to be as a researcher.  

I have used Bentz and Shapiro’s (1998) depiction of the mindful inquiry research process as a spiral 

“to emphasize the sense of expansion and forward motion that comes from circling in time and 

touching various points, each time from a new point in time and in one’s own self-development” (p. 

42). Each of my chosen components of mindful inquiry fed into the upward spiral, and each phase of 

the research process was a “turn” in the spiral of mindful inquiry, beginning with the recruitment of 

12 qualified early childhood teachers, moving forward into cycles of data gathering using focus 

groups, semistructured individual interviews, and research notes, and then data analysis and 

interpretation to uncover thematic aspects and the essence of the phenomenon (van Manen, 1997). 

In the openings before and after each turn of the spiral, I engaged in mindfully compassionate 

contemplation to develop a deeper and richer understanding of the phenomenon of early childhood 

teachers’ practice of mindful self-compassion (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998). I explain the spiral of mindful 

inquiry further in Chapter 3. 

The open-ended nature of the research spiral reflects that the goal of this research is not to 

definitively explain early childhood teachers’ practice of mindful self-compassion, because “all 

interpretations are ultimately impermanent and contingent upon changing contexts and locations” 

(Belton, 2017, p. 17). Rather, my intention is that the essential features of the teachers’ lived 

experiences of mindful self-compassion will resonate with readers of the research and prompt new 

understandings of, and questions about, the phenomenon and its relationship to early childhood 

teacher well-being and teaching practice. 
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Why This Research Matters 

Although there has been research into the implications of being self-compassionate in other caring 

professions, for example nursing (Raab, 2014; Shattell & Johnson, 2018) and religious clergy 

(Barnard & Curry, 2012), research focused on the implications of being self-compassionate for 

teacher well-being and practice has been relatively limited to date. Jones et al. (2019) noted that 

there is a dearth of research examining healthy workplace well-being among early childhood 

educators, which makes developing strategies to support their well-being difficult. It is also 

significant to note that there has been minimal qualitative research focused on mindful self-

compassion, with most research using quantitative or mixed-methods approaches. Jennings’ (2015a) 

mixed-methods study exploring early childhood teachers’ well-being, mindfulness and self-

compassion in relation to classroom quality and attitudes towards challenging students is one of 

very few focusing on teacher well-being and self-compassion. The findings of Jennings’ research 

suggested that “teachers’ psychosocial characteristics may impact their ability to create and 

maintain optimal classroom environments and supportive relationships with challenging students” 

(p. 732), and showed the need for further research to examine professional development designed 

to support teachers’ social and emotional competence and well-being. Following a review of the 

mindful self-compassion literature, Tandler et al. (2019) proposed that mindful self-compassion is an 

integral component in stress reduction for teachers and should be incorporated into training for 

prospective teachers, and research carried out into the efficacy of mindful self-compassion practice 

for reducing stress, burnout and dropout from the profession.  

The potential importance of this study lies in the contribution it makes to the nascent field of inquiry 

into the implications of mindful self-compassion practice for teacher well-being. This research study 

also responds to concerns about the lack of research into strategies to support early childhood 

teachers’ workplace well-being (Jones et al., 2019) and the need for teacher preparation 

programmes and professional development to support teacher well-being (Jennings, 2015a; Tandler 

et al., 2019). As a qualitative study it offers a perspective that has not been strongly evident in 

previous research, through sharing early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of what it is like to be 

a teacher, what it is like to respond to teaching challenges with mindful self-compassion, and what is 

it like to be a mindfully self-compassionate early childhood teacher. 

A methodology of mindful inquiry and a research design of a spiral of mindful inquiry are not 

commonly used in research studies, yet they align well with the focus of this research. Mindful 

inquiry and the research spiral offered a way of engaging in the research process that was ethical, 

relational and contemplative, and stand as an alternative to the “hurried, mechanical, assembly-line” 

(Ulmer, 2017, p. 201) scholarship that is becoming increasingly prevalent in modern academia. This 
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research study adds to the body of knowledge pertaining to ways of scholarly research that are “not 

unproductive, but are differently productive” (Ulmer, 2017, p. 201).  

The potential significance of this research study, therefore, is two-fold. First, this study contributes 

to the scholarly literature and understandings about early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of 

mindful self-compassion practice and the implications of this for teachers’ well-being and teaching 

practice. Second, this study offers insights into the application of mindful inquiry as a research 

methodology, and into the spiral of mindful inquiry as a research design.  

Thesis Overview 

The chapters of the thesis spiral outwards from this introductory chapter and the central research 

question. Each chapter represents another turn in the spiral and the evolution of this thesis, and as 

the spiral grows outwards, it also becomes thicker and more complex as additional threads of 

information and understanding are woven in. The chapter breaks are the spaces in the spiral and 

provide an opportunity to reflect on what has been shared and for the reader to (perhaps) 

experience a fusion of horizons between their own understandings and the text. As depicted in the 

image of the thesis overview (Figure 1), the “final” turn of the spiral in this thesis is not an ending 

but an invitation to contemplate future turns of this particular research spiral and potential 

rhizomatic interconnections with other research spirals. 

Figure 1 

The Thesis Spiral 

 

A wide range of literature informs this study and is critically reviewed in Chapter 2, which begins by 

exploring the notion of early childhood teaching as a complex and relational profession. Following 
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this, key concepts of relationships, care and emotional labour are critically discussed with a focus on 

the intersections of these concepts and their implications for early childhood teacher well-being. I 

then explore the mindful self-compassion literature and conclude the literature review with a critical 

consideration of the potential significance of mindful self-compassion practice for early childhood 

teachers’ well-being and teaching.  

Chapter 3 is a discussion of the philosophical framework of mindful inquiry which underpins this 

research study. It explains how I have drawn from the key ideas of philosophers and theorists of 

mindful compassion, hermeneutic phenomenology and care to inform my approach to this research 

and the research design of a spiral of mindful inquiry. 

Chapter 4 explains the design of my research study and the rationale behind this. I critically discuss 

the use of focus groups, semistructured individual interviews, and researcher notes, as data-

collection methods. Chapter 4 also includes discussion of how care, mindful compassion, and 

hermeneutic phenomenology all informed the approach I took to data analysis and interpretation, 

and how the trustworthiness of the study has been established along with the relevant ethical 

considerations. The last section of this chapter introduces the early childhood teacher research 

participants in preparation for the sharing and interpretation of their stories of early childhood 

teaching and mindful self-compassion practice in Chapters 5 to 7. 

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 present findings and discussion together. Each chapter focuses on one of the 

subsidiary research questions: Chapter 5 explores the teachers’ stories of what it is like to be an 

early childhood teacher—the complexities, joys and challenges of a teaching day; Chapter 6 

articulates the teachers’ experiences of what it is like to respond to challenges in teaching with the 

core elements of mindful self-compassion—mindfulness, recognition of common humanity, and self-

kindness; Chapter 7 shares the teachers’ reflections of what it is like to be a mindfully compassionate 

teacher and how being mindfully self-compassionate has helped the teachers to develop practices of 

equanimity, care, and advocacy which support their well-being and teaching practice.  

In the final chapter, I present the conclusions of the study and the implications of mindful self-

compassion practice for early childhood teacher well-being and teaching practice. I outline the 

significant contributions of this study, along with some limitations and possibilities for future turns 

of the research spiral.  
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Chapter 2—A Review of the Literature 

One of the things about this job is that you are giving so much of yourself all day, every day. 

Giving out all that emotional energy is what I think is quite draining for most people in this 

job. (Rachel) 

It’s emotionally demanding, and we have to always have this persona of positive high 

energy, and being happy. But we are human beings, as well as teachers. We’re wives, 

mothers, partners, sisters, whatever, so we do double the amount that a lot of other people 

do in a job. (Dulcie) 

In this chapter, the first turn of the thesis spiral, I provide context for the central research question 

What are early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of the practice of mindful self-compassion, and 

how might being mindfully self-compassionate contribute to teacher well-being and teaching 

practice? Using literature from a variety of disciplines including education, philosophy, psychology, 

nursing, neuroscience and wisdom traditions, I identify existing key ideas and concepts pertinent to 

my research study, and what this research study can add to the existing research literature. The 

variety of disciplines this literature review draws from reflects the complexity of the work that early 

childhood teachers do and the multiple factors that can impact on holistic well-being, and recognises 

that our ways of being in the world and connecting with each other are central to our experience as 

human beings and are of interest to researchers in many disciplines. The literature reviewed in this 

chapter represents a coming together or fusing of horizons (Gadamer, 1976) between my own 

understandings and the extant literature, adding to the forward movement of the research spiral. 

I begin this review of the literature by exploring the notion that early childhood teaching is a 

complex and relational profession. I then critically discuss the key concepts of relationships, care and 

emotional labour with a focus on the intersections of these concepts and their implications for early 

childhood teacher well-being. A discussion of the model of well-being that has informed this study 

will be followed by an exploration of the research literature related to mindfulness and compassion 

in educational contexts. The last sections of this literature review introduce and discuss the concept 

of mindful self-compassion and its implications for well-being. 

Early Childhood Teaching—A Complex and Relational Profession 

Complex and interconnected elements have shaped, and continue to influence, the early childhood 

education sector in Aotearoa New Zealand, and the roles and images of teachers who work in it. 

Historic discourses conflating early childhood teaching with mothering continue to impact on the 

status of the profession (Kane, 2008) and perpetuate tensions between the notions of caring and 
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teaching (Aitken & Kennedy, 2007). The romanticised ideal of the “mother-teacher” fails to 

recognise the intellectual and emotional complexity of early childhood teaching, and the tensions 

between authenticity and professionalism which early childhood teachers navigate daily in their 

work (O’Hara-Gregan, 2013). The next section explores the literature around early childhood teacher 

professionalism. Consideration is given to the complex nature of early childhood teaching as a caring 

and relational profession, and how this complexity affects teachers and their ability to professionally 

embody their caring and teaching roles. 

The Professional Early Childhood Teacher 

The qualities and characteristics of effective professional early childhood teachers have been the 

subject of much discussion and research in the early childhood sector. In a review of the literature 

focusing on quality early childhood education for under-2-year-olds, Dalli et al. (2011) highlighted 

the primary significance of the role and pedagogy of the teacher. Among the factors identified as 

enabling teacher pedagogy and practice were access to specialised professional teacher education 

programmes and positive working conditions. Using data collected from a 2003 survey with 

responses from 139 New Zealand early childhood teachers, Dalli (2008) identified three key themes 

articulated by the teachers related to early childhood professionalism: pedagogy, professional 

knowledge and practice, and collaborative relationships. I had similar findings in a small-scale study 

with eight early childhood teachers, who identified professionalism in early childhood teaching as 

including experience; qualifications; being able to articulate knowledge and values and model these; 

engaging in ongoing professional development; and having positive relationships with colleagues, 

whānau/families and children (O’Hara-Gregan, 2013). These findings, derived from research and 

surveys of early childhood teacher perceptions and experiences, indicated a shift away from 

traditional standards-based approaches to professionalism underpinned by a framework of 

regulatory requirements (Grey, 2013), and towards a “ground-up” view of professionalism which 

recognises that professionalism is an act of “becoming” requiring ongoing effort within complex 

relational contexts (Dalli, 2008).  

Early Childhood Teachers as Professional Technicians. An approach to early childhood 

professionalism based on externally dictated standards has advantages, namely the possibility of 

enhanced status and working conditions (Moss, 2010) for which early childhood teachers have 

fought long and hard. The advantages of such an approach are far outweighed, however, by the 

problematic aspects of attendant neo-liberal discursive practices of measurable outputs and 

accountability (Duhn, 2010; Osgood, 2006). When early childhood teaching is envisioned as 

“measurable, manageable and standardisable” (Duhn, 2010, p. 52), teaching becomes 

decontextualised, and there is a risk of technicist practice (Grey, 2013; Osgood, 2006) focusing on 
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“applying processes in a detached and replicable way that excludes personal interpretation and 

feeling” (Moss, 2006, p. 35). Urban (2008) further argued that standards-based approaches to, and 

discourses of, professionalism create expectations of early childhood teachers rather than reflecting 

their reality. Early childhood teachers report that neo-liberal constructions of their role as 

technicians with a focus on accountability, transparency, performativity and measurability leave 

them feeling overtaken and misplaced (Duncan, 2004). The “audit culture” that exists can be 

burdensome for teachers, fails to recognise teachers’ emotional labour and authenticity (Osgood, 

2006), and “is incompatible with a conception of the early childhood worker as a reflective and 

critical practitioner” (Moss, 2000, p. 51). Teachers’ sense of agency and authenticity are diminished 

when the reality of their lived experiences is excluded or not validated by professional standards 

(O’Hara-Gregan, 2013). Dalli (2008) argued that the complex and highly relational nature of early 

childhood teaching needs to be reflected in a vision of early childhood professionalism as equally 

complex and relational.  

Re-Visioning Early Childhood Teaching and Professionalism as Complex, Messy and Relational. The 

conception of early childhood teaching as complex (Brock, 2013; Grey, 2013) and messy (Urban, 

2008) reflects postmodern thinking (Dahlberg et al., 2007). Early childhood teachers are expected to 

have specialist knowledge, pedagogy and practice (Aitken & Kennedy, 2007; Dalli, 2008). Teachers 

are also expected to take on a range of roles and responsibilities, key among which is engaging in 

collaborative, responsive and reciprocal relationships with children, families, and colleagues (Dalli, 

2008; MoE, 2017). In early childhood teaching, situations frequently arise which cannot be 

responded to with “simplistic problem‐solving‐through‐application‐of‐knowledge mechanism[s]” 

(Urban, 2008, p. 144). Early childhood teachers are called upon daily to make decisions which are 

responsive to unique situations and relationships, based on their own values and experiences. 

Goodfellow (2003) referred to this as the exercising of practical wisdom, combining “expert 

knowledge with sound judgement and thoughtful action” (p. 49). 

Globally, society is in a state of constant and often rapid change, and professionalism as a discourse 

and phenomenon is likewise fluid, constantly evolving, and often contentious (Dalli, 2011; Grey, 

2013). Dalli et al. (2012) proposed that “professionalism in early childhood practice cannot be 

defined in simple universalistic and immutable terms, or through finite lists of qualities and 

attributes” (p. 6). Like the children and families they work with, early childhood teachers are 

historically, politically, culturally and socially located (Goodfellow, 2003) and, rather than being fixed 

and certain, teachers’ practice and understandings of professionalism are context dependent 

(Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). Dalli et al. (2012) argued that the complex sociocultural realities of early 

childhood teaching practice should be reflected in a conceptualisation of early childhood 
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professionalism that is equally complex and constantly evolving, a “critical ecology of the early 

childhood profession” (p. 3).  

A critical ecology of the early childhood profession, like the Aotearoa New Zealand early childhood 

curriculum Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017), is underpinned by Bronfenbrenner’s (2001) bio-ecological 

model. In a critical ecology of the profession, early childhood teachers are constantly developing 

their understandings and practice of professionalism through critical thinking, and developing a 

culture of inquiry about policy and practice at every level of the early childhood system. 

Conceptualised in this way, “professionalism is not an end in itself—a state of being—but an ongoing 

effort—a process of becoming” (Caulfield, 1997, p. 263).  

This “process of becoming” a professional early childhood teacher is not a solitary pursuit which 

individual teachers engage in. Instead, a critical ecology of the early childhood profession is an 

enactment of “democratic professionalism” (Oberhuemer, 2005), a recognition that being and 

becoming an early childhood professional takes place in the context of collaborative, responsive, and 

reciprocal relationships with all stakeholders. There is alignment here with the notion of the early 

childhood “worker as researcher”—a “reflective and dialogic practitioner, whose work depends on 

relationships and the ability to listen and engage in dialogue” (Moss, 2006, p. 36).  

The Centrality of Relationships in Early Childhood Education 

A number of theorists and researchers have articulated the centrality of relationships in early 

childhood teaching and learning, and the importance of professional early childhood teachers being 

skilled in developing and maintaining a “web of relationships” (Elliot, 2002). In this section of the 

literature review, I explore the human drive for social connection, and why positive, responsive and 

reciprocal relationships are central to human development and flourishing, particularly in the early 

years of life. I discuss the centrality of relationships in the Aotearoa New Zealand early childhood 

curriculum and the interconnections between a relationship with self and relationships with others. 

This section of the literature review concludes with a discussion of the implications of self-awareness 

and self-regulation for the building and maintenance of positive relationships, and consideration of 

key ideas around the significance of responsive and reciprocal relationships emerging from 

neuroscientific literature.  

The Human Drive for Social Connection. The human drive for social connection has been recognised 

and researched in a variety of research disciplines and paradigms including (but not limited to) 

philosophy, sociology, psychology, education, epigenetics, neuroscience and economics. Lieberman 

(2013), a neuroscientist, argued that human beings are inherently predisposed to connect socially 

with one another and, as a species, we have developed the ability to understand the thoughts and 
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actions of those around us and to exist in harmony with others. This predisposition for social 

connection has evolutionary roots in the survival and reproduction of the human species 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). From an evolutionary perspective, survival of the human species was 

promoted when human beings banded together cooperatively for protection from predators and to 

hunt and gather. Collaboration and co-operation are also vital for the survival of infants who are 

born vulnerable and reliant on others for care and nurturance while their brains and bodies develop. 

Maslow (1943) proposed that human beings have a hierarchy of needs, with physiological (food, 

water, sleep) and safety (physical shelter and health) needs being foundational and taking 

precedence over the social need for love, affection and belonging. Human infants are incapable of 

meeting their own physiological and safety needs; thus they are reliant on the ability of others to 

read their biological, social and emotional cues, and to empathise and respond appropriately 

(Szalavitz & Perry, 2010). For human infants, the need for social connection takes precedence, as this 

leads to the meeting of their biological survival needs (Lieberman, 2013). Cozolino (2014) referred to 

this as “survival of the nurtured” (p. 6).  

Baumeister and Leary (1995) hypothesised that “belongingness” is a central motivation for humans 

to build and maintain strong, stable interpersonal relationships. According to Baumeister and Leary, 

the “belongingness hypothesis” goes beyond the need for mere social contact, and instead requires 

an ongoing relationship built on reciprocal engagement and care. When these criteria are met and a 

feeling of belonging exists, then there are positive implications for physiological and psychological 

health and well-being (Begen & Turner-Cobb, 2015). Equally, when belongingness needs are unmet 

and individuals experience exclusion, or do not receive consistent, individualised, and empathic care, 

there are significant and ongoing negative implications for holistic development and well-being 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Gerhardt, 2004; Szalavitz & Perry, 2010). 

Te Whāriki—Grounded in Relationships. Aotearoa New Zealand’s early childhood curriculum, Te 

Whāriki, is grounded in relationships and belonging with its sociocultural and holistic vision that 

children are “competent and confident learners and communicators, healthy in mind, body and 

spirit, secure in their sense of belonging and in the knowledge that they make a valued contribution 

to society” (MoE, 2017, p. 6). The metaphor of a whāriki/woven mat, is powerful regarding early 

childhood curriculum. Weaving a whāriki is almost always a collaborative act and takes time, 

knowledge and skill. The completed piece is a taonga or treasure imbued with its own history and 

context. Creating the whāriki is relational, and the outcome is also relational because it provides a 

“mat for all to stand on” (MoE, 2017, p. 10).  
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The Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017) principles of empowerment/whakamana, holistic 

development/kotahitanga, family and community/whānau tangata, and relationships/ngā hononga 

share a foundation in relationality, as do the curriculum strands of well-being/mana atua, belonging/ 

mana whenua, contribution/mana tangata, communication/mana reo, and exploration/mana 

aotūroa. The principles and strands of the curriculum interconnect with each other and provide a 

rationale for all those standing on the whāriki to engage in respectful, responsive and reciprocal 

relationships. Principle 4 of Te Whāriki, relationships/ngā hononga, explicitly states that “Children 

learn through responsive and reciprocal relationships with people, places and things” (MoE, 2017, p. 

21). This statement not only acknowledges the centrality of relationships to children’s learning, but 

also situates the child in a “web of relationships” (Elliot, 2002).  

The web of relationships and concept of reciprocal connections that occur between people, places 

and things espoused in Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017) links directly to the influence of Urie 

Bronfenbrenner’s (2001) bio-ecological theory. In Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological model, the 

individual is centrally located within the nested contexts of the microsystem (immediate 

surroundings and relationships), mesosystem (interactions between elements of the microsystem), 

exosystem (elements of the microsystem which may affect the individual indirectly) and 

macrosystem (wider social and cultural values and institutions). The individual is impacted by, and 

impacts on, each of the systems within the bio-ecological model. Inclusion of the chronosystem 

further recognises the interaction between the systems and the changes over time in how they 

impact on each other. Bronfenbrenner (2001, p. 6965) stated, 

human development takes place throughout life through processes of progressively more 

complex reciprocal interaction between an active evolving biopsychological human organism 

and the persons, objects, and symbols in its immediate external environment. To be 

effective, the interaction must occur on a fairly regular basis over extended periods of time. 

In Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017), the importance of reciprocity in relationships is further informed by te ao 

Māori perspectives (Māori world views) and kaupapa Māori theory (Māori ways of understanding 

and knowing). The Māori term kaiako is used within the early childhood curriculum document to 

refer to all teachers, educators, and other adults responsible for the care and education of children 

in an early childhood setting—this includes parents and whānau/multigenerational extended family. 

The term kaiako is also linked to the concept of āko—a reciprocal relationship between the 

kaiako/teacher and ākonga/learner where both are teachers and learners (MoE, 2009). Implicit to 

this concept is the understanding that the ākonga and their whānau, cannot be separated.  
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The importance of the connection between the ākonga and whānau is reflected in Mason Durie’s 

(1985) work, which offers a Māori conception of hauora or holistic well-being. Durie proposed that 

for an individual to experience hauora, the four interconnected dimensions of well-being 

(wairua/spiritual; hinengaro/cognitive and emotional; tinana/physical; and whānau/family and 

social) all need to be healthy and in balance. Durie’s (1998) metaphor of hauora as a strong, four-

walled house/te whare tapa whā, is used widely throughout health and education literature in 

Aotearoa New Zealand, including the New Zealand Curriculum (MoE, 2007). Heaton (2015) argued 

that understandings of the whare tapa whā model of hauora need to be more nuanced and go 

beyond the simplified interpretations which have become commonplace within national education 

policy, and recognition is needed that the model proposed by Durie is “one,” not “the,” model of 

hauora. Heaton further challenged the omission of the concept of taha whenua (connection to the 

land) as being the foundation upon which the whare/house is built in depictions of te whare tapa 

whā in English-medium curricula. Such an omission indicates the privileging of hegemonic 

knowledge and a lack of understanding of the importance of land and place to Māori well-being and 

Māori spiritual well-being in particular. 

Durie’s model of hauora has strong parallels to the model of human development discussed in the 

Te Whāriki curriculum principle of holistic development/kotahitanga which includes “cognitive 

(hinengaro), physical (tinana), emotional (whatumanawa), spiritual (wairua), and social and cultural 

dimensions” (MoE, 2017, p. 19). Additionally, the dimension of taha whenua is addressed in the 

curriculum principle of relationships/ ngā hononga with its focus on “Children learn[ing] through 

responsive and reciprocal relationships with people, places and things” (MoE, 2017, p. 21). The 

principles of Te Whāriki “are the foundations of curriculum decision making and a guide for every 

aspect of pedagogy and practice” (MoE, 2017, p. 17). Relational pedagogy aligns well with Te 

Whāriki’s vision of relationships being at the heart of holistic early childhood teaching and learning 

in Aotearoa New Zealand (McLaughlin et al., 2015; Peters, 2009). Papatheodorou (2009) proposed 

that relational pedagogy is an empowering force for knowing and making sense of others and 

ourselves, and can be “understood as the lived in-between space and time of the learner and 

teacher and as a matrix of human experience” (p. 11). Relational pedagogy can thus be seen to be 

active, dialogical and occurring over time and involving both the self and the other.  

People, places and things are the explicitly stated relational foci in Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017)—

relationships with the other and external to the self. Beyond the practical self-help and self-care 

skills discussed within Te Whāriki, there are some subtle, albeit limited, intimations of relationships 

with the self. The development of the capacity for self-regulation is identified as evidence of 

children’s development in the well-being/mana atua strand. Likewise, self-knowledge and 
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developing self-regulation are identified within the belonging/mana whenua strand as capacities 

that teacher practice can support. The remainder of this section of the literature review on the 

centrality of relationships in early childhood education considers the literature regarding 

relationships with the self and the other, and the interconnected nature of these relationships. 

Relationships With Self and Others. The concept and experience of the self is complex and relies on 

multiple interconnected social, psychological and neurological processes (Cozolino, 2014). Self-

construal is typically defined as how individuals see the self in relation to others (Cross et al., 2011). 

Social psychologists Oatley et al. (2006) proposed that there are two key cultural approaches to self-

construal—independent and interdependent. Independent self-construal focuses on individualism 

and the self is defined in terms of the individual’s unique dispositions and preferences which are 

stable across time and contexts. Interdependent self-construal is collectivist, and the self is 

constructed in relation to and with others—“a self that is ever-changing, shifting, and shaped by 

different contexts, relationships and roles” (p. 64) 

The notion of an interdependently constructed self, where the interactions and communication we 

have with others over time contribute to our sense of self (Siegel & Hartzell, 2003), fits well with the 

sociocultural underpinnings of Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017). Psychologist Louis Cozolino (2014), drawing 

on findings from the field of social neuroscience, proposed that in infancy and early childhood there 

is a symbiotic relationship between the child and their caretakers, rendering a separate sense of self 

unnecessary. Awareness of others and the development of the ability to build and maintain social 

connections is critical to survival in the early years, and awareness of an individuated self occurs with 

physical maturation and after the development of the prefrontal cortex and abstract thinking. 

Cozolino (2014) argued that “our sense of self may have emerged from how our brains construct our 

experiences of others” (p. 367), which is not to say that human development is the product of 

nurture alone. The developing field of epigenetics (the study of how experience changes the 

operation or expression of genes) has established that, while our genetic material provides a 

template for development, it is the interaction between genes and experiences that results in 

unique gene expression and unique individuals (Cozolino, 2014; Goleman, 2006). As Goleman (2006) 

explained, “genes are designed to be regulated by signals from their immediate surround, including 

hormones from the endocrine system and neurotransmitters in the brain—some of which, in turn, 

are profoundly influenced by our social interactions” (p. 151). Neuroscientific findings about the 

experience-dependent plasticity of the human brain, or how the brain continues to develop and 

change structurally and biochemically over the lifespan in response to experiences (Cozolino, 2014), 

further challenges historic conceptions that both genetics and brain development are fixed and 

unchangeable. The notion “that the brain is a social organ built via experience” (Cozolino, 2014, p. 
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xvii) is foundational to the study of interpersonal neurobiology and the concept of an 

interdependently constructed self. 

Educator and activist, Parker J. Palmer (2004), offered another perspective, arguing that the “true 

self” is something that all human being are born with. P. J. Palmer proposed that this “seed of 

selfhood” (p. 32), represents our inner wholeness and completeness from birth, and this notion of a 

true self is common to many major wisdom and cultural traditions—for example Buddhists call it 

original nature; Christians the soul; humanists, identity and integrity; Māori, mauri. P. J. Parker 

further identifies secularism and moralism as contributing to a loss of attention to, or denial of, our 

true self. Secularism is founded in the belief that religion should have no place in civil affairs. A 

secular approach holds that it is the interactions we have with the social and cultural world that 

result in our sense of self. It is the same interactions with the social and cultural world that can cause 

the turning away from, or hiding of, our true self and living an inauthentic and divided life (P. J. 

Palmer, 2004). Moralism can be defined as “unsympathetic or uncharitable reactions to another’s 

action or the making of moral judgements in situations where they are inappropriate” (Archer, 2017, 

p. 343). According to P. J. Palmer (2004), moralism can result in a denial of true self because of the 

view that nurturing the self is selfish. 

It is P. J. Palmer’s (2004) notion of true self that has informed my use of “self” in this thesis. I 

recognise that sociocultural contexts and experiences can impact on our holistic “sense of self” 

either positively or negatively, but for me the essence of the true self remains constant, whole and 

complete (albeit sometimes hidden) throughout life. This vision of the true self, for me, aligns with 

the image in Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017) of children being “competent and confident learners and 

communicators, healthy in mind, body and spirit, secure in their sense of belonging and in the 

knowledge that they make a valued contribution to society” (p. 5). To me, being a competent, 

confident, secure, valued contributor comes from an alignment between a positive holistic sense of 

self in relationships with others and true self, and this contributes to a sense of hauora or holistic 

well-being (Durie, 1985, 1998). 

Losing a sense of self and opportunities to be our true selves leads to feelings of personal 

inauthenticity and can also result in the rupturing of interpersonal relationships. Authenticity, by 

contrast, is associated with relationship building and maintenance (O’Hara-Gregan, 2013). Cranton 

and Carusetta (2005) identified the components of authenticity in teaching and learning as: being 

aware of, and in relationship with others; self-awareness; awareness of the influence of context; and 

living a critical life. These four components are interconnected; it is through self-awareness that one 
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develops the capacity to enter into effective relationship with the other (Farquhar, 2012), and one 

must live a critical or reflective life to be self-aware (Mortiboys, 2012).  

Self-Awareness and Self-Regulation. The components of authenticity in teaching and learning 

(Cranton & Carusetta, 2005) have some connections to the key components of emotional 

intelligence which Salovey and Mayer (1990) first identified as “a) appraising and expressing 

emotions in the self and others, b) regulating emotion in the self and others, c) using emotions in 

adaptive ways” (p. 190). The ability to appraise and express our own emotions is termed self-

awareness (Davidson & Begley, 2013; Goleman, 1996; Powell & Kusuma-Powell, 2013). Goleman 

(1996) defined self-awareness as “a self-reflexive, introspective attention to one’s own experience, 

sometimes called mindfulness” (p. 315). Goleman further proposed that self-awareness is 

underpinned by three emotional competencies: emotional awareness (recognising emotions and 

their effects), accurate self-assessment (knowing our own strengths and limitations), and self-

confidence (having a strong sense of self-worth). Self-awareness involves metacognition (awareness 

of thought processes) and metamood or metaemotion (thinking about and awareness of our own 

moods and emotions) and is the lynchpin of emotional intelligence.  

Self-awareness is central to the ability to self-regulate (Shanker & Barker, 2016). Self-regulation has 

been widely researched in many areas of psychology and each domain has developed their own 

conceptions, frameworks and definitions of self-regulation (Boekaerts et al., 2000). In social 

psychology, self-regulation is broadly defined as managing one’s own emotions in response to a 

range of stressors (Goleman, 1996; Shanker & Barker, 2016) and this has sometimes led to the 

conflation of self-regulation with self-control. Shanker and Barker (2016) distinguished between self-

regulation and self-control and proposed that self-regulation makes self-control possible. They 

stated that “self-control is about inhibiting impulses; self-regulation is about identifying the causes 

and reducing the intensity of impulses and, when necessary, having the energy to resist” (p. 6).  

For early childhood teachers engaged in the emotional work of caring, the ability to self-regulate 

links to feeling and display rules (Hochschild, 2003)—being aware of and reflecting on their own 

feelings and deciding whether, and how, to display their inner emotions. In the emotional work of 

caring, early childhood teachers are constantly self-regulating to manage and respond effectively 

and professionally to the many stressors (which include environmental, physical, cognitive, social 

and emotional stressors) that arise over the course of a day, and “in order to sustain the outward 

countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others—in this case the sense of being cared 

for in a convivial and safe place” (Hochschild, 2003, p. 20). 
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Effective self-regulation is an energetic process and much of the work is done by the limbic regions 

of the brain involved in attachment, memory, appraisal of meaning and emotion, and the prefrontal 

cortex which is the site of executive functions such as perspective taking, impulse control and 

decision making, and which influences emotional resilience in times of stress and adversity (Kabat-

Zinn, 2013; Shanker & Barker, 2016; Siegel, 2007). The autonomic nervous system also plays a 

significant role in physiological responses to emotional stimuli; it automatically regulates the internal 

states of the body, for example heart and breathing rates, blood pressure and digestion, and can 

transition our bodies along a continuum of arousal states in response to the presence or absence of 

perceived threats or stressors (Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Oatley et al., 2006; Shanker & Barker, 2016).  

The autonomic nervous system comprises two branches—the sympathetic nervous system which 

activates and increases levels of arousal, and the parasympathetic nervous system which inhibits or 

decreases levels of arousal. In response to a perceived threat or stressor, the sympathetic nervous 

system will prepare the body for a fight-or-flight response by inducing a state of physiological and 

psychological hyperarousal through the release of stress hormones such as adrenaline, 

noradrenaline and cortisol (Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Oatley et al., 2006; Shanker & Barker, 2016). These 

hormones are useful in the short term to respond to imminent threat or danger, but in cases of 

chronic stress, when individuals are in almost permanent states of hyperarousal, these hormones 

can have significant negative effects on holistic well-being (Kabat-Zinn, 2013). In a chronic 

hyperarousal state, the focus of the brain is on survival rather than identifying emotions, their 

causes and making conscious decisions about how to respond to or display those emotions. Self-

regulation becomes increasingly more effortful, and impulsiveness more likely (Shanker & Barker, 

2016). The high energy demands of continuously high levels of arousal along with the inflammatory 

effects of persistently high levels of adrenaline, noradrenaline and cortisol can cause physical illness 

and emotional burnout (Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Shanker & Barker, 2016).  

The role of the parasympathetic nervous system is to help the body down-regulate or reduce levels 

of arousal to achieve a calm, focused and alert state, or a sleep state for rest and restoration. The 

parasympathetic nervous system does this through the release of the hormones acetylcholine and 

serotonin which assist in restorative processes including reducing blood pressure, heart and 

breathing rates and increasing digestive processes (Oatley et al., 2006). In response to stressful 

situations not resolved by the hyperaroused fight-or-flight response of the sympathetic nervous 

system, the parasympathetic nervous system will try to protect the body by freezing or feigning 

death and becoming hypo-aroused. 
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Besides activating the autonomic nervous system and physiological readiness to fight, flee or freeze, 

stressors can also trigger the release of the peptide oxytocin and a behavioural tendency in humans 

to affiliate, or come together for support and protection (Taylor, 2006; Taylor et al., 2000). This 

capacity to “tend and befriend” has been demonstrated most frequently by women, and it is 

suggested that female responses to stress may build on attachment–caregiving processes that 

down-regulate the sympathetic nervous system (Taylor et al., 2000). Taylor et al. (2000) proposed 

that “tending involves nurturant activities designed to protect the self and offspring that promote 

safety and reduce distress; befriending is the creation and maintenance of social networks that may 

aid in this process” (p. 411). These notions align with the human drive for social connection 

discussed earlier in this chapter, and the benefits of affiliation for survival of individuals and the 

species. 

Physiological psychologist Stephen Porges (2009) proposed that the human autonomic nervous 

system developed to not only promote survival in dangerous environments through the sympathetic 

(fight-or-flight) and parasympathetic (freeze) nervous systems, but also to survive and thrive in safe 

environments. The ventral vagal complex, controlled by the 10th cranial nerve or vagus nerve, is part 

of the parasympathetic nervous system and plays a significant role in human self-regulation and 

social connection (Cozolino, 2014; Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Keltner, 2009; Oatley et al., 2006; Porges, 2009, 

2017). The vagus nerve has both myelinated and unmyelinated components. Myelinated sheaths 

around a nerve assist with fast, efficient nerve conduction—an evolutionary adaptation which has 

enabled rapid monitoring of and response to the external environment (Salzer & Zalc, 2016). A 

myelinated vagus nerve is unique to mammals, and Porges (2009), in his polyvagal theory, proposed 

that the myelinated or smart vagus (Cozolino, 2014) has developed in response to the need for 

sophisticated neurological and physiological self-regulation which could support the development 

and maintenance of complex social relationships. This has resulted in the smart vagus being referred 

to as the caretaking nerve, or the nerve of compassion (Keltner, 2009; Stellar et al., 2015).  

The vagal social engagement system is most vulnerable to external influences in early infancy, and 

the efficacy with which it develops is linked to attuned and responsive caregiving, and can be 

compromised by prematurity, illness and neglect (Cozolino, 2014; Porges & Furman, 2011). Vagal 

tone refers to the ability of the smart vagus to regulate the heart and other organs, and can be 

increased or inhibited by early experiences (Cozolino, 2014) and also by contemplative practices 

later in life (Gerritsen & Band, 2018). Higher vagal tone is associated with significant positive 

outcomes, including being able to self-regulate effectively, and having more resilience and rapid 

recovery in response to stress and positive social engagement (Cozolino, 2014; Kabat-Zinn, 2013). In 

contrast, lower vagal tone correlates with a range of outcomes including emotional dysregulation, 
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social withdrawal and exclusion, reduced ability to maintain attention and sleep disorders (Cozolino, 

2014). These findings have significance for early childhood teachers. A teacher’s ability to self-

regulate is influenced by their vagal tone, and this then affects the teacher’s ability to effectively 

support the holistic development and well-being of the children they care for (Cozolino, 2014; 

Porges & Furman, 2011).  

The range of theories explored in this section all inform understandings of the centrality of 

relationships in early childhood education in different ways. The early childhood curriculum, Te 

Whāriki (MoE, 2017), underpinned by Bronfenbrenner’s (2001) bio-ecological model, highlights the 

importance of teachers engaging in respectful, responsive and reciprocal relationships. While 

teachers may not have knowledge of the neurophysiological processes that are taking place 

internally during the complex and relational work of early childhood teaching, being self-aware helps 

them to recognise their emotions and the physical sensations that are arising for them, and supports 

them to decide how best to respond in the moment in ways that will build and maintain 

relationships in their teaching work. 

The Implications of Care and Emotional Labour for Teacher Well-Being 

The next section of the literature review explores the implications of care and emotional labour for 

early childhood teacher well-being. The notion of care and its situatedness as a natural, ethical and 

professional part of early childhood teaching is critically discussed. Following this, the connections 

between care and emotional labour are identified and the implications of these for early childhood 

teacher well-being are considered. 

Care: Natural, Ethical or Professional? 

Fisher and Tronto (1990, cited in Tronto, 2015) defined care as  

a species activity that includes everything we do to maintain, continue, and repair our world 

so that we may live in it as well as possible. That world includes our bodies, our selves, and 

our environment, all of which we seek to interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web. (p. 3) 

This definition makes clear that care is not only outwardly or other focused but also includes our 

bodies and ourselves and is a complex, interconnected practice. Tronto (1993) further proposed that 

positioning care as a practice is an “alternative to conceiving of care as a principle or as an emotion. 

To call care a practice implies that it involves both thought and action, that thought and action are 

interrelated, and that they are directed toward some end” (p. 108). In this way, care can be seen as 

an intentional rather than unconscious act. 
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Caring as a natural, spontaneous, affective human response (Noddings, 2002) has been linked to 

maternalism and the discourse that maternal caring is a natural part of early childhood teaching 

(Ailwood, 2007; Aitken & Kennedy, 2007; Goldstein, 1998). Goldstein (1998) argued that focusing 

only on natural care “will contribute to the erroneous conception of early childhood educators as 

somehow not as professional or not as intelligent as teachers of older children” (p. 245). Building on 

Gilligan’s (1982) feminist ethics of care, Noddings (2002, 2007) acknowledged the value of natural 

care and argued that an ethics of care is a relation aimed at restoring or establishing natural care; 

caring is not something that you are, but something that you do. Aslanian (2015) proposed that, in 

intellectualising care and positioning it as an ethic and a relation (Noddings, 2003a), care becomes 

professionalised rather than natural.  

The professionalisation of care is not specific to early childhood education. Sevenhuijsen (2003) 

stated that care does not have an unchanging place in society, and over time care is being relocated 

in key ways: from women to men; from private and individual to public, collective, and professional. 

An ethics of care, while helping to articulate and rationalise notions of professional care and its place 

in the public and collective domain, does not fit neatly into neo-liberal notions of productivity and 

measurability (Elliot, 2007). There are, however, dimensions and values of an ethics of care which 

provide guidance for those engaged in the caring professions, people who are paid to care. Drawing 

on the work of Tronto (1993), Sevenhuijsen (2003) proposed that there are four dimensions of care: 

caring about, taking care, caregiving and care receiving. These four dimensions align with “four 

values: attentiveness, responsibility, competence and responsiveness [which] form the core of the 

ethic of care as moral orientation and thus of care as social practice” (p. 184). 

These dimensions and values of an ethic of care grounded in relationality and interdependence align 

well with a critical ecology of early childhood professionalism (Dalli et al., 2012). The dimensions of 

caring about, taking care, caregiving and care receiving associated with an ethic of care 

(Sevenhuijsen, 2003) can be seen in a critical ecology of the profession with teacher alertness to 

challenges, critical thinking and a culture of inquiry about policy and practice at every layer of the 

early childhood system within the current social and political context (Urban, 2008). Likewise, the 

principles of relationships, family and community and empowerment in the national early childhood 

curriculum Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017) align with values of attentiveness, responsibility, competence 

and responsiveness.  

Nel Noddings (1994, 2003a, 2003b), one of the seminal philosophers of ethics of care in education, 

parallels Sevenhuijsen’s (2003) values of attentiveness, responsibility, competence and 

responsiveness with the notions of engrossment and motivational displacement. Noddings (2003a) 
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proposed that in every caring interaction there is one-caring and a cared-for. Engrossment means 

that the one-caring gives full attention to the cared-for and is receptive to the cared-for’s situation 

and perspective. Motivational displacement occurs as a result of engrossment. The one-caring’s 

primary motivation is to support and respond to the needs of the cared-for.  

Philosopher Emmanuel Levinas, in describing the ethics of an encounter, stated that there is an 

“absolute and infinite responsibility for the other” (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005, p. 79) and this 

responsibility to the other is based on respect and an obligation without expectation of 

reciprocation. Noddings (2007) also discussed a responsibility to, and respect for, the other or the 

cared-for, but her focus was on the “response-ability” of the one caring, “the ability to respond 

appropriately” (Noddings, 2002, p. 166). Unlike Levinas, Noddings (2003a) saw reciprocation as an 

integral part of the caring act. For Noddings (2002), the caring act is concluded with an 

acknowledgement by the cared-for of the care they have received. This acknowledgement can take a 

variety of forms (a smile, a thank you) and is how the one-caring monitors their efforts and is 

rewarded both extrinsically and intrinsically for their caring. If the one-caring does not receive a 

response to the care they have offered then they can “suffer disillusionment, fatigue and eventually 

burnout” (p.19).  

Goldstein (1998) stated that “In mature, healthy relationships, all involved parties get the 

opportunity to be both the one-caring and the cared-for” (p. 247). In an early childhood context, 

relationships are frequently between teachers and children. While most teachers are committed to 

the ideal that “to care for another person, in the most significant sense, is to help him grow and 

actualize himself” (Noddings, 2003a, p. 9), the opportunities for teachers to be the cared-for are not 

equal to the opportunities for them to take on the role of one-caring. It is important to note here 

that, while identifying care as an ethical responsibility, Noddings (1994, 2003a, 2003b) also identified 

that the ethical responsibility to care is as much directed towards the one-caring, as to the cared-for. 

If the one-caring is not supported and cared for, then they lose the ability to care (Noddings, 2003a). 

The challenge for early childhood teachers is to maintain their own well-being while engaged in 

caring for others, because “total selflessness on the part of the caregiver may actually impede her 

ability to care, as she loses her self in the process” (Leavitt, 1994, p. 88).  

Early Childhood Teaching as Emotional Labour 

In envisioning care as an ethic (Noddings, 2003a) and a practice, caring is positioned as more than an 

emotion, sentiment or disposition (Hamington, 2010; Tronto, 1993). This is not to say that care does 

not have an affective, emotional component. Working from the premise that care is complex and 

can be provided in a multiplicity of ways and for a variety of purposes and goals (Mayseless, 2016; 
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Tronto, 1993, 2015), care can be positioned as holistic. Holistic care is “a behavior that recognizes a 

person as a whole and acknowledges the interdependence among one’s biological, social, 

psychological, and spiritual aspects” (Zamanzadeh et al., 2015, p. 214). The notion of holistic care is 

implicit within the national early childhood curriculum, Te Whāriki and the principle of holistic 

development/kotahitanga (MoE, 2017). 

In caring holistically for children, families and colleagues, early childhood teachers need to maintain 

a caring presence (Goodfellow, 2008). Rodgers and Raider-Roth (2006) described this presence as 

being embodied and comprising:  

A state of alert awareness, receptivity, and connectedness to the mental, emotional, and 

physical workings of both the individual and the group in the context of their learning 

environments, and the ability to respond with a considered and compassionate best next 

step. (p. 265) 

Maintaining this state of awareness, receptivity, connectedness and responsiveness requires more 

than “just a set of behaviours; it calls for total engagement of heart, mind and spirit” (Elliot, 2007, p. 

82). Total engagement and the practice of caring presence is emotional labour for early childhood 

teachers (Elliot, 2002, 2007; Goodfellow, 2008; Leavitt, 1994; Osgood, 2012).  

Arlie Hochschild (2003) first defined and distinguished between emotion work and emotional labour, 

where emotion work is “the purposeful evocation or suppression of feeling we do in everyday life” 

(Hochschild, 2013, p. 186) and has use value, while emotional labour involves managing our 

emotions as part of a paid job and has exchange value. Emotional labour  

requires one to induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward countenance that 

produces the proper state of mind in others—in this case the sense of being cared for in a 

convivial and safe place. This kind of labor calls for a coordination of mind and feeling, and it 

sometimes draws on a source of self that we honor as deep and integral to our individuality. 

(Hochschild, 2003, p. 20) 

Being in relationship with others is a central component of early childhood teaching and learning, 

and “being in relationship our emotions are engaged and need to be attended to” (Elliot, 2007, p. 

157). Calhoun (1992) proposed it is not just our own emotions which need attending to and that 

emotional work includes the management of others’ emotions, “soothing tempers, boosting 

confidence, fueling pride, preventing frictions, and mending ego wounds” (p. 118). In early childhood 

contexts this emotional work of being aware of, and responding to, the emotions of others—be they 

children, colleagues or whānau—is part of early childhood teachers’ emotional labour. Early child 

teachers are expected to be professional and caring in their interactions with children, colleagues 
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and whānau (Elliot, 2006, 2007; Goodfellow, 2008; Leavitt, 1994; MoE, 2017) in order to nurture 

relationships and well-being. In building and maintaining responsive and reciprocal relationships, 

and responding effectively to the emotions of others, early childhood teachers need to be aware of 

and manage their own emotions—to be emotionally intelligent (Goleman, 1996; Mortiboys, 2012; 

Powell & Kusuma-Powell, 2013) and socially intelligent (Goleman, 2006). Manning-Morton (2006) 

suggested teachers need “to become experts in themselves, including their own darker side” (p. 48) 

so they better understand their own emotional responses and can make conscious choices about 

how to manage those responses in socially intelligent ways (Siegel & Hartzell, 2003). 

Emotional and social intelligence are required in learning and enacting “feeling rules” and “display 

rules” (Hochschild, 2003). Feeling rules “guide emotion work by establishing the sense of 

entitlement or obligation that governs emotional exchanges” (Hochschild, 2003, p. 56), that is how 

one ought to feel in a situation; while display rules guide individuals in deciding how to display (or 

not) their inner emotions in social contexts and in consideration of role expectations. Feeling and 

display rules may cause emotional dissonance when individuals engage in surface acting—simulating 

or suppressing emotions when there is an inconsistency between inner feelings and expected outer 

displays of emotion. Hochschild (2003) stated that “In surface acting we deceive others about what 

we really feel, but we do not deceive ourselves” (p. 33). In contrast, deep acting involves conscious 

mental work by the individual to deceive or shift themselves into experiencing and displaying 

specific emotions. Hochschild (2003) proposed that there are two ways of engaging in deep acting: 

by directly encouraging particular feelings, or changing personal perceptions of what is occurring. 

Early Childhood Teaching and Alienated Labour. The increasing marketisation of early childhood in 

Aotearoa New Zealand (Mitchell, 2014) along with professionalisation of the sector (Dalli, 1993; Dalli 

et al., 2012) has implications for the feeling and display rules which govern the expected behaviours 

and emotions of early childhood teachers. Alongside professional values and ethical codes which 

guide teachers’ emotional work, teachers also have an obligation to employers and to the families 

and children who purchase their services. Hochschild noted that “Where the customer is king, 

unequal exchanges are normal, and from the beginning customer[s] and … [employees] assume 

different rights to feelings and display. The ledger is supposedly evened by a wage” (Hochschild, 

2003, p. 86). As employees within a neo-liberal marketplace, early childhood teachers must manage 

their emotions in response to discourse and practices around feeling and display rules. There is a 

“human cost of emotional labour … employees’ emotional performances are demanded by and used 

for the commercial gain of the company” (Vincent & Braun, 2012, p. 754). The cost to early 

childhood teachers engaging in emotional performances through both surface and deep acting is the 

risk of losing their sense of self, of feeling oppressed and alienated (Colley, 2006; Hochschild, 2003; 
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Leavitt, 1994; Vincent & Braun, 2012). The consequence of this is that “emotional work is 

transformed into its opposite—not a source of human bonding and satisfaction, but of alienation 

and eventual emotional burn-out” (Colley, 2006, p. 16). 

Leavitt (1994) proposed that caregiving in early childhood contexts may be alienated labour. 

Alienated labour is an outcome of early childhood teachers’ “lack of control over their labor, absence 

of pleasure and well-being in their labor, and, in this case, perhaps lack of respect from society for 

the work they do” (Leavitt, 1994, p. 63). Alienation may cause disengagement by early childhood 

teachers from the emotional work of teaching and caring, and teachers may become technicist in 

their practice (Elliot, 2007; Grey, 2013; Moss, 2006; Osgood, 2006) resulting in negative impacts on 

the holistic development of the children they care for (Elliot, 2007; Gerhardt, 2004; Siegel & Hartzell, 

2003). The implications of alienated labour for early childhood teachers’ well-being have been noted 

by several researchers and commentators in Aotearoa New Zealand, in particular the implications of 

stress and teacher burnout for teacher retention and efficacy (Aitken & Kennedy, 2007; Duncan, 

2004; Gibbons & Farquhar, 2014; Gibbons et al., 2016; Jena-Crottet, 2017).  

Teacher Well-Being 

Well-being is the subject of increasing attention in Western societies with a range of businesses, 

services and products claiming to promote and support well-being (Holmes, 2005). There has also 

been an increased focus on well-being in education in recent years, in New Zealand (MoE, 2020, 

2021) and internationally (Cassidy, 2017). Various descriptions, models and definitions of well-being 

have been proposed by well-being researchers which are reflective of their specific contexts and 

research foci (Dodge et al., 2012). In this research study, my focus is specifically on the well-being of 

early childhood teachers in Aotearoa New Zealand so I have used a holistic conceptualisation of 

teacher well-being informed by the principle of holistic development from the national early 

childhood curriculum Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017) and Durie’s (1985, 1998) model of hauora/holistic 

well-being. These conceptualisations of well-being (introduced on p. 17) recognise the 

interconnected nature of the physical, social, mental/emotional, and spiritual dimensions of well-

being, and the dynamic nature of holistic well-being because what affects one dimension of well-

being has implications for the other dimensions.  

The literature explored up to this point has identified how early childhood teaching is a complex and 

relational profession that has been, and continues to be, influenced and shaped by sociocultural and 

political contexts and discourse. The well-being of those working in the early childhood teaching 

profession is likewise influenced by the interplay between multiple elements and contexts. Cumming 

and Wong’s (2019) definition of early childhood teachers’ work-related well-being, as “a dynamic 
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state, involving the interaction of individual, relational, work—environmental, and sociocultural—

political aspects and contexts” (p. 276), articulates the interaction of multiple aspects and contexts 

which impact on early childhood teachers’ well-being. The dynamic and shifting nature of well-being 

is further highlighted by Wassell and Dodge (2015) who defined well-being as “a balance point 

between resources and challenges, autonomy and intensity, as well as support and demand” (p. 97).  

Figure 2 depicts how I have adapted Wassell and Dodge’s model of well-being and drawn on ideas 

from Durie (1985, 1998), Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017), and Cumming and Wong (2019), to reflect my 

conceptualisation of early childhood teacher well-being as holistic, contextual and dynamic.  

Figure 2 

Model of Well-Being 

 

The intensity, demands, challenges, resources, support and autonomy (Wassell & Dodge, 2015) that 

early childhood teachers experience are influenced by their “individual, relational, work—

environmental, and sociocultural—political aspects and contexts” (Cumming & Wong, 2019, p. 276). 

When teachers have the support, resources and autonomy that they need to respond to contextual 

demands and challenges and their intensity, then the teachers’ holistic well-being is in balance. 

However, when the intensity of demands and challenges of early childhood teaching outweigh 

teachers’ resources, support and their autonomy to respond, then teachers’ holistic well-being is 

negatively impacted and balance is lost.  

Teacher Stress and Burnout. Teaching is a stressful profession (Kyriacou, 2001; Larrivee, 2012; 

Zembylas, 2005) and there is a significant body of research exploring teacher stress and its 
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implications for teacher well-being. The term stress was first popularised in the 1950s by the work of 

Dr Hans Selye (Kabat-Zinn, 2013). Selye’s work initially focused on the physiological responses of 

animals to injury or exposure to unusual or extreme pressures or demands—what he termed a stress 

response. In later research, Selye (1974) identified that “stressors” (stimuli or events that produced a 

stress response) could be external or internal, and stressors could have both positive and negative 

physiological and psychological implications for the individual. Selye also distinguished between two 

types of stress—eustress and distress. Eustress occurs when the stress response is triggered by 

positive stressors, and distress occurs when the stress response is initiated by negative, unpleasant 

stressors which put a burden on the individual’s resources. Lazarus (1991, 1999) built further upon 

these ideas and connected stress to emotions. Lazarus posited that the same stressors are 

experienced and responded to differently by each individual based on the individual’s appraisal or 

perception of the stressor, and the individual’s coping mechanisms, support and resources, that is, 

different stressors elicit different emotions in individuals (Oatley et al., 2006).  

Irrespective of the emotions that the individual may have about the stressor, exposure to stressors 

produces a physiological stress response, namely “vigilant attention and heightened activity in the 

sympathetic branch of the autonomic nervous system” (Oatley et al., 2006, p. 168). The stress 

response is adaptive, allowing the individual to respond quickly and efficiently to perceived threats 

and dangers, for example being able to move quickly to catch a child falling from a climbing frame. 

Ideally, following a triggering of the stress response, the body should then return to a calm state of 

homeostasis or balanced well-being. Ongoing exposure to distress, for example balancing multiple 

responsibilities and tasks, or persistent workplace bullying, can cause chronic stress, leaving the 

body in a constantly heightened physical state, which can cause ongoing issues in relation to holistic 

well-being (Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Larrivee, 2012; Oatley et al., 2006).  

An early study of the sources of teacher stress by Turk et al. (1982, cited in Larrivee, 2012) found 

“school environment, student misbehaviour, poor working conditions, personal concerns of the 

teacher, relationships with parents, time pressures, and inadequacy of training” (p. 7) were 

consistently identified as problem areas. Larrivee (2012) further distilled these sources of stress into 

three broad categories: “1. Systemic factors that are part of the institutional and political 

organization of schools. 2. Job-specific factors that are intrinsic to the teaching profession. 3. Factors 

that affect the individual vulnerability of a teacher” (p. 8). These sources of stress which are specific 

to teaching also align with literature around more generic issues which contribute to workplace 

stress—control, support and demands (McKenzie & Hassed, 2012). Given the history and current 

status of early childhood care and education as previously discussed, it is apparent that these areas 

continue to be a source of stress for early childhood teachers in Aotearoa New Zealand and impact 
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negatively on early childhood teachers’ well-being (Gibbons & Farquhar, 2014; Gibbons et al., 2016, 

2018; Jena-Crottet, 2017). 

Ongoing chronic stress can lead to burnout in early childhood teachers (Schaack et al., 2020). 

Freudenberger (1974) introduced the term burnout to describe the process by which those working 

in the caring professions become worn out and exhausted over time. Caroline Maslach (2003), one 

of the preeminent researchers of burnout, and developer of the Maslach Burnout Inventory 

(Maslach et al., 2013), defined burnout as “a psychological syndrome that involves a prolonged 

response to stressors in the workplace and it involves the chronic strain that results from an 

incongruence, or misfit, between the worker and the job” (Maslach, 2003, p. 189).  

According to Maslach et al. (2013), burnout in educators manifests in three interconnected 

dimensions: emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation, and lack of personal accomplishment. 

Emotional exhaustion is the draining of energy in response to interpersonal and workload demands 

and feeling overburdened. Depersonalisation (or cynicism) “is an attempt to put distance between 

oneself and service recipients by actively ignoring the qualities that make them unique and engaging 

people. Their demands are more manageable when they are considered impersonal objects of one’s 

work” (Maslach et al., 2001, p. 403). Lack of personal accomplishment or a diminished sense of self-

efficacy can occur because of both emotional exhaustion and depersonalisation. It is difficult for 

teachers to feel that what they are doing has value or meaning when they are exhausted and 

distanced from those who are the recipients of their care and effort.  

Girdano et al. (1997) proposed that burnout is a three-stage process which progresses sequentially 

over time from stress arousal (which includes persistent irritability, anxiety, forgetfulness, headaches 

and insomnia), to energy conservation (which includes procrastination, apathy, resentfulness, 

persistent tiredness and lateness for work), to exhaustion (which includes chronic sadness or 

depression, mental and physical fatigue, physical illness). At each stage, any two of the symptoms 

may indicate that an individual is at this stage of the burnout cycle (Larrivee, 2012).  

Beginning teachers have been identified as being at greater risk of stress and burnout as a result of 

insufficient or inadequate teacher preparation programmes (Lambert et al., 2012), unsupportive or 

poorly resourced organisational structures and unsupportive social networks (Clandinin et al., 2015; 

Kim et al., 2017; Larrivee, 2012). Kim et al. (2017) further argued that burnout is contagious and that 

beginning teachers who work closely with colleagues and mentors experiencing burnout are at 

higher risk of becoming burnt out. Both beginning and established teachers need to have explicit 

support and guidance in developing skills and knowledge to manage stress and the ability to 

recognise the early sign of burnout (Kim et al., 2017; Larrivee, 2012; Yilmaz, 2014). Kim et al. (2017) 
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emphasised that “stress itself does not lead to burnout; instead, having no means to deal with 

negative stress in the long term may lead to burnout” (p. 251).  

Outcomes of Teacher Stress and Burnout. Chronic teacher stress and ultimately teacher burnout 

have significant impacts for all stakeholders in an education context—the teachers themselves, their 

colleagues, school or centre management, the children, their families and also the relationships 

between all these stakeholders (Goelman & Guo, 1998; Pietarinen et al., 2013). Education occurs 

within a network of relationships, and what affects one element of this network will have flow-on 

effects for the other elements. The impact of chronic stress on individuals has been widely 

researched (Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Oatley et al., 2006) and clear links have been established between 

stress and physical and psychological effects including somatic complaints (e.g., physical exhaustion, 

back and stomach pain, difficulty breathing); illnesses and chronic conditions (e.g., high blood 

pressure, arthritis, stomach ulcers); and mental health (e.g., depression, emotional exhaustion, 

anxiety) (Larrivee, 2012). Chronic stress and subsequent burnout contribute to increased healthcare 

costs for affected teachers, and temporary and permanent absences from work (Goelman & Guo, 

1998) which can have ongoing financial implications for the individual teachers and their families. 

The colleagues of teachers who are experiencing chronic stress and burnout may experience 

increased workloads associated with teacher absences—either through taking over their colleague’s 

workload or needing to support and train temporary relieving staff (Goelman & Guo, 1998). This may 

then result in those staff then having a subjective feeling of being overwhelmed by the amount of 

responsibility they face, resulting in them also experiencing chronic stress and burnout. Kim et al. 

(2017) found that early career teachers are particularly susceptible to burnout contagion when they 

work with colleagues who are chronically stressed and burnt out, because their colleagues are less 

likely to provide the beginning teacher with emotional support or support in the form of knowledge, 

curriculum resources and time. 

From a management perspective, chronic teacher stress and burnout can cause increased costs for 

relieving staff and additional work and costs in the form of recruiting, interviewing and training new 

staff (Goelman & Guo, 1998). It is important to note here the significant contribution to chronic 

teacher stress that structural factors controlled by management have (e.g., high levels of teacher 

accountability and the associated documentation, lack of agency, increased workloads, poor wages 

and working conditions) (Goelman & Guo, 1998; Larrivee, 2012).  

For children and families, chronic teacher stress and burnout also have significant implications 

regarding the building and maintenance of responsive and reciprocal relationships (Goelman & Guo, 

1998). Teachers who are physically and emotionally exhausted or unwell do not have the energy or 
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capacity to build and maintain the relationships (Larrivee, 2012) with children and families which are 

so central to learning and teaching in the early childhood years (MoE, 2017). 

Emotional Labour in Early Childhood Teaching: Alienating and Stressful, or Skilful and 

Agentic? Chronic teacher stress and burnout are internationally common phenomena and have 

been linked to emotional and alienated labour for early childhood teachers (Colley, 2006; Leavitt, 

1994; Osgood, 2012). Yet, not all teachers experience chronic stress and burnout, or the negative 

outcomes associated with these. The ongoing effects of personal, systemic and job-specific stressors 

on teachers’ holistic well-being can be mitigated or ameliorated by a range of protective factors 

(Larrivee, 2012; Oatley et al., 2006; Vincent & Braun, 2012). Being positively involved with others 

and socially supported (Oatley et al., 2006; Pietarinen et al., 2013) are the most frequently discussed 

of these protective factors, with teachers particularly noting collegial relationships, support and a 

sense of community as assisting them to cope better with stress (Larrivee, 2012) and to have a 

positive sense of social and emotional well-being (Zinsser et al., 2016). Kelchtermans and 

Strittmatter (1999) identified a contagion effect in positive work engagement among teachers which 

contrasts with the findings of Kim et al. (2017) that stress and burnout are contagious. Dezecache et 

al. (2015) explained that whether emotions are “caught” depends on how emotions are displayed, 

the identities of those involved and the nature of their interactions. The roles and personal 

characteristics of the individuals involved, and the emotional culture of the context all contribute to 

whether teachers feel positively about their work or whether they experience chronic stress and 

burnout (Pietarinen et al., 2013; Zembylas, 2005). 

The negative outcomes of emotional labour (chronic stress, inauthenticity and burnout) are the most 

frequently researched and discussed in the literature, but several writers (Bolton, 2005; Crum et al., 

2013; Vincent & Braun, 2012; Zembylas, 2005) have critiqued the overemphasis on these outcomes 

and proposed that emotional labour can be joyful, fulfilling, skilful and agentic and encourage 

growth. Crum et al. (2013) argued that stress can, paradoxically, provide an opportunity for positive 

growth, focusing particularly on the development of resilience, greater awareness of a range of 

perspectives, clear priorities, more meaningful relationships and a greater appreciation for life. 

Drawing on Dweck’s (2012) concept of growth mindsets, Crum et al. (2013) proposed that an 

individual’s response to stress may result from their mindset in relation to stress, that is, stress is 

negative and debilitating, or stress is positive and enhancing. In a similar vein, Zembylas (2005) 

proposed that rather than only experiencing emotional dissonance (where emotions felt are at odds 

with the emotions displayed) teachers can also experience emotional consonance (where the 

emotions felt and displayed are authentic and congruent) (Larrivee, 2012).  
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Instead of focusing solely on burnout, more recent research has focused on its positive opposite—

job engagement. Maslach (2003) noted that  

Some researchers define engagement as the opposite end of the three burnout 

dimensions—energy, involvement, and sense of efficacy. Others conceptualize engagement 

in its own terms, rather than as an opposite to burnout, and so define it as a persistent, 

positive motivational state of fulfillment in employees that is characterized by vigor, 

dedication, and absorption. (pp. 190–191) 

Vincent and Braun (2012) argued that positioning emotional labour as a binary, with the outcomes 

for teachers being that they feel either skilful and agentic or alienated and oppressed, does not 

provide a sufficiently nuanced understanding of the highly complex and varied forms of emotion 

management inherent in caring and teaching work (Bolton, 2005). Personality, dispositions, work 

environment, leadership support (Sisley & Smollan, 2012) and emotional capital (Vincent & Braun, 

2012) can have a significant impact on the outcomes of emotional labour for individual teachers. 

Reay (2000), drawing on Bourdieu’s conceptual framework and notions of capital, stated that, 

“emotional capital can be understood as the stock of emotional resources built up over time within 

families and which children could draw upon” (p. 572). Thus, individual teachers may be more or less 

prepared and skilled in emotion management, which can impact on their experience and enactment 

of emotional labour.  

An individual’s motivation to engage in the emotional work of caring and teaching can also 

significantly impact on their experience and enactment of emotional labour. Osgood (2012), in 

researching the constructions of professionalism by nursery workers in three London early childhood 

centres, found that their subjective experiences of childhood were a powerful catalyst for them to 

engage in working with very young children. Nursery workers whose own childhood experiences 

were difficult saw their role as safeguarding and protecting children, while other workers who had 

happy memories of childhood wanted to replicate this for the children they worked with. The notion 

of teaching as a vocation or a calling has emerged regularly in literature exploring the motivation to 

teach (Hansen, 1994; Jena-Crottet, 2017; P. J. Palmer, 2000, 2007; Schwarz, 1999).  

Historically, the term vocation has had both spiritual and secular affiliations. Hansen (1994) 

explained a spiritual vocation as a calling or summons to “serve divine purposes, which could mean 

joining a religious order or fulfilling faithfully one’s service to a community” (p. 259). In contrast, a 

secular vision of vocation is a calling by society rather than a divine power and “a person’s 

conception of his or her life in terms of a social mission. It describes a strong and persistent 

disposition to be of service to others” (p. 259). This disposition to be of service to others is evident in 
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the perspectives of the nursery workers in Osgood’s (2012) study and further emphasised by 

Chelsea, a teacher participant in Jena-Crottet’s (2017) research project, who said, “I think most 

people who choose to become an early childhood teacher truly love to stay with the children and 

make a difference… otherwise you can’t survive in early childhood centres” (p. 30).  

Chelsea’s statement identified two important factors that contribute to teacher well-being: being 

true to oneself and one’s values, and the place of love and emotion in effective early childhood 

teaching. Both these factors can enable teachers to feel they are making a difference and support 

them to thrive in their early childhood teaching work. P. J. Palmer (2000) stated that “true vocation 

joins self and service” (p. 16) and is an authentic expression of identity and integrity. When teachers 

are authentic, there is alignment between their values and behaviour and this results in professional 

efficacy and a sense of fulfilment (Gardner et al., 2001; Larrivee, 2012; O’Hara-Gregan, 2013). When 

teaching is positioned as a vocation, there is a recognition of teachers’ authentic emotions (Schwarz, 

1999; Zembylas, 2005), and an accompanying vision of teachers as skilful and agentic, both of which 

contribute positively to teacher well-being. 

Mindfulness and Compassion 

This section of the literature review explores the literature related to two concepts which are key to 

this research study—mindfulness and compassion. These two concepts are distinct but 

interconnected, have been found to contribute to holistic well-being, and are central to the practice 

of mindful self-compassion, which is the focus of this research.  

What is Mindfulness? 

Mindfulness is a contemplative practice most commonly described as originating from Eastern 

philosophy, particularly the Buddhist tradition (Snelling, 1987). In the Buddhist tradition, the Pali 

word sati is translated as “mindfulness” in English (Gethin, 2011). Sati is a quality identified by the 

Buddha as helping to cope with life’s inevitable dukka (suffering). There is a further distinction in 

Buddhism between right mindfulness (samma sati) and wrong mindfulness (miccha sati) (Purser & 

Loy, 2013). Right mindfulness is described as “a non-judgmental, direct observation of mind and 

body in the present moment, along with a claim that this kind of observation is peculiarly 

efficacious” (Gethin, 2011, p. 267). By comparison, the concept of wrong mindfulness acknowledges 

the possibility of practising non-judgmental attention and presence without “the quality of 

awareness … characterized by wholesome intentions and positive mental qualities that lead to 

human flourishing and optimal well-being for others as well as oneself” (Purser & Loy, 2013, para. 8).  

The practice of “right” mindfulness is not limited to the Buddhist tradition. In the same way as the 

principle of compassion is central to many religious, ethical and spiritual traditions, so too is the 
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practice of mindfulness (Plante et al., 2010). Goleman (1988), in reviewing major Eastern and 

Western contemplative traditions (including Christianity, Judaism, Transcendental Meditation, 

Hinduism and Buddhism), found that they all had practices involving concentration (on a prayer, 

mantra, object or the breath) and a detached observation of the thinking process (mindfulness). 

Plante et al. (2010) argued that the practice of concentration and mindfulness helps individuals to 

foster “a fuller experience of wisdom, wholeness, and enlightenment” (p. 2). 

In Aotearoa New Zealand, the concept of āta, a basic principle intrinsic to a Māori worldview 

(Forsyth & Kung, 2007), reflects an indigenous perspective on the concept and practice of 

mindfulness. Āta literally translates as “with care” or “with deliberation.” Pohatu (2004) identified 

that focus, intention and critical reflection are among the interconnected parts of the principle of 

āta which has similarities to the notions of concentration and mindfulness evident in contemplative 

traditions. Pohatu emphasised the importance of reflectively pausing as an implicit characteristic of 

the practice of āta and that this reflective pause imbues all relational behaviours and processes, for 

example  

Āta-haere Be intentional, deliberate and approach reflectively, moving with respect and 

integrity… Āta whakarongo To listen with reflective deliberation. This requires patience and 

tolerance, giving space to listen and communicate to the heart, mind and soul of the 

speaker, context and environment. It requires the conscious participation of all senses, the 

natural inclusion of the values of trust, integrity and respectfulness. Āta-korero To 

communicate and speak with clarity, requiring quality preparation and a deliberate 

gathering of what is to be communicated…. Āta-noho Giving quality time to be with people 

and their issues, with an open and respectful mind, heart and soul. This signals the level of 

integrity required in relationships. (p. 2) 

The Māori principle of āta has similarities to Western definitions of contemplative mindfulness, the 

most widely quoted of which comes from Jon Kabat-Zinn. According to Kabat-Zinn (1994), 

“mindfulness means paying attention in a particular way; on purpose, in the present moment and 

nonjudgmentally” (p. 4). Kabat-Zinn is widely acknowledged as one of the key influencers in what 

has become touted as a mindfulness revolution in Western society (Pickert, 2014) as a result of the 

Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) programme he developed in the late 1970s and 1980s. 

The MBSR programme was developed at the University of Massachusetts Medical Center with the 

intention of improving the quality of life—not providing a cure—for patients who had chronic or 

lifelong medical conditions such as untreatable pain, diabetes and heart disease (Goleman & 

Davidson, 2017). Kabat-Zinn’s (2011) programme is influenced and informed by Eastern and 

Buddhist contemplative traditions but presented to participants in an entirely secular way so the 
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perceived “religious” dimensions of the practice are not a barrier to participation. Kabat-Zinn has 

stated that his motivation in bringing mindfulness into mainstream society “was to relieve suffering 

and catalyse greater compassion and wisdom in our lives and culture” (p. 285).  

In 2004, a group of mindfulness researchers, following on from Kabat-Zinn’s work, developed a 

further definition of mindfulness identifying two key components. 

The first component involves the self-regulation of attention so that it is maintained on 

immediate experience, thereby allowing for increased recognition of mental events in the 

present moment. The second component involves adopting a particular orientation toward 

one’s experiences in the present moment, an orientation that is characterized by curiosity, 

openness and acceptance. (Bishop et al., 2004, p. 232)  

Shapiro et al. (2006) refined this definition even further and stated that the process or practice of 

mindfulness comprises three interconnected elements—intention, attention, and attitude. Intention 

involves being conscious of “why” one is practising—the intent or purpose of being mindful. There is 

an inherent tension or paradox in this element, as an attitude of non-striving is fundamental to the 

practice of mindfulness which “is not about getting anywhere else or fixing anything. Rather, it is an 

invitation to allow oneself to be where one already is and to know the inner and outer landscape of 

the direct experience in each moment” (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, p. 148). Attention in mindfulness practice 

involves observing internal and external experiences as they occur moment to moment—without 

engaging in judgment or interpretation of the experiences. Attitude is about “how” one attends, the 

qualities one brings to paying attention. Patience, kindness, compassion, trust, acceptance and non-

striving are among the qualities commonly identified as being central to mindfulness practice (Kabat-

Zinn, 2003; Shapiro et al., 2006).  

In recent years mindfulness has been promoted in Western contexts as offering  

a universal panacea for resolving almost every area of daily concern … Almost daily, the 

media cite scientific studies that report the numerous health benefits of mindfulness 

meditation and how such a simple practice can effect neurological changes in the brain. 

(Purser & Loy, 2013, para. 2)  

Mindfulness researchers argue that the commodification of mindfulness—or McMindfulness as 

Purser and Loy (2013) have termed it—across a range of mindfulness-based interventions has 

resulted in decontextualising mindfulness from its original Buddhist concept and secular therapeutic 

aims (Hyland, 2015; Purser, 2014; Purser & Loy, 2013; Van Dam et al., 2018).  

Of particular concern is the appropriation of mindfulness techniques into corporate contexts where 

the intention is to enhance staff productivity and efficiency, reduce absenteeism and promote 
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emotional intelligence as a conduit to corporate success (Hyland, 2015; Purser & Loy, 2013). 

Implemented in this way, the practice of mindfulness puts the onus of maintaining personal well-

being and managing stress onto the individual employee. Purser and Loy (2013) argued that “rather 

than applying mindfulness as a means to awaken individuals and organizations from the 

unwholesome roots of greed, ill will and delusion, it is usually being refashioned into a banal, 

therapeutic, self-help technique that can actually reinforce those roots” (para. 6). Lavelle (2016) 

highlighted the need to take care not to assume that there is one universal approach that applies 

across all contexts, stating that, 

First, such a perspective assumes there is a universal model of “health” or “well-being.” 

Second, it also assumes that there is a universal cause of stress or suffering that can be 

overcome through the application of a singular method. Third, … such universal rhetoric 

tends to privilege highly individualized descriptions of suffering and health, thereby 

eschewing social and systemic causes of suffering. (Lavelle, 2016, p.233). 

Mindfulness in Educational Contexts. The proliferation of studies in recent years into mindfulness 

and its application in educational contexts (Albrecht, 2018; Roeser, 2014) may be indicative of the 

search for a universal model of health or well-being. Educational settings have implemented various 

mindfulness-based interventions with the stated intention of improving teaching, learning and well-

being (Roeser, 2014). The research exploring teachers’ practice of mindfulness is of particular 

relevance to the current research study. Most of the research carried out regarding teachers’ 

mindfulness practice has focused on preservice and in-service teachers within the compulsory 

schooling sector, with research into mindfulness practice by early childhood teachers being less 

prevalent. Research to date has considered the implications of mindfulness practice for teachers’ 

self-regulation and emotion management (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Roeser et al., 2012), as a 

source of support for teachers in responding to stress and avoiding burnout (Flook et al., 2013; 

Jennings, 2015), preparing preservice teachers to enter the teaching workforce (Miyahara et al., 

2017), and enhancing teacher resilience and general well-being (Schussler et al., 2018).  

In a systematic review of the empirical literature looking at the impact of mindfulness on the well-

being and performance of educators, Lomas et al. (2017) found that mindfulness was associated 

with positive outcomes in relation to most measures. This finding is consistent with the findings of 

Zenner et al.’s (2014) systematic review and meta-analysis of mindfulness-based interventions in 

schools. Both studies did, however, emphasise the heterogeneity of the existing research and the 

nascence of the field, which makes it challenging to make definitive statements about the value of 

mindfulness practice for teacher well-being and teaching practice. In addition to critiques of the 
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robustness of mindfulness research, there are also critiques of how mindfulness is being practised in 

educational contexts.  

McCaw (2020) has highlighted that conceptualisations of mindfulness in educational contexts can be 

both “thick” and “thin.” Thin conceptualisations of mindfulness are, according to McCaw, where 

“mindfulness is conceived primarily in psychological, ethically-neutral terms, configured around a 

teleology of individual self-improvement” (p. 263). Such a conceptualisation aligns with Purser and 

Loy’s (2013) concept of McMindfulness and the concerns associated with this as discussed on page 

37. The lack of recognition of the affective and ethical nature of mindfulness in thin 

conceptualisations is becoming a source of increased critique. Kabat-Zinn (2017) has been one of 

these critics, emphasising that mindfulness is “both a practice and a way of being” (p. 1126) and that 

there is more to mindfulness than the thin, commodified, commercialised and instrumental 

purposes to which it has increasingly been put in the education sector (McCaw, 2020). In contrast to 

thin conceptualisations of mindfulness, thick conceptualisations position mindfulness as ontological 

and transformative, which, while including the same practices as thin conceptualisations, are 

imbued with ethicality (McCaw, 2020). In traditional Buddhist practice, mindfulness is coupled with 

compassion and thus “ethics, as understood in terms of fundamental human values, remains front 

and center” (Jinpa, 2019, p. 74).  

Compassion and Self-Compassion 

Religious scholar Karen Armstrong (2010) proposed that the principle of compassion is central to 

many religious, ethical and spiritual traditions, and is rooted in a shared belief that we should treat 

all others as we wish to be treated ourselves. In English, “compassion” is defined as feelings of 

sympathy or pity for the suffering and misfortune of others and a desire to help alleviate their 

suffering (Singer & Klimecki, 2014). In contrast to English definitions, in Tibetan and the classical 

languages of Pali and Sanskrit, compassion has implications of feeling compassion not only for others 

but also for oneself. In Buddhist tradition, “to give compassion to others but not the self, in fact, is 

seen as drawing artificial distinctions between self and others that misrepresent our essential 

interconnectedness” (Neff & Pommier, 2013, p. 1).  

Inherent to interconnectedness and treating oneself with the same compassion and kindness as 

others—echoed in the Christian biblical commandment “Love your neighbour as yourself” (New 

Jerusalem Bible, n.d., Leviticus 19:18)—is the notion that if one cannot love oneself, then one cannot 

love other people either (Armstrong, 2010). Thupten Jinpa (2015), former translator for the Dalai 

Lama and contemplative scholar, argued that compassion for others can exist and be practised 

without self-compassion, but “neglecting our own needs can lead to emotional burnout over time, 
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leaving us depleted and exhausted” (p. 39). This commentary aligns with research around 

compassion fatigue (Duarte et al., 2016) and the implications of an ethics of care (Noddings, 2002, 

2003) both of which have significant ramifications for early childhood teachers who compassionately 

care for others. Gilbert et al. (2011) stated that “in terms of the flow and direction of compassion, 

we can have compassionate feelings for others, experience compassion from others, and can have 

empathy and compassion for ourselves” (p. 240). Lavelle (2017) further simplified this by saying that 

compassion develops through the three interconnected processes of receiving care, extending care, 

and engaging in deep self-care. 

To further develop Western comprehension of the Buddhist notion of compassion, the Dalai Lama 

suggested the need for the term self-compassion (Goleman & Davidson, 2017). Self-compassion is 

essentially compassion turned inwards to the self (Germer & Neff, 2013). Self-compassion involves 

the same qualities as compassion for others because it is a recognition of, and emotional response 

to, suffering accompanied by a motivation to help ameliorate the suffering—but directed inward to 

the self rather than solely being focused outwards towards others (Neff, 2011). Self-compassion 

supports a balanced integration between concern for others and concern for the self and 

“recognizes that all individuals should be treated with kindness and caring, and that a compassionate 

attitude toward oneself is needed to avoid falsely separating oneself from the rest of humanity” 

(Neff, 2003b, p. 96).  

Mindful Self-Compassion 

Psychologist Kristin Neff, one of the seminal researchers of self-compassion, has developed a 

theoretical model which includes both mindfulness and self-compassion. Neff’s model of mindful 

self-compassion is based on the belief that “sometimes we need to comfort and soothe ourselves—

the experiencer—before we can relate to our experience in a more mindful way … Together, 

mindfulness and self-compassion constitute a state of warmhearted, accepting presence during 

difficult moments in our lives” (Germer & Neff, 2019, p. 5). Neff’s (2003b) model has three key 

components which are conceptually distinct but interconnected, enhancing and supporting each 

other: 

(a) self-kindness—extending kindness and understanding to oneself rather than harsh 

judgment and self-criticism, (b) common humanity—seeing one’s experiences as part of the 

larger human experience rather than seeing them as separating and isolating, and (c) 

mindfulness—holding one’s painful thoughts and feelings in balanced awareness rather than 

over-identifying with them. (p. 89)  
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The following section of the literature review explores the three components of Neff’s model of 

mindful self-compassion, including critiques of self-compassion and responses to these. The 

nurturing (yin) and fierce (yang) dimensions of self-compassion are discussed, along with the 

benefits of being self-compassionate, and why these may be of significance for early childhood 

teachers. 

Self-Kindness. The first component of Neff’s (2003b) model of mindful self-compassion is self-

kindness. Thupten Jinpa (2015) proposed that kindness is the active expression of compassion. Self-

kindness is the opposite of self-judgment or self-criticism (Germer, 2009). Neff (2011) proposed that 

self-kindness goes beyond merely stopping self-judgment and involves actively comforting and 

offering kindness to ourselves. Self-kindness requires individuals to develop an awareness of their 

internal dialogue of self-critique and judgment in response to challenges and failures, and instead to 

actively offer support and comfort to themselves.  

Western cultures place high value on being kind to others, but much less value on being kind to 

ourselves (Neff, 2011). Jinpa (2015) suggested that the Western focus on autonomy and 

individualism has contributed to individuals feeling their success or failure is a personal 

responsibility, and this has engendered harsh and judgmental relationships with the self and low 

levels of self-compassion and self-kindness. Writing from a Western clinical psychology perspective, 

Gilbert et al. (2011) identified that some individuals have a fear of compassion (for self, for others, 

and from others) based on their previous life experiences, issues around insecure and avoidant 

attachments and mental health issues. Drawing on John Bowlby’s theory of attachment, Neff and 

McGehee (2010), in a study of 522 adolescents and young adults, identified that attachment style is 

predictive of self-compassion “with secure attachment positively associated with self-compassion, 

and preoccupied and fearful attachment negatively associated with self-compassion” (p. 231). In a 

study of college students, Pepping et al. (2014) similarly found that early childhood experiences and 

attachment style resulted in individual differences in self-compassion. 

To date, research looking at the correlation between self-compassion and compassion for others has 

been limited. In studies by López et al. (2018) and Neff and Pommier (2013), levels of compassion for 

others were reported as being higher than levels of self-compassion—except in a group of 

experienced meditators in Neff and Pommier’s study. An explanation for this could be that it is more 

socially desirable to report compassion for others than for oneself. Neff and Pommier further 

suggested that a regular practice of entering a meditative state focused on acceptance of present 

experiences and interconnectedness is predictive of an enhanced capacity to show understanding 

and kindness to both self and others. López et al. (2018), in their study exploring the correlations 
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between self-compassion and compassion, also found that men and women reported the same 

levels of self-compassion, but women reported higher levels of compassion for others. Another 

significant finding was that individuals with lower levels of education and socioeconomic status 

exhibited higher levels of compassion for others and lower levels of self-compassion. López et al. 

suggested that the potentially more threatening life circumstances of those with lower 

socioeconomic status leads to the initiation of “co-operative relationships as a strategy to deal with 

external threats (i.e., tend-and-befriend response strategy)” (p. 330). 

From an evolutionary perspective, attachment and having compassion for others has helped ensure 

the survival of the species and enhance personal feelings of security and safety by maintaining 

connections and a place in social groups (Keltner, 2009; Neff, 2011). Likewise, being self-critical helps 

humans maintain a place in the larger social group through internal critique and management of 

thoughts, feelings and actions so they can “fit in” and maintain social connections (Neff, 2011). Self-

kindness and thus self-compassion are often conflated with narcissism, selfishness and prioritising 

one’s own needs over those of others (Germer, 2009; Neff, 2003b), leading to self-compassion not 

being a valued personal trait in Western society. Neff (2003b) refuted that self-compassion is 

narcissistic and selfish, arguing that narcissistic and selfish responses are more likely to be related to 

issues of self-esteem rather than self-compassion.  

William James (1890), one of the founding fathers of Western psychology, proposed that self-

esteem resulted from “perceived competence in domains of importance” (cited in Neff, 2011, p. 

138) and self-esteem is thus an evaluation or judgment of self-worth (Neff, 2015). Having high self-

esteem has become a benchmark of positive psychological function in the Western world, and from 

the 1980s onwards a multitude of studies have identified that levels of self-esteem are linked to a 

range of social issues and their outcomes (Neff, 2011). However, more recent research has 

questioned the centrality of high self-esteem to positive psychological functioning and social 

outcomes. In a recent review of the literature, Baumeister and Vohs (2018) identified only two key 

benefits of high self-esteem—it increases initiative and feels good for the individual. These benefits 

appear only to be sustained when individuals are experiencing success. Crocker and Park (2004) 

identified a range of negative outcomes for individuals’ judgment of self-worth related to failure 

including “feelings of worthlessness, shame, sadness, and anger, leaving people feeling vulnerable to 

mortality or social rejection or feeling unable to cope with life events” (p. 396). Self-esteem is thus 

reliant on a positive evaluation of self-worth, which links to feeling successful or competent in 

domains of importance to the individual. In contrast, self-compassion does not involve judgment or 

evaluation but is an acceptance and welcoming with kindness of all feelings and responses (Neff, 

2015). Self-esteem can contribute to narcissism and selfishness because it “requires feeling better 
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than others, whereas self-compassion requires acknowledging that we share the human condition of 

imperfection” (Neff, 2015, “Self-Compassion is Narcissistic” section, para. 4). Neff further argued 

that self-compassion and self-kindness are not selfish, and that in fact self-criticism is the ultimate 

form of self-centredness. When one is in the throes of self-judgment and self-criticism, there is little 

space left to be fully present to others. By practising self-compassion (and self-kindness) one’s 

emotional needs are met and one is then in a better position to offer care and compassion to others. 

Common Humanity. The second key component of self-compassion as defined by Neff (2003b) is 

common humanity or recognition of the common human experience. The element of common 

humanity in self-compassion recognises the interconnected nature of human lives and the 

imperfection of the human experience. Neff (2011) stated that “When we’re in touch with our 

common humanity, we remember that feelings of inadequacy and disappointment are shared by all” 

(p. 60). This recognition of a shared human experience can be comforting and shifts the focus from 

ruminating self-pity (“I am the only one who feels this way and the only one that negative things 

happen to”) and feelings of isolation from others, to a sense of connection and belonging. The need 

for connection with others and a sense of belonging is a key motivator for humans in building strong, 

stable relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). When belongingness needs are unmet and 

individuals feel isolated, there are significant and ongoing negative implications for holistic 

development and well-being (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Gerhardt, 2004; Szalavitz & Perry, 2010). 

Neff (2011) argued that self-compassion underpinned by a recognition of common humanity is  

a powerful healing force. When our sense of self-worth and belonging is grounded in simply 

being human, we can’t be rejected or cast out by others. Our humanity can never be taken 

away from us … The very fact that we are imperfect affirms that we are card-carrying 

members of the human race and are … connected to the whole. (p. 69) 

The purpose of recognising imperfection and suffering as shared human experiences is not to 

compare and rank the difficulties and joys experienced by individuals. Such comparison only serves 

to emphasise divisions and differences, rather than recognising that all human beings suffer in their 

own way and it is the shared experience of life’s imperfection which makes us human. 

Accepting that life is imperfect, and that we as human beings are also imperfect, does not mean that 

we become complacent and unmotivated (Neff, 2015). Breines and Chen (2012), in a series of 

experiments looking at individual responses to instances of failure and personal weakness, found 

that the practice of self-compassion enabled participants to confront their shortcomings without 

becoming paralysed or defensive in the face of self-criticism. Recognition of imperfections as part of 

common humanity and responding with self-compassion led to participants acknowledging their 
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failures or misdeeds with kindness, and this provided intrinsic motivation and encouragement to try 

again.  

Carol Dweck’s (2012) work on mindset is relevant here in connection to how individuals respond in 

times of challenge or difficulty. Dweck described a mindset as the beliefs that an individual has 

about the world and how it works—specifically focusing on where our abilities come from. People 

with a fixed mindset believe that their qualities are fixed traits and therefore cannot change. They 

focus on performance and believe that talent alone leads to success, and effort is not required. 

Accompanying a fixed mindset is an internal monologue of constant judging and evaluation. In 

contrast, a growth mindset is based on the belief that, through a process of effort and application, 

personal qualities can be changed and developed. With a growth mindset the internal monologue is 

self-compassionate and geared towards learning and personal growth.  

Building further on Dweck’s work on growth and fixed mindsets, Buchanan and Kern (2017) 

proposed that a benefit mindset may provide a model which supports and promotes well-being at 

both an individual and collective level. According to Buchanan and Kern, a benefit mindset brings 

together two areas of research—“a ‘being well’ perspective from positive psychology and a socially 

and ecologically orientated ‘doing good’ perspective” (p. 1). Those with a benefit mindset use their 

growth mindset to focus purposefully on why they do what they do, to discover their strengths and 

how they can meaningfully contribute to a future of greater possibility. Historically, research into 

“being well” has focused on individual subjective well-being (Achor, 2010; Fredrickson, 2013; Kabat-

Zinn, 2013; Seligman, 2002), but more recently there have been shifts towards more collective and 

system conceptualisations of well-being, particularly in education (e.g., as explored in Waters and 

White’s, 2015, study of a schoolwide well-being initiative). Buchanan and Greig’s (2016) work around 

a benefit mindset further contributed to these conceptualisations; they stated:  

Contribution is the natural rule—the natural pattern-that makes the entire web of life thrive. 

When we look deeply into the way nature works … it’s clear to see that well-being and 

flourishing cannot be understood in isolation. Systems don’t thrive because everything tries 

to grow and reach its potential independently of each other. That would end in disaster and 

ecosystem collapse. Rather, well-being and flourishing are better thought of as an 

interrelated systemic property, the result of a rich web of contributive relationships. 

Contribution unites and elevates everything within an ecosystem. Flourishing occurs when 

there is rich diversity performing in concert—where each element can play a unique and 

valuable role in the healthy functioning of another. (p. 6) 
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Linked to the self-compassion component of common humanity, this notion of our inherent 

interconnectedness supports not only the recognition that as human beings we have shared and 

common experiences, but also recognition that we have a meaningful contribution to make to the 

world. In practising self-compassion, early childhood teachers can not only offer themselves 

kindness but develop a deepening awareness of their reciprocal interconnectedness to others. 

Mindfulness. Mindfulness is the third component of self-compassion as proposed by Neff (2003b). 

An overview of mindfulness has already been given in this review of the literature in the section on 

mindfulness and compassion. In alignment with other Western definitions of mindfulness, Neff 

(2011) defined mindfulness in mindful self-compassion as “the clear seeing and non-judgemental 

acceptance of what’s occurring in the present moment” (p. 80).  

Mindfulness is also considered to be a form of “meta-awareness” or “awareness of awareness” 

(Goleman & Davidson, 2017; Neff, 2011). Meta-awareness enables internal noticing of thoughts and 

feelings without being swept away by them (Goleman & Davidson, 2017). Neff (2011) discussed the 

process of “overidentification” that can occur when mindful awareness is absent. Overidentification 

occurs when an individual becomes so engrossed in an emotional reaction that it affects and shapes 

their experiences of reality. Meta-awareness supports holding painful thoughts and feelings in 

balanced awareness, observing them from a distance and a broader perspective, rather than over-

identifying with them. Meta-awareness also supports noticing where the focus of attention is at any 

point, that is recognising when the mind has “wandered off” and then gently bringing it back to 

focus on the task at hand. Neff (2011) stated that, 

Mindfulness provides incredible freedom, because it means we don’t have to believe every 

passing thought as real and true. Rather, we can see that different thoughts and emotions 

arise and pass away, and we can decide which are worth paying attention to and which are 

not. We can question the accuracy of our perceptions … mindfulness provides us with the 

opportunity to respond rather than simply react. (pp. 90–91) 

The Yin and Yang of Self-Compassion. Germer and Neff (2019) noted that the practice of self-

compassion can be both nurturing and fierce. They likened these qualities of self-compassion to the 

concepts of yin and yang in traditional Chinese philosophy which refer to the “seemingly opposite 

but interdependent qualities of male–female, hard–soft, and active–passive” (Yarnell et al., 2019, p. 

1137). A key question in mindful self-compassion practice is “What do I need in this moment?” 

Sometimes the need is to be with ourselves in a nurturing way and to offer ourselves comfort, 

soothing and validation, that is, yin self-compassion (Germer & Neff, 2019). At other times, what we 

need is to act with fierce or yang self-compassion (Neff & Germer, 2018), to act decisively in the 
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world in order to protect or motivate ourselves or provide for our needs. Germer and Neff (2019) 

proposed that, “When yin and yang self-compassion are balanced and integrated, they manifest as a 

caring force. Force is more effective when it is caring because it is focused on the alleviation of 

suffering” (p. 23).  

The Benefits of Mindful Self-Compassion Practice. Neff’s (2003a, 2003b) original research exploring 

the concept of mindful self-compassion has been a catalyst for a substantive body of research into 

the practices and benefits of mindful self-compassion and compassion over the past 15 years (Kirby, 

2017). In summarising the research related to self-compassion and compassion practice, Kirby (2017) 

found several benefits including improved mental health, emotion regulation, and social 

relationships. In a meta-analysis of the literature, Zessin et al. (2015) found a strong correlation 

between self-compassion and well-being. Their analysis showed that the practice of self-compassion 

is linked to a reduction in negative mind-states (anxiety, depression, stress, rumination, thought 

suppression, perfectionism and shame) and an increase in positive mind-states (life satisfaction, 

happiness, connectedness, self-confidence, optimism, curiosity, gratitude).  

Chapter Summary 

The literature reviewed in this chapter has explored the complex roles of professional early 

childhood teachers and has highlighted that developing and maintaining a web of relationships with 

children, parents, whānau, and colleagues is central to early childhood teaching. While effective 

early childhood teaching supports the holistic development of young children, it requires the holistic 

engagement of teachers’ mind, body, spirit and emotions. Early childhood teachers are engaged in 

emotional labour when they are managing their own emotions and behaviour to develop and 

maintain the caring relationships expected in early childhood education and care settings. The 

literature has revealed that for some teachers the emotional labour of early childhood teaching can 

be alienating and stressful, resulting in teacher inauthenticity and burnout with negative 

consequences for both teacher well-being and the holistic development of the children they work 

with. For other teachers, emotional labour is agentic and skilful, giving them the opportunity to 

thrive and experience joy in their teaching work and engage effectively in caring relationships with 

others. Key to how teachers experience emotional labour and the outcomes for their well-being are 

the contexts in which they work, the support they have from colleagues and mentors, and teachers’ 

own personality and mindset.  

As a practice that has been found to contribute to well-being, mindfulness has become increasingly 

popular in Western society and has become more prevalent in educational contexts. While 

mindfulness is an ancient practice evident in a variety of religions and cultures, there are concerns 
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around how the practice has become secularised and divorced from its affective and ethical roots, 

and as a way of “being” in the world. Combining mindfulness with compassion addresses some of 

the concerns around thin conceptualisations and practices of mindfulness, and highlights that 

mindful compassion is an ethical practice which encompasses both self and the other. Mindful self-

compassion is offering compassion to ourselves in the same way we offer compassion to others and 

includes being mindful of, and present to, experiences and emotions; responding with kindness in 

moments of challenge or suffering; and recognising that experiencing suffering and challenges is a 

common part of the human experience. Research into the practice of mindful self-compassion has 

identified benefits for well-being in caring professions such as nursing and religious clergy, although 

there is a paucity of research into the practice of mindful self-compassion by early childhood 

teachers.  

The literature reviewed in this chapter provides a rationale for the aim of this research study which 

was to make visible early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of practising mindful self-

compassion, and to explore the implications of being mindfully self-compassionate for early 

childhood teachers’ well-being and teaching practice. The next two chapters discuss the 

methodological underpinnings of this research study, and the research design and methods used to 

explore the central research question: 

What are early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of the practice of mindful self-compassion, and 

how might being mindfully self-compassionate contribute to teacher well-being and teaching 

practice?  

And the three subsidiary questions,  

• What is it like to be an early childhood teacher?  

• What is it like to respond to teaching challenges with mindful self-compassion?  

• What is it like to be a mindfully self-compassionate early childhood teacher?  
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Chapter 3—Philosophical and Methodological Framework: Mindful 

Inquiry 

Introduction 

Establishing the philosophical and methodological framework underpinning this research is the 

second turn in the spiral of this research study. Crotty (1998) suggested researchers begin a research 

study by identifying their beliefs about ways of being in the world (ontology) and considering how 

these beliefs link to ways of knowing or accessing information (epistemology). In this chapter I 

articulate my personal ontology and epistemology, and the qualitative, constructionist-interpretive 

foundations of this research study. I describe the philosophical and methodological framework of 

mindful inquiry which underpins this study, and critically discuss the rationale for including each of 

the constituent elements of mindful compassion, hermeneutic phenomenology and care.  

Research Aim, Ontology, and Epistemology 

The aim of this research study was to make visible early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of 

practising mindful self-compassion and to explore the implications of this practice for the teachers’ 

well-being and teaching. The research aim and resulting research question (What are early childhood 

teachers’ lived experiences of the practice of mindful self-compassion, and how might being 

mindfully self-compassionate contribute to teacher well-being and teaching practice?) are the 

product of, and motivated by, my own lived experiences as an early childhood teacher and 

professional teaching fellow in teacher preparation programmes, and my ontological and 

epistemological perspectives.  

The following quote from the Venerable Thich Nhat Hanh speaks to the foundations of my 

ontological beliefs about who I am as a being, and my epistemological perspective on how I come to 

know. 

True self is non-self, the awareness that the self is made only of non-self elements. There’s 

no separation between self and other, and everything is interconnected. Once you are 

aware of that you are no longer caught in the idea that you are a separate entity. (McLeod, 

2020, para. 7) 

As a being, I see myself as part of the interconnected web of all of life, not separate from it. Central 

to my way of being and knowing is the mindful development of respectful and reciprocal 

relationships in which I come to know the other and simultaneously come to know myself. In 

respectfully encountering the other as the non-self elements of my true self, I am provoked to think 

and wonder, to see things with new eyes, to listen with new ears, to abandon preconceptions, to say 
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“yes” to the unknown (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005) and to recognise the interconnections between all of 

life. 

I wish to live an authentic and “undivided life” (P. J. Palmer, 2007), where my ontological beliefs and 

epistemological perspectives are in alignment with the philosophical and theoretical frameworks 

and methods I draw upon as a researcher. My personal ontology and epistemology align with a 

constructionist epistemology, which Crotty (1998) defined as “the view that all knowledge, and 

therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in 

and out of interaction between human beings and their world, and developed and transmitted 

within an essentially social context” (p. 42). A constructionist epistemological position assumes 

individuals construct meaning of the same experience or phenomenon in different ways based on 

their cultural, historical and social perspectives (Moon & Blackman, 2014). 

Constructionist epistemology has traditionally been linked to qualitative research approaches and an 

interpretive theoretical perspective (Crotty, 1998). In contrast to positivism, where knowledge 

claims must be fully supported by objective, quantifiable evidence, interpretivism is grounded in the 

belief that there is no single objective reality or truth (Hammersley, 2013). Rather than seeking the 

truth of an experience, researchers using an interpretivist approach seek to understand “what it is to 

be human and what meanings people attach to the events of their lives” (Grant & Giddings, 2002, p. 

16). Interpretivists consider that groups of individuals create their own reality, so reality needs to be 

interpreted to uncover the underlying meaning of events, activities and behaviours. The primary 

focus of interpretivism is to understand particular people and events in specific sociohistorical 

circumstances (Hammersley, 2013). A constructionist-interpretive approach supports the intention 

of this research, which is 

To learn from the participants in a setting or a process the way they experience it, the 

meanings they put on it, and how they interpret what they experience … [using] methods 

that will allow for discovery and do justice to their perceptions and the complexity of their 

interpretations. (Ochieng, 2009, p. 16) 

Why Qualitative Research? 

Mindful self-compassion research studies to date have predominantly utilised positivist, quantitative 

or mixed-methods research approaches. These studies have focused on gathering measurable and 

observable data (J. W. Creswell, 2015) about the correlations between mindful self-compassion and 

various aspects of well-being. Many of the studies used the Self-Compassion Scale (SCS), a 26-item 

self-report measure developed by Neff (2003a). The reliability and validity of the SCS has been 

tested and confirmed across a range of research populations (Raes et al., 2011; Sutton et al., 2018; 
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Tóth-Király et al., 2017) and all studies using the SCS found a positive correlation between the 

practice of self-compassion and well-being. What the existing body of research does not yet make 

evident are people’s lived experiences of mindful self-compassion practice—what participants 

experienced from the inside out (Laverty, 2003).  

Hefferon et al. (2017) suggested that a historic positivist focus in psychological research has 

contributed to constructionist-interpretive qualitative research methods being marginalised and 

positioned as “less than” positivist, quantitative research methods. To date, there have been few 

qualitative studies exploring the practice of mindful self-compassion, and those that exist have 

primarily been conducted in the fields of nursing, health and psychology (Campion & Glover, 2017; 

Pauley & McPherson, 2010). A mixed-methods study by Jennings (2015a), “Early Childhood Teachers’ 

Well-Being, Mindfulness and Self-Compassion in Relation to Classroom Quality and Attitudes 

Towards Challenging Students,” was the only research focused on early childhood teaching and 

mindful self-compassion practice I found in my literature search. This limited literature speaks to the 

paucity of qualitative research exploring early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of the practice 

of mindful self-compassion. In taking a qualitative approach to this study I am able to offer valuable 

insights into the lived experience of early childhood teachers’ practice of mindful self-compassion, a 

perspective absent from positivist, quantitative and mixed-methods research approaches.  

Qualitative approaches to research suit topics which are complex and messy (Hefferon et al., 2017), 

and early childhood teaching has been identified as an inherently complex and messy profession 

(Brock, 2013; Grey, 2013; Urban, 2008). Qualitative research is  

a form of social inquiry that tends to adopt a flexible and data-driven research design, to use 

relatively unstructured data, to emphasize the essential role of subjectivity in the research 

process, to study a number of naturally occurring cases in detail, and to use verbal rather 

than statistical forms of analysis. (Hammersley, 2013, p. 12) 

As a qualitative approach, constructionist-interpretivism offers the opportunity to gain rich, thick 

data (Punch, 2009) which “is based on participants’ meanings, includes researcher reflexivity, and is 

holistic” (J. W. Creswell, 2014, p. 212). Qualitative methods of data collection encourage research 

participants to share their subjective experiences of the world, thus revealing subtle nuances of 

individual experience, the emotional complexity of an experience, and what that experience meant 

to the particular individual (Hammersley, 2013; Rich, 2017). In this research study, I wanted to make 

visible the teachers’ subjective experiences of practising mindful self-compassion in all their 

emotional complexity, thus a qualitative research approach was most appropriate. 
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Critics of qualitative approaches point to issues related to reliability, representativeness, validity, 

generalisability and objectivity as negatively impacting on the validity and applications of qualitative 

research (Hefferon et al., 2017; Willig, 2013). These criticisms link to the legacy of quantitative, 

positivist research which is focused on generating objective, generalisable findings (Hammersley, 

2013). Qualitative research does not focus on certainty, but on illuminating contextualised 

idiosyncratic experience and interpreting the meaning of the experience for the individuals involved 

(Willig, 2013), thus the quality of qualitative research is assessed differently to quantitative ideals 

(Hefferon et al., 2017). Because there are so many variations of qualitative methodologies it can be 

challenging to identify what constitutes a “quality” qualitative research study. Yardley (2017) 

suggested that common features of quality qualitative studies are “sensitivity to context; 

commitment and rigor; transparency and coherence; and impact and importance” (p. 295). I discuss 

how these elements of quality are demonstrated in this research study in the next chapter, which 

focuses on the research design. 

My intention in using a qualitative approach for this research study was to make visible the research 

participants’ lived experiences of mindful self-compassion practice, while recognising how, as a 

researcher and being-in-the-world, I am also implicated in the research. My commitment to open-

ended, inductive qualitative research and the exploration of meanings (Willig, 2013) is underpinned 

by a philosophical framework of mindful inquiry. 

Mindful Inquiry  

Mindful inquiry, as originally proposed by Bentz and Shapiro (1998), is a research methodology 

which “combines the Buddhist concept of mindfulness with phenomenology, critical theory, and 

hermeneutics in a process that puts the inquirer in the center” (p. 171). Mindful inquiry is a 

qualitative, constructionist-interpretive approach which recognises that the researcher is at the 

centre of the inquiry process and the researcher and their lifeworld cannot be separated from the 

research (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998), while simultaneously offering the opportunity to contemplate, 

explore and learn with others. Drawing on mindful inquiry as a methodological framework 

supported me to approach this research study with mindfulness, compassion and care, which aligns 

with the intent of this research and my ontological and epistemological stance. 

A key feature distinguishing mindful inquiry from other research philosophies and methods is the 

explicit focus on the practice of mindfulness, a practice “primarily concerned with regulating the 

scope and stability of attention while strengthening a heightened awareness of present-moment 

experience” (Dahl & Davidson, 2019, p. 60). Dahl and Davidson (2019) proposed that mindfulness is 
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the foundation of contemplative life, and contemplative practices are a way of training the mind that 

promotes human flourishing. P. J. Palmer (2014) further noted that  

Contemplation is nothing new in the academy. It was once part and parcel of the intellectual 

life, a legacy of the monastic schools of the early Middle Ages that are among the ancestors 

of modern higher education. At the heart of contemplation is the same quality that is at the 

heart of all great scholarship: profound attentiveness to the phenomena that one is trying to 

understand. (pp. xiii–iv) 

Contemplative practices (such as meditation) can become methods of contemplative or mindful 

inquiry which yield not only insights, “but also [transform] the knower through his or her intimate 

(one could say loving) participation in the subject of one’s contemplative attention” (Zajonc, 2006, p. 

2). Contemplative inquiry provides opportunities for individuals to reflect on and recognise their 

beliefs and biases, and this self-awareness gives rise to empathy, compassion and openness to other 

ways of being and knowing (Barbezat & Bergman, 2014). Bhattacharya (2018) further suggested that 

contemplative practices support individuals to engage in deep inner work, which can result in 

insights about external projects and issues.  

Aligned to the notion of contemplation giving rise to insights about external projects, Janesick (2015) 

used the Zen Buddhist concepts of impermanence, non-self and nirvana as metaphors for mindful 

qualitative research approaches. For Janesick, the notion of impermanence aligns with the idea that 

all findings in qualitative research are tentative. The concept of non-self recognises “there is no such 

thing as separate existence. We exist in the universe connected to others” (p. 15), and that in 

qualitative research the researcher is the research instrument and is inherently connected to the 

research. Nirvana, Janesick’s third metaphor, is the achievement of a state of presence and clarity 

which is an aspiration of qualitative researchers. In line with Dahl and Davidson’s (2019) position 

that mindfulness is the foundation of contemplative life, I use the terms mindful and mindfulness to 

encompass contemplation and contemplative practices in the rest of this discussion. 

Although the value of contemplation is recognised in the literature, mindful inquiry as proposed by 

Bentz and Shapiro (1998) is not widely used as a research approach. There are many research 

studies exploring mindful pedagogy in teaching and learning (e.g., implementing teaching strategies 

such as meditation, attentive listening and reflective reading), but very few of these studies identify 

mindful inquiry as part of the philosophical and theoretical framework of the research itself (Lemon, 

2017). As one of the few studies explicitly using a methodology of mindful inquiry, Bernay’s (2012) 

doctoral research reviewing the effects of mindfulness on the professional lives of a group of 
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beginning teachers highlighted the value of combining mindfulness, hermeneutics and 

phenomenology to create new ways of knowing.  

While Bentz and Shapiro’s (1998) framework of mindful inquiry, with its interconnected elements of 

mindfulness, phenomenology, hermeneutics and critical theory, immediately resonated with me, I 

adapted their original concept to more accurately reflect the particularities and nuances of my 

research study. Rather than drawing on the Buddhist concept of mindfulness, I have utilised an 

approach of mindful compassion informed by literature from a range of disciplines on mindfulness 

and compassion, so there is alignment between my chosen methodology and the research question. 

Bentz and Shapiro’s (1998) approach to mindful inquiry considered the traditions of hermeneutics 

and phenomenology separately, whereas I have used the concept of hermeneutic or interpretive 

phenomenology inspired by the work of Heidegger (1996) and Gadamer (1976) to more accurately 

represent the phenomenological approach I have taken and because of the alignment of the 

hermeneutic spiral with the spiral of mindful inquiry. Care is the third element of my adapted 

approach to mindful inquiry. Informed by Heidegger’s (1962) notion of sorge and ethics of care 

(Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 2013; Tronto, 1993), care provides a context of ethical relationality for this 

research study. Figure 3 illustrates the three distinct components of my mindful inquiry approach 

and how they overlap and are interconnected. 

Figure 3 

Mindful Inquiry Framework 
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A key element of Bentz and Shapiro’s (1998) approach that I have kept is the spiral of mindful 

inquiry. Bentz and Shapiro proposed that the research process can be depicted as a spiral “to 

emphasize the sense of expansion and forward motion that comes from circling in time and touching 

various points, each time from a new point in time and in one’s own self-development” (p. 42). As 

illustrated in Figure 4, each of the components in my mindful inquiry approach feeds into the 

upward spiral, and the openings in the spiral are opportunities for mindfully compassionate 

contemplation—a space for reflection before and after each forward move in the research process. 

Each turn of the spiral of mindful inquiry enables a deeper and richer understanding of the 

phenomenon under investigation (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998).  

Figure 4 

Spiral of Mindful Inquiry 

 

In the following sections, I discuss the core components of my research methodology of mindful 

inquiry: mindful compassion, hermeneutic phenomenology and care. The components are all 

interconnected and equally important. For each component, I explore the key philosophical 

concepts which underpin it, and identify the rationale for, and any limitations of, including the 

component as part of the research methodology. 

Mindful Compassion 

As identified in the review of the literature in Chapter 2, the concepts of mindfulness and 

compassion are interconnected and evident across a range of religious, ethical and spiritual 

traditions (Armstrong, 2010; Goleman, 1988; Plante et al., 2010). In this section, I discuss the 

concepts of mindfulness and compassion separately and acknowledge how they interconnect as 

mindful compassion in my research methodology of mindful inquiry. 
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My approach to this research study has been informed by Neff’s (2011) definition of mindfulness as 

“the clear seeing and non-judgemental acceptance of what’s occurring in the present moment” (p. 

80). In including mindfulness as part of my research methodology, I have implemented three 

interconnected elements: intention, attention and attitude (Shapiro et al., 2006). I was intentional in 

my practice of mindfulness, and conscious of my intentions for practising mindfulness, so I could be 

fully attentive and present to the research process with an attitude of openness, curiosity and 

compassion for myself and others.  

I have deliberately chosen to utilise a secular definition of mindfulness as part of my research 

methodology. I am cognisant of the history of mindfulness practice across a range of religious, 

spiritual and cultural traditions, and also aware that this history can both inform, and be barrier, to 

engagement in mindfulness practice (Hyland, 2015; Shapiro et al., 2011). By taking a secular 

approach to mindfulness, it is my intention to show that mindfulness can be used as a research 

method, and it is not exclusive to a particular cultural, religious or spiritual tradition. Critics of the 

secularisation of mindfulness suggest that uncoupling mindfulness from its ethical and religious 

Buddhist context commodifies the practice, and decontextualises “mindfulness from its original 

liberative and transformative purpose, as well as its foundation in social ethics” (Purser & Loy, 2013, 

para. 6). My response to this is to emphasise the compassionate intention and attitude I bring to the 

practice of mindfulness as methodology. By coupling mindfulness with compassion, “ethics, as 

understood in terms of fundamental human values, remains front and center” (Jinpa, 2019, p. 74). 

Including care as part of my mindful inquiry research methodology (as discussed later in this chapter) 

provides further ethical grounding for my practice of mindfulness. 

Psychologist Paul Gilbert (2009) defined compassion as “a basic kindness, with deep awareness of 

the suffering of oneself and of other living things, coupled with the wish and effort to relieve it” (p. 

xiii). I have used this definition of compassion to inform my approach to this research study because 

it recognises that experiencing suffering (pain or distress) is an inherent part of living in the world, 

and that as human beings we have the capacity to respond to the suffering of others and ourselves 

with kindness. Compassion, like mindfulness, is a practice. Compassion requires a balanced 

integration between concern for others and concern for the self and “recognizes that all individuals 

should be treated with kindness and caring, and that a compassionate attitude toward oneself is 

needed to avoid falsely separating oneself from the rest of humanity” (Neff, 2003, p. 96). Integrating 

compassion as part of my research methodology of mindful inquiry reflects my ontological and 

epistemological perspective, recognising that I am part of the interconnected web of all of life. 
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I use the term mindful compassion to describe my research approach of mindful awareness, 

recognition of common humanity, and kindness (Neff, 2011), which is applicable to both self and 

others. I believe I need to cultivate mindfulness and compassion “because we cannot be genuinely 

compassionate without mindfulness, and, conversely, we need compassion to be fully mindful” 

(Germer & Neff, 2019, p. 8). 

Rationale for, and Potential Limitations of, Using Mindful Compassion as Part of the Research 

Methodology. Mindful compassion is a fitting approach to include in this research study exploring 

early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of practising mindful self-compassion. There are few 

studies which have explicitly used mindfulness and compassion as part of their methodology, and 

thus there is limited guidance in the literature on how to go about it. The extant literature does, 

however, suggest that taking a mindfully compassionate approach can lead to participants sharing 

rich, thick data, and researchers gaining deep insights (Lemon, 2017; Roth, 2014; Zajonc, 2009).  

A mindfully compassionate methodology can also be of personal benefit to the researcher. Carrying 

out a doctoral research study is widely acknowledged as being a challenging undertaking (Denicolo 

et al., 2018; Dodd, 2019; Matthiesen & Binder, 2009). While there are moments of joy, satisfaction, 

revelation and success, there are also periods of suffering which can include stress, anxiety and 

exhaustion (Pyhältö et al., 2012). Practising mindful self-compassion (Neff, 2011) enabled me to be 

with the challenging experiences of doctoral study as they arose, and to offer myself what I needed 

to see this research study through to completion. My mindful self-compassion practice included 

being mindful of the experiences and feelings I was having in the moment rather than ruminating on 

them. Practising common humanity meant that, rather than feeling isolated, I recognised I was not 

the only doctoral student to have challenging feelings and experiences. The practice of self-kindness 

involved exploring what I needed to help me be with experiences and feelings in the moment, and 

then to move forward without self-judgment. Mindful self-compassion practice supported me to be 

with my lived experience in ways that were both supportive (nurturing or yin self-compassion) and 

empowering and motivating (fierce or yang self-compassion) (Germer & Neff, 2019). Practising 

mindful compassion as a doctoral student and researcher meant I was part of the research and not 

separate from it. I applied the same principles of mindfulness and compassion I practised for myself 

in my relationships with the research participants and others who contributed to the research in 

various ways.  

Two issues arose in incorporating mindful compassion as part of this study’s research methodology. 

The first issue, as already noted, is that mindful compassion is not a common research methodology, 

and thus there is little specific guidance available for researchers wishing to use this approach. To 
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address this issue, I drew from the mindfulness component of Bentz and Shapiro’s (1998) 

methodology of mindful inquiry in conjunction with general principles of mindful compassion 

practice (mindfulness, common humanity and kindness), which apply to both self and others (Neff, 

2011) to inform my approach to this study.  

The second issue in incorporating mindful compassion as part of the research methodology is that 

the skill of the practitioner dictates the effectiveness of the approach. There is limited literature on 

researching with mindful compassion, so I turned instead to the literature on being a teacher of 

mindful compassion for guidance on how to approach this research. Neff and Germer (2019) stated 

that “the most powerful teaching tool of a mindful self-compassion teacher is embodiment of 

mindful compassion” (p. 7), and this embodiment of authentic mindful compassion comes from 

having an established personal practice (Wolf & Serpa, 2015). For several years I have had a personal 

mindfulness practice which includes daily meditation, yoga, journalling and gratitude practice. 

Besides this I am part of a mindful compassion meditation group (led by a qualified mindful self-

compassion teacher) which meets weekly, and I have attended several mindful self-compassion 

courses and retreats. As practitioner of mindful compassion, I am still very much in the process of 

“becoming.” This has meant that, despite my best intentions, I have not always been skilful in my 

application of mindful compassion in this research study. I have, however, brought an attitude of 

mindful compassion and reflexivity to my shortcomings as a researcher, and used my reflections and 

insights as motivation to continue to grow and develop. This reflexivity and willingness to expand the 

horizons of my understandings are also important elements of hermeneutic phenomenology, the 

second component of the mindful inquiry framework used in this research study. 

Hermeneutic Phenomenology 

Hermeneutic phenomenology is composed of two key ideas—hermeneutics and phenomenology. In 

this section, I discuss the historical and philosophical origins of phenomenology and hermeneutics, 

and how these have come together as contemporary hermeneutic phenomenology. I explain the 

rationale for using hermeneutic phenomenology as part of the research methodology of mindful 

inquiry in this study and identify the potential limitations of taking a hermeneutic phenomenological 

approach. 

Husserl’s Phenomenology. Edmund Husserl (1859–1938) is the seminal author whose philosophy 

has informed contemporary understandings of phenomenology (Dowling, 2007; Laverty, 2003). 

Husserl built on the work of his mentor Franz Brentano and his notion of descriptive psychology or 

descriptive phenomenology (Moran, 2000) and the concept of intentionality. Expanding on 

Brentano’s concept of intentionality being the internal experience of being conscious of something 
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(Moustakas, 1994), Husserl argued that researchers who consider only external, physical stimuli, 

ignore the fact that human beings respond to their own perceptions of what these stimuli mean 

(Laverty, 2003). Husserl’s phenomenology proposed a shift from Cartesian dualisms between mind 

and body, and notions of reality as being something exterior to or separate from the individual 

(Laverty, 2003), and instead focused on the interconnections between consciousness and 

experience. According to Husserl, experience is the fundamental source of knowledge, and it is 

consciousness of experience that constitutes the world, “but in such a way that the role of 

consciousness itself is obscured and not easy to isolate and describe” (Moran, 2000, p. 61). 

For Husserl, phenomenology was epistemological, “a descriptive philosophy of the essences of pure 

experiences” (van Manen, 1997, p. 89). The aim of phenomenology for Husserl was to engage in 

rigorous and unbiased study of the lifeworld (Lebsenwelt) or the world of everyday experiences as 

lived by a person (van Manen, 1997). Husserl’s concept of the lifeworld was based on “lived, 

embodied relationships located in time, place, space, history and the natural environment” (Bentz & 

Shapiro, 1998, p. 42). Husserl proposed that the lifeworld is prereflective experience, or our 

“natural” experience before we have thought about it and applied our preunderstandings and 

explanations (Crotty, 1996). Husserl described his phenomenology as transcendental because the 

phenomenologist temporarily suspends all claims and understandings about reality, except for 

consciousness directed towards an object (Walsh, 1996). 

Maintaining a focus on prereflective lived experience, and describing the essential features of a 

phenomenon as free as possible from cultural context, is central to Husserl’s belief that it is possible 

for the essence or reality of a phenomenon to emerge without resorting to interpretation (Dowling, 

2007). Essence makes a thing what it is (and without which, it would not be what it is) (van Manen, 

1997). To see a phenomenon clearly, and successfully describe its essence, Husserl proposed 

bracketing out the outer world and individual assumptions and judgments (Laverty, 2003). Through 

“bracketing,” the phenomenologist is attempting to identify and set aside their presuppositions 

about the nature of the phenomenon (Laverty, 2003) and approach the phenomenon in a way as 

“free and as unprejudiced as possible in order that the phenomenon present itself as free and as 

unprejudiced way [sic] as possible so that it can be precisely described and understood” (Dowling, 

2007, p. 132). Husserl termed this attitude of attempting to take a clear and unblinkered view of the 

lifeworld as the epoché (Brooks, 2015). 

Heidegger’s Hermeneutics. Husserl’s student, Martin Heidegger, challenged the notion of 

phenomenologists bracketing their presuppositions and judgments (Brooks, 2015). For Heidegger, 

thinking cannot, and should not, be divorced from the understandings human beings already have 
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(Smythe et al., 2008). Heidegger argued that “Pre-understanding is a structure of our ‘being-in-the-

world.’ It is not something we can eliminate, or bracket, it is already with us in the world” (Koch, 

1995, p. 5). Rather than following Husserl’s epistemological focus on phenomenology as “a 

descriptive philosophy of the essences of pure experiences” (van Manen, 1997, p. 89), Heidegger 

saw phenomenology as ontological, and an opportunity to explore the nature of existence and 

individual experiences of living in the world (Brooks, 2015). For Heidegger, if the story of an 

experience is told without reference to time, place and situational influences, then meaning and the 

possibility of understanding the experience as it is lived are diminished (Smythe et al., 2008). 

Heidegger further proposed that the person and their lifeworld are co-constitutive, that is the 

person is constructed by the world in which they live, and they are simultaneously constructing this 

world from their own background and experiences (Koch, 1995).  

Heidegger’s philosophy of phenomenology focuses on hermeneutics: the theory and practice of 

interpretation (van Manen, 1997). Originating in the 17th century, hermeneutics was a method for 

interpreting biblical and classical texts to facilitate understanding and elucidate meaning. Heidegger 

believed lived experiences articulated through texts (which include written and verbal 

communication, visual arts and music) require interpretation to illuminate details and taken-for-

granted aspects, to create meaning, and to achieve a sense of understanding (Laverty, 2003). 

Heidegger recognised that to be human is to interpret, and all questions and experiences are 

influenced by, and interpreted through, a person’s lifeworld and preunderstandings (Laverty, 2003). 

Heidegger (1962) stated that, “Every inquiry is a seeking [Suchen]. Every seeking gets guided 

beforehand by what is sought” (p. 24). In this research study, my lifeworld and preunderstandings 

guided my inquiry or seeking into early childhood teachers’ lived  experience of mindful self-

compassion and how this impact on their well-being and teaching.  

In applying Heidegger’s philosophy of hermeneutic phenomenology in a research context, the 

phenomenologist is as much a part of the research as the participants, and the phenomenologist’s 

ability to ask meaningful questions and interpret data is reliant on their preunderstandings 

(McConnell‐Henry et al., 2009). Adherents to Husserl’s epistemological approach to phenomenology 

argue that the subjective presuppositions of hermeneutic phenomenologists can influence or taint 

interpretations and understandings of research data (Koch, 1995; McConnell‐Henry et al., 2009). 

Heidegger refuted this idea, arguing that understanding is always based in presuppositions, and that 

human beings “do not, and cannot, understand anything from a purely objective position. We always 

understand from within the context of our disposition and involvement in the world” (Johnson, 

2000, p. 23).  
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For Heidegger, the process of interpretation is not linear, with a finite start and end point. Instead, 

Heidegger proposed that the interpretive process is circular, with constant movement back and 

forth between the phenomenologist’s preunderstandings and what is being learnt through engaging 

with a text in parts and as a whole (Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). In questioning and re-examining a 

text, an ever-expanding circle of understanding develops. Heidegger referred to this as the 

hermeneutic circle (McConnell‐Henry et al., 2009). Walsh (1996) proposed that the elimination of 

preunderstandings, in an effort to take an objective standpoint, moves the phenomenologist out of 

the hermeneutic circle and can lead to misleading interpretations. It is by remaining within the 

hermeneutic circle that the trustworthiness of interpretations is established. As the 

phenomenologist comes back again and again to the text, meanings as articulated by the 

phenomenologist and the “authors” of the texts are co-constituted, and the hermeneutic circle of 

understanding expands with infinite possibilities (Koch, 1995; McConnell‐Henry et al., 2009). The 

phenomenologist does not simply repeat back the stories of lived experience shared in texts, but 

interprets the significance of the stories in ways that have meaning for others and speak to the 

essence of the experience (Grant & Giddings, 2002).  

Gadamer’s Hermeneutic Phenomenology. Hans-Georg Gadamer, one of Heidegger’s students, 

further expanded on the philosophy of hermeneutic phenomenology and made accessible some of 

Heidegger’s more abstruse ideas. Gadamer’s work specifically explored the concepts of prejudice, 

the fusion of horizons, the hermeneutic circle, and play (Walsh, 1996) and it is Gadamer’s approach 

to hermeneutic phenomenology which has been most influential in my research study. Prejudice, as 

proposed by Gadamer, is prejudgment, or the preconceptions we have which make understanding 

possible (Dowling, 2004). Rather than seeing prejudice as having only negative value and needing to 

be transcended, Gadamer (1976) proposed that “prejudices, in the literal sense of the word, 

constitute the initial directedness of our whole ability to experience. Prejudices are the biases of our 

openness to the world” (p. xv). Understanding, for Gadamer, is not reconstruction, but mediation or 

translation of past meaning into the present situation. Gadamer argued that the purpose of 

interpretation is to bring to awareness our prejudices, and act as a bridge between the familiar 

world of prejudgments and new understandings which have not yet been assimilated into our 

lifeworld (Gadamer, 1976). This idea has similarities to Piaget’s theory of human development with 

its concepts of accommodation and assimilation—our past understandings allow us to either change 

new information to fit with what we already know, or we restructure and modify what we already 

know so new information can be absorbed (Claiborne & Drewery, 2014).  

Gadamer used the term horizon to describe “the field of vision, which includes and comprises 

everything that can be seen from one perspective” (Fleming et al., 2003, p. 117). For Gadamer 
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(1976), the horizon of the present moment is “in constant formation insofar as we must all 

constantly test our prejudices” (p. xix). The horizon of the present moment will merge with future 

horizons, and our understandings will continue to develop over time. In hermeneutic 

phenomenology, the meaning and understandings we have in this moment emerge from a dialogue 

between our prejudgments and the text to be interpreted. Gadamer termed the understanding 

attained when phenomenologist and text meet as “the fusion of horizons” (McConnell‐Henry et al., 

2009). As a result of engaging in a “dialogue” with a text, the horizons of the phenomenologist and 

the text merge or are fused, and the phenomenologist has a different (not necessarily better), 

understanding of the phenomenon than they held previously. Gadamer (1976) stated that “It is 

precisely in confronting the otherness of the text—in hearing its challenging viewpoint … that the 

reader’s own prejudices (i.e., his present horizons) are thrown into relief and thus come to critical 

self-consciousness” (p. xxi). 

Gadamer used Heidegger’s hermeneutic circle as the context in which dialogue between 

phenomenologist and text occurs, and understandings continue to develop (Fleming et al., 2003). 

The phenomenologist immerses themselves in the text and engages in cycles of revisiting of the text 

in part and as a whole, each time emerging with a different understanding. As Walsh (1996) noted, 

“The beauty of a circle is that it has no beginning or end. This implies that interpretation taking place 

within the circle is dynamic in nature and does not have an end-point” (p. 235). Dowling (2007) 

suggested that, as part of following and fully experiencing Gadamer’s hermeneutic circle, 

researchers should create opportunities for feedback and further discussion with study participants. 

Over time, the study participants’ understanding of the phenomenon will change and this will then 

change the understanding of the researcher. This means that total understanding can never be 

achieved, but a shared understanding which resonates with the phenomenologist and the research 

participants is possible (Fleming et al., 2003).  

The concept of “play” was a key component of Gadamer’s expansion of Heidegger’s hermeneutic 

phenomenology. Gadamer’s (1976) invocation of the concept of play recognises that the 

phenomenologist is fully engaged in “playing with possibilities” as they arise through the fusion of 

horizons within the hermeneutic circle. In this sense, play is an attitude or a way of being for the 

phenomenologist, and interpretation is an active process (Walsh, 1996). Besides playing with 

possibilities, Gadamer recognised that there needs to be room for play in the sense of movement or 

leeway. 

Gadamer talked of the play essential to the wheel of a bicycle. If the nut is screwed too tight 

the wheel cannot turn, yet if too loose there is danger the wheel will fall off. In the leeway, 
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the space between structure and freedom, there is room to play, to respond to the unrest 

and think again. (Smythe et al., 2008, p. 1391) 

A sense of involvement and genuine dialogue can arise for the phenomenologist when a playful 

attitude is taken to working with texts within the hermeneutic circle. Walsh (1996) described the 

feeling of becoming “fascinated, engrossed, or absorbed in the text. I am no longer a detached 

observer but move to and fro within the text with the unselfconsciousness of one who is lost in a 

game” (p. 236). 

Rationale for, and Potential Limitations of, Using Hermeneutic Phenomenology as Part of the 

Research Methodology. While it was Husserl’s focus on the rigorous study of the world of everyday 

lived experiences (van Manen, 1997) that originally drew me to phenomenology as a research 

methodology, I could not reconcile my personal ontology and epistemology with Husserl’s notion of 

the epoché or bracketing out of assumptions and judgments. The epoché appears, at first, to fit well 

with definitions of mindfulness which highlight the importance of being non-judgmental (Kabat-Zinn, 

1994; Neff, 2011). However, non-judgment in mindfulness recognises that it is the nature of the 

mind to judge. Rather than stopping judgments from ever arising, the practice of mindfulness is 

about changing the relationship we have to our judgmental thoughts and recognising that thoughts 

are temporary and passing (Shapiro et al., 2006). The practice of mindfulness is to stay present to 

the experience we are having, and to stay fully aware and open to whatever is arising—both within 

and exterior to ourselves. We notice when judgments arise, we witness whatever comes up in the 

body or mind with that judgment, and we recognise the thoughts that have arisen without reacting 

negatively or clinging to them. Rather than aiming for an objective consciousness of an experience as 

proposed by Husserl (Moran, 2000; Moustakas, 1994), a mindful approach brings a form of meta-

awareness or awareness of awareness (Goleman & Davidson, 2017; Neff, 2011) to our subjectivities. 

This meta-awareness is practised with an attitude of patience, kindness, compassion, trust, 

acceptance and non-striving (Kabat-Zinn, 2003; Shapiro et al., 2006).  

The mindful practice of non-judgmental awareness has similarities to Heidegger’s concept of Dasein 

or “that entity or aspect of our humanness which is capable of wondering about its own existence 

and inquiring into its own Being” (van Manen, 1997, p. 176). A desire to bring an engaged curiosity 

to this research study drew me from Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology to Heidegger and 

Gadamer’s hermeneutic phenomenology. Hermeneutic phenomenology as conceptualised by 

Heidegger and Gadamer aligns well with my constructionist-interpretive research approach, and my 

personal practices and beliefs about ways of being and knowing about the world—through mindful, 

responsive, and reciprocal relationships. The mindfully compassionate and engaged approach I have 

taken to this exploration of early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of practising mindful self-
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compassion reflects Heidegger’s recognition that the person and their lifeworld are co-constitutive. 

Mindfulness and compassion have supported me in developing an awareness of my own prejudices, 

and in staying open to the research participants’ stories and their feedback on my interpretations. 

This awareness and openness have enabled a fusion of horizons within the hermeneutic circle and 

new insights to emerge (Gadamer, 1976).  

The notion of the hermeneutic circle has been critiqued as potentially becoming a “vicious circle” 

because of the circle’s closed nature (Maddox, 1983). However, the process of feedback and 

dialogue within the circle means that interpretations and understandings are constantly evolving, 

and the hermeneutic circle is expansive rather than restricted to following the same course 

indefinitely (Fleming et al., 2003). A spiral, rather than a circle, more accurately illustrates the open-

ended nature of the hermeneutic process and the ongoing fusion of horizons (Bentz & Shapiro, 

1998; Maddox, 1983). Thus, rather than using a hermeneutic circle as proposed by Heidegger and 

Gadamer, I have used a spiral of mindful inquiry to depict my research process as discussed earlier in 

this chapter. In visualising the entire research process as a spiral, I have kept Heidegger’s notion of 

co-constitution occurring within the hermeneutic circle, and there is a “sense of expansion and 

forward motion that comes from circling in time and touching various points, each time from a new 

point in time and in one’s own self-development” (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998, p. 42). The empty spaces 

in the spiral depict the space and time given to mindfully compassionate contemplation throughout 

all phases of the research process. Bentz and Shapiro state that with each turn of the spiral, a deeper 

and richer understanding of the problem, question and phenomenon emerges along with flexibility 

to redirect the path of the spiral or for new spirals to emerge rhizomatically. The notion of spaces 

within a hermeneutic spiral fits well with Gadamer’s notion of spaces to “play with possibilities,” and 

the spiral itself is “in play” in the sense of continuous movement. 

The biggest drawback in using hermeneutic phenomenology as part of my research methodology is 

that Heidegger and Gadamer developed their ideas as philosophy, not as research methods (Walsh, 

1996). The challenge for those wanting to use hermeneutic phenomenology as a research method is 

staying true to the philosophical intentions of Heidegger and Gadamer, while enacting their ideas in 

practice (McConnell‐Henry et al., 2009). Gadamer stated that there is no method in hermeneutic 

phenomenology, only a tradition (Koch, 1995), and he resisted “any tendency toward constructing a 

predetermined set of fixed procedures, techniques and concepts that would rule-govern the 

research project” (van Manen, 1997, p. 29). The lack of clarity around how to use hermeneutic 

phenomenology as a research method raises questions for researchers—namely, how to begin, and 

is it harder than it needs to be? (Caelli, 2001). Some authors (Crotty, 1996; van Manen, 1997) have 

attempted to provide guidance but it is presented as “recommendations for a principled form of 
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inquiry that neither rejects or ignores tradition, nor slavishly follows or kneels in front of it” (van 

Manen, 1997, p. 30). The hermeneutic phenomenologist is thus left in the position of having the 

freedom to create their own set of research procedures with which to stimulate insight (van Manen, 

1997), while simultaneously being open to critique of whether the methods utilised are true to the 

tradition of hermeneutic phenomenology (Caelli, 2001; van Manen, 2017). 

It is in the spirit of being able to create my own set of research procedures to stimulate insight that I 

have incorporated the philosophy of hermeneutic phenomenology with the concepts of mindful 

compassion and care. The intentionality of bringing these three components together makes 

research a caring act which recognises my inseparable connection to the world. In this way, I agree 

with van Manen (1997) that  

to know the world is profoundly to be in the world in a certain way, the act of researching—

questioning—theorizing is the intentional act of attaching ourselves to the world, to become 

more fully part of it, or better, to become the world. (p. 5) 

Care  

Care is the third component of the mindful inquiry framework used in this research study. Care, as 

discussed in the review of the literature in Chapter 2, is one of the key concepts relevant to my 

research aim and question. This section discusses Heidegger’s notion of care or sorge, and relational 

ethics of care, both of which contribute to the notion of care as I have used it in my research 

methodology of mindful inquiry.  

Heidegger and Sorge. Heidegger’s concept of Dasein (being-in-the-world), or the aspect of our 

humanness capable of wondering about our own existence (van Manen, 1997), is underpinned by 

care or sorge (Elley-Brown & Pringle, 2019). Heidegger proposed that it is care which motivates us to 

make sense of, and connect with, our own lifeworld and the lifeworlds of those around us (Miles et 

al., 2013). For Heidegger care (sorge) is our essential way of being in the world, and is relational, 

temporal, and contextual (i.e., it can change over time and is responsive to context and 

relationships). Heidegger further proposed that the concept of sorge includes concern for others 

(besorgen), and the solicitude (fursorge) with which care can be imbued (Heidegger, 1962).  

This research is motivated by my concern for others—namely concern for the well-being of early 

childhood teachers—and my intention has always been to approach the research process and 

engage in the lifeworlds of the research participants with solicitude. As with his concept of 

hermeneutic phenomenology, Heidegger’s approach to care is philosophical, so there is no clear 

path to follow regarding the use of sorge as a research method. This has meant as a researcher I 

have been guided by Heidegger’s principles and how other researchers have applied them in their 
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research. I have followed the recommendations of Miles et al. (2013) in exercising consideration and 

self-control. Rather than “leaping-in” and taking over the research process out of concern for the 

participants, I have endeavoured to empower and actively include them in the hermeneutic spiral of 

the research. I have achieved this through offering the 8-week mindful self-compassion course, 

during which participants could share their experiences of early childhood teaching and learn about 

practising mindful self-compassion; providing opportunities for ongoing discussion in focus groups 

and individual interviews; and inviting the participants to engage with and give feedback on their 

interview texts and the found data poems I created.  

The relational nature of Heidegger’s concept of sorge and the empowering nature of solicitude align 

well with an ethics of care as discussed in the next section. Bringing together sorge and an ethics of 

care enabled me to situate my being-in-the-world as part of the interconnected web of all of life, 

and articulate my way of understanding the world through responsive and reciprocal relationships. 

Ethics of Care. Care is a complex practice which “includes everything we do to maintain, continue, 

and repair our world so that we may live in it as well as possible” (Fisher & Tronto, 1990, cited in 

Tronto, 2015, p. 3). Gilligan (1982), one of the seminal authors of ethics of care, stated that care is 

ideally “an activity of relationship, of seeing and responding to need, taking care of the world by 

sustaining the web of connection” (p. 62). These statements point to care as ontological—a 

compassionate and relational way of being in the world. From this ontology, an ethics of care 

emerges which directs attention to the need for responsiveness in relationships (e.g., paying 

attention, listening, responding) and to the costs of losing connection with oneself or with others 

(Gilligan, 2011). In using an ethics of care as part of my research methodology, I have drawn on 

Tronto’s (2013) five ethical qualities of care to guide my research praxis and ensure that I maintained 

a caring ethic.  

The first of Tronto’s (2013) ethical qualities of care is “caring about," or recognising and being 

attentive to the needs of all those involved in the research. An example of this in practice was my 

recognition of the teachers’ need for the research meetings to occur outside their work hours. I 

scheduled the focus groups, mindful self-compassion course, and individual interviews outside the 

teachers’ work hours, so they could attend without having to take leave or organise relief cover.  

“Caring for” is the second ethical quality of care and includes taking responsibility for actively 

responding to the needs of others. One way I did this was to recognise that the teachers were often 

coming to our research meetings direct from work and may not have rested or eaten between 

finishing work and taking part in the research. To care for the teachers’ physical needs, I ensured the 

meeting rooms were warm and inviting and supplied refreshments that met the teachers’ individual 
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dietary requirements. I invited the teachers to arrive up to half an hour before our meetings began 

so they would have time to eat and relax prior to the meeting starting. 

Having the skills and knowledge to respond appropriately and effectively to others’ needs is part of 

“caregiving,” the third ethical quality of care. I knew that, although I have my own established 

mindful self-compassion practice, I do not have the specialised knowledge required to teach a 

mindful self-compassion course appropriately and effectively to others. To ensure that the mindful 

self-compassion course was delivered competently and safely, I employed a qualified mindful self-

compassion teacher, and I took on the role of observer and support person for the participants. 

The fourth ethical quality of care is “care receiving” which means being responsive to the reactions 

of care-recipients and using their reactions to assess the quality of care that has been offered and 

received. At a practical level, this meant actively seeking and listening to feedback from the research 

participants about how they were finding the research process—was the timing of meetings working 

for them? Was the meeting space comfortable? Were they enjoying the food? During the focus 

groups and interviews this also meant listening attentively to the teachers’ stories of mindful self-

compassion practice and what this, and their involvement in the research, meant for them regarding 

their well-being and teaching. 

“Caring with” is the fifth ethical quality of care and recognises that giving and receiving care is an act 

of solidarity and a collective responsibility. Enacting this ethical quality of care meant positioning 

myself within the circle of care, allowing myself to experience the care of others, and witnessing the 

care that the research participants gave to each other. The research participants contributed plates 

of food to share at our meetings of their own volition and offered to help me tidy up at the end of 

our meetings. Caring with was also evident when the teachers responded thoughtfully and 

supportively to the research data I shared with them in the form of interview transcripts and found 

data poems. I provide more discussion of these aspects of the research process in Chapter 4, which 

focuses on the research design. 

Infusing Tronto’s (2013) five ethical qualities of care into the spiral of mindful inquiry required 

mindful awareness and compassion. By caring about, for, and with the research participants, I 

developed a richer understanding of their lived experiences. Engaging in caregiving and care 

receiving aligns with Heidegger’s notion of care as solicitude being relational and empowering for 

both the caregiver and the care receiver. 

Rationale for, and Potential Limitations of, Using Care as Part of the Research Methodology. Early 

childhood teaching is a caring profession (Goldstein, 1998), so it is appropriate to have care as an 
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essential element of the research methodology. Bringing together Heidegger’s concept of sorge and 

an ethics of care recognises the ontological centrality of care as concern and solicitude in this 

research study.  

Drawing on both ethics of care and sorge has enabled me to address some of the critiques of these 

ideas and to bring further clarity to my use of care as part of the research methodology. As with his 

ideas around hermeneutic phenomenology, Heidegger’s concept of sorge is philosophical, not a 

research method. Using Tronto’s (2013) five ethical qualities of care has given me a clear framework 

to use as a research method. A key criticism of care ethics is their frequent association with feminist 

and feminine ethics (Elley-Brown & Pringle, 2019; Noddings, 2013). This has led to care being 

associated with gender, women’s biological capacities and societal expectations of motherhood. 

Inspired by Heidegger’s philosophical ideal of sorge as fundamental to our being in the world, I view 

care as a relational ethic which recognises our interdependence (Elley-Brown & Pringle, 2019). 

Viewing care as relational, and incorporating it as part of a spiral of mindful inquiry, addresses 

critiques of care as paternalistic (Tronto, 1993). Rather than being blinkered by besorgen (my 

concern for the participants and assumptions about their needs), I attempted to surface my 

prejudices and enter a co-constitutive and reflexive relationship of fursorge (solicitude) with all 

those involved in the research. 

Olsman et al. (2016) proposed that care as solicitude includes compassion. Care and compassion are 

practices, something that we actively do and in which we can become more skilled over time 

(Gilbert, 2009; Tronto, 1993). Gilbert (2009), one of the foremost researchers of compassion, 

identified that humans have three major emotion regulation systems—a threat and self-protection 

system which activates when we perceive we are in danger, sometimes known as the fight, flight or 

freeze response; an incentive and resource-seeking system which gives us positive feelings and 

motivates us to seek resources for surviving and thriving; and a soothing and contentment system 

which gives us a sense of peacefulness and balance. Gilbert proposed that, although caring is innate 

to humans (similar to Heidegger’s notion of sorge being central to our being in the world), “the 

feelings and behaviours it supports and encourages can be lost when either the incentive/resource-

seeking system or the threat/self-protection system becomes dominant and regulates feeling and 

thinking” (p. 202). Thus, there is a need to support the natural motivation to care with an ethical 

ideal of care, that is, a belief that caring is the appropriate way of relating to others (Noddings, 

2013). For me, the practice of compassion supports enacting an ethic of care (particularly when the 

threat/protection or incentive/resource-seeking systems are activated). I agree with Gilbert (2009) 

that “by learning compassion, we learn how to activate a particular state of mind and brain pattern 

in us associated with caring and nurturing that have soothing qualities” (p. 202). Mindful compassion 
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and care both contribute to the ethical relationality central to my research methodology of mindful 

inquiry.  

Chapter Summary 

The aim of this research is to make visible early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of practising 

mindful self-compassion and explore the implications of being mindfully self-compassionate for early 

childhood teachers’ well-being and teaching. There is limited qualitative research exploring mindful 

self-compassion practice and even less research exploring early childhood teachers’ practice of 

mindful self-compassion. By taking a qualitative approach to this research, it was my intention to 

add an additional perspective to the literature in this nascent field, and to draw attention to the 

lived experience of practising mindful self-compassion as an early childhood teacher. 

Using a research method of mindful inquiry has enabled me to bring my personal ontology and 

epistemology into this research study. Mindful inquiry is not a traditional research methodology, 

thus there is little explicit guidance on how to apply the methodology in research practice. I drew on 

the work of Bentz and Shapiro (1998) and their methodology of mindful inquiry as a starting point 

for this research study, but have adapted Bentz and Shapiro’s original framework to include 

theoretical perspectives and methods which are more relevant to my own research interests. 

Through combining mindful compassion, hermeneutic phenomenology and care, I have developed a 

philosophical and theoretical framework which supports and reflects the ethical, relational and 

contemplative approach I have taken to this research.  

I consider myself to be part of the interconnected web of life, and central to my way of being and 

knowing is the mindful development of respectful and reciprocal relationships in which I come to 

know the other and myself. Being mindfully compassionate enabled me to be with the early 

childhood teachers’ stories of their lived experiences with awareness and openness. Following a 

hermeneutic phenomenological approach has enabled me to fuse horizons with the research 

participants as I interpreted their stories and, with each turn of the hermeneutic spiral, to deepen 

my understandings of “what is it like” to practise mindful self-compassion as an early childhood 

teacher. Care as concern, solicitude, and a relational ethic motivated this study—wanting to care for 

early childhood teachers as they care for others—and also offered guidance for being with everyone 

who contributed to the study. The success of applying this methodology ultimately rests on my own 

ethicality, relationality and reflexivity as a researcher. 

In the next chapter, I discuss the design of my research study and the rationale behind this. I 

critically discuss the specific methods used in data collection and analysis alongside the ethical 
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considerations relevant to this research. The latter section of the chapter is an introduction to the 

central characters of this research study—the early childhood teacher research participants.   
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Chapter 4—Mindful Inquiry as Research Design and Method 

Introduction 

This chapter is another turn in the thesis spiral and articulates how the methodology of mindful 

inquiry, discussed in the previous chapter, has informed the design of this research study. I begin 

this chapter by positioning myself as the researcher in this study and then discuss the research 

design of a spiral of mindful inquiry which I have used in exploring the research question What are 

early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of the practice of mindful self-compassion, and how might 

being mindfully self-compassionate contribute to teacher well-being and teaching practice? 

Following this, I explain and justify the methods used in gathering, analysing and interpreting the 

research data, and discuss how the trustworthiness of the study has been established along with the 

relevant ethical considerations. The last section of this chapter introduces the early childhood 

teacher research participants in preparation for the sharing and interpretation of their stories of 

early childhood teaching and mindful self-compassion practice in Chapters 5–7. 

Positioning Myself as a Researcher  

Using a research methodology of mindful inquiry (which includes mindful compassion, hermeneutic 

phenomenology and care), means I have taken a central role as a researcher throughout all aspects 

of this study. Phenomenological research approaches emphasise the role of the researcher as the 

“research instrument” in formulating the research question, and collecting and interpreting data 

(Hopkins et al., 2017; Usher & Jackson, 2014; van Manen, 1997). Van Manen (1997) stated that “to 

truly question something is to interrogate something from the heart of our existence, from the 

center of our being” (p. 43). The research questions in this study, and methods used to investigate 

them, have arisen from experiences in my lifeworld which have shaped who I am both personally 

and professionally.  

Exploring the research question, What are early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of the practice 

of mindful self-compassion, and how might being mindfully self-compassionate contribute to teacher 

well-being and teaching practice?, meant respectfully encountering the lived experiences of others, 

and thinking and wondering while maintaining an awareness of my presuppositions formed through 

my lived experiences as a woman, mother, early childhood teacher and educator of preservice early 

childhood teachers. Care and mindful compassion informed how I interacted with others during this 

research study, and how I responded to my own needs as a researcher—particularly when 

questioning my presuppositions and surfacing my biases through reflection and mindful 

contemplation. I unpack the specific methods I used throughout this chapter.  
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It was the essences of the participants’ lived experiences I wanted to bring to the surface in this 

research study, so my intention was to position myself alongside the participants rather than being 

seen as “the expert.” During the focus groups and the 8-week mindful self-compassion course, I took 

on the role of assistant/observer, and during the individual semistructured interviews my focus as 

the interviewer was on eliciting participants’ lived experiences of early childhood teaching and 

mindful self-compassion practice with care and mindful compassion. To help my recall of events, I 

wrote research notes during and after each focus group, mindful self-compassion course session and 

individual interview. Throughout the research process I also maintained a daily reflective journal and 

engaged in both formal and informal mindful compassion practices. These practices offered me 

opportunities to reflect on the research process and my emerging understandings of the research 

data. By sharing their individual interview transcripts with the research participants, and seeking 

their feedback on poems I created from the focus group data, the research participants and I co-

constituted our understandings, enabling all of us to remain within the hermeneutic spiral of mindful 

inquiry.  

Overview of the Research Design—A Spiral of Mindful Inquiry 

Maxwell (2013) proposed that a good research design is built around a clear research question and 

methodology, which then informs the choice of specific methods of data gathering and analysis 

(Maxwell, 2013). A good design needs to be sensitive, flexible and adaptive to whatever arises 

during the research process, and be open and responsive to new insights that will emerge over time 

(Flick, 2007). My research question with its phenomenological focus on the early childhood teachers’ 

lived experiences of practising mindful self-compassion, and my methodology of mindful inquiry 

(with components of mindful compassion, hermeneutic phenomenology and care), informed the 

design of this research as a spiral of mindful inquiry (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998). From the outset, I 

envisioned this research study as an open-ended, responsive process of discovery and growth.  

Figure 5 depicts how each phase of the research process was a “turn” in the spiral of mindful inquiry, 

beginning with participant recruitment, and then moving forward into cycles of data gathering using 

focus groups, semistructured individual interviews and research notes. Before and after each data-

gathering turn of the spiral, I engaged in mindfully compassionate contemplation to develop a 

deeper and richer understanding of the phenomenon under investigation (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998). 

Following these periods of reflection, I analysed and interpreted the data to uncover thematic 

aspects of the lived experience (van Manen, 1997) of mindful self-compassion practice in early 

childhood teaching. The image of a spiral illustrates that the research process was not linear, but a 

constant moving forward and touching back in (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998).  
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The open-ended nature of the research spiral reflects that the goal of this research is not a definitive 

explanation of early childhood teachers’ practice of mindful self-compassion, because “closure can 

never be fully achieved, and all interpretations are ultimately impermanent and contingent upon 

changing contexts and locations” (Belton, 2017, p. 17). My intention is that the essential features of 

the teachers’ lived experiences will resonate with readers of the research and prompt new 

understandings of, and questions about, the phenomenon of mindful self-compassion practice.  

Figure 5 

Research Design—A Spiral of Mindful Inquiry 

 

Data Gathering  

In the next section of this chapter, I explain and justify the methods employed in recruiting research 

participants, and gathering the research data. This research study had four interconnected data-

gathering and interpretation phases using three methods of data gathering—focus groups, individual 

semistructured interviews and research notes. Data gathering began with a focus group, following 

which research participants completed an 8-week mindful self-compassion course (see Appendix A 

for an overview of the mindful self-compassion course content) facilitated by a certified mindful self-

compassion teacher who signed a confidentiality agreement (Appendix B). Individual semistructured 

interviews were held in the month following completion of the mindful self-compassion course, and 

a second focus group was held 2 months later. Throughout the data-gathering process, I made 

research notes. I used multiple methods of data gathering, because each method produces 

particular types of data, and has unique strengths and limitations (Morgan, 1997). Using a range of 

methods meant I considered multiple perspectives, and there were ongoing opportunities for fusing 
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horizons and co-constituting understandings with the research participants (Gadamer, 1976). Table 1 

outlines the order in which I used each of the data-gathering methods and the time period when the 

data gathering took place.  

Table 1 

Data Gathering Overview 

Time period Method 

April 2019  Focus Group 1 and research notes 
May–June 2019 8-week mindful self-compassion course and research notes 
July 2019, Semistructured individual interviews and research notes 
September 2019 Focus Group 2 and research notes 

Participant Recruitment 

Following approval from the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee (UAHPEC 

Ref. 022520), I passively recruited (Gelinas et al., 2017) 12 participants over a period of 1 month. 

Using a passive recruitment method means I did not approach potential participants directly, instead 

the research study was advertised through two New Zealand early childhood teacher social media 

groups with a combined membership of approximately 1,200 teachers. The research study 

advertisement (Appendix C) identified that potential research participants needed to be 

provisionally or fully certificated early childhood teachers with an interest in exploring mindful self-

compassion practice and talking about their experiences of early childhood teaching with other 

teachers. The location, dates, times and durations of the focus groups, mindful self-compassion 

course and individual interviews were clearly stated in the advertisement so potential participants 

could assess their own suitability and availability for the research prior to contacting me to request a 

participant information sheet (PIS; Appendix D) and consent form (CF; Appendix E). 

Criterion sampling, in which research participants meet predefined criteria, is common in 

phenomenological studies (Moser & Korstjens, 2018). To explore the essence of what it is like to be 

an early childhood teacher who practises mindful self-compassion, I wanted to recruit participants 

who had experienced early childhood teaching and mindful self-compassion practice, but who varied 

in their characteristics and individual experiences. By recruiting participants who are qualified early 

childhood teachers, and fully or provisionally certified by the Teaching Council of Aotearoa New 

Zealand (formerly the Education Council) there was some consistency in the participants’ 

understandings of the standards of ethical teaching behaviour, and the expectations of effective 

teaching practice in early childhood (Education Council New Zealand, 2017). Having participants 

attend all the data-gathering sessions was important in building rapport and trust (Laverty, 2003) 

among the group which then supported sharing of their lived experiences. Likewise, having the 
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participants attend all sessions of the 8-week mindful self-compassion course meant they built 

relationships with each other, had access to all the information shared during the course and the 

opportunity to develop their practice of mindful self-compassion in a supportive environment. 

Because the focus is on gathering detailed and complex data from each participant, participant 

numbers in qualitative research are typically small compared to other research methods (Braun & 

Clarke, 2013). In this research study I limited the number of participants to 12 to keep the quantity 

of data collected manageable, maximise the quality of data and allow for possible attrition of 

participants (Punch, 2009). I selected research participants based on the first 12 to send through 

their completed CFs. Respondents to the advertisement who did not meet the criterion of being able 

to attend all the data gathering and mindful self-compassion sessions, who were not fully or 

provisionally certified early childhood teachers, or who returned CFs after the maximum group size 

was achieved, were not selected, and I informed them promptly and thanked them for their interest. 

I will introduce the selected individual research participants later in this chapter. Most of the 

participants attended every focus group and mindful self-compassion course session, and all 

participants engaged in the individual interviews and remained within the study for the full duration.  

Focus Groups 

The data-gathering process with participants in this research study began and ended with a focus 

group. Focus groups are frequently used in qualitative research as a form of group interview where 

the researcher’s interest provides the focus, and the data gathered are the responses and 

interactions of the group (Morgan, 1997). Besides giving the participants an opportunity to get to 

know each other, the first focus group let me find out from the participants what attracted them to 

take part in the research, what they hoped they might get out of the mindful self-compassion course 

and what practices they currently engaged in to support their own well-being. Early childhood 

teaching is collaborative and team based (Tesar et al., 2017), so engaging in dialogue with others is a 

familiar experience for early childhood teachers. I felt that using a focus group as the first data-

gathering turn of the spiral of mindful inquiry would be potentially less confronting for the 

participants than an individual interview, and the interaction of the group would elicit data and 

insights that would not necessarily have occurred individually (Morgan, 1997). Engaging in dialogue 

with each other could also support the fusing of horizons, and co-constitution of understandings 

among the group (Gadamer, 1976).  

The second focus group was held almost 2 months after the individual interviews to allow time for 

the participants to have further lived experiences of early childhood teaching and mindful self-

compassion practice. Using a focus group as the final data-gathering turn of the spiral of mindful 
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inquiry gave participants the opportunity to share their lived experiences of practising mindful self-

compassion as early childhood teachers, to hear and respond to the lived experiences of others, and 

to elaborate on and discuss issues that were raised. The question prompts used in the second focus 

group emerged from the initial interpretations of data gathered in the first focus group, individual 

interviews and my research notes. Using preceding data and interpretations, and bringing the 

research participants together for sharing and discussion in a second focus group, reflected the 

hermeneutic phenomenological approach of this research study, with the research participants and I 

engaging in a merging of our horizons and co-constitution of our understandings (Gadamer, 1976) as 

part of the spiral of mindful inquiry. Throughout the second focus group, the participants responded 

to each other’s sharing with affirming comments like “I know the feeling” (Joyce) and “I can really 

relate to being in a situation like that” (Louise). The participants also showed that hearing from 

others was triggering their own thinking and shifting their understandings “I’m just thinking, from 

what Dulcie said” (Harriet). At the end of the second focus group, I shared the found data poems 

from the first focus group, and the participants responded with powerful affirmations and delighted 

laughter, “Wow, that’s so great, completely encapsulates everything” (multiple voices). Harriet’s 

question “Who were those people?” encapsulated the sense of transformation and shifts in 

understanding that had occurred for the participants from the start of the research process through 

to the final focus group. 

Focus groups are not common in research studies using hermeneutic phenomenology because of 

concerns about the difficulty in developing personal, phenomenological accounts from a shared 

discussion (Bradbury‐Jones et al., 2009; M. Palmer et al., 2010). During the focus groups, the 

participants stated their names prior to speaking, so it was easy to identify their individual 

contributions to the focus group discussions in the audio recording and focus group transcripts. 

While the stories that were shared in the focus groups resonated with the participants, there was 

also a strong sense that each story was of an individual’s unique experience. The stories from the 

focus groups, combined with the data from the individual interviews, assisted me in developing 

personal, phenomenological accounts for each of the participants. By using both focus groups and 

individual interviews, I could remain within the hermeneutic spiral of mindful inquiry and gather 

rich, thick data from multiple perspectives. My interpretations of the focus group and individual 

interview data enabled me to identify essential themes which characterise the phenomena of early 

childhood teachers’ practice of mindful self-compassion. 

Concerns have been raised in the literature about participant responses in focus groups being 

shaped by the researcher’s questions, preexisting relationships between the researcher and 

participants or individual participants, avenues of discussion that might be opened or shut down by 



 

76 

participant responses, and the dynamics that develop within the focus group (M. Palmer et al., 

2010). In both focus groups, I took on the role of observer and note taker so I could stay fully present 

to the discussion. My research supervisors took on the role of moderators, guiding the flow of the 

discussion, gently drawing all the participants into the conversation, and ensuring that we heard all 

voices (Stewart et al., 2007). Preprepared questions (Appendices F and G) were used in both focus 

groups, which inevitably directed the participants’ responses. However, it was emphasised to 

participants that there were no “right” answers, and that it was their lived experience that was of 

interest—regardless of whether it was the same or different to other participants’ experiences.  

Mindful compassion and care were central to how the focus groups were prepared for and 

conducted. I scheduled the focus groups for an hour and a half in the early evening so participants 

could come after work, but not have a late night as some of them had early shifts the next day. 

Participants were told the planned dates and times of the focus groups in advance, and I sent a 

reminder a week before the meeting date with a general overview of the purpose of the focus group 

so participants could plan around other commitments and mentally prepare. I set up the room 

where the focus group was held to make it warm and inviting for the participants, with refreshments 

available throughout the session and chairs arranged in a circle around a central table to facilitate an 

inclusive conversation. The focus group sessions were audio recorded, and I reminded participants 

at the start of each session that, although the audio recorder would not be turned off, they could 

pass on answering questions or leave the room at any time. None of the participants exercised these 

options. Individual participants commented anecdotally that they really appreciated the atmosphere 

created throughout the research process, and the feeling of being cared for that they experienced. 

Semistructured Individual Interviews 

Each of the 12 research participants took part in a 1-hour individual interview in the month following 

completion of the 8-week mindful self-compassion course. Holding the interviews after the mindful 

self-compassion course gave the participants the opportunity to practise mindful self-compassion 

during their early childhood teaching work prior to meeting with me. Gathering data through 

semistructured interviews meant I came to the interviews with questions (Appendix H) designed to 

elicit rich, deep narratives from the participants about their lived experiences, but which also 

acknowledged the need for flexibility to follow the participants’ lead, and gave me the option to 

create additional questions and probes “in the moment” to go more deeply into the participants’ 

lived experiences (Hatch, 2002). The semistructured interview questions I prepared were informed 

by the research questions, the literature, interpretation of the data from the first focus group and 

my research notes. Prior to carrying out interviews with the research participants, I conducted a 
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pilot interview with my research supervisors to test and refine the interview questions. I 

subsequently reduced the number of questions and refined the questions for clarity. 

Mindful compassion and care were central to how I prepared for and conducted the semistructured 

interviews. As with the focus groups, I was mindful of the participants’ work hours and other 

commitments. To ensure the interviews took place at times that were most suitable for the 

participants, I created a Google Doc with dates and time periods I was available for in July and asked 

the participants to indicate their preferred date and 1 hour time. I wanted to be fully present for 

each interview, and to have time immediately after the interviews for recording research notes and 

engaging in mindful meditation, so I limited the individual interviews to one per day. As with the 

focus groups, I sent each participant a reminder several days before their interview date with a 

general overview of the focus of the interview so they could plan around other commitments and 

mentally prepare. The interviews took place in my office at the Faculty of Education and Social Work 

so I could provide refreshments and a warm, comfortable, private space for the participants.  

I had already established relationships with the participants during the first focus group and the 8-

week mindful self-compassion course, so there was a sense of familiarity when we met for the 

individual interviews. To support the participants to feel at ease at the start of the interview, I 

verbally reiterated the information from their CFs about asking to have the audio recorder turned off 

at any point without explanation. I also reminded them I would use a pseudonym of their choice in 

all reports and publications to protect their identity, and that they would be able to review the 

transcript of their interview. In taking a mindfully compassionate and caring approach, I was able to 

build an authentic relationship with the research participants that supported their trust and 

willingness to share their experiences during our interview conversation. Van Manen (1997) refers to 

this as a conversational relation.  

A conversational relation is important in hermeneutic phenomenological research interviews to elicit 

participants’ narratives, and surface rich, deep understandings of a phenomenon (van Manen, 1997). 

During our interview conversations, I asked the participants to share stories of their lived 

experiences of early childhood teaching and mindful self-compassion practice. In addition to probing 

with questions to encourage participants to reflect on the context in which the experience occurred, 

the emotions they felt and physical responses they had, I also observed the body language of the 

participants as they shared their experiences (Bevan, 2014). It was in the dialogue of questioning–

answering (van Manen, 1997) that a fusion of horizons occurred and the participants and I both 

came to new realisations and understandings. An example of this was when Ruby shared during her 

interview that she sometimes worries about upsetting other people at work. I asked if she felt this 



 

78 

worry anywhere in her body, and Ruby replied that it was “more in my mind,” but as she said this her 

face tensed and shoulders rose. When I pointed this physical response out to her, Ruby seemed 

surprised “Oh, did I? I didn’t know.”  

A limitation of individual interviews is that participants may not share information that is relevant to 

the research study. This may be because of concerns related to the acceptability of their answers, 

not wanting to reveal vulnerable aspects of themselves (Polkinghorne, 2005) or, as in Ruby’s case, 

not being aware of the significance of all aspects of their lived experiences. A further limitation of 

the flexible approach taken in semistructured interviews is that the experiences shared by 

participants may vary in their relevance to the study (Råheim et al., 2016). I needed to use skilled 

judgment to ensure the participants, and I, did not get distracted and go off on tangents, but 

remained oriented towards the research question and relevant experiences (van Manen, 1997). 

Mindful compassion practice and an ethic of care supported me in creating a welcoming, non-

threatening environment where participants were willing to share their stories, and engage in 

conversations which allowed deeper and more nuanced descriptions of their experiences to emerge 

(Karnieli-Miller et al., 2009; Polkinghorne, 2005). Using a range of methods and having multiple data-

gathering opportunities also helped address concerns that one interview per participant is 

insufficient to produce full, rich descriptions of the phenomenon (Polkinghorne, 2005).  

Researcher Notes 

Besides the daily reflective journalling I engaged in for the duration of the research study, I made 

notes of my observations, thoughts, feelings and insights while I was gathering data. These notes 

have aided me in developing rich, thick descriptions of the research processes (Phillippi & 

Lauderdale, 2018) and have served as an aide-mémoire during data analysis and interpretation. 

During each of the focus groups, individual interviews and mindful self-compassion course sessions, I 

made brief notes in the moment about the physical settings in which data gathering was occurring, 

processes and activities, and participants’ behaviour and interactions (Mulhall, 2003). As soon as 

possible after each instance of data gathering, I wrote up my notes in more depth to ensure I 

captured the details of each event.  

After writing up each new set of research notes, I sat and meditated on them for 10–30 minutes, 

mentally noting the thoughts and sensations that arose without judgment. Doing this gave me an 

opportunity to reflect, develop a deeper awareness of my presuppositions, and expand the horizons 

of my understandings within the hermeneutic spiral. As the research process unfurled, I made 

adaptations to my research processes and my behaviour as a result of points I had recorded in my 
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notes and my meditations on them. For example, following the first mindful self-compassion course 

session I noted, 

As I was moving about the room getting things organised before the start of the session, one 

of the participants took the seat next to the mindful self-compassion teacher where I had 

planned on sitting. This was a little unexpected, but in hindsight worked out really well. I 

ended up sitting almost opposite the mindful self-compassion teacher, which meant that we 

could see each other clearly and was helpful for communication. It also meant that the 

power dynamics of the group shifted a little (or at least I felt that they did) because I was 

part of the group rather than the course teacher and I sitting together at the front as the 

teacher/researcher team. This also meant that later on in the session it was clear that I was 

there to be an active participant and that I could go to either side of me and interact with 

another participant. (Research notes, 7 May 2019).  

For all the subsequent mindful self-compassion sessions, I was conscious of my physical position in 

the room and consciously sat separately from the mindful self-compassion teacher. 

The writing of research notes is essentially initial data analysis because the notes are a 

representation of events which the researcher has already deemed to be significant (Mulhall, 2003). 

Subjectivity is expected within qualitative research approaches (Hammersley, 2013), and within a 

hermeneutic phenomenological approach a researcher’s presuppositions are welcomed as part of 

the hermeneutic spiral in which new understandings are constituted (Gadamer, 1976).  

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

Care, mindful compassion, and hermeneutic phenomenology all informed the approach I took to 

data analysis and interpretation within the spiral of mindful inquiry. Through analysing and 

interpreting the research data, I wanted to uncover essential themes (van Manen, 1997), and 

provide a rich, deep account of what it is like (Kafle, 2011) to practise mindful self-compassion as an 

early childhood teacher. I begin this section by discussing the transcription of the focus group and 

individual interview audio recordings which provided the texts for analysis and interpretation. 

Transcription of Focus Group and Individual Interview Audio Recordings 

The data I analysed and interpreted in this research study came from two focus groups and 12 

semistructured individual interviews. My research notes added contextual detail to the other data 

sources and aided me in remembering participants’ behaviour, and my own thoughts and feelings, 

which were not captured in the audio recordings and their transcripts. Transcription of the audio 

recordings was carried out by a third-party transcriber who signed a confidentiality agreement 

(Appendix I). While there is value for researchers in being able to immerse themselves in the data 
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through transcribing audio recordings, I recognised that, with my limited transcription skills, this 

would have been a time-consuming and onerous task. Engaging the services of a professional 

transcriber was an act of self-compassion and self-care which enabled me to maintain a balance 

between my research, other life responsibilities and my own well-being. The professional transcriber 

was able to complete transcriptions of each of the focus groups and individual interviews and return 

them to me within a matter of days. I went over each written transcript, listening closely to the 

audio recordings and making use of my research notes to ensure that each transcript accurately 

captured what participants shared. I also included notes about pauses, laughter and body language 

into the transcripts.  

Once I was satisfied that an individual interview transcript was accurate, I emailed it to the relevant 

research participant with an invitation to review and edit the document. Inviting participants to 

review and edit their own data reflects a hermeneutic approach of co-constitution of understandings 

between researcher and participants (Fleming et al., 2003), and an attitude of care for the 

participants and the experiences they shared (Brannelly, 2018). Five of the 12 participants made 

changes to their individual interview transcripts to more clearly share their experiences and, in one 

instance, because the participant was concerned the experience she had shared might reveal her 

own identity and the centre she worked in if used in the final thesis. The reviewed transcripts were 

the data sources I used during data analysis and interpretation. Participants were not invited to 

review transcripts of the focus groups because changes by individual participants could have 

affected the overall sense of the conversations that had occurred.  

Care in Data Analysis and Interpretation 

An attitude of care has infused all aspects of my mindful inquiry research spiral. Care in this sense is 

not a way or method for knowing, but a way of being in the world as a researcher. Van Manen 

(1997) stated that when we meet another person in the vulnerability of sharing their lived 

experience, we have a moral responsibility to respond with care, to act responsibly and responsively. 

This conceptualisation of care resonates with my personal ontology and affirmed for me the 

importance of being sensitive to the uniqueness of the lived experiences of each of the research 

participants.  

Tronto’s (2013) ethical qualities of care (attentiveness, responsibility, competence, responsiveness 

and solidarity) acted as a guide for my approach to analysing and interpreting the research data. 

When I listened to the audio recordings of the interviews and focus groups, and read the resulting 

transcripts, I endeavoured to engage with them in a way that Wertz (2005) described as “an extreme 

form of care that savors the situations described in a slow, meditative way and attends to, even 
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magnifies, all the details” (p. 172). I wanted to do justice to the stories the participants shared, and 

ensure my analysis and interpretations remained true to their lived experiences, so it was important 

to me that the research processes I used were ethical and collaborative (Brannelly, 2018). Utilising a 

hermeneutic spiral of mindful inquiry enabled me to develop shared understandings with the 

participants through inviting them to review their interview transcripts and give feedback on my 

initial analysis of the data using found poetry. Taking this approach showed solidarity and also 

responsiveness as I reflected on the participants’ feedback and ensured that I used their edited 

transcripts in the data analysis and interpretation. Including care as part of the process of data 

analysis and interpretation reflects a humanistic phenomenological sensibility which is concerned 

with being open and fully attentive, not objective and disengaged (Finlay, 2014). This 

phenomenological sensibility was also evidenced in the mindful and compassionate approach I took 

to reflection and contemplation during the process of data analysis and interpretation. 

Mindfully Compassionate Contemplation 

In hermeneutic phenomenological research, being with, and deeply reflecting on, data is central to 

finding out what a certain phenomenon means and how it is experienced (van Manen, 1997). 

Mindfulness and compassion were infused throughout the process of data analysis and 

interpretation as I engaged with the data contemplatively, moving between the parts and the whole 

(Finlay, 2014; van Manen, 1997) and immersing myself in the spiral of mindful inquiry. To support 

deep reflection on the lived experiences of mindful self-compassion practice the early childhood 

teachers shared, I drew on three key mindful compassion practices—reflective journalling, 

embodied mindfulness through walking and yoga, and meditation.  

Journalling, yoga, walking and meditation practices were already part of my daily life, and familiar to 

me and my way of being prior to engaging in this research study. During the research process, I 

consciously made space in my day to slow down and engage in these activities for my own well-

being and to be present with the research data. Sometimes, when I was busy with family and work 

obligations, I was tempted to skip a practice or to speed it up—a knee-jerk response to the tyranny 

of speed in our busy world and the insidious perception that one must be visibly productive at all 

times (Cronin, 2013; Ulmer, 2017). What was reinforced for me over this research journey was the 

value of slowing down, allowing space for the practice of mindfulness and compassion, and how 

doing so paradoxically led to greater productivity, in the form of recognition of my own thoughts and 

biases, and insights into early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of practising mindful self-

compassion. 
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Reflective Journal. In hermeneutic phenomenology, writing mediates reflection. Through writing we 

seek to make external what is internal, to give appearance and body to thought (van Manen, 1997). 

From the start of this research journey, I have written in an electronic journal for a minimum of 10 

minutes every day to record my thinking, ideas, beliefs and responses to the research process 

(Janesick, 2016). Engaging in a daily reflective writing practice not only assisted me in developing a 

writing habit but also gave me the opportunity to articulate my own thoughts, understandings and 

experiences in relation to each turn of the spiral of mindful inquiry.  

My daily reflective journalling practice was loosely based on stream-of-consciousness writing 

(Cameron, 1995) with the simple starting question of “What do I want to write about my PhD 

today?” Smythe et al. (2008) stated that “Writing as thinking does not start with a conclusion in 

mind as to what needs to be said. Rather, there is a listening to the insights that emerge, even when 

they shock, up-turn or disconcert” (p. 1395). Most days, when I sat to begin my reflective journalling, 

I did not know what I wanted to write about, and there were (many) days where my journalling 

began with “I don’t know what to write. I don’t want to write about my PhD today” sometimes 

repeated many times over. Generally, though, after a few minutes of this type of writing, other 

thoughts, ideas and insights would emerge—some surprising, others revealing of my own biases, 

some which inspired and excited me enough to keep writing long after my self-imposed time of 10 

minutes had passed.  

Making external what was internal, and developing an awareness of my preunderstandings and 

biases through reflective journalling, contributed to my ability to engage in hermeneutic 

phenomenological reduction and maintain an attitude of openness and curiosity throughout the 

research process (Finlay, 2014). Reflective journalling also maintained my engagement in the 

hermeneutic spiral through bringing to my awareness issues and questions, which I then discussed 

with my research supervisors and explored with participants during the individual interviews and 

focus groups (Laverty, 2003).  

Embodied Mindfulness. Throughout the research process, my daily yoga sessions and walking 

provided opportunities for me to engage in embodied mindfulness practice. Yoga asanas (postures) 

and walking are mindful presence in motion, an opportunity to be actively present with the inner 

and outer world and to integrate the mind and body. By grounding myself in my body through 

mindful movement and focusing on the experience of walking outdoors, or the flow of moving 

through a series of yogic postures, I was able to experience mental space and also moments of 

clarity about the research process and the data. Walking and yoga practice gave me an opportunity 

to engage in diffuse thinking (Oakley, 2014) where my attention was not directly on the analysis and 
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interpretation of data, and insights could emerge which I would note in my reflective journal or 

thesis drafts and check against the data for relevance. “A-ha!” moments and research insights did 

not occur every time I went for a walk or did yoga, but these practices were an act of self-care and 

ultimately of self-compassion which supported me in staying engaged in the research process, and 

to return again and again to the analysis and interpretation of the research data. 

Meditation. I have had a daily meditation practice for several years now, and I continued with this as 

a form of compassionate self-care to support me to remain engaged throughout the research 

process. Besides my personal practice, I also engaged in meditation practices as part of the spiral of 

mindful inquiry with the specific intention of meditating on the research data as part of data analysis 

and interpretation. During data analysis and interpretation, I meditated regularly as part of 

hermeneutic phenomenological reflection (van Manen, 2007) in an attempt to come closer to the 

essential meaning of early childhood teachers’ lived experience of mindful self-compassion practice. 

I began each research meditation session with focused breathing to settle my mind and body. My 

intention for the meditation sessions was to maintain an open awareness and simply notice any 

thoughts or emotions that arose in relation to the research process and the data. There were many 

times when my mind wandered, and I noticed thoughts unrelated to the research process and data 

arising. This was not unexpected as it is the nature of the mind to wander (Kabat-Zinn, 2013) and, 

when I noticed this happening, I would gently and compassionately bring my mind back to the 

research process and data. In some of my meditation experiences no new thoughts or insights arose, 

while at other times I made several notes in my reflective journal (after the meditation) of ideas to 

explore further or possible emerging themes.  

Sometimes when meditating on the research data, I noticed my own emotional responses to the 

participants’ stories of their lived experiences. Some of these emotions were pleasant and enjoyable, 

for example, when the moments of joy in a teaching day resonated with me. Others, however, were 

more challenging, such as when Ruby shared the story of another teacher belittling her in front of 

the children and a parent. In these moments of challenge, I practised specific mindful self-

compassion meditations such as the self-compassion break and compassion with equanimity 

(Germer & Neff, 2019) which enabled me to offer compassion to myself and the research 

participant, while staying in mindful connection with the research data within the hermeneutic 

spiral.  

Hermeneutic Phenomenological Data Analysis and Interpretation  

The challenge of using hermeneutic phenomenology as a research method is that there is no agreed-

upon approach to its application (van Manen, 1997). Reliance on researchers having a 
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phenomenological sensibility (Finlay, 2014), and the ability to follow generalised guides and 

recommendations extrapolated from the phenomenological tradition, has led to many and varied 

approaches to hermeneutic phenomenological research. This has led to critique of whether the 

approaches taken are truly in keeping with hermeneutic phenomenology (van Manen, 2017). The 

lack of clear guidance and the criticism of approaches taken in some hermeneutic phenomenological 

studies, raises questions for researchers as to whether engaging in hermeneutic phenomenological 

research is harder than it needs to be (Caelli, 2001).  

In attempting to stay true to the hermeneutic phenomenological tradition while responding to the 

context and focus of this research study, I have been guided by van Manen’s (1997) six 

interconnected research activities. These include turning towards a phenomenon that interests us, 

investigating the lived experience of the phenomenon, reflecting on the essential themes of the 

phenomenon, writing (and rewriting) descriptions of the phenomenon, staying deeply engaged with 

the research question and phenomenon, and recognising the contributions of the parts to the 

research as a whole. During data analysis and interpretation, my focus was on the last four of these 

research activities, beginning with reflecting on the essential themes of the phenomenon. It is 

important to note that these research activities were occurring simultaneously, not consecutively. 

Writing (and rewriting) descriptions of the phenomenon, reflecting on essential themes, staying 

engaged with the research question, while moving between the individual transcripts and the 

phenomenon as a whole, were inextricably woven together. 

Once the transcripts of the focus groups and individual interviews had been reviewed by myself and 

the research participants, I began crafting the first of many iterations of stories and poems from the 

descriptions of the participants’ lived experiences. In hermeneutic phenomenology, texts crafted 

from transcript data “do not pretend to provide empirical, factually accurate accounts. They gift a 

powerful ‘felt’ knowing that is difficult to encapsulate” (Crowther et al., 2017, p. 833). Crafting the 

transcript data enables thematic aspects of the phenomenon, and thus the nature of the lived 

experience, to be made visible (van Manen, 1997). To do justice to the complexity of the early 

childhood teachers’ lived experiences, it was not sufficient to write only one crafted text. As I 

progressed through the process of data analysis and interpretation I wrote and re-wrote, going back 

and forth between the parts and the whole of data, “re-thinking, re-flecting, re-cognizing” (van 

Manen, 1997, p. 131) , with the aim of creating depth of understanding of what it is like to practise 

mindful self-compassion as an early childhood teacher and the implications of being mindfully self-

compassionate for teachers’ well-being and teaching. 
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I reflected and meditated on the original transcripts, and the texts crafted from the research data, 

guided by van Manen’s (1997, 2007) approach to isolating thematic statements. I used N-Vivo 

software to store and organise the initial data, and as a tool for electronically recording my analysis 

and interpretations of the data. Analysing the thematic meanings of the early childhood teachers’ 

lived experiences of mindful self-compassion practice was a reflective and creative process, as I 

engaged in wholistic [sic], selective and detailed readings of the transcripts, interwoven with 

meditation and the writing (and rewriting) of crafted texts (van Manen, 1997, 2007).  

In the wholistic reading phase I considered each transcript in its entirety with the intention of 

developing a phrase or statement that captured the significance of the text as a whole. These 

statements captured my first impressions of what was being revealed in the participants’ 

descriptions of their lived experiences of mindful self-compassion practice as early childhood 

teachers. Developing a wholistic statement for each of the individual interviews, where it was one 

participant at a time sharing their unique perspective, was relatively straightforward. For example, 

the statement I developed from a wholistic reading of Lydia’s individual interview transcript was 

“Practising mindful self-compassion helps teachers to recognise that they are enough, that other 

teachers have similar experiences and feelings, and that the challenging moments will pass.” With 

the focus groups, containing my first impressions to just one phrase or statement that represented 

the whole discussion was more challenging, and instead I focused on identifying common themes 

and interesting points which were helpful in guiding my reading of the transcripts during the 

selective-reading phase. 

In selectively reading the transcripts and my initial crafted texts, I looked for statements and phrases 

that seemed “particularly essential or revealing about the phenomenon of experience being 

described” (van Manen, 2007, p. 320). Using N-Vivo software, I highlighted relevant phrases from 

the texts paying attention to those which were evocative or expressed a particular point and, as I did 

so, my awareness of common themes and points of difference of the phenomenon of early 

childhood teacher mindful self-compassion practice developed. In hermeneutic phenomenological 

studies, crafting stories from participants’ verbatim data is part of the interpretive analysis 

(Crowther et al., 2017; Zambas, 2016). Using the thematic insights and points of difference I 

identified during selective reading of the individual interview transcripts, I crafted texts for each of 

the teacher participants in an attempt to capture the situations in which they practised mindful self-

compassion, the emotions and physical feelings that arose in them in response to the situation, the 

mindful self-compassion practices they used, and the feelings and responses they had after 

practising mindful self-compassion. Crafting these stories was a complex and “messy” process which 

required constant movement between the parts and the whole of the text, and ongoing meditation 
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and reflection to ensure I was honouring the individual participant’s experiences and staying in 

connection with the research question. I went through multiple cycles of reading, meditation, 

reflecting and rewriting until a felt sense of each story became clear (Crowther et al., 2017).  

In keeping with the notion that “phenomenological research is a poetizing activity” (van Manen, 

1997, p. 13), I took some of the statements and phrases highlighted during selective reading of the 

focus group texts and created found data poems (Janesick, 2016). These poetic transcriptions 

(Glesne, 1997) foregrounded and affirmed the participants’ voices, and supported a feeling of 

“being-with” the participants’ lived experiences (Schrauben & Leigh, 2019). During the second focus 

group, when I shared the found data poems with the participants as part of the hermeneutic spiral, 

the participants’ responses demonstrated the resonance of the poems as articulations of their lived 

experiences. Louise said, “I absolutely love how the poems summarise the changes and feelings that 

we have all shared.” Found data poems using participants’ words can speak powerfully of their 

individual experiences in ways that are evocative and resonate with others. I have included several 

of the found data poems I wrote during the selective-reading phase of data interpretation later in 

this chapter where the participants are introduced, and also in the findings and discussion chapters. 

The third phase of isolating thematic aspects of early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of 

mindful self-compassion practice was to engage in a detailed, line-by-line reading of the transcripts 

and my crafted texts. While reading I asked myself, “What does this sentence say about the 

experience of practising mindful self-compassion for an early childhood teacher?,” focusing on the 

phenomenon as a human experience, and not on the unique experience of the individual per se 

(Finlay, 2014; van Manen, 1997). This more “fine-grained” reading of the research texts was 

accompanied by more writing, reading, meditation, reflecting and rewriting which deepened my 

analysis of texts and surfaced new insights which went beyond simply describing participants’ 

individual lived experiences, and instead illuminated the essence of what it is like to practise mindful 

self-compassion as an early childhood teacher (Finlay, 2014).  

In following a spiral of mindful inquiry, I knew there was no final or definitive interpretation of the 

data to be achieved. I did however reach a point in my analysis and interpretation of the research 

data where I had a sense of clarity about themes which I could use as generative guides to discuss 

the essential aspects of the phenomenon (Zambas, 2016). The findings and discussion chapters of 

this thesis, Chapters 5, 6 and 7, focus on discussion of these themes. Chapter 5 explores the 

teachers’ stories of what it is like to be an early childhood teacher—the complexities, joys and 

challenges of a teaching day; Chapter 6 articulates the teachers’ experiences of what it is like to 

respond to challenges with the core elements of mindful self-compassion—mindfulness, recognition 
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of common humanity, and self-kindness; Chapter 7 shares the teachers’ reflections of what it is like 

to be a mindfully compassionate teacher and how being mindfully self-compassionate has helped 

them to develop practices of equanimity, care and advocacy which support their well-being and 

teaching practice. The value and credibility of the themes I have identified will ultimately be 

determined through the “phenomenological nod” (van Manen, 1997) of the research participants 

and readers of the research, affirming resonance with their own experiences and understandings 

(Miles et al., 2013). The next section explains in more detail how I established trustworthiness in this 

study. 

Establishing Trustworthiness  

In qualitative research studies, building the reader’s trust and confidence in the study is an 

important aspect of establishing the quality of the study (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Trustworthiness in 

qualitative research refers to the rigour with which the study was carried out, and the usefulness 

and integrity of the findings (Connelly, 2016). Credibility, dependability, confirmability, 

transferability and authenticity (Guba & Lincoln, 1994) have been accepted and widely used by many 

qualitative researchers as generic criteria for establishing the trustworthiness of a study. Although 

there are commonalities, the diversity of qualitative research methods, each with its own aims and 

rules regarding evidence, interpretation and verification, makes a single set of criteria to establish 

trustworthiness insufficient and inappropriate (Rolfe, 2006; Sandelowski, 1986; van Manen, 2007). 

Koch (2006) stated that it is up to the researcher to determine appropriate criteria for ensuring the 

rigour of a qualitative study. Rigour is demonstrated in the researcher’s “fidelity to the spirit of 

qualitative work” (Sandelowski, 1993, p. 2) , and in hermeneutic phenomenological studies this 

fidelity is exemplified in the creation of evocative articulations of human experience, sensitive to 

context and meaning.  

The aim of this research study was to make visible early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of 

practising mindful self-compassion and explore the implications of being mindfully self-

compassionate for early childhood teachers’ well-being and teaching. As a qualitative study 

underpinned by a methodology of mindful inquiry, the intention of this study was not to make 

empirical generalisations but to point the reader towards something of significance (Smythe et al., 

2008) about the phenomenon of early childhood teachers’ mindful self-compassion practice, and to 

engage the reader in their own thinking about the phenomenon as part of the ongoing hermeneutic 

spiral. The trustworthiness of this research is ultimately expressed through making the research 

processes visible (Fleming et al., 2003; Koch, 2006; Smythe et al., 2008) and in the resonance that my 

interpretations of the research data have for the participants and readers of the research (De Witt & 

Ploeg, 2006; Smythe et al., 2008). 
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Koch (2006) proposed that a study’s trustworthiness may be established if the events, influences and 

actions of the researcher are made clear to readers of the research. This openness to scrutiny by the 

reader is also part of the hermeneutic spiral (De Witt & Ploeg, 2006). Sharing my research processes, 

and interpretations of the significance of the phenomenon, invites the readers of this thesis to 

engage in their own thinking and interpretations as part of the ongoing hermeneutic spiral (Carcary, 

2009). Since we each bring our own prejudgments or prior understandings to the text, readers of 

this study may not share my interpretations, but they should be able to follow the way I arrived at 

those interpretations (Koch, 2006). Whether or not there is agreement around my interpretations, 

the trustworthiness of the study as a hermeneutic phenomenological study is further established if it 

is thought provoking, and engages the reader to think about and understand lived experiences (in 

this case practising mindful self-compassion as an early childhood teacher) in new ways (Smythe et 

al., 2008). Further adding to the trustworthiness of the study, my research notes and reflective 

journal provide an intellectual audit trail (Carcary, 2009), or evidence of how my thinking has 

developed throughout the study with each turn of the spiral of mindful inquiry.  

Resonance is another expression of the trustworthiness of hermeneutic phenomenological studies. 

Resonance is described as a striking, or moving, felt experience in response to reading a text (De 

Witt & Ploeg, 2006; van Manen, 1997). Van Manen (1997) referred to the phenomenological nod 

that readers can give to a phenomenological description, “recognizing it as an experience that we 

have had or could have had” (p. 27). I initially tested the trustworthiness of this study with the 

research participants when I shared poems I had written from the focus group data with them. The 

participants’ responses indicated that the poems were meaningful expressions of their lived 

experiences and validated that, in my crafting of the research data, I had captured something of 

significance to them. The trustworthiness of the study will ultimately be determined when readers of 

the research make the final interpretation (Crist & Tanner, 2003) and determine whether the 

understandings revealed through the research process resonate with them (Miles et al., 2013).  

Ethical Considerations 

Qualitative research is an interactive human endeavour, and consideration of, and responses to, 

ethical issues are important throughout the research process (Punch, 2009; Robley, 1995). My 

methodology of mindful inquiry with its components of hermeneutic phenomenology, mindful 

compassion, and care, has oriented me to taking an ethical stance in all aspects of this research 

study. Prior to beginning this study, I sought and received human ethics approval from the University 

of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, and I followed the agreed ethical protocols 

throughout the study. Key ethical considerations in this study included informed consent, right to 

withdraw, privacy and confidentiality of data, and minimisation of harm.  
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Informed Consent 

Informed consent involves providing potential research participants with clear information about 

what their participation in a research project will involve so they can decide whether to take part 

(Wiles, 2013). Participants in this research study were passively recruited using social media 

(Estabrooks et al., 2017), so I had no direct contact with the participants prior to their initial 

indication of interest in participating in the research. Once they had made initial contact, I sent 

potential participants a PIS (Appendix D) which outlined the rationale and aims of the study, what 

participation in the research would involve, and information about benefits, risks, voluntary 

participation, the right to withdraw from participation, privacy and confidentiality. If participants 

had additional questions, they could contact me or my supervisors for further information. To 

confirm their understanding of the study and their voluntary participation, participants signed and 

returned a CF (Appendix E).  

Right to Withdraw 

Participants had the right to withdraw their participation at any time during the research process 

without having to provide an explanation, including opting out of answering particular questions and 

leaving the room during discussions in focus groups. Participants could not, however, withdraw their 

individual contributions, or ask to have the recording stopped during the focus groups, because of 

the group nature of the focus group discussions, and the implications for the coherence of the group 

dialogue if sections of the data were removed. I sent a transcript of their individual interview to each 

participant, and they could amend or withdraw data from this interview up to 2 weeks after they 

received the transcript. Besides being included in the PIS and CF, information about the participants’ 

right to withdraw was verbally reiterated at the start of each focus group and individual interview. 

Privacy and Confidentiality of Data 

The group nature of this research meant that maintenance of complete confidentiality of the 

participants’ identities and data could not be guaranteed. This was clearly stated in both the PIS and 

CF. The nature of the focus groups and the group format of the mindful self-compassion course 

meant that the participants were all known to each other. To address this issue, the CF included a 

clause stating that participants agreed to maintain confidentiality of the other participants in the 

research study. To further maintain the confidentiality of the research participants, the mindful self-

compassion course teacher and professional transcriber also signed confidentiality agreements 

(Appendices B and I). Pseudonyms were used to further safeguard the privacy of participants. 
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Minimisation of Harm 

Assessing potential risks, harm and benefits for participants in qualitative research is far from 

straightforward as there are many factors to be considered (Wiles, 2013). There was a very slight risk 

of harm to participants in this study because, while the mindful self-compassion course is not a 

therapy, it can be therapeutic and may cause psychological and/or emotional discomfort for 

participants. This potential risk was identified for participants in both the PIS and CF, along with 

information about how this risk would be managed.  

To minimise the risk of harm to participants, a certified mindful self-compassion teacher led the 8-

week mindful self-compassion course. To achieve certification, mindful self-compassion teachers 

must successfully complete teacher training recognised by the Centre for Mindful Self-Compassion, 

have been individually mentored by an expert mindful self-compassion teacher, received advanced 

training in teaching the mindful self-compassion programme, taught a significant number of mindful 

self-compassion courses and had their teaching reviewed by an expert mindful self-compassion 

teacher (UCSD Center for Mindfulness, n.d.). I attended all the mindful self-compassion course 

sessions as an observer and support person for the certified mindful self-compassion teacher. My 

role was to provide refreshments and resources as required, to participate in the sessions if an 

additional person was required for group work, and on two occasions I accompanied and provided 

emotional support for participants who left the main group. After each of these incidents of 

participants leaving the main group, the certified mindful self-compassion teacher debriefed with 

me and followed up with individual participants to offer additional support as needed. At the start of 

the course, participants were provided with a mindful self-compassion course booklet which 

included information about registered counsellors and the Mental Health Crisis Line for additional 

psychological support if required.  

Although the early childhood teachers in this study applied and were selected as individual 

participants, at the beginning of data gathering 11 of the 12 participants worked with one or more of 

the other participants in the study. Only one participant was the only teacher from her centre taking 

part in the study. Of the other 11 participants, there were two groups of two colleagues, one group 

of three colleagues and one group of four colleagues. During the individual interview phase of the 

research study, one participant moved centres (for reasons unrelated to the study), so at the end of 

the study the 12 participants were working in six different early childhood centres. There was a slight 

possibility that participants could feel vulnerable and uncertain about the consequences for their 

employment and collegial professional relationships (Cullen et al., 2009) in sharing their perceptions 

and experiences during the focus groups and the mindful self-compassion course. To help mitigate 

this potential risk, the CF included a clause on participants maintaining confidentiality of other 
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participants. There were also opportunities during the individual interviews for participants to share 

anything which they may not have been comfortable to share in a group setting.  

Introducing the Participants 

Twelve qualified early childhood teachers, with full or provisional certification from the Teaching 

Council of Aotearoa New Zealand, took part in this research study. The teachers were a diverse 

group in terms of their years of teaching experience and the early childhood contexts in which they 

worked. Three teachers identified themselves as migrants, two from Korea and one from Iran, and 

the nine other teachers all identified as New Zealand European/Pākehā. Table 2 provides an 

overview of the teachers’ individual contexts, qualifications, teaching experience, and motivations 

for being involved in the study. Following Table 2, I provide a brief introduction to each participant 

to give a thicker description (Ponterotto, 2006) of their individual lifeworld, and the practices they 

engaged in to support their own well-being prior to taking part in the study.
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Table 2 

Overview of Research Participants and Their Contexts 

Pseudonym 

Early 
childhood 

service 
type 

Age 
group 
taught 

Full or 
part 
time 

Teaching 
experience 
(years) & 

certification 

Stated motivation for involvement in study 

Dulcie PK 3–5 
years 

FT 34 
F 

Had personal and professional reasons for wanting to take part. Practising 
mindfulness was part of her appraisal goals. Was looking for ways to care for herself 
so she could pass that on to the children and the rest of the team she works with. 
Wanted to learn new skills and strategies to pass on to the children. Also wanted 
strategies for “finding the off switch” and separating professional time and personal 
time. 

Harriet LD 2–5 
years 

PT 1.5 
P 

Found it hard to be mindful and in the moment when she felt busy all the time and 
had lots of other things to think about—trying to support children, the team, and 
thinking ahead. Wanted to do the mindful self-compassion course to see what it was 
all about and try to slow down a bit more. Wanted strategies to be more in the 
moment and to model to children how to be mindful as well. Found mindfulness 
helpful for dealing with anxiety in the past and thought mindfulness and self-
compassion focused on teaching practice might be beneficial, especially in response 
to her desire to be a “perfect” teacher.  

Joyce LD 2–5 
years 

FT 11 
F 

Motivation not shared as she was absent from the first focus group because of illness. 

Louise LD 0–2 
years 

PT 3 
P 

Had personal and professional goals to learn more about mindfulness and self-
compassion—being kinder and gentler to herself. Wanted support and strategies to 
let go of tendencies towards perfectionism and harsh self-criticism as she navigated 
through the “shoulds” of best practice and the reality of teaching. Professional life 
combined with responsibilities in personal life means she is constantly on the go and 
doesn’t have much time for herself. Hoped the research would support her in finding 
space for herself, feeling that she was doing enough and that it was OK to take a 
break. 
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Pseudonym 

Early 
childhood 

service 
type 

Age 
group 
taught 

Full or 
part 
time 

Teaching 
experience 
(years) & 

certification 

Stated motivation for involvement in study 

Lydia LD 0–2 
years 

FT 8 
F 

Wanted to understand mindfulness and self-compassion in more depth because we 
live such busy lives. Lydia was focused on personal growth (wanting to be kind to 
herself and recognising that she was not perfect all the time), and learning about 
other people’s perspectives.  

Maria LD 0–2 
years 

PT 12 
F 

Has had a personal and professional interest in mindfulness for the past couple of 
years. Maria’s teaching practice is focused on ideas about authenticity, slowing down, 
grace and mindfulness, and she wanted to continue the journey of bringing 
mindfulness into her teaching practice and learning more about mindful self-
compassion. Wanted more strategies to reorient herself mindfully in the moment 
when she can feel everything building up and needs to calm herself.  

Maryam LD Centre 
Manager 

0–5 
years 

FT 26 
F 

Has found it hard to be kind to herself when she hasn’t met self-imposed goals. She 
wanted to respond with kindness to others, so felt it was important to improve her 
ability to be kind to herself. Wanted to engage in team building with other staff from 
her centre who are also participants in the study. 

Penelope SD 2–5 
years 

FT 10 
P 

Had an ongoing interest in mindfulness. Committed to teaching in a positive mindful 
way—but was aware that this didn’t always happen so felt learning about self-
compassion was important. Felt she never stops as a teacher—always researching, 
reading, learning and planning because of a drive to do her best. Wanted strategies 
to find a way of not bringing work home every day and to not always think about 
being better as a teacher. 

Rachel LD 0–2 
years 

PT 8.5 
F 

Felt she was good at being mindful and compassionate towards others in her 
personal and professional life, but her perfectionistic tendencies and a constant 
striving for excellence meant she was hard on herself and not very self-
compassionate. There was a wide divide between how she was towards other people 
and towards herself. Wanted to find strategies to give her mind a break from 
constant reflection, thinking and learning. Wanted to find a balance between 
personal life and work, and recognise when enough is enough. 
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Pseudonym 

Early 
childhood 

service 
type 

Age 
group 
taught 

Full or 
part 
time 

Teaching 
experience 
(years) & 

certification 

Stated motivation for involvement in study 

Ramona SD/ITS 2–5 
years & 

0–2 
years 

FT 9 
F 

Felt she was being hypocritical in her teaching because she talked with children about 
mindfulness and slowing down but was not actually modelling it. Wanted to work on 
managing the pace of the day through practising mindfulness and slowing down so 
she could be authentic, grounded, and in the moment with children. Wanted to have 
tools to get out of patterns of rumination about work which were keeping her awake 
at night and “driving her crazy.”  

Ruby LD 2–5 
years 

PT 10 
P 

Has done a mindfulness course in the past but got out of the habit of practising so 
wanted to get back into it. Felt that she gets lost in the busyness of the early 
childhood teaching environment and wanted to learn strategies to centre herself. 
Interested in hearing about other teachers’ experiences. Wanted to find ways or 
strategies to not be so hard on herself when reflecting on her teaching.  

Samantha LD 0–2 
years 

FT 1 
P 

Thought taking part in the study would be a good opportunity to learn more about 
what mindfulness is, and how to implement it in her everyday practice. Wanted to be 
more aware of how she was actually doing at the moment. Wanted to learn to 
understand other people’s perspectives through practising mindfulness.  

Note: Early childhood service type: LD–long day early childhood education and care centre; PK–public kindergarten; ITS–infant and toddler specialist early 
childhood centre; SD–short day/sessional early childhood centre. Certification status: F–full; P–provisional. Employment status: FT–full time; PT–part time.
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Although the participants were diverse in their levels of certification and teaching experience, some 

common threads emerged regarding their motivation for taking part in the study. These included: 

wanting to learn more about mindfulness and self-compassion—either at a beginner level, or to 

rekindle or deepen previous or existing practices; recognition that they treated others with more 

kindness and compassion than they did themselves and wanting to change that—especially in 

response to their own “perfectionistic” tendencies; wanting to share mindfulness and compassion 

strategies with the children, but aware that they needed to be practising themselves in order to be 

authentic and model self-care. Several of the participants mentioned the busyness of early 

childhood environments and life in general, and they felt that practising mindfulness and self-

compassion might give them strategies for slowing down and feeling calmer and more centred. 

There was also a strong emphasis on the all-consuming nature of early childhood teaching and that 

the teachers were frequently thinking about it, even when they were not at work.  

The following found data poems came from the first focus group transcripts. The first poem captures 

the participants’ responses to the question “What attracted or motivated you to participate in this 

research about your experience of the practice of mindful self-compassion?” Reading this poem gave 

me a strong sense that, although the participants were aware of their own needs, there was an 

overarching commitment to wanting to be a “good” teacher and to use what they learnt from 

participating in this research in service of others. 

WHY AM I HERE? 

It’s personal. 

It’s professional. 

It’s selfish. 

So busy and my mind is so full. 

A wide divide between 

how I treat others and how I treat myself. 

Hypocritical. 

I want to learn more. 

Develop strategies to be more 

mindful, 

present, 

kind, 

slow, 

self-compassionate. 

I want to 



 

96 

share my knowledge and use it to support 

myself, 

children, 

the team. 

I wrote the second poem from the participants’ responses to the question “What do you hope you 

might get out of this mindful self-compassion course?” During the focus group there were numerous 

comments from the participants indicating the resonance of statements made by other participants 

in response to this question (e.g., “Same,” “Mine’s similar”), and their individual responses added 

further to the picture of what had drawn them to take part in this research study. 

WHEN IS ENOUGH, ENOUGH? 

I want strategies so I can be  

a perfect, professional teacher, 

a mindful and present role model to the children, 

despite the realities of relational life. 

I am a self-reflective practitioner engaged in 

constant reflection, thinking, and learning, 

sometimes exhausted by persistent rumination and tapes running in my head. 

I am a self-critical practitioner, 

not always kind or gentle with myself 

in my striving to live up to, and exceed, expectations. 

Feeling the pinch of guilt when I take time for myself. 

I want to know, 

Where is the line between work and home? 

Personal and professional? 

When is enough, enough? 

The next section of the chapter is a brief introduction to each of the research participants. 

Dulcie 

Dulcie is the most experienced of the participants and has been involved in early childhood 

education for 34 years. Dulcie started her early childhood career in Playcentre and has taught in long 

day care and education settings, Montessori centres and public kindergarten. She is the mother of 

three adult children and has six grandchildren with whom she spends a lot of time. Dulcie is very 

focused on caring for others and nurturing their well-being. One of her core motivations for 

participating in the research was so she could share her learning with others. Dulcie was aware of 

the need to look after her own well-being so she could continue to care for others. Being in and near 
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the ocean is where Dulcie does her “soul recharge,” and she likes to swim every day if she can. 

Dulcie also does yoga once a week and walks daily—often during her lunch break at work.  

Harriet 

Harriet works in an early childhood centre 3 days per week and as a nanny for 2 days. She has 

completed a master’s degree in education specialising in early childhood education. Harriet makes 

conscious decisions about how she can support her own well-being—some days she will walk to 

work because she wants to exercise, on other days she will Uber because she would rather sleep for 

another 20 minutes. On days when Harriet finishes work early, she goes to a café for a coffee and 

some “down time.” Harriet also finds having a predictable evening routine and something to look 

forward to—a glass of wine and watching TV—helps her to get through the day. 

Joyce 

Joyce began her early childhood teacher training at the age of 17 and has been working in the early 

childhood sector for 11 years. Joyce and her partner have just bought their first home, and she is 

looking forward to being able to set up a sewing and craft room. Joyce’s well-being practices centre 

on handcrafts and gardening, and she gets great pleasure out of creating gifts for others using her 

skills. Joyce has a hard time disengaging self-care from being selfish. Joyce often feels guilty when 

she engages in self-care practices like having a bubble bath, or sitting in her rocking chair and 

relaxing, because she feels she is not being productive. 

Louise 

Louise graduated as an early childhood teacher 3 years ago. She took a year’s maternity leave 

following the birth of her first child who is now 2 years old and now works 3 days per week. Exercise 

makes Louise feel good, but she struggles to find time to do it now that she is parenting and 

working. When she can, Louise goes for a walk up the local mountain, looks at the sunset and listens 

to a podcast. Louise also likes to listen to podcasts while cooking or when she has time alone. 

Catching up with friends helps Louise to feel connected. Louise highlighted the effort she makes to 

eat healthily (lots of vegetables and some treats) as a way of nurturing her well-being. Louise talked 

about having “to do” lists running through her head constantly. She was working on 

compartmentalising her work and personal life by scheduling time to do work and teacher 

registration tasks, and then not thinking about these at other times and instead immersing herself in 

watching her child play. 
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Lydia 

Lydia migrated to New Zealand alone 16 years ago as a teenager. She has been an early childhood 

teacher for 8 years and has worked in the same centre since graduation. Lydia talked about her 

parents modelling how to cope with frustration when she was growing up, and she feels this has 

influenced her ability to stay calm and not get too upset when children at the early childhood centre 

are frustrated or angry. Lydia did note, however, that she is only human, and if her own well-being is 

compromised, then her tolerance is lower. Lydia nurtures her own well-being by going out to eat 

with friends regularly and going to a barre class with one of her colleagues once a week. 

Maria 

Maria has a background in design and retrained to become an early childhood teacher 12 years ago. 

She is a single parent and has a school-aged child. After having an issue with anxiety, Maria reduced 

her work hours a year ago and now teaches 4 days a week. This has given her time for herself each 

week where she can do things she enjoys—like bike riding, walking and drawing. Maria also goes to 

a barre class, boot camp and meditates 2 or 3 days a week using a mindfulness app. Having dinner 

with friends regularly is another way that she de-stresses and practices being mindful and present. 

Maryam 

Maryam was one of the most experienced teachers in the group, and the only participant who held a 

centre manager role. Maryam has a strong sense of responsibility for the staff, children and families 

at her centre and frequently works long hours to complete her work-related tasks and ensure that 

everything at the centre runs smoothly. She identifies herself as a migrant and has lived in New 

Zealand for 14 years. Maryam has two adult children who are one of the great joys of her life. 

Maryam loves knitting and, even though her body and hands become very sore, she will knit for 

hours at a time because she finds it very peaceful and relaxing, and it calms her active mind. Maryam 

injured her back, and this has radically reduced the physical well-being practices (swimming, yoga, 

Zumba) she used to engage in. Maryam’s back pain also affects the quantity and quality of her sleep, 

and she stated that both her physical and emotional care needed some readjusting and mindfulness. 

Penelope 

Penelope migrated to New Zealand from the UK 7 years ago. She originally trained as a nursery 

nurse in the UK and completed her bachelor’s degree in early childhood education in New Zealand. 

For Penelope, being with her partner and their two cats is her “happy place.” Penelope makes a 

conscious effort to nurture her own well-being—although she says she is consistently inconsistent in 

the things she does. Penelope does guided meditations using an app, uses a Shakti mat, takes 
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vitamins daily, and has brought a Nutribullet so she can make more smoothies. Penelope also likes 

to stretch regularly, do yoga, walk, go to the beach, listen to music, and hang out with friends as part 

of maintaining her well-being.  

Rachel 

Rachel changed careers and moved into early childhood teaching 8 and a half years ago. Rachel has 

had leadership roles in her centre in the past and recognises how easy it is for work to become all 

consuming. When her husband became ill, Rachel cut down from full-time work and feels that this is 

the biggest thing she has done for her well-being. Advocating for her own needs and learning to say 

“no” without guilt has also contributed to Rachel’s well-being. Rachel requested regular late shifts at 

work so she can keep to a regular morning routine. She found constantly changing the timing of her 

shifts very stressful and disruptive, and described being able to go to bed early and waking up at the 

same time every morning as “blissful.” Rachel likes to do cryptic crosswords because she can’t think 

about anything else when she is completing them. She finds it soothing and relaxing for her brain to 

be doing something different and focused. 

Ramona 

Ramona became interested in early childhood teaching after attending Playcentre with her own two 

children. She completed a graduate diploma in early childhood education and has just become fully 

certified. Ramona is aware of the importance of looking after her well-being, and she has a range of 

self-care and well-being strategies she incorporates into her daily life. Ramona likes to get up early in 

the morning and go for a jog or walk the dog because she then feels like she has had time to herself 

before her family wakes up. Ramona also likes to sew because she has to focus fully on the task at 

hand and not think about other things. She has also taken to catching the bus to work to give herself 

time to be calm and not get frustrated driving in traffic—although she does still like to go for long car 

drives in the weekend with the music up loud. Ramona talked about having weekly candle-lit baths, 

and dancing alone in the dark, as contributing to her well-being. Connecting with her family through 

giving them massages and spending time together laughing, telling stories, or watching Netflix is also 

important to Ramona’s well-being.  

Ruby 

Ruby has worked in early childhood education on and off for almost 13 years, beginning as an 

unqualified teacher and then working as a nanny. Ruby completed a graduate diploma in early 

childhood teaching 4 years ago and since then has had her first child who is now a toddler. Ruby is 

teaching 2-and-a-half days per week and also working through the provisional certification process. 
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Ruby used to do a lot of yoga, but this has not been a regular part of her life since the birth of her 

child. She no longer prioritises taking care of herself and referred to herself as lazy. Ruby is torn 

between wanting to take time out for herself and spending time with her partner and child. Ruby 

described her occasional trip to a café to read the paper as blissful, but this is the limit of her self-

care at the moment. 

Samantha 

Samantha is a relatively recent graduate and was working as a reliever prior to getting her current 

permanent teaching position. Samantha sometimes feels overwhelmed by everything that is going 

on in the early childhood centre and this makes it hard for her to think clearly and to see the “big 

picture” of what is going on. She knows that walking every day is good for her well-being and feels 

that when she is physically strong, she is also mentally strong. Going to the beach at night and 

watching the waves and the stars makes Samantha feel really peaceful. 

I wrote the following found data poem using data from the first focus group where the teachers 

discussed the well-being practices they engaged in prior to taking part in this research study. 

Although there were common threads of physical exercise, social connection and practices to 

quieten their thoughts, each of the participants nurtured their well-being in different ways, to 

different degrees, and with varying levels of guilt about engaging in self-care. 

WELL-BEING—PEOPLE, PLACES AND THINGS 

It’s blissful, 

when I’m in my happy place 

with my friends and family, 

or when I am alone with time for me. 

But sometimes I’m torn, 

because I want both— 

or just to lie on the couch and watch Netflix,  

listen to a podcast and drink wine. 

Am I lazy?  

Am I just bad at managing my time and achieving my goals? 

Moving my body, being “in” my body, being in touch with other bodies,  

helps to calm and centre me. 

Recharges my soul. 

But it can be hard,  

to make the time, 

take the time, 
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prioritise the time. 

Not everyone is able to 

cut down their work hours, 

say “no” and not feel guilty. 

But some can. 

Could I? 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, I have outlined the research design of a spiral of mindful inquiry that has provided 

the framework for my exploration of the research question, What are early childhood teachers’ lived 

experiences of the practice of mindful self-compassion, and how might being mindfully self-

compassionate contribute to teacher well-being and teaching practice? I have discussed how my 

research methodology of mindful inquiry (which includes mindful compassion, hermeneutic 

phenomenology and care), underpins and feeds into all stages of the spiral of mindful inquiry 

including participant recruitment, data gathering (using focus groups, semistructured individual 

interviews and research notes), and data analysis and interpretation. I also discussed how a 

methodology of mindful inquiry has contributed to the trustworthiness and ethicality of this study. 

The last section of this chapter introduced the research participants to give the reader some insight 

into the participants’ lifeworlds in preparation for sharing and interpretation of their lived 

experiences of early childhood teaching and mindful self-compassion practice in the three upcoming 

findings and discussion chapters.   
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Chapter 5—Weaving a Teaching Day—The Complexity, Joys and 

Challenges of Being an Early Childhood Teacher 

What’s a typical day like for me as a teacher? It depends. (Rachel) 

It’s different every day. (Maryam) 

Introduction 

The three subsidiary research questions, What is it like to be an early childhood teacher? What is it 

like to respond to teaching challenges with mindful self-compassion? and What is it like to be a 

mindfully self-compassionate early childhood teacher? have provided the containers for the three 

findings and discussion chapters in this thesis. This chapter focuses on what it is like to be early 

childhood teacher (Being), Chapter 6 on what it is like to practise mindful self-compassion as an early 

childhood teacher (Responding), and Chapter 7 on the implications of mindful self-compassion 

practice for teacher well-being and teaching practice (Reflecting).  

As discussed in Chapter 4, interpretation of the research data occurred as part of the spiral of 

mindful inquiry underpinned by care, mindful compassion and hermeneutic phenomenology. In 

hermeneutic phenomenology, the intention of data interpretation is to “show” with care and 

mindful compassion, rather than to definitively “tell,” the reader what it is like to have a particular 

lived experience (Spence, 2017). I share my interpretations and findings from the data in this and the 

following chapters, recognising that all interpretations are impermanent and contingent upon 

temporal, geographical and sociocultural contexts (Belton, 2017). It is ultimately up to the reader to 

determine whether my interpretations are warranted, and if they elicit a phenomenological nod (van 

Manen, 1997), affirming resonance with the reader’s own experiences and understandings (Miles et 

al., 2013). Where readers have different interpretations from me, I invite the reader to claim those 

interpretations as their own and share them to provoke further questions, contemplation, growth 

and change (Spence, 2017).  

In this chapter, I share my interpretations of what it is like to be an early childhood teacher in 

contemporary Aotearoa New Zealand. The data for interpretation in this section came from the first 

focus group and the teachers’ individual interviews. All the teachers’ stories included reference to 

the routines, tasks, relationships and emotion which are part of a teaching day, and I initially thought 

these were the essence of what it is like to be an early childhood teacher. After further reading, 

writing and reflection, as part of the spiral of mindful inquiry, I realised that the essence of what it is 

like to be an early childhood teacher is broader than routines, tasks, relationships and emotions, 

although these contribute to the lived experience of early childhood teaching. My current 



 

103 

interpretation of the teachers’ stories of what it is like to be an early childhood teacher comprises 

three interwoven threads: teaching as complex, teaching as joyful, and teaching as challenging. 

Although being an early childhood teacher is all these things, often simultaneously, I have discussed 

each of them separately, beginning with the complexity of being an early childhood teacher. 

Early Childhood Teaching as Complex 

It’s just non-stop really [laughs], on the go the whole time. Being fully alert all the time and 

aware of what’s happening everywhere. (Dulcie) 

Early childhood teaching is complex work (Brock, 2013; Dalli, 2008; Grey, 2013; Mitchell et al., 2019). 

It involves practical, professional, personal and interpersonal skills and knowledge, and the wisdom 

to know when to apply each of these in any moment (Goodfellow, 2003). The teachers in this study 

laughed when asked to describe a typical day in their lives as early childhood teachers. As Maryam 

noted, “It’s different every day.” A teaching day for an early childhood teacher might follow a 

predictable rhythm and involve expected tasks and interactions, but the particularities of each day 

and what might arise are influenced by several variables including (but not limited to): the state of 

well-being of children, their families and teachers; staffing and ratios; and the weather. What is 

inevitable is that the day will be full of interactions and decisions about how to respond to whatever 

is arising moment by moment. 

The teachers taking part in this research were in a variety of teaching roles from being a beginning 

teacher through to being a centre manager, and their teaching experience ranged from 1 to over 30 

years. Despite these individual differences, there was a consistency in how they described what a 

typical teaching day was like, and the elements that contributed to and made up a teaching day. As I 

read and reread the teachers’ accounts, crafting the transcript data to enable the nature of the lived 

experience of early childhood teaching to be made visible (van Manen, 1997), the metaphor of 

weaving frequently came to mind as I considered the many elements that make up a teaching day 

and how these came together in the teachers’ lived experiences. 

Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017), the New Zealand national early childhood curriculum, uses the metaphor of 

a woven mat to illustrate how the principles, strands and goals of the curriculum come together to 

provide a place for all those in early childhood education contexts to stand. Each early childhood 

context weaves their own whāriki (mat) using the principles, strands, and goals of the curriculum as 

the warp (the elements stretched in place on a loom forming the framework for weaving) and their 

unique context, community and resources as the weft (the threads which weave in and around the 

warp creating the unique pattern of the weaving). In a similar way a typical day for the teachers in 

this study can be envisioned as a weaving together of the warp of the predictable routines and tasks 
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which provide the framework and structure of the day, and the weft of the interactions, 

relationships and emotions which bring colour and variety. Barrett Merrill (2016) proposed that 

weaving is a profound metaphor for life, noting that the weft is built thread by thread, weaving in 

and out between the warp threads, touching each one as it passes by. In this way, the completed 

woven piece becomes more than the sum of its parts. This idea speaks to how the tasks and routines 

typical of an early childhood teaching day are entwined with relationships and emotion, with both 

the warp and the weft of a teaching day contributing to its complexity.  

Weaving can be multilayered and, in the same way, teachers are frequently engaged in multiple 

tasks and interactions simultaneously during a typical teaching day. Mitchell et al. (2019) illuminated 

the complexity of early childhood teachers’ work by describing several “hot-spot” time periods 

during a teaching day where teachers can be involved in up to four tasks at the same time (e.g., early 

in the morning teachers can be organising the room, engaging in intentional teaching, 

communicating with families and completing administration tasks). The stories shared by the 

teachers in this study about the complexity of their teaching days reflected Mitchell et al.’s findings.  

The “Warp” Threads of Early Childhood Teaching—Routines and Tasks 

Although the teachers made it clear in our discussions that there is no such thing as a typical day in 

early childhood teaching, they all used a chronological sequencing of their daily teaching tasks and 

routines as the basis for discussing what is like to be an early childhood teacher. The tasks and 

routines of a teaching day provide structure (the warp threads), and guide the actions of the 

teachers with procedural and pedagogical tasks needing to be completed in a particular order and 

within specific timeframes. The routines and tasks of a teaching day highlighted by the teachers in 

this study included organisation and maintenance of the centre environment, administration, 

planning and documentation, care routines with children (including meals, toileting and sleep), and 

intentional teaching times (including mat times and small-group times). 

Maintaining an embodied caring presence and acting with awareness, responsiveness and flexibility 

(Rodgers & Raider-Roth, 2006) allows teachers to carry out daily tasks and routines effectively. Like 

the warp threads in weaving, tasks and routines are flexible, and there is some movement possible. 

But, if the tasks and routines are missed or pulled too far from their original position, then this 

affects how they weave together with the weft of relationships and emotions, and alters the fabric 

of the day. Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017) states that a goal of the belonging/mana whenua strand is for 

children to “feel comfortable with the routines, customs and regular events” (p. 24) of the centre. 

For children and adults in early childhood settings, the consistency and predictability of tasks and 
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routines supports their sense of belonging, and belongingness is a central motivation for humans to 

build and maintain responsive and reciprocal interpersonal relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 

The “Weft” Threads of Early Childhood Teaching—Relationships and Emotions 

There are few times in a teaching day when early childhood teachers are not physically with another 

person. It is unsurprising, therefore, that besides highlighting routines and tasks, the teachers’ 

discussions of a typical teaching day focused on the relational and emotional dimensions of being in 

direct connection and communication with children, whānau and colleagues. The teachers’ focus on 

the relational and emotional dimensions of early childhood teaching reflects the centrality of 

relationships in early childhood education, and the emotional labour that teachers engage in (as 

discussed in the literature review in Chapter 2). 

Mitchell et al.’s (2019) taxonomy of early childhood teachers’ work identified 10 domains, each with 

its own subclasses of tasks that teachers engage in during a teaching day. In their stories of a typical 

teaching day, the teachers in this study made connections to all the domains in Mitchell et al.’s 

taxonomy—staff personal time, intentional teaching, “being with” children, carrying out routine care 

and transitions, offering emotional support, communicating with families, organising and 

maintaining the environment, carrying out planning and assessment, administration, and 

professional learning and support. Of the 10 domains proposed by Mitchell et al., only the domains 

of staff personal time, organising and maintaining the environment, and planning and assessment, 

and their subclasses, potentially involve no contact or communication with another person. All the 

other domains involve one or more subclasses of activities or tasks that require human 

engagement—and thus relationships and emotions. 

Weaving Together the Warp and the Weft—The Complexity of Early Childhood Teaching 

I crafted the following story from data shared by the teachers in the first focus group and their 

individual interviews. This story is an amalgamation of narratives from individual teachers and 

speaks to how the warp of routines and tasks, and the weft of relationships and emotions, weave 

together in shaping a teaching day and the lived experience of being an early childhood teacher. As a 

crafted text, this story aims to show what I was noticing and interpreting while working with the 

data; the “compelling and salient qualities that illuminate the phenomenon” (Crowther et al., 2017, 

p. 832) of the complexity of early childhood teaching.  

Every day is different. What I do in a day depends on the hours and duties I am rostered on 

for. If I am rostered on for opening duty, then I am one of the first teachers at the centre and 

I have 15 minutes to get the room organised before the first children arrive. I have to move 

fast to get the furniture down from where we stacked it up for the cleaners, set up the 
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bathrooms and the sleep room, and make our room a warm and welcoming space. The 

planning board gives me some reminders about what the children are interested in and what 

resources the teaching team planned to put out, but I also use my judgment about what I set 

up ready for the children depending on what I observed them doing the day before. 

As soon as the centre officially opens, it gets even busier. I’m usually multitasking, telling the 

other teachers who have just started work what we still need to do to get the space ready, 

setting up the room, doing administration tasks like answering the phone, and welcoming 

children and families. Families will often want to have a chat in the morning, and I really 

value these times for sharing information, finding out what is going on for them and getting 

to know them and their children better. Some children find it hard to say goodbye to their 

family, so I make sure I am observing what is happening and I step in to comfort the child 

and give them one-on-one attention to help them settle if they need it.  

If I am on outside duty, then I go out (often with a group of children) and do the safety check 

and start setting up equipment. If the children help to set up, then there is usually some 

negotiation about what we set up where, and discussions about how we can set up 

everything safely. Once everything is set up and most of the children have arrived (usually a 

couple of hours after the centre opens) we have a group time where all the children come 

together. If it is my turn to lead the group time, I usually start with welcoming the children, 

talking about anything planned for the day and what the children might like to do, maybe 

some intentional teaching about an interest topic or an issue that has come up, and we 

always have a story and a waiata [song]. While I take the group time, the other teachers will 

either be helping me with the group of children, taking children to the toilet, getting the 

morning tea set up, or having their own tea breaks.  

As a staff team, we try to make sure that everyone gets their tea breaks at their rostered 

time, but we need to be flexible about this and what is happening with the children. If we are 

busy with children, then we will often swap tea breaks, or sometimes even miss our break—

although we try not to make a habit of this. Through the entire day our staff team is in 

constant dialogue, communicating about what we’re doing, what needs to happen next, 

sharing information, passing on things that may have happened between inside and outside. 

During the children’s morning tea, we serve food and drinks, sit and chat with the children, 

and then clean everything up at the end. After morning tea, we have the longest block of 

child-led free-play time. Ideally, we have one teacher who is “grounded” in the inside space, 

and one in the outside space, and they are fully available to the children during this time. The 
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other teachers are usually observing children, documenting children’s learning by taking 

notes and photographs, getting out resources for the children, tidying up, maintaining 

equipment and the environment, supporting children’s social interactions and 

communication, guiding behaviour, engaging in planned or spontaneous teaching, 

supporting and mentoring other teachers, taking children to the toilet and helping them to 

change their clothes if needed. It’s just non-stop really, on the go the whole time. I need to be 

fully alert all the time and aware of what’s happening everywhere. 

We give the children a warning about 10 minutes before lunchtime that they need to get 

ready to tidy up and come to eat. If we have a big group of children, we sometimes take the 

younger children in for lunch first so we can get them fed, toileted and ready for a rest before 

the older children come in for lunch. Some children are exhausted by lunchtime, so we need 

to pay attention to their cues and make sure they eat and go to bed before they become 

overtired. The middle of the day is one of the busiest times of the day for us as teachers 

because there are so many things that need to happen for the children, and the teachers are 

trying to go for their lunch breaks too.  

It is a relief when lunch is over and the children are in bed or having some quiet time. It can 

be quite peaceful sitting in the sleep room with the children (once they are actually asleep!), 

and a good chance to catch up on planning, writing up assessments and admin tasks. The 

children who don’t sleep do some quiet activities, and it is a chance for teachers and children 

to talk and relax a bit. The pace of the day picks up again once children wake up from their 

rest and get involved in playing again. For us as teachers, it means more of the same things 

we did during the morning child-led free-play time until afternoon tea time. 

Families arrive to pick up their children from afternoon tea time onwards. Some of them have 

time to chat about their child’s day, and others just want to get in and out of the centre as 

fast as possible. I make sure that all the children’s things are ready for them to leave and that 

I make time to talk to families—especially if something significant has happened during the 

day like an accident or a new learning. As the numbers of children at the centre drop, then 

the teachers also finish their teaching day. If I am on opening duty, I get to go home first, but 

if I am on closing duty, then I will be the last teacher to leave. Being on closing duty means 

doing a lot of tidying up and preparing the centre for the cleaners to come in, at the same 

time as continuing to be with the children until the centre officially closes. The children are all 

supposed to be picked up by the official centre closing time, and then I have 10 more minutes 

to finish tidying up and preparing for the next day before my paid teaching day ends.  
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This crafted text illuminates the complexity of early childhood teaching, with its many routines and 

tasks and the relational components inherent to these. In the teachers’ initial stories of their 

teaching day, they talked about the busyness of the day completing tasks and interacting with 

children, colleagues and families. What the teachers did not discuss explicitly was the emotional 

labour they engaged in when responding to and managing their own and others’ emotions during a 

teaching day. As I listened to, read and reread the teachers’ stories, I noticed I was automatically 

filling in the emotional gaps of the teachers’ stories based on my own lived experiences of early 

childhood teaching and parenting. When the teachers talked about comforting a distressed child, I 

had a visceral response based on my own experiences of comforting distressed children. When the 

teachers talked about the pace of the day and making sure that everything got done, I felt a 

tightness in my chest. Thinking about the quietness and peace of being in the sleep room brought a 

stillness and relaxation to my body. Rather than relying on my own emotional and embodied 

responses, I wanted to hear directly from the teachers about the emotional components which 

contribute to the complexity of early childhood teaching for them. For this reason, during the 

individual interviews, I asked the teachers to share with me stories of what gives them joy, and what 

they find challenging in their work as early childhood teachers.  

Early Childhood Teaching as Joyful 

During their individual interviews, when I asked the teachers to share what gives them joy in their 

teaching day, without exception they all changed their body position and/or facial expression in 

ways that signalled the importance of the question. For some teachers, there was a moment of 

reflection, tilting their heads to the side, sitting back in their chair and gazing upwards, but once they 

had thought of what gives them joy, they smiled, leant forward and made eye contact. 

Remembering and talking about what gives them joy shifted the energy of each teacher, and I had a 

sense of them coming more fully alive as they talked. I mentioned to Penelope that I noticed her 

putting her hand over her heart while she was talking about what gives her joy as a teacher, and she 

replied “Yeah, and … I’m smiling, I’m really smiling because I just feel really passionate that I’m doing 

what I’m meant to be doing.” 

Smiling is an outward expression of the inner feelings of pleasure and happiness commonly 

associated with joy. Although joy is recognised as a foundational positive emotion that contributes 

to well-being (Fredrickson, 2003), there is relatively little research into the experience of joy, with no 

singular definition of what joy is and its distinctive structure (Emmons, 2020). The teachers in this 

study had no difficulty, however, in sharing examples of what gives them joy in their teaching day, 

and their stories highlighted three overlapping categories of experiences: moments of social 

connection with children, families and colleagues; children’s achievements; and teaching 
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achievements. These categories reflect some characteristics of joy articulated in the literature: joy as 

a relational phenomenon (Karjalainen et al., 2019), joy as a sensation, and joy as an emotional 

response to a positive event or circumstance (Emmons, 2020). These characteristics of joy reflect the 

centrality of relationships and emotions in early childhood teaching as discussed in Chapter 2, and 

provide a framework for discussion of my interpretations of the teachers’ stories of what gives them 

joy in their teaching work. 

Joy as a Sensation 

In sharing what it feels like to experience joy, the teachers talked about the intertwined sensations 

of warm-heartedness, comfort and ease, and feeling a flow of positive energy. Penelope, talking 

about the joy she gets when children greet her with enthusiasm and a hug, said, “It makes me feel all 

warm and fuzzy and really loved. It’s reciprocal. I feel it and I give it back.” This comment highlights 

how positive, responsive, and reciprocal relationships can contribute to an upward spiral of positive 

emotions and social connection (Fredrickson, 2013; Fredrickson & Joiner, 2018).The teachers also 

talked about two contrasting sensations in moments of joy: feeling present and grounded, or feeling 

light and buoyant. Ramona suggested that for her, the feeling of lightness and buoyancy “is more of 

cerebral thing … I’m satisfied because I recognised something in the child—a deep urge or a really 

strong interest,” whereas the joy that arises from slowing down and being attuned to a child in the 

moment, “feels more grounded, it feels more earth connected … doesn’t feel like it’s so much in my 

head, it’s more just in my heart, it’s just in the moment responding.” 

Joy as Relational 

The teachers’ stories of joy reflected the fundamental human drive for social connection (Lieberman, 

2013) and the ways reciprocal engagement and care (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) positively impact on 

physiological and psychological health and well-being (Begen & Turner-Cobb, 2015). In interpreting 

the teachers’ stories of relationships and encounters that gave them joy, I became aware that, below 

the surface of the teachers’ individual stories, there were recurring, interconnected themes of 

attuned presence and physical connection which reflected the notion of teaching as embodied 

caring presence (Rodgers & Raider-Roth, 2006). Attuned presence and physical connection are 

significant in forming and maintaining positive social relationships, and there is a growing body of 

research on the negative implications for holistic well-being if relationships lack these elements 

(Cozolino, 2014; Poole Heller, 2019; Siegel, 2012). 

Attuned Presence. Being attuned to another person requires a curiosity about the other and their 

lived experiences, and a willingness and ability to be present and connect with them emotionally 

(Poole Heller, 2019). Siegel (2012) proposed that effective attunement requires the capacity to read 
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and respond appropriately to another person’s non-verbal signals of their need for engagement and 

support, or disengagement and space. Attuned presence contributes to a sense of belonging for 

both parties through “feeling felt” and “being seen,” and the pleasurable response (joy) that comes 

from “such a resonance of minds [which] may be built into our brains as a genetic inheritance of 

evolutionary history” (p. 176).  

Driven by a curiosity to find out about other people, who they are, and their lived experiences, the 

teachers talked about the joy they feel when they engage in observing and getting to know others. 

The knowledge and understandings they gain from doing this enables them to see and feel with 

others (most frequently children) and thus respond in attuned ways which strengthen relationships. 

Louise said,  

I get a lot of joy from watching the children when they’re really absorbed in self-directed 

play. Finding out what absorbs them, watching where they’re going with something and how 

completely inner driven it can be. It is exciting to notice a pattern emerging. 

Besides the joy of learning about others by observing them, the teachers’ stories focused on the joy 

they get from actively engaging with children, families, and their colleagues. Central to these joyful 

shared experiences were elements of time, communication, humour and emotional support. There 

was an implicit recognition by the teachers that joyful moments of connection occurred as the result 

of relationships built over time, in which they had actively invested by consciously slowing down and 

focusing on being present. Care moments (e.g., when toileting children, settling them to sleep or 

feeding) were frequently mentioned by the teachers as being moments of joy in their day because of 

the slower pace and the possibility of being fully present. Lydia said, “I really enjoy the slow pace and 

getting to have one-on-one interactions. Having a good ratio is a huge part of us being able to have 

those valuable one-on-one moments.” Lydia’s comment also speaks to how early childhood centre 

policies and processes impact on the joy teachers get from their work. Having good ratios, and 

taking into consideration the daily hot spots of tasks and routines and staffing accordingly, means 

teachers have time to observe, actively engage in shared experiences, and engage in deeper and 

more meaningful communication.  

The teachers talked about the joy they get throughout a teaching day from talking with children, 

listening to their questions and stories and seeing how they express themselves. Ruby summarised 

what other teachers expressed when she said, “The children bring me joy-the things they say, being 

a part of their lives and seeing their growth.” Harriet further reiterated this point in saying, “It 

sounds kind of cliché, but just being with the children is joyful. That’s why we became teachers, 

because we like being around children. They’re hilarious, and they’re funny, and just so genuine and 
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earnest.” In our conversations, the teachers shared multiple examples of things that children did and 

said that made them laugh with delight and gave them joy throughout a teaching day, including 

children’s questions, working theories and developing language and communication skills. Maryam 

shared a story of teaching a child to say, “Stop it. I don’t like it” if another child was bothering him. 

“And he couldn’t get it right. He would say ‘Stop it, I like it’ [laughs]. It was so good, so brave of him 

to try, but it was so funny when he would say ‘Stop it. I like it!’ [laughs]. They are little things, but 

they really make our day.”  

Experiencing and sharing joyful moments of delight and laughter was one way that teachers formed 

emotional connections with children, families, and colleagues during their teaching day. The 

following story from Harriet about supporting a child whose mother had just had a baby is an 

example of how teachers can also experience joy from offering attuned presence and supporting 

children with challenging emotions. 

One of the little girls whose Mum has just had a baby was upset. Something seemingly trivial 

had upset her at the centre, and that triggered all these other emotions she was having 

around the new baby to come out. It was like she needed to release everything that was 

happening for her at home. She came to me bawling her eyes out and said, “I miss my 

Mummy. It’s my home, it’s not my baby’s home. I miss my Mummy. It’s my Mummy.” She 

was very articulate, she got it all out of her system, I gave her a cuddle and then she was 

fine. For me, these are natural feelings and it’s healthy to share them. That she felt safe 

enough to release those emotions with me brings me joy. I shared what had happened with 

her parents so they could understand more about what she is thinking and feeling, and think 

about what they could do to support her at home too. Being able to help children express 

themselves and help families work out what they need to do really brings me joy. 

Physical Connection. Positive physical connection with others interconnects with attuned presence 

as a significant part of what gives teachers joy in their teaching day. In her story, Harriet mentioned 

giving a distressed child a cuddle and there is a growing body of literature that speaks to the 

importance of positive, soothing touch for human well-being (Cozolino, 2014; Field, 2014). Like other 

forms of positive social connection, physical connection through direct touch, eye gaze or facial 

expressions is beneficial for all parties involved. Light touch such as stroking and warm gentle hugs 

“lead to increases in oxytocin and endorphins that enhance social bonds through an association with 

a feeling of well-being” (Cozolino, 2014, p. 100) The teachers’ stories included multiple examples of 

positive touch with children, families and colleagues, the positive emotions and sensations that 

these created for the teachers, and how these moments strengthened relationships. Dulcie talked 

about supporting a parent whose child was very distressed about their parent leaving by offering the 



 

112 

parent a hug. “It’s about empathy for the Mum too. It’s heartbreaking when you’re leaving a 

screaming child and walking out of the building. I want to build trusting relationships with parents 

like I do with the children, so being able to give this Mum a massive hug and just reassure her is really 

important. It’s nice to share a hug.” As well as being soothing, touch can also express affection, and 

the memories of these moments of warm connection brought smiles to the teachers’ faces during 

our interviews. Joyce beamed while sharing the stories of physical connection with children that 

make her feel loved and “warm and snuggly.” “One of my cohort usually does this by running at me 

with a giant smile, and that’s my ‘It’s going to be a great day’ moment. One of the other children if 

he spots me dancing around during the day, he’ll run up to me and give me a hug.” Times of physical 

connection can also be quieter and less exuberant as Maria shared when she said “Sitting with 

children and having a cuddle and reading a book together often gives me joy.” 

The teachers’ stories of joy also included moments of gazing into children’s eyes and sharing smiles. 

Their stories speak to how people can attune to each other physically, and be encouraged to share 

affective information through warm, direct eye gaze and friendly facial expressions (Pönkänen & 

Hietanen, 2012). Lydia said, “I really believe that laughter and happiness is contagious [laughs]. If I 

am happy, I pass it on to the children. Sometimes we just smile at each other or make eye contact. 

Having that one-on-one interaction as a teacher and a child is a beautiful moment.” Louise also 

talked about the beauty of moments of connection with children through warm, direct eye gaze and 

how these moments give her “warm fuzzies.” “I really enjoy having time to be there quietly and look 

into each other’s eyes when I am giving a baby a bottle. It’s a really warm and peaceful time.” Lydia 

and Louise’s stories align with research suggesting that automatically mimicking and synchronising 

movements with another person can give rise to an understanding of their emotional experience, 

and a convergence of emotional states (Hatfield et al., 1993; Prochazkova & Kret, 2017).  

Joy as an Emotional Response to a Positive Event or Circumstance 

The notion of emotional contagion explains why the teachers’ stories of joy included the joy they get 

from witnessing children’s achievements. In Buddhist teaching mudita is the term for unselfish, 

sympathetic or vicarious joy, and the pleasure that comes from delighting in other people’s well-

being (Casioppo, 2020). Rachel’s story of watching a child taking their first steps exemplifies this 

vicarious joy:  

In our centre we believe in free movement, so we don’t walk children or prop them up or sit 

them up. We let children develop at their own pace. When children first stand unaided, they 

get this look on their face “Oh, I did it!” They’ve been trying and trying, and then they’re 

successful and you just see it, the smile and unmitigated joy and excitement on their face. I 
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love that and I can feel my chest kind of swell and this surging sense of “I did it. I can do it. I 

couldn’t do it before, and this is amazing.” I can feel that.  

Lydia said that when she witnesses children’s achievements, she sometimes gets “goosebumps” and 

it affirms for her “This is why I’m in this field.” Similarly, Joyce said:  

One reason I teach is for the moment of joy when a child comes to let me know that they’ve 

done something that they’ve been trying really hard to do, or they’ve done something for the 

first time and they want to share that achievement and that spark of “I got it!” That’s the 

crux of why I teach, being able to be around and to help those moments occur. 

Elements of mudita or vicarious joy are also evident in the stories of joy stemming from the 

teachers’ own teaching achievements and successes. In these stories of joy, the teachers’ successes 

linked to moments of social connection where they had developed a relationship with a child, or 

where they had provided an experience or scaffolding for a child that contributed to the child’s 

achievements. Samantha’s story is a good example of this:  

Recently we had one child who was pushing and biting other children. Our entire teaching 

team worked really hard with the child to change this behaviour. One day the child got really 

frustrated, but rather than hitting or biting another child, he came to me and gave me a big 

cuddle. In that moment that I could see how much progress he had made, and that gave me 

joy. It affirmed for me why I’m giving guidelines, why I’m there for the child. Those moments 

make me feel proud of myself, and that it’s good to be a teacher.  

It is validating and joyful for the teachers when they connect with a child emotionally, and also when 

they can connect cognitively with the children. Ramona said:  

The other things that bring me joy are when I see how something that I’ve introduced is 

picked up by a child and is important to them. The reason I’ve chosen to do it with that child 

is because I recognise something in them, a deep urge or a strong interest. There’s that 

feeling of [gasp] “Wow I was onto something; I did understand something that was going 

on.” It’s a satisfying feeling. 

The teachers also experience (slightly less self-less) joy when they get positive feedback from others 

about their teaching, as Penelope shared:  

Recently a Mum messaged me on Story Park and said she really appreciated the work I had 

been doing with the children about feelings and emotions. That feedback, letting me know 

that I’ve made a difference, it really makes me feel happy and appreciated, and that brings 

me joy. I’m big on validation, and I like knowing that I’m doing a good job. 
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Sharing positive events like humorous moments with children, children’s achievements, or positive 

responses to teaching with colleagues and the children’s families, was also a source of joy for the 

teachers. Sharing these moments of joy contributors to positive emotional contagion (Hatfield et al., 

1993; Prochazkova & Kret, 2017). As Rachel said,  

Our teaching team knows that we all love seeing the children’s achievements. So when a 

child is doing something for the first time we say to the other teachers, “Come and have a 

look, come and have a look.” We all get to share in the joy. It’s lovely.  

Expanding further on the experience of sharing moments of joy with her colleagues, Maryam said, 

In those moments where we laugh together out of appreciation, it’s positive energy that 

comes and enlightens me. I appreciate life, I appreciate being in this moment with this child, 

and with this teacher who wants to share these things with me. These precious moments are 

the things that stay with me. 

In the warp and the weft of the complex lived experience of early childhood teaching, moments of 

challenge weave together with moments of joy. In fact, it is often overcoming or moving past 

challenges that inspires joy in teachers. The next section explores the third theme that emerged in 

my interpretation of the teachers’ stories of their lived experiences of what it is like to be an early 

childhood teacher—early childhood teaching as challenging.  

Early Childhood Teaching as Challenging 

I’ve been thinking a lot about what a hard job it is that we do. I think it is so underestimated 

how hard it is. I would challenge anyone to come in and do what we do for a day because it is 

a really difficult job. [Louise] 

Challenges arise in early childhood teaching for several reasons. Some challenges arise because of 

the physical environments or systems and processes of individual centres, other challenges result 

from wider systemic and structural issues within the early childhood sector, while other challenges 

relate directly to the relational and emotional nature of early childhood teaching work. These 

challenges are all part of the complexity of early childhood teaching work, where routines and tasks 

weave together with relationships and emotions. In this section, I discuss the challenges identified in 

the teachers’ stories of what it is like to be an early childhood teacher. Not all the teachers 

experienced exactly the same challenges, but there was a consistency and familiarity in their stories 

which illuminates the complex and challenging nature of early childhood teaching. 

Environmental and Structural Challenges 

Many of the things that make early childhood teaching challenging arise from how early childhood 

centres’ physical environments are designed. Even in purpose-built early childhood centres, issues 
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can arise as pedagogical practices, regulations, and licensing criteria change over time and the 

physical environments of the centre do not change in response. The inflexibility of the physical 

environments of many early childhood centres to respond to changing circumstances and 

expectations then creates challenges for early childhood teachers in their teaching practice. 

Alongside this are government regulations and licensing criteria, and centre policies and practices 

which teachers must adhere to, but which are not always easy to implement or supportive of best 

practice and teacher well-being. 

The Physical Centre Environment. While there are many purpose-built early childhood centres in 

Aotearoa New Zealand, there are just as many centres in buildings converted from other uses, 

ranging from warehouses to residential homes (Bedford, 2019). Early childhood centres in re-

purposed buildings often have unique challenges in terms of layout which impact on teachers’ 

pedagogy and practice. The centre where Penelope works is a converted two-storey house. As she 

talked about her teaching day, Penelope frequently mentioned how the layout of building made it 

“tricky” for children and teachers to move around the centre—“It can be quite tricky for the little 

ones to navigate the stairs sometimes.” Equally tricky was ensuring that adult-to-child ratios were 

maintained as children and adults moved between upstairs and downstairs for play, care routines 

and group times.  

Even in purpose-built centres, challenges related to the design of the centre environment can arise 

(Bedford, 2019). Harriet highlighted the issue in her centre around maintaining supervision and 

adult-to-child ratios when children require toileting support.  

Part of the negative side of our centre is the layout. It’s not conducive to making the day flow 

easily, and it really impacts on the way we can do our jobs. We have an outside area and an 

inside area, and our children’s bathrooms are down quite a long hallway. If a teacher is in the 

children’s bathroom, they’re still counted in the inside ratio, but they’re not really 

contributing to overall supervision because they can’t see the rest of the centre from the 

bathroom. 

Centres with multipurpose indoor spaces also create challenges for teachers. Multipurpose spaces 

need to be tidied, cleaned, and reconfigured several times throughout a day depending on what the 

space is being used for. Ramona shared how stressed she felt one day looking around the room 

where children play, eat and sleep.  

The children had been engaged in a collage activity using glitter. It was 10.20am, we serve 

lunch at 11am, and glitter was everywhere. Because it was raining, we had rearranged the 

furniture, and I knew that it all needed to be put back before lunch, and then moved again to 
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set up the children’s beds for sleep time. Glitter was getting on the carpet where the beds are 

going to be set up. It was just a big hot mess that I was going to have to clean up. I also saw 

the centre chef looking over and thinking “I’m preparing all this food and where is it going to 

be served?” 

Poor centre design and overcrowding because of inclement weather or children needing to be in the 

same area for ratio and supervision reasons, can cause noise levels which are unsafe and stressful 

for teachers and children (Bedford, 2019). Harriet’s story of the challenge of being inside with 35 

children on a wet day highlighted how noisy the centre environment can become and, “When it’s 

really noisy, the noise levels affect all of us, including the children.” Ruby said, “I often get a 

headache. In here [places fingers on forehead/temples]. It comes on around 4 o’clock from the noise 

and the busyness.” The busyness of a teaching day comes as a result of teachers’ work rosters, and 

multiple roles and responsibilities. 

Rosters, Roles, and Responsibilities. Teachers have multiple roles and responsibilities in a teaching 

day, which vary depending on the age group of children they work with and the positional role they 

hold within a centre. Teachers’ responsibilities can be linked to their rostered shift (e.g., those 

working an early shift open the centre), or allocated role for that day (e.g., working inside, outside, 

floating between areas, or being responsible for care routines). Teachers’ hours of work can also 

change and, for some teachers, this means daily, weekly or monthly changes of start and finish 

times. This inconsistency brings its own set of challenges, and Rachel noted how much she 

appreciated having a consistent start and finish time.  

It means I can keep to a regular morning routine, which has been really good. I found it hard 

doing shift work and constantly rotating between a 7.15, 7.30, 8 o’clock, 8.30 or 9 o’clock 

start, with nothing ever the same. Years of that rotating roster and not being able to keep to 

a routine kind of did my head in. 

In contrast, Joyce values the opportunity to work different shifts.  

What I love about out centre is that we do 4 weeks on each shift and then we jump to the 

next one. So we do 4 weeks for opening, 4 weeks for middle of the day and then 4 weeks 

closing, and then we go back to opening. This means no one gets stuck setting everything up, 

no one gets stuck packing everything down, no one gets stuck opening in the dead of winter 

and no one gets stuck closing in the dead of winter. 

Although a teaching day “officially” begins at the start of a rostered shift, the unfolding of a 

teacher’s day is shaped by a myriad of things before they even arrive at the centre. As a centre 

manager, Maryam is mentally engaged with what is happening at the centre before she physically 
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arrives, working through the logistics of staff absences and ensuring there will be sufficient staff to 

meet licensing requirements. This often means she needs to rearrange her own planned work for 

the day to cover staff absences if relievers are not available.  

We had two teachers away—one at the last minute—and my first feeling was “Oh my 

goodness, do I need to book extra relievers?” Then I realised having new relievers wasn’t 

useful because they don’t have relationships with the children, and they couldn’t have the 

relationship-based interactions with the children that are important to us in our centre. I 

went ahead with just one new reliever, rearranged my priorities for the day, re-assigned 

some jobs and covered the rest myself.  

Other teachers also need to adjust their rostered work hours to cover absences and provide 

continuity and consistency of relationships for the children attending the centre. As Lydia noted, 

“We try to have a consistent roster, but we also have to be flexible to swap around.”  

For teachers on “opening duty” there was a sense of urgency to prepare the environment in the 

time between their paid start time and when children and families arrived. Wanting to be fully 

present to the children and their families as they arrived at the centre was a common theme and 

this put pressure on teachers trying to balance being present, build relationships, support 

transitions, and prepare the environment to ensure the smooth unfolding of the day. Teachers who 

arrived later in the day, after the children had arrived, discussed a different set of issues including: 

not having communication from other staff members about what was already happening within the 

centre, what still needed to be done and why, and not having the opportunity to communicate with 

families and get direct information about the children and what their needs for the day might be. 

These teachers needed to jump straight into the flow of the day rather than easing in alongside the 

children and other teachers. Until recently, Ramona had only worked in the middle of the day and 

had found it challenging to communicate and build relationships with families. Ramona said, “It’s like 

arriving when the party has already started and going before it finishes.” Teachers on closing duties 

need to balance being present to the children, communicating with families as they collect their 

children, and tidying and cleaning the centre ready for the next day. Most of the teachers had 

allocated time to clean and tidy up after the centre officially closed, but this time was sometimes 

insufficient or impacted by parents arriving late to collect their children, and resulted in teachers 

working longer than their paid hours.  

Ratios and Staffing. The participant teachers all worked in centres that meet the Education (Early 

Childhood Services) Regulations 2008 for group sizes and adult-to-child ratios. In some instances, the 

centres were operating with smaller group sizes than they are licensed for and had higher numbers 

of adults to children than legally required. Even in these centres, the teachers found it challenging to 
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manage the complexity of a teaching day. Harriet teaches a group of 40 2–5-year-olds with 6 other 

teachers, which at a ratio of roughly 1 adult to 7 children, is better than the Early Childhood 

Regulation (2008) requirement of 1 adult to 10 children . Harriet noted that, “On the days when we 

miraculously have all seven staff there, everything just goes so much easier.” Harriet’s comment that 

it is “miraculous” to have all the staff members present and available, and that the day goes more 

easily when there are more adults present, reflects wider, ongoing issues related to teacher 

shortages and ratios in early childhood education settings in Aotearoa New Zealand (Walters, 

2020b). 

Five of the participant teachers work part time for reasons related to other commitments, and to 

maintain their personal well-being. While being able to work part time may have positive benefits 

for individual teachers, it can also affect the teachers who work full time and the children. Samantha 

shared the following story of what happens on days when part-time staff members are absent, and 

the centre is reliant on relievers to ensure that ratios are maintained.  

We usually have four teachers in our room, two full time and two part time. One part-time 

teacher has a day off on Thursday and the other teacher has the day off on Friday. We 

always have a reliever on Thursdays and Fridays, and it can be a different person each day. 

That makes my Thursday and Friday busy because most of the children are not used to the 

relievers, so they cry more often and are more clingy than usual. The children come to me 

and want cuddles, often when I really have to do something else. I can’t give them cuddles all 

the time because I’m trying to do the other teachers’ jobs and my own. We can count the 

reliever in the ratio, but they can’t really do things where you need to have a relationship 

with the child things like nappy changes or settling children to sleep. That makes it hard for 

the permanent teachers who are there because we have to cover more jobs. 

Registration Process and Qualifications. At the time of the research focus groups and interviews, all 

the teacher participants held a recognised early childhood teaching qualification. Seven of the 

teachers were fully certificated (one recently), and five were provisionally certificated. The Education 

(Early Childhood Services) Regulations 2018 require licensed, teacher-led, early childhood services to 

have at least 50% of staff with a recognised early childhood teaching qualification, and one 

nominated “person responsible” for every 50 children in attendance at all times. A person 

responsible must hold a recognised primary or early childhood teaching qualification and hold a 

current practising certificate from the Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand (TCANZ). These 

requirements are an incentive for qualified early childhood teachers to achieve full certification with 

TCANZ. 
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Achieving full teaching certification takes a minimum of 2 years once teachers have completed their 

initial teaching qualification. During the 2-year period, provisionally certificated teachers (PCTs) must 

complete an induction and mentoring programme, teach in a continuous teaching position (for over 

6 weeks at a time), and be working a minimum of 0.5 FTE (full-time equivalent) in a TCANZ-approved 

setting. There is considerable variability across early childhood centres in how much time teachers 

are given for participating in induction and mentoring programmes during their working hours, and 

also in the levels of support and input PCTs receive from their mentor teachers. The teachers 

acknowledged that, done well, the provisional certification process can be a time of positive learning 

and development. There were, however, also challenges associated with it. Penelope said, “The 

process is quite frustrating, collating evidence and keeping on top of everything,” and Ramona noted 

that the first centre she worked in as a newly qualified teacher “didn’t have a very strong mentorship 

programme. I didn’t have a lot of formalised contact with my mentor, it was all sort of little bits and 

pieces of incidental conversation with nothing documented.”  

Poor mentoring contributed to Ramona moving to another centre, paying a mentor privately, and 

changing her working hours to part time, so she had time dedicated to completing provisional 

certification documentation and processes.  

I really feel that in early childhood it’s tricky to commit to your registration at a level that you 

need to, with no time off to do it, no allocated paid time off to do it. So, I allocated some time 

off to do it, even if it’s not paid, so I can give the provisional certification process what I really 

want to give it. 

Working part time and paying for mentorship is not a viable financial option for all teachers and, as 

noted in the previous section, there are implications for other staff and children at the centre when 

some teachers work part time. Other PCTs identified that the demands of the certification process 

and needing to complete the required professional learning and documentation outside their 

working hours could be overwhelming. Louise said  

With my certification I’m trying to schedule in time after work to do it, and then trying not to 

think about it the rest of the time, because otherwise I sit there with lists constantly going 

through my head with all the stuff I have to do. 

Pace of the Day. The combination of physical factors (the centre buildings and environment), and 

structural factors (rosters, staffing, ratios and group sizes, and teacher certification expectations), 

along with the many roles and responsibilities the teachers had in a day, contributed to a common 

thread in their discussions about the pace of the teaching day and the pervasive feeling of 

“busyness.” Harriet noted that as a teacher,  
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You are so busy all the time. You try to be in the moment, but you’re also thinking ahead 

about what you’re going to do to support children and support your team. You say to a child 

“Just give me one moment, I’m just going to do this and then I’ll come back to you … Okay 

now I’m going to do this, and then I’ll come back to you.” You’re constantly on the move, 

trying to keep everything as calm as possible, but you’re always talking, always doing 

something, always moving, because there’s just so much going on. 

There was agreement among the teachers that early childhood teaching is a high-energy job that is 

physically, mentally, and emotionally demanding. Louise talked about coming home “completely 

depleted” at the end of a teaching day, and Rachel said, “You are giving of yourself so much all day, 

every day. The emotional energy that you are giving out is the most draining thing for most people in 

this job. Many people don’t realise how draining that is.” The next section shares the teachers’ 

stories of emotional and relational challenges, which weave together with the routines and tasks of 

early childhood teaching as part of the lived experience of being an early childhood teacher.  

Relational and Emotional Challenges 

Early childhood teaching is relational and emotional. As noted earlier in this chapter, there are few 

moments in a teaching day when early childhood teachers are not with other people. Maintaining 

relationships and managing their own, and others’, emotions is both emotional work and emotional 

labour for early childhood teachers.  

The Emotional Work and Labour of Early Childhood Teaching. In sharing their experiences of early 

childhood teaching, the teachers in this study were all able to give examples of the many things they 

do during a typical teaching day to provide emotional support to others. Providing emotional 

support to children and colleagues was one of the 10 domains identified In Mitchell et al.’s (2019) 

taxonomy of early childhood teachers’ work. This emotional support included: supporting children’s 

positive behaviour, mediating conflict between children, comforting children when they are 

distressed or tired, stopping unsafe behaviour (including acts of aggression), encouraging children’s 

inclusion of others, providing emotional support for children during transitions or other times of the 

day they found challenging (e.g., mat times), and supporting and comforting upset colleagues.  

Louise’s story reflects the work early childhood teachers do in managing their own and others’ 

emotions and how challenging this can be.  

This morning we had a 6-month-old child in for a transition visit to the centre. This was the 

first time that she was going to have a sleep at the centre and her Mum was staying to help 

settle her in the sleep room. There were also two other children who were trying to go to 

sleep in the sleep room at the same time. I was settling another little girl who was just crying, 



 

121 

and crying, and crying, and wanting to run inside close to where everyone was trying to go to 

sleep. I told her that if she was going to be that loud, she would need to come outside with 

me. She did not want to come with me, and every time I went to pick her up, she would just 

throw her body down, kicking and flailing. I kept having to carry her outside like that, so we 

weren’t disturbing the other children who were trying to sleep. That was hard, because it 

was obviously not what she wanted, and it did not feel like an ideal situation for anybody. I 

felt bad for the Mum who was there trying to settle her child because we had this one crying, 

and another new one who was also crying a lot as he was trying to go to sleep, and she was 

trying to get her tiny little baby to settle and go to sleep. 

This story exemplifies the many demands on teachers during a day and their constant balancing of 

the needs of a range of people—in this case, children trying to get to sleep, a new parent and her 

child who are transitioning into the centre, and a distressed child new to the centre. While Louise 

noted that this “did not feel like an ideal situation for anybody,” she was focused on the needs of 

others and their emotions rather than her own. Louise “felt bad” for the mother who was trying to 

settle her baby to sleep, but implicit in this is a judgment about her own ability to manage the 

emotions of the distressed child who was crying loudly, and the need to balance and prioritise the 

needs of all the individuals in the situation. Louise went on to say:  

Being responsible for all these different children with needs that are all important is hard. 

You have to make a mental priority list, and at different points in time different children get 

to sit at the top, and other children and their needs have to get shunted down the list. 

Besides being aware of managing and supporting the emotions of others, Louise was also managing 

her own emotions and responses. In her role as an early childhood teacher, Louise was engaging in 

emotional labour which “requires one to induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward 

countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others—in this case the sense of being cared 

for in a convivial and safe place” (Hochschild, 2003, p. 20). Louise’s response in this situation was 

guided by her understanding of what it means to be an early childhood teacher, and the feeling and 

display rules (how one ought to feel and display inner emotions) associated with this (Hochschild, 

2003). Dulcie summed up her understanding of the display rules of early childhood teaching when 

she said, “We have to always have this persona of positive high energy and being happy.” Harriet’s 

story of trying to respond to the children and complete the end-of-day tidying routines when the 

centre was understaffed, shows the dissonance that can exist between teachers’ behaviour and 

emotions. “I’m trying to create calmness with my voice by bringing it down, even though I’m moving 

really fast. I’m not feeling calm on the inside. I think I’m trying to fake it at that stage.”  



 

122 

“Faking it,” aligns with Hochschild’s (2003) ideas of engaging in surface acting to maintain 

appearances and be “professional.” Harriet offered another story about having to manage her 

behaviour and emotions after being hit in the head with a metal jug.  

One child had been filling a metal jug up with water and throwing it at other children. 

Children were getting upset, so I went over and said, “You need to stop doing this, this is not 

okay.” The child then picked up the jug and hit me in the head with it. I had a bit of red mist 

come through after being hit in the head with this metal jug. I picked the child up and took 

them inside to another teacher, and all the time the child was squirming and saying, “Let me 

go, let me go.” I was trying to hold it together and not lose it, and I knew all the other 

children were looking at me for my reaction. I was trying to think, “How do I be a good 

teacher in this situation, how do I role model appropriate behaviour?” I was shaking, because 

you can’t let all those emotions out when you’re in front of children, and you’re a 

professional. 

In this instance, Harriet was engaged in surface acting, suppressing her emotions because of the 

inconsistency between her emotions of shock and anger, and the behaviour expected of a 

professional early childhood teacher. Harriet was also aware of her role in supporting the developing 

social competence of all the children through her role modelling, and the impact of this on building 

and maintaining relationships within the early childhood setting. 

Relationships With Others—Children, Whānau, and Colleagues. The emotional work of early 

childhood teaching comes about predominantly because of the centrality of relationships, 

communication, and connection with others (Elliot, 2007; MoE, 2017). Early childhood teachers are 

part of what Elliot (2002) called a web of relationships. Children, parents, whānau, colleagues, 

centre managers and outside professionals are all part of this web of relationships, and each 

relationship comes with its own joys and challenges. 

When discussing their relationships with children, the participant teachers identified their biggest 

challenge as being with and responding to children’s emotions and behaviour. Social and emotional 

learning is a key component of children’s development. Infants have a limited ability to self-regulate, 

and they are reliant on adults to support them in responding to stressors and regaining a calm and 

balanced state of equilibrium. Toddlers and young children are also developing the capacity to self-

regulate, and there can be huge variability in children’s ability to respond to stressors and bring 

themselves back into a state of emotional equilibrium from day to day, hour to hour or even minute 

to minute. All young children are reliant on adults, or more experienced others, for support in 

learning to regulate their state of physiological and emotional arousal through the process of co-

regulation (Cozolino, 2014; Porges, 2015; Shanker & Barker, 2016).  
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To co-regulate effectively with children, adults need to self-regulate, that is, manage their own 

stressors effectively and bring themselves into a state of emotional balance. Managing stressors can 

be challenging for early childhood teachers when some stressors, such as structural factors like 

those already discussed around rosters and staffing, pace of the day, and registration processes, are 

outside of their personal control. Besides work-related stressors, teachers’ personal stressors also 

contribute to their emotional load. As parents of young children, Louise and Ruby are often juggling 

commitments to their families and their teaching work, and they don’t get to stop working when 

they go home. Louise said, “I’m working, and I’m parenting, and I’m partnering. In the past 2 years 

since my daughter was born, I feel I have been expending a lot of energy on looking after everybody 

else, and not so much on myself.” Ruby also talked about the challenge of having her daughter at the 

same centre where she works. 

If I have my daughter there and someone hurts her, that’s one thing I find difficult. I get 

angry that she is being hurt, and that’s quite hard to manage. I don’t get the same emotional 

response if other children get hurt.”  

Other personal stressors can arise in the form of family or personal illness, personal relationship 

challenges and other life events. Rachel shared, “I’m going through a couple of rough things at the 

moment. I was burgled, and my father had a heart attack, so my stress is heightened.” Rachel’s story 

illustrates the kinds of personal stressors that early childhood teachers can be managing in addition 

to the challenges in their early childhood teaching work. As noted by Wassell and Dodge (2015) in 

their model of well-being, intense and demanding challenges such as the multiple stressors 

experienced by the teachers in this study, can deplete an individual’s inner resources and impact on 

their well-being. The flow-on effect of this is that teachers’ ability to self-regulate effectively is also 

affected. 

Children’s behaviour can sometimes demand more from teachers than the resources they have 

available. In these instances, children’s behaviour is perceived as challenging, and teachers struggle 

to co-regulate effectively with children, or respond in ways that feel authentic and in line with the 

teachers’ espoused teaching philosophy and pedagogy. Behaviour related to children’s expressions 

of anger, frustration, and sadness were identified most frequently by the teachers as challenging. 

Being faced with these emotions in others can trigger an empathetic response (Goleman & 

Davidson, 2017; Klimecki & Singer, 2011) and also a stress response in the autonomic nervous 

system (Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Oatley et al., 2006; Shanker & Barker, 2016). Samantha shared an 

experience of going blank in the face of overwhelming demands and children’s crying. 
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I was in a rush thinking “Oh, I have to do this, I have to do this.” I was feeling really stressed. 

Everything was so busy, one of the permanent teachers had gone on her break, the children 

were crying and I was like “Oh my gosh, what should I do?” My mind just went blank. 

Mirroring a child’s emotions through emotional empathy or emotional resonance can cause teachers 

to experience empathic distress: “a strong aversive and self-oriented response to the suffering of 

others, accompanied by the desire to withdraw from a situation in order to protect oneself from 

excessive negative feelings” (Singer & Klimecki, 2014, p. 875). Rachel shared a story of how 

challenging it can be to stay present to a child’s ongoing sadness and distress over being separated 

from their parents, and the empathic distress that arose for her. 

The entire morning is a challenging time with him. He needs comfort, and sometimes there is 

no comforting him, he just cries all the time. Oh, I can feel my chest getting tight just thinking 

about him. When I’m with him and he screams and cries, I get the same tight feeling in my 

chest, my breathing gets shallow, and my mind starts spinning. It’s almost a feeling of 

mental confusion. 

Children’s non-compliance was also challenging for the teachers, particularly when the teachers felt 

they were having to repeat themselves over and over in trying to guide and change children’s 

behaviour. Maria said,  

I don’t deal well with repetition. If it’s been a day where there’s lots of hitting happening and 

I’m constantly having to say “Stop,” “Stop,” “Stop,” that can get me feeling quite down and 

stressed. I feel tense and I get a knot feeling in my chest and in my stomach. 

Children’s non-compliant behaviour is often combined with behaviour that is physically challenging 

and can cause physical injury and pain to other children and teachers. Harriet’s story of being hit 

with a metal jug shared earlier in this chapter is one example of this physically challenging 

behaviour. Penelope shared a story of being hit so hard by a child she cried, and Dulcie listed being 

spat at and bitten as part of “the normal stuff” that is challenging in early childhood teaching. 

Challenging behaviours, which pose a threat to teachers’ sense of well-being and safety, trigger 

teachers’ sympathetic nervous systems into a hyperaroused fight-or-flight state, and impact on 

teachers’ ability to problem solve, self-regulate, and act as calm, caring co-regulators for the children 

(Shanker & Barker, 2016). 

Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017), has a strong focus on partnership between early childhood staff and 

children’s whānau/extended family, and empowering whānau to participate in early childhood 

settings. However, having limited time available to engage with whānau members can make it 

challenging for teachers to build and maintain the responsive and reciprocal relationships that 
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effective partnerships and participation rest on (Duncan, 2014). Working in partnership with whānau 

members is also challenging when there is a mismatch between whānau expectations and the 

philosophy and pedagogy of the centre. Rachel shared an example of this:  

There is a parent at our centre who wants us to wrap her child up in cotton wool and prevent 

him from doing anything physical. It doesn’t matter how many times we have conversations 

with her about our philosophy and the importance of not hindering his stage of development, 

she brings it up again and again. 

All licensed early childhood centres are required to implement the national early childhood 

curriculum Te Whāriki (MoE, 2017). The curriculum document, together with the code of ethics and 

standards for registered teachers (Education Council New Zealand, 2017) provides philosophical and 

pedagogical guidance for teachers. However, there is considerable variation within the sector as 

teachers and early childhood centre management have personal and professional values and beliefs 

which impact on pedagogy and practice. The participant teachers identified that relational and 

pedagogical challenges can arise when colleagues and/or management do not share the same values 

as them or have practices contrary to their own. Lydia said she feels frustrated and challenged when 

there is no sense of consistency or teamwork, and this happens particularly when there are relieving 

staff. 

I see children as capable individuals, and my job as a teacher is to scaffold the children so 

they can do things on their own. When a reliever comes into the team and they are doing 

everything for the children, or getting in their space or not reading the cues, that can get 

really frustrating and there is no sense of teamwork. 

Differences in philosophy and pedagogy can also occur between permanent members of a teaching 

team, and these differences can create challenges. Dulcie said, “Some colleagues approach things 

differently to me. I’m a very nurturing, hands-on person, and I get very upset if I hear children being 

spoken to in a way I don’t think is respectful.” Penelope and Ramona talked about feeling frustrated 

with colleagues who are driven by the clock and routines, rather than the children and their 

interests.  

Differences of opinion and conflict are normal and expected in any relationship, and relationships 

between teachers, their colleagues and families are no exception. Workplace conflicts typically arise 

in relation to work- and task-related issues, or around socioemotional and relationship issues (De 

Dreu et al., 2004). These two areas of conflict can be seen throughout this section on what early 

childhood teachers find challenging about their teaching work. However, when disagreements and 

conflicts are not addressed respectfully and in ways which are inclusive of all those involved and 

their opinions, more serious challenges related to disrespectful behaviour, communication, and 



 

126 

bullying can arise. Penelope talked about feeling uncomfortable with a colleague who continuously 

made pointed personal jibes under the pretext of being humorous, and Ruby noted that, 

Working with people who behave passive-aggressively can be quite challenging. You know 

they’re unhappy because they’re slamming doors and ignoring you, but they don’t tell you 

what the problem is. Then I think, “Is it me? Have I done something?” You make up stories 

and try to guess what you might have done.  

Expectations of Self. Ruby’s concern that she had “done something” to upset her colleague reflected 

the sense of responsibility the teachers in this study took for themselves and their behaviour. All the 

teachers articulated a commitment to the early childhood teaching profession, and they had high 

expectations of themselves to be good teachers. These high expectations meant the teachers spent 

a lot of time thinking about teaching outside of working hours and they found it challenging to 

“switch off” when they were at home. Dulcie said, “I find myself going home and reflecting, ‘Could I 

have handled that situation better for the parent, for the child? What can I do next?’ I drive my 

family insane because I live and breathe teaching.” Dulcie’s story was echoed in various ways by the 

other teachers talking about the constant reflection they engage in both at work, and in their 

personal time. Penelope said her partner would love her to “just leave work at the door,” and Rachel 

said, “Even if you’re working hard there’s always more to learn, more to do, you can always do 

better. This job involves constant self-reflection, so if you have perfectionist tendencies it’s quite 

difficult.” 

The sense that there is always room for improvement, more to learn, and more to do, combined 

with a desire to be a good or even “perfect” teacher, was very challenging for the teachers to 

disengage from. Maryam noted, “There was a time when I wouldn’t go home until everything was 

done. I would stay at the centre, sometimes until 10pm [laughs]. Ridiculous! I just wanted everything 

done.” For many of the teachers there was a tension between their idealised image of being a 

teacher and the reality of teaching. Harriet said,  

When you are learning to become a teacher, you have this image of yourself of what you are 

going to do, and the reality of it is quite different. It’s challenging just keeping everything 

together and not freaking out because you’re not the perfect teacher that you thought you’d 

be. 

The complex reality of early childhood teaching, combined with the expectations of others and 

expectations of themselves, resulted in the teachers having a sense that they were not doing 

enough, and not being enough. This sense of not being or doing enough was challenging and was 

compounded further by the teachers’ self-critical inner dialogue.  
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In the first focus group, when the teachers discussed what they hoped to get out of participating in 

the mindful self-compassion course, Ruby said, “I want to find ways to not be so hard on myself. In 

teaching you’re constantly reflecting on what you could do better or what didn’t go well, and I can be 

quite hard on myself.” When Ruby said this, there was a chorus of agreement and head nods from 

the other teachers, suggesting this was something they also experienced, and thought was 

important to address. In Week 4 of the mindful self-compassion course, there was a discussion of 

“the inner critic.” This discussion resonated with the teachers, and they all identified times when 

their inner critic showed up in relation to their teaching work. The teachers expressed shock when 

they recognised how harshly self-critical they were, and that they responded to themselves in ways 

they would never dream of responding to other people. Gilbert (2009) proposed that engaging in 

harsh self-criticism is usually an attempt to motivate ourselves, alter our behaviour, or to keep 

ourselves safe and thus maintain connection with our social group.  

The early childhood teachers in this study were using harsh self-criticism to ensure they did a good 

job by completing all the routines and tasks of the teaching day, and maintaining relationships with 

children, families and colleagues. However, responding with self-criticism when we experience 

challenges threatens our self-concept and triggers the sympathetic nervous system threat response 

and a desire to fight, flee or freeze. Neff and Germer (2019) state that self-criticism can give rise to 

feelings of shame and isolation, and ruminative thoughts about our own unworthiness. These 

feelings were evident in several stories the teachers shared about the challenges of being an early 

childhood teacher. Towards the end of the first focus group there was a palpable sense of relief from 

the teachers that they had been able to share their lived experiences and the realisation that they 

were not alone. The following found data poem came from this conversation. 

I THOUGHT IT WAS JUST ME 

I thought it was just me  

who feels emotionally drained, depleted and exhausted 

by all of this giving. 

And now I hear that I’m not alone. 

Others feel this way too. 

We share the same story, some of the same heaviness 

and we are all searching… 

For the moments of joy, 

for ways to refill our own tanks and slow down 

during the long days of giving 

and naming emotions. 
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Trying to model mindfulness and self-regulation 

even when triggered. 

Breathing in the quietness while children sleep. 

Chapter Summary  

Exploring the question, What is it like to be an early childhood teacher?, has affirmed the 

preunderstandings I formed from my own experiences as an early childhood teacher. In fusing 

horizons with the teachers’ stories as part of the spiral of mindful inquiry, my understandings have 

been expanded and enriched, leading to a deeper interpretation of what it is like to be an early 

childhood teacher. The teachers’ stories from the first focus group and their individual interviews 

revealed early childhood teaching as complex, challenging, and joyful. These characteristics of early 

childhood teaching are interwoven—it is the complexity of teaching which can make it challenging, 

but there is joy in being able to respond to and manage the challenges and complexity.  

Each early childhood teacher’s lived experience of the complexity, challenges, and joy of teaching is 

unique. Early childhood teachers work creatively within the constraints and affordances of their 

individual teaching contexts to complete their required teaching tasks and routines, while 

simultaneously building and maintaining relationships and managing their own and others’ 

emotions. If teachers have support, resources, and autonomy to respond to this complexity with 

embodied caring presence (awareness, attunement, responsiveness, and flexibility) (Rodgers & 

Raider-Roth, 2006), then a consistent and pleasing pattern to the day emerges. If the teachers do 

not have the internal and external resources and support to maintain an embodied caring presence, 

then the complexities become challenges and can result in a weaving of the day that is tangled, or 

has gaps and holes. Occasional tangles and gaps in the woven fabric of a teaching day are not 

necessarily problematic. For a reflective teacher, a gap in the fabric becomes an opening through 

which to see from another perspective, a tangle a chance to reconsider the approach being taken 

and to bring the threads of the day together differently. When tangles and holes dominate the 

weaving of the day however, this is a clear signal it is time to re-set the loom and focus on 

harmoniously bringing together the complexities, challenges and joys of being an early childhood 

teacher to ensure that teachers’ well-being is maintained.  

As discussed in Chapter 2, the practice of mindful self-compassion is one way of nurturing teachers’ 

well-being. Mindful self-compassion practice includes being mindful of, and present to, experiences 

and emotions; responding with kindness in moments of challenge or suffering; and recognising that 

experiencing suffering and challenges are common human experiences (Neff, 2011). The next 

chapter explores what it is like to practise mindful self-compassion as an early childhood teacher.  



 

129 

Chapter 6—Responding with Mindful Self-Compassion to the 

Complexity and Challenges of Being an Early Childhood Teacher  

I just sat there and started doing that “breathe in for me and out for you.” Breathe in for me, 

because I am important, and then breathe out for you because you are important too. It 

reminded me that I’m here for the children as much as myself, and I saw the children as people 

again. When I was feeling really frustrated by their behaviour, I almost disassociated from 

them as individuals, and they had become just a job to be done. (Maria) 

Introduction 

This chapter is another turn in the spiral of mindful inquiry and explores the second subsidiary 

research question: What is it like to respond to teaching challenges with mindful self-compassion? 

The findings and discussion in the previous chapter revealed that being an early childhood teacher is 

complex, joyful and challenging. When the challenges and complexity of early childhood teaching 

outweigh the moments of joy and other resources teachers have to support them in their teaching 

work, then teachers’ well-being is negatively affected (Wassell & Dodge, 2015). Meta-analyses of the 

relationship between self-compassion and well-being (Kirby, 2017; Zessin et al., 2015) have found 

strong correlations between the practice of mindful self-compassion and enhanced well-being. The 

findings of these studies suggest that mindful self-compassion practice may be a beneficial resource 

to support the well-being of early childhood teachers.  

One month after the first focus group, in which they first shared their experiences of what it is like to 

be an early childhood teacher, the teachers in this research project began an 8-week mindful self-

compassion course. As discussed in the research design and methods chapter (Chapter 4), the 

mindful self-compassion course was held weekly and facilitated by a certified mindful self-

compassion teacher. Between each session, the teacher participants had opportunities to reflect on, 

and engage with, the specific mindful self-compassion practices they had been introduced to in the 

previous session. In the month following completion of the course, the teachers all took part in 

individual interviews during which I asked them to share their experiences of practising mindful self-

compassion in their early childhood teaching work. This invitation to share their experiences of 

practising mindful self-compassion in their early childhood teaching work was extended again during 

the second focus group, held 3 months after completion of the 8-week mindful self-compassion 

course. This chapter is based on my interpretations of the stories the teachers shared in their 

individual interviews and during the second focus group. 
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Each teacher’s narrative has been crafted (Crowther et al., 2017) to bring to light the essence of 

what it is like to practise mindful self-compassion, while attempting to retain the teacher’s authentic 

voice. The teachers’ stories of practising mindful self-compassion in their teaching work were all 

related to responding to the challenges of being an early childhood teacher as discussed in Chapter 

5. The challenges which prompted the teachers to engage in mindful self-compassion practice fell 

into two broad categories—structural and process-related issues, and emotional and relational 

issues. It is important to note that, while some teachers’ stories relate specifically to only one of the 

two categories, in most instances, challenges arose simultaneously and were multilayered. It was the 

times when multiple challenges and demands outweighed the resources and support teachers had 

available (Wassell & Dodge, 2015) that sparked the teachers’ recognition of an opportunity to utilise 

mindful self-compassion practices to respond to their thoughts, physical feelings and emotions.  

The mindful self-compassion practices the teachers used were varied; some were the more formal 

practices they had learnt during the 8-week mindful self-compassion course, and others were 

personal adaptations of practices. What was common to the practices the teachers used was the 

inclusion of one or more of the core elements of mindful self-compassion (mindfulness, common 

humanity, and self-kindness) (Neff, 2011), and a focus on the breath. Lydia’s story below of 

practising mindful self-compassion in response to a challenging situation is a good example of how 

the teachers’ stories typically unfolded from “setting the scene,” explaining how they responded 

with mindful self-compassion, to “what happened next.” 

On Fridays I usually come to the centre in a very happy mood, but last Friday as soon as I 

walked into the room, I thought “Wow, there’s a lot of things happening!” Two children who 

are new to the centre were crying, another child needed one-to-one support, there was 

another child needing to go to sleep, one of our permanent teachers was away and there 

was a reliever. I felt a bit frustrated and challenged even though it was Friday [chuckles]. 

However, at the time I gave myself time, and said to myself, “It is okay to feel challenged and 

frustrated.” I did the giving and receiving compassion exercise, so breathing for myself, 

breathing for others, and focused on just being in the moment with the children and ensuring 

they were safe and supported. The breathing exercise was really helpful. Even though the 

situation was really busy, I was calm, and I was able to guide another teacher and the 

reliever, and communicate what we should do next. After lunchtime the two crying children 

became quite settled and I think they felt that I was calm, present and in control. I felt tired 

after work, but I felt quite proud of myself for handling a challenging situation well. 

To share my interpretations of teachers’ lived experiences of what it is like to practise mindful self-

compassion, this chapter follows the pattern of the teachers’ stories and includes discussion and 
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examples from the teachers’ stories of each “phase” of their practice of mindful self-compassion. I 

begin by discussing the different contexts and times when the teachers experienced complexity and 

challenge; how they practised mindfulness and became aware of their physical, mental, and 

emotional responses to the moment of challenge; how they paused to “take a breath”; the teachers’ 

recognition of the common humanity of their challenging experience and that they were not alone in 

having this experience; and how the teachers practised self-kindness or recognised and gave 

themselves what they needed in that moment. The discussion of what it is like to practise mindful 

self-compassion concludes with what happened next or how the teachers felt and behaved in 

response to the moment of challenge after they had practised mindful self-compassion. 

Moments of Complexity and Challenge  

When I asked the teachers to share stories of practising mindful self-compassion, their stories began 

by setting the scene around a specific challenge that had arisen for them in a teaching day. The 

challenges the teachers identified related to structural and process issues (namely workload and 

working conditions), and emotional and relational issues (transitions and changes, responding to the 

emotions and needs of others, children’s challenging behaviour, and conflicts with colleagues). For 

most of the teachers, a combination of structural, process, emotional and relational challenges 

precipitated their decision to practise self-compassion.  

Harriet’s story of a busy Friday afternoon is a good example of how the demands and intensity of 

structural, process, emotional and relational challenges can build up and exceed the resources and 

support available to a teacher, impacting on well-being and causing suffering.  

It was a rainy Friday afternoon at about 3.30pm. We were short-staffed, so our unqualified 

centre manager was supporting me with ten 2-year-olds in the inside space. The children 

were all hyped up, running around and going crazy. Unfortunately, the centre manager had 

injured her neck, so she wasn’t able to actively help. I was due to finish at 4.20pm, and I was 

really ready to go home for the weekend. There were lots of end-of-the-day jobs and tidying 

up that needed to be done, and I was thinking, “I need to get this done before 4.20pm 

because otherwise I’m going to be working late, or the rest of the team who are still there 

later will have to do all the jobs I couldn’t get done.” I also knew that I needed to be with the 

children and tidying up wasn’t going to help the situation. 

Louise and Lydia also shared stories of challenging experiences that occurred on a Friday afternoon, 

suggesting that teachers’ inner resources and capacity to respond to challenges may have 

diminished by the end of a busy working week. 
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While some challenges diminished teachers’ inner resources over time, as illustrated in stories 

shared in the previous chapter by Rachel, Dulcie and Maria of getting worn down by a child’s 

repeated crying or challenging behaviour, other challenges were unexpected. Joyce shared the 

following story of a challenging experience that shocked her and led to her practising mindful self-

compassion at work: “The other day a 4-year-old told me they were going to punch me in the face 

because I asked them to pick up the mess that they just deliberately made and then tried to run off.” 

Similarly, Ruby was prompted to practise mindful self-compassion following negative comments 

made to her by a colleague:  

We had been talking to the children about wearable arts so I brought in some fabrics and set 

them out on a table as a provocation for the children. The next morning, I was sitting with 

the children at the table and we were using the fabrics when another teacher said, in front of 

a parent in the room, “Oh, is that what that’s for? Gosh, we didn’t know what that was. The 

children had no interest in that, it was a bad idea.” That comment really got to me. The 

comment kind of stuck. 

Mindfulness  

Although the teachers’ stories of times when they practised mindful self-compassion were all about 

different challenging situations, common to all of them was a feeling of being overwhelmed and not 

having sufficient resources and support to respond to the demands of the situation. In each of the 

teacher’s stories there was a recognition that this was a moment of suffering and an awareness of 

their physical, mental, and emotional response. This awareness links to the element of mindfulness 

in Neff’s (2011) concept of mindful self-compassion. 

Neff (2011) defined mindfulness as being aware of and accepting what is occurring in the present 

moment without judgment. The first step in practising mindful self-compassion for the teachers was 

paying attention to their physical sensations, thoughts and emotions in moments of complexity and 

challenge. Paying attention in this way is a form of meta-awareness which enabled the teachers to 

notice their physical feelings, thoughts and emotions and hold them in balanced awareness without 

being swept away by them (Goleman & Davidson, 2017). The teachers’ physical, mental, and 

emotional responses to moments of challenge were strongly interconnected, and it was sometimes 

difficult for the teachers to tease them apart when sharing the stories of their experiences. In 

crafting the teachers’ stories, I have focused on each aspect of mindful awareness individually in 

order to explore more deeply what it is like for teachers to be physically, mentally and emotionally 

aware and what arose for them while practising mindfulness in moments of challenge. 
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Physical Awareness 

When I asked the teachers what it felt like in their bodies during moments of challenge, they 

hesitated before responding. Some of them closed their eyes and reflected for a moment, going 

inward to get in touch with the memory of their own bodily sensations. The teachers described 

feelings of tension and tightness in their heads and upper bodies, and changes in their heart rates 

and breathing. Listening to the teachers’ stories elicited a visceral response in my own body, and I 

could see the tension in the teachers’ bodies as their shoulders hunched and fists clenched during 

their recollections.  

Rachel said, “It’s an exterior physical feeling, like prickles on the outside of my head. It’s like I’ve got a 

hat with prickles on my head. I also get a tight feeling in my chest.” Ramona also experienced 

physical feelings of tightness “I was just so tight, like everywhere I was tight. I was feeling tight all 

around my neck and my jaw.” Penelope talked about the tension making her head hurt, and both 

she and Lydia commented that their facial expressions changed, “I stop smiling, and I’m usually a 

very smiley person” (Lydia). The teachers were also aware of changes in their heart rate and 

breathing. Maryam talked about having “fast, shallow breathing and a rising heartbeat,” and Joyce 

said, “everything in my chest just gets really fluttery, and I dig my fingernails into my palms.” Louise 

had a total body experience of feeling hot and uncomfortable, “I don’t know how to explain it other 

than needing to take off my jumper, feeling stifled.”  

The physical sensations the teachers experienced are all typical physiological responses to stress. 

The teachers’ sympathetic nervous systems perceived the challenges they were experiencing as 

potential threats, and prepared their bodies for a fight-or-flight response by inducing a state of 

physiological and psychological hyperarousal through the release of stress hormones (Kabat-Zinn, 

2013; Oatley et al., 2006; Shanker & Barker, 2016). In a hyperaroused state, heart rate increases, 

breathing becomes faster, blood flow to large muscles increases, and muscles contract and tense to 

prepare for fighting or fleeing from a potential threat (Kabat-Zinn, 2013). The teachers’ physical 

responses were not pleasant experiences, but they alerted the teachers to the fact they were 

experiencing a moment of challenge or suffering. 

Not all the teachers were aware of the physical sensations they had in times of challenge. When I 

asked Ruby what being overwhelmed during a busy teaching day felt like physically, she replied, “I 

haven’t noticed. Maybe I’m not that aware of what happens in my body because there’s just so much 

happening that I can’t really focus. The stress is probably more in my mind.” What was interesting 

about Ruby’s statement was that her upper body visibly tensed as she talked about the stress of a 

busy teaching day. When I gently pointed out that she had drawn her shoulders up and hunched 
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forward, it surprised her, “Oh! Am I?” This dissociation from her embodied feeling state could be an 

unconscious defence mechanism that Ruby has developed to help her cope with discomfort and 

stress (Goldberg, 2020). However, not attending to physical sensations can result in missing valuable 

feedback about our mental and emotional state which diminishes our capacity to self-regulate 

effectively (Kabat-Zinn, 2013).  

Mindfulness of the body is the foundation of mindfulness training (Germer, 2009; Wolf & Serpa, 

2015). Because the body is always in the present moment, it can act as an anchor to stabilise 

attention so we can develop awareness of our thoughts and emotions. During the 8-week mindful 

self-compassion course, the teachers took part in a practice called the “here-and-now stone” 

(Germer & Neff, 2019). The intention of the practice is to engage the senses in exploring a small 

stone and thus anchor attention in the present moment. The teachers kept their here-and-now 

stones following the course, and Joyce and Penelope both noted that having the stone in their 

pocket and being able to hold it in times of stress helped them to bring awareness to their bodies 

and be more fully present.  

Mental Awareness 

Mental awareness is being mindful of our thoughts. The body is always in the present moment, but 

thoughts are in constant motion, moving between the past and the future, as we judge, label, 

ruminate on, and try to predict our experiences of the world (Germer, 2009; Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Wolf 

& Serpa, 2015). The goal of mindfulness practice is not to control thoughts or stop thinking, but to 

be aware of our thoughts and note them with clarity and equanimity (Kabat-Zinn, 2013). In this 

sense, we are bringing mind and body back together in the present moment. When we are mindful 

of our thoughts, we are more able to see them as just that, thoughts, and we don’t have to accept 

them as the truth (Neff, 2011). We can also become more aware of how our thoughts can 

perpetuate a particular mindset or emotion, or make a situation seem worse than it is (Wolf & 

Serpa, 2015). Although there are some concerns that the benefits of mindfulness practice have been 

overstated or insufficiently researched (Van Dam et al., 2018), research studies have consistently 

found that mindfulness training (such as that experienced by the teachers in this study during the 8-

week mindful self-compassion course) can have ongoing benefits in the form of increased mental 

awareness (Davis & Hayes, 2011; Shapiro et al., 2006). 

Bringing mindful awareness to their thoughts enabled the teachers to take a mental step back from 

their immediate situation and notice judgments, memories of past challenges, and thoughts 

predicting what would happen in the future, which flowed through their minds. The teachers’ 

thoughts were often intertwined with difficult emotions such as anger, frustration and fear which 
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arose during challenging situations. The teachers’ frustration with repeated unwanted behaviours by 

children, families and colleagues was reflected in judgmental thoughts directed at others such as 

“Oh my gosh, it’s not that bad” (Rachel) and “Here we go again” (Dulcie). Louise’s story of her 

thoughts of wanting to control children’s behaviour in the sleep room further illustrates the feelings 

of frustration and anger that can arise for teachers in response to challenges:  

I was just wanting to go “Oh my god, stop!” But obviously it’s not appropriate to do that 

[laughs]. I was thinking “Oh my god, I want to control this,” but also thinking “Well, I can’t 

control this, I can’t make them go to sleep.”  

Louise, and other teachers who had similar thoughts, did not act on them as they wanted to behave 

professionally and in ways that aligned with their personal beliefs. Instead, the teachers’ awareness 

of their thoughts and emotions enabled them to engage in the emotional labour of teaching. The 

teachers used “surface and deep acting,” followed “display rules” and suppressed or managed their 

thoughts and emotions in consideration of the role expectations of professional early childhood 

teachers (Hochschild, 2003). Ramona’s story of trying to tidy up a mess left by a colleague while 

managing her own thoughts and emotions is a good example of how teachers follow display rules 

and engage in surface acting: 

Mentally I felt frantic, but I wasn’t physically frantic. My actions were very slow, and I was 

saying calmly to the children, “I think it’s time to pack it away. Things are everywhere, aren’t 

they? I can see buttons all over the floor. This is going to take quite long to pick this all up. 

Thank you so much for helping. I really appreciate it.” There was a complete disconnect 

between my behaviour and how I was freaking out internally. 

Sometimes the teachers’ thoughts were driven by concern and confusion and not knowing what to 

do or how to respond in the moment. Lydia talked about having thoughts of “What can I do? What 

can I do?” racing through her head. In contrast, Samantha talked about her mind going blank in 

response to a child who wouldn’t stop crying, “I just started to go blank because I was worried about 

his crying, but I didn’t know what to do or what he needed.” Samantha’s response of going blank and 

not being able to think indicates that her anxiety triggered her sympathetic nervous system and her 

body was preparing to fight, flee or freeze (Kabat-Zinn, 2013). In this state Samantha’s brain was 

focused on surviving, not thinking, even though the challenge was a crying baby and not a life-

threatening event (Oatley et al., 2006; Stellar et al., 2015).  

When the teachers were mindful of their thoughts, they also noticed themselves thinking about 

what might happen in the future as a result of the current challenge. Harriet’s story of thinking 

about the ramifications for herself and her colleagues of not getting the centre tidied up before the 
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end of her working day is one example of this. Ramona talked about thinking ahead to the 

conversation she would need to have with her colleague about leaving a mess even as she was 

engaged in cleaning the mess up, “I’m going to have to talk to her about this, I’m going to have to 

say something about this.” Lydia shared a similar story of thinking about how to talk to a colleague 

about a challenge related to conflicting pedagogical practice, “I felt a bit shaky and I just wanted to 

walk away. I was already thinking “Oh gosh, I don’t want to talk to you.” 

Emotional Awareness 

Awareness of emotions is the third component of mindfulness. As with awareness of thoughts, being 

aware of emotions as they arise can support holding them in balanced awareness without getting 

caught up in a cycle of emotional reactivity (Goleman & Davidson, 2017). Germer (2009) suggested 

that challenging emotions impact negatively on well-being when we cling to them or push them 

away. For example, holding onto anger can sever social connections and cause health issues such as 

increased blood pressure (Kabat-Zinn, 2013), likewise, suppressing or pushing away difficult 

emotions as teachers do as part of their emotional labour, has been linked to increased stress and 

burnout (Hochschild, 2003). Identifying and naming emotions does not alleviate them, but facilitates 

a broader sense of perspective and the ability to self-regulate (Germer & Neff, 2019). J. D. Creswell 

et al. (2007) found that labelling difficult emotions reduced the stress response in the body, giving 

rise to the phrase “name it to tame it” (Siegel & Bryson, 2011). 

In bringing mindful awareness to their emotions in challenging moments, the teachers identified and 

named a range of emotions including anger, annoyance, disappointment, frustration, overwhelm, 

resentment, sadness, self-doubt, shame, shock and stress. Dulcie’s story emphasised the sense of 

frustration that teachers can feel, and the way other people’s emotions can influence a teacher’s 

emotional state:  

We have a child at our centre who keeps crying and wanting her Mum. I know this child 

doesn’t have control of her emotions, but her emotions still have an emotional effect on me 

as a teacher. They get to me. I feel frustrated that I can’t help her. I’ve used all the strategies 

I’ve built up over the years and it’s just not working. 

As Dulcie shared, teachers can experience more than one emotion at a time. Most common in the 

teachers’ stories was recognition that they felt stressed in the face of challenging situations, and that 

other emotions arose alongside their feelings of stress. The stress that the teachers were referring to 

was what Selye (1974) termed “distress,” a triggering of the stress response by adverse or 

demanding circumstances which put a burden on the individual’s resources. The teachers’ 

recognition of the stress they felt affirms findings from prior research that teaching is a stressful 

profession (Kyriacou, 2001; Larrivee, 2012; Zembylas, 2005).  
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During the second focus group, Louise shared what happens for her when she is mindful of her 

emotions: 

Practising mindfulness has given me an increased awareness of what is going on for me 

emotionally. I’m noticing when my stress levels are rising and noticing that I’m feeling 

increasingly frazzled or frustrated. In the past it’s something that I might have pushed 

through, just tried to get through those feelings. Now that I’m being mindful and noticing my 

own state of mind, I’m realising I have other tools that I can bring in—but the noticing has to 

come first. 

Being mindful and noticing what was arising for them physically, mentally, and emotionally was the 

first step for the teachers in practising mindful self-compassion. Observing and being aware of the 

physical sensations, thoughts and emotions that arose for them in moments of challenge created a 

space in which teachers could respond rather react (Neff, 2011). In the space created by practising 

mindfulness, the teachers could remember to breathe and practice common humanity and self-

kindness in response to moments of challenge. 

The Breath 

Taking a breath was the next step in the teachers’ mindfully self-compassionate response to 

challenging situations. Without exception, the teachers’ stories followed a pattern of mindfully 

noticing physical sensations, thoughts and emotions; recognition that this was a moment of 

challenge; and some form of “and then I took a breath.” Focus on the breath is a central component 

of mindfulness and formal meditation practices across a range of contemplative traditions (Germer, 

2009; Gerritsen & Band, 2018; Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Wolf & Serpa, 2015). Because the breath is always 

with us it provides a useful anchor for our minds, a place that is neutral and unwavering when we 

are experiencing a barrage of physical sensations, thoughts and emotions which have the potential 

to carry us away into a reactive state (Germer, 2009). Tuning in to the breath, and breathing slowly 

and deeply, “brings us right into the here and now. It immediately anchors our awareness in the 

body” (Kabat-Zinn, 2013, p. 41).  

Besides focusing our attention on the body and the present moment, focusing on the breath has a 

neurophysiological impact. Gerritsen and Band (2018) found that just being aware of the breath 

leads to slower and deeper respiration cycles. Multiple research studies have found that taking slow, 

deep breaths with an extended exhalation activates the parasympathetic nervous system and 

deactivates the sympathetic nervous system (Gerritsen & Band, 2018). The role of the 

parasympathetic nervous system is to help the body down-regulate or reduce levels of arousal and 

achieve a calm, focused and alert state, or a sleep state for rest and restoration (Oatley et al., 2006). 
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Louise’s story reflects the research findings on the neurophysiological effects of focusing on the 

breath. “Everything kind of softens and I feel my body cool down a bit. If I can just sit there and 

breathe for a little while, everything cools and settles, and it just feels a lot more calm and flat.” As 

she closed her eyes, tipped her head back and let her shoulders drop, Dulcie talked about taking a 

breath helping her to feel, “Less tense. Just more relaxed physically in my body. It is just a feeling of 

‘aaaaah.’” Rachel said, “Breathing is like an emotional break for me. I just breath until those feelings 

of stress go away and then I can think.” When the mind and body are in a calm, aware state then it is 

possible to take a broader, more balanced perspective in response to challenging situations (Neff, 

2011). Once they had used the breath to help themselves feel calmer, the teachers could apply the 

second component of mindful self-compassion—recognition of common humanity.  

Common Humanity 

Recognising our common humanity means being able to see our experiences as part of the larger 

human experience (Neff, 2003a, 2003b). This is not to deny or minimise the challenge of our 

experiences, but a recognition that we are not alone in having challenging experiences. Recognising 

our common humanity and shared human experiences can be a source of comfort, and can help 

create a sense of connection and belonging (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Germer & Neff, 2019).  

As discussed in Chapter 5, being able to share their moments of challenge with each other during the 

focus groups helped the research participants recognise their common humanity and that others 

also found early childhood teaching complex, joyful and challenging. Ruby said, 

I find the idea of common humanity really comforting. I’ve always felt really weird [laughs], 

like I was the only person who felt inadequate or overwhelmed by challenges. It’s quite 

comforting to think that other people have these feelings too. Listening to the other teachers 

in the focus group and hearing that everyone has challenges surprised me. It doesn’t feel that 

way in everyday life because everyone puts on their best face. Now when I’m feeling weird, 

or alone, or like I’m the only person who has these feelings I think, “Wow, there are billions of 

other people in the world and other people might feel this way too.” 

Ruby’s story highlights how focusing on common humanity and sharing experiences counteracts 

feelings of isolation (Germer & Neff, 2019), but also points to how putting on a face, or surface 

acting, as part of teachers’ emotional labour (Hochschild, 2003), can create feelings of isolation and 

shame. 

The feelings of shame and isolation that arise in response to challenging situations can trigger harsh 

self-criticism (Gilbert et al., 2004; Neff, 2003b). Gilbert et al. (2004) proposed that the purpose of the 

“inner critic” is to support self-regulation, and motivate changes in behaviour so individuals can 
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remain socially connected and meet their essential human need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 

1995). Unfortunately, the harshness of the inner critic can perpetuate feelings of shame and 

isolation, rather than connection (Germer & Neff, 2019). The teachers shared that focusing on 

common humanity, and seeing their challenges in the context of wider human experience, helped to 

shift their self-talk to being more positive and encouraging. Ruby said, “It’s like I give myself a pep 

talk. I say to myself, ‘This is hard, but that’s okay. Other people would find this hard too, this is a 

difficult situation.’ Those sorts of words help quite a lot.” Maria shared a similar story of talking to 

herself with kindness and compassion when she noticed her feelings of annoyance with a toddler 

who kept hitting other children.  

I stopped and sat for moment, had a bit of a breather and said to myself, “It’s okay. Just 

remember this is something toddlers go through. It’s understandable to feel angry about 

constantly having to stop children hitting. Other teachers get angry in these moments too, 

it’s that shared humanity.” Just saying that helped me to let go of the guilt I was feeling 

about my annoyance with the child’s behaviour. 

Recognising the shared nature of human experience also opened the teachers’ awareness to the 

feelings of others involved in challenging situations. McGehee et al. (2017) stated that “Insight into 

interdependence, or common humanity, opens the door to compassion because it engenders a 

sense of humility and mutuality” (p. 281). Louise highlighted how seeing their shared humanity 

supported her to quiet her inner critic and stay present to a crying child.  

Previously, I would have been beating myself up about the child’s crying a lot more. I would 

have been thinking, “I must be doing something wrong,” or “There’s something I’m not doing 

here.” Practising mindful self-compassion and seeing our common humanity has really 

allowed me to be more relaxed in those situations and say, “This is really hard for the child, 

and it’s really hard for me. I’m doing what I can with what I have at this point in time. It’s not 

ideal, but it’s not my fault, and it’s not the child’s fault. I can just be here with the child, and 

for the child.” 

Neff and Pommier (2013) stated that “to give compassion to others but not the self… [draws] 

artificial distinctions between self and others that misrepresent our essential interconnectedness” 

(p. 1). Louise’s story illustrates the essence of compassion, recognising the shared experience of 

suffering and being motivated to help ease it for herself and the child. By letting go of her previous 

habit of self-criticism, recognising the challenge of the situation for herself and the child, and 

offering herself words of comfort and affirmation, Louise was engaging the third component of 

Neff’s concept of mindful self-compassion—self-kindness.  
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Self-Kindness 

Gilbert (2009) defined compassion as “a basic kindness, with a deep awareness of the suffering of 

oneself and of other living things, coupled with the wish and effort to relieve it” (p. xiii). Kindness 

refers both to an attitude or human quality, and a practical act carried out with warmth, care and 

consideration (Haskins et al., 2018). In practising mindful self-compassion, the teachers offered 

kindness to themselves as a way of actively comforting and soothing themselves in the face of 

challenges. Rather than responding to moments of challenge with judgment and self-criticism the 

teachers were mindful of their physical sensations, thoughts and emotions, recognised that these 

were part of the experience of being human, and responded to their own suffering with an attitude 

of kindness and active self-care. Self-kindness deactivates the threat response of the sympathetic 

nervous system and triggers the release of oxytocin and activation of the parasympathetic nervous 

system (Gilbert & Irons, 2005). 

Three core meditation practices (affectionate breathing, loving-kindness for ourselves, and giving 

and receiving compassion) formed the foundation of the mindful self-compassion programme 

(Germer & Neff, 2019). Besides these, mindful self-compassion course participants experienced 

other meditations and informal practices which supported the development of mindful attention 

and an attitude of self-compassion and self-kindness. Learning about and engaging in mindful self-

compassion practices during the course gave the teachers the opportunity to develop resources for 

responding mindfully and with self-kindness to moments of challenge when they arose during the 

teaching day.  

The acts of self-kindness the teachers engaged in when practising mindful self-compassion were 

responses to the question “How can I care for and comfort myself in this moment?” (Neff, 2011, p. 

42). Sometimes we can best care for ourselves with soft tenderness, and at other times we need to 

act decisively to care for and protect or motivate ourselves (Germer & Neff, 2019). The self-kindness 

practices the teachers used reflected what Neff and Germer (2018) have termed “the yin and yang 

of self-compassion”—“the yin of self-compassion contains the attributes of ‘being with’ ourselves in 

a compassionate way—comforting, soothing, validating ourselves. The yang of self-compassion is 

about ‘acting in the world’—protecting, providing and motivating ourselves” (p. 38). Because the 

teachers had a range of self-kindness practices to draw on, they could select a practice appropriate 

to the situation and their need in that moment. For some teachers, self-kindness meant leaning into 

difficult emotions and offering themselves solace (comforting), physical support, warmth and 

tenderness (soothing), or accepting the reality of their current experience (validating). For other 

teachers, self-kindness meant stepping back from the challenge (protecting), figuring out what they 

needed and giving it to themselves (providing), or encouraging and supporting themselves to make a 
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change (motivating). The yin and yang attributes of self-kindness are interdependent and can work 

together to strengthen a self-compassionate response, for example validating our emotions in 

response to an experience can act as a motivation to respond proactively to the situation that is 

occurring (Neff & Germer, 2018). 

Yin Self-Kindness—Soothing, Comforting and Validating  

After taking a breath, one of the first things many of the teachers did in response to a challenging 

situation was offer themselves supportive, soothing touch. Soothing touch was introduced as an 

informal practice during the 8-week mindful self-compassion course, and the teachers experimented 

with a range of gestures to see which form of touch might be most soothing or supportive for them. 

Common gestures include two hands over the heart, one hand on the belly and one over the heart, 

one hand on a cheek, gently stroking one’s arms, or holding one’s own hand (Germer & Neff, 2019). 

Touch has been found to be a key regulator of the autonomic nervous system (Goetz et al., 2010) 

and “when the skin is touched, that stimulation is quickly transmitted to the brain, which in turn 

regulates our bodies. Depending on the type of touch we receive, we can be either calmed down or 

aroused” (Field, 2014, p. 89). Stroking and holding provide warmth and physical comfort, signalling 

safety to the brain, deactivating the threat response of the sympathetic nervous system, and 

activating the calming and soothing parasympathetic nervous system (Cozolino, 2014; Gilbert, 2009). 

Intentional self-touch has been shown to provide many of the same benefits for deactivating the 

threat response as receiving positive touch from another person (Field, 2014). 

Rachel shared how she used soothing touch to bring awareness to what was happening in her body 

during times of challenge.  

I scanned my body to see where the stress was. When I realised it was in my shoulder, I put 

my hand there and breathed. I find that kind of touch is really helpful with soothing myself 

through moments of stress. 

Penelope regularly put her hand over her heart as a form of soothing touch:  

It’s just putting your hand on your heart, coming back to yourself, and bringing the nervous 

system down. If I’m feeling a bit stressed, I’ll stand with my hand on my heart and close my 

eyes and take a deep breath. 

Other teachers felt less comfortable about touching their upper body, but found holding their own 

hands or arms comforting. Joyce said, 

Putting my hands on my chest feels awkward to me, but I find it really comforting to grab 

hold of my own wrists when I am feeling stressed or frustrated. I hold on to my own arm like 

you do when you grab someone’s arm to help them up. I do that with myself, like I am 

helping myself up. 
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Maria also found that “the self-compassionate touch has been quite handy. Even little things like 

stroking my own hand have been quite useful and helped calm me down when I’m feeling anxious.” 

Along with touch, voice is also significant in communicating compassion and kindness (Goetz et al., 

2010). As discussed in the section on common humanity, when they were practising mindful self-

compassion, the teachers’ self-talk was more positive and their inner voice was kind, encouraging 

and validating. Dulcie said that in times of challenge she acknowledges and validates her own good 

intentions, 

I remind myself that I have a good, kind heart, and I want the best for everybody. But I also 

know I can’t be everywhere at once [chuckles]. All I can do is try to support, and be as kind as 

I can, to as many people as I can. 

Rather than judging herself for her feelings of anger and frustration in response to a parent’s 

ongoing challenging behaviour, Rachel affirmed the legitimacy of her own emotions and validated 

herself for her response.  

Giving myself some self-compassion and saying, “It’s okay for you to feel angry about this,” 

was really helpful. I didn’t express my anger outwardly, because I could acknowledge my 

feelings internally and give myself permission to think, “Aaargh, it makes me so mad!” 

Rachel’s ability to acknowledge her own emotions internally meant that she could manage them and 

engage in surface acting (Hochschild, 2003), behaving in a way that is expected of a professional 

early childhood teacher. 

It seems the core formal meditation practices (affectionate breathing; loving-kindness for ourselves; 

and giving and receiving compassion) and the exercises they engaged in during the mindful self-

compassion course helped the teachers to be mindful of their emotions in moments of challenge 

and to respond to themselves with kindness instead of self-criticism. For example, Maria noted that: 

Before I started practising mindful self-compassion, I would have been quick to make 

negative assumptions about what other people might have been thinking about me, and my 

inner self-critic would have been very judgmental. Now I say to myself, “No, that’s just my 

inner critic putting that negative perspective on the situation. What’s the bigger picture, 

what else is happening here?” Being able to see the situation from different perspectives 

means I don’t get caught up in negative self-talk so often as I did before. And when I do, 

those self-compassionate practices have really helped me to give myself the support and 

comfort I need to calm myself. That was a really great realisation—that I didn’t need 

anybody else outside of myself to offer that kindness and comfort, I can do it for myself.  
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Like Maria, Ruby found that the formal mindful self-compassion practices have contributed to her 

ability to take a broader perspective on challenging situations and, rather than criticising herself 

harshly and ruminating on the situation, she could acknowledge her emotions and respond to 

herself kindly. 

Through doing the self-love practices, I’ve developed more of a core belief that I am a good 

teacher. I’m not perfect, and I wasn’t perfect in that instance where I had set up the fabric 

experience for the children. I hadn’t put a lot of thought into it or set the experience up that 

well, but that’s okay. When the other teacher criticised me in front of the children and a 

parent, I could feel the tears coming, but I just let the feelings come up and I thought “Okay, 

I’m feeling really embarrassed and really hurt. That wasn’t nice. That doesn’t feel good.” I 

took a few deep breaths to help calm myself and then moved on with the day. I let go of 

what had happened rather than dwelling on it all day at work and then going home and 

letting it affect me. I could just get on with it, but not pushing through, just accepting it and 

then moving on.  

Neff (2016) noted that while compassion and kindness are viewed positively in most societies, if they 

are prefaced by the word “self,” then concerns arise around whether self-compassion and self-

kindness are in fact indicative of self-pity, weakness, complacence, narcissism, and selfishness. A 

growing body of research has debunked these misconceptions of self-compassion (Germer & Neff, 

2019) and has shown that, for example, self-compassionate people are less likely to engage in 

negative rumination (Raes, 2010) and more likely to engage in perspective taking and be 

compassionate toward others (Neff & Pommier, 2013). People who are kind to themselves in times 

of difficulty take greater personal responsibility for their actions (Leary et al., 2007) and are more 

likely to try again after failing (Breines & Chen, 2012). In contrast, research into self-criticism has 

found that although it may act as a motivator, self-criticism is more strongly associated with 

procrastination and underachievement (Powers et al., 2007). Germer and Neff (2019) proposed that 

yin self-compassion in the form of soothing, comforting and validating self-kindness provides the 

emotional support and safety needed to take engage in yang self-compassion and self- kindness 

through taking action to improve or change our situation.  

Yang Self-Kindness—Protecting, Providing, and Motivating 

The question “What do I need now?” (Germer & Neff, 2019, p. 23) is action oriented and linked to 

fierce or yang self-compassion. Responding with yang self-kindness meant the teachers used 

strategies to protect themselves during times of challenge. Sometimes the teachers stepped back 

momentarily from their teaching role and took some time out. At other times they used the informal 

mindful self-compassion practices of the self-compassion break or compassion with equanimity. 
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Taking a break did not mean the teachers were avoiding or ignoring the challenging situation; 

instead, they were giving themselves time to self-regulate so they could return to their teaching 

refreshed, with a broader perspective on the challenge, and the ability to respond to it appropriately 

and professionally. 

Joyce shared her experience of tagging out, or asking a colleague to take over her duties, when she 

became overwhelmed by the combination of demands in her personal life and children’s challenging 

behaviour at work.  

I acknowledged to myself that “Yes, this is hard at the moment, but it will end.” Then I said to 

one of my colleagues, “I can’t deal with this scenario right now, it’s just frustrating me too 

much. I need to tag out because I can feel that I’m not going to respond appropriately.” 

Rachel shared a similar story, saying, 

I had been dealing with an upset child for a while, and I realised my usual techniques for 

calming the child weren’t cutting it. I needed a break because I was getting frustrated. 

Instead of pushing my feelings aside and staying in the situation, I asked one of my 

colleagues to swap out with me. 

When Rachel’s colleague took over, Rachel took a moment to give herself a self-compassion break 

(being mindful of her thoughts and feelings, recognising the common humanity of the situation, and 

taking some deep breaths and offering herself some soothing touch), which helped her to feel 

calmer and like she could cope with the situation again. Maria also used the strategy of swapping 

with another teacher so she could move away from a challenging situation to another area in the 

centre and take some time to breathe. In Harriet’s centre, adult-to-child ratios sometimes allow for 

teachers to step out of the room for a brief break when they are feeling overwhelmed by a 

challenging situation. When Harriet takes a break as an act of self-kindness, she sits and 

concentrates on her breathing,  

I just calm myself down that way and then think about things that make me happy. Once I’m 

calm, I might text my sister or look at photos of my nieces and nephews, something that will 

lift me out of my mood a bit, and then I know I’m ready to move on.  

Besides offering themselves care and kindness, the teachers also received care through simple acts 

of kindness from their colleagues, like being offered a cup of coffee or a hug in moments of 

challenge. Samantha shared a story of a colleague playing some calming music on a busy day: 

I was working in the under-2 area and I was feeling really stressed because there was lots to 

do and lots of crying. It was hard for me to deal with. Then one of the other teachers played 

really relaxing music through her iPad and it reminded me of what we had done in the 

mindful self-compassion course, and straight away that just gave me a sense of calmness. 
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Harriet said that when she took a break to recover after being hit with a metal jug by a child, “Taking 

a break in the staff area for 10 minutes helped me to calm down. I talked to the other teachers there 

about what had happened, and they were very empathetic and they gave me the support I needed.” 

Joyce noticed that when she shared her needs with her colleagues, they were more than willing to 

support her and the care they offered each other became reciprocal. 

It seems like all of us are a little more aware of where we are at emotionally, and we are 

communicating what we need with our colleagues so everything runs well and none of us 

burn out on doing a specific task. It’s also great knowing that it’s not just me who gets 

frustrated, or runs out of energy with a particular child, or just needs a moment to cope. I can 

see the flow through between teachers being kind to themselves and everyone being more 

settled. 

Taking a break by swapping with a colleague or stepping out of the room is not always possible for 

early childhood teachers because of licensing requirements around staffing and adult-to-child ratios. 

In these instances, some teachers planned for how they might take a break or engage in self-care at 

another time in the day. Ramona said, 

If I’m at work and something is happening, but I can’t take a break, then I think through 

“What’s happening after work? Can I just go home?,” and I make a plan to take a break later 

on. I say to myself, “Okay, there’s nothing on tonight. So tonight you can just take some time, 

you can just take the dog for a walk.” 

Dulcie noted that she doesn’t wait for challenges to arise before she gives herself some kindness in 

the form of a break. Instead, she goes for a walk, or out for a quiet coffee every day during her lunch 

break, and this helps her come back to the centre refreshed and ready for the rest of the day. 

Compassion with equanimity is another informal mindful self-compassion practice the teachers used 

in response to moments of challenge when they could not take a break from the situation. 

Equanimity refers to maintaining mental balance during times of challenge through recognising the 

transience of our lived experiences—this too shall pass. Cultivating equanimity through the practice 

of mindfulness “gives us the emotional space to choose to be compassionate and remain in 

connection with others” (Germer & Neff, 2019, p. 336). The compassion with equanimity practice 

combines giving and receiving compassion (breathing in for me, out for you) with phrases that 

cultivate equanimity (e.g., Everyone is on their own life journey. I am not the cause of this person’s 

suffering, nor is it entirely within my power to make it go away, even though I wish I could. Moments 

like these are difficult to bear, yet I will still try to help if I can; Neff & Germer, 2018).  
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Germer and Neff (2019) highlighted the value of compassion with equanimity as a practice that can 

be used “in the midst of caregiving situations as a self-compassionate response to empathetic 

distress and fatigue” (p. 336). Empathetic distress is an aversive and avoidant response to other 

people’s suffering, “accompanied by the desire to withdraw from a situation in order to protect 

oneself from excessive negative feelings” (Singer & Klimecki, 2014, p. 875). Klimecki et al. (2013) 

found that while empathetic distress could lead to emotional exhaustion and burnout, practising 

compassion activated neural pathways which supported positive feelings of loving concern and 

resilience. In practising compassion with equanimity, the teachers adapted the practice to suit their 

individual situations. 

Dulcie shared her experience of practising compassion with equanimity as a way of protecting her 

own emotional well-being while supporting a distressed child,  

We have a child who has been settling into our centre for the past 2 months. She is Japanese, 

speaks little English, and gets very upset every time her mother leaves. We have tried lots of 

strategies to help her settle, but ultimately it is just about being with her when she is upset 

and building up a trusting relationship. I have been supporting her, and every time she says 

“Mama?,” I just say “Mama will be back, Mama will be back.” Feeling that empathy for her 

and not being able to help is a huge thing for me. I have been doing the compassionate 

breathing of one for her and one for me, and that has kept us both calm. We’ve built up this 

really lovely bond now, and she knows she can trust me. It’s awesome. 

Rachel had a similar story of supporting a child who was distressed about separating from their 

parent, and how this was challenging for her as a teacher. 

I found it really helpful to practise compassion with equanimity when it was all starting to get 

too much for me. I was thinking ‘These emotions are hard for me to take. I’ve just got to sit 

with these hard feelings. It’s difficult. I can’t solve this for her. These emotions are really hard 

for her.’ Tapping into my own emotions helped me to feel empathy with the child and to stay 

present to them. It helped me find a balance between supporting the child and managing my 

own emotions so I wasn’t disconnecting or zoning out to stop myself getting affected by the 

child’s emotions.” 

Besides being protective, yang self-kindness practices helped the teachers to figure out what they 

needed in moments of challenge and to provide it for themselves. For some teachers, this meant 

checking in with themselves to check that their physiological needs were met. Ramona said,  

I mentally go through a checklist with myself. Am I thirsty? When did I last drink water? 

Maybe I’m feeling angry because I’m dehydrated and strung out. Having a drink of water 

might help right now so I can feed my brain.  
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Research by Biber and Ellis (2017) showed that self-compassionate people engage in healthier 

behaviours. Rather than being self-indulgent, meeting our needs with self-compassion inclines us 

toward long-term health and well-being (Neff & Germer, 2018). 

For the teachers, the yang self-kindness practice of providing for their own needs intersected with 

the yin self-kindness practices of soothing and comforting themselves through focusing on the 

breath and soothing touch. Providing this soothing and comfort for themselves helped the teachers 

to self-regulate so they could reengage effectively in their teaching work and act as calm co-

regulators for children, whānau and colleagues. Recognising and responding to their own needs with 

mindful self-compassion does not mean that this was something the teachers did totally 

independent of others. Sometimes the teachers turned to their colleagues for support so they could 

take a break, and at other times they actively reached out to their colleagues for mental and 

emotional support and to share their experiences. In this way the teachers were experiencing the 

opportunity to be “the one-cared for,” which helped to redress the imbalance that often occurs in 

relationships in early childhood settings where teachers are more frequently the caregivers than the 

care receivers (Goldstein, 1998).  

Noddings (1994, 2003a, 2003b) noted that that the ethical responsibility to care is as much directed 

towards the one-caring, as the cared-for. If the one-caring is not supported and cared for, then they 

lose the ability to care. Caring for another is a gratifying process for both the carer and the cared-for, 

and the bio-feedback loops create support and reward engagement and attunement (Elliot, 2007). 

When colleagues give and receive care, it contributes to collegial relationships and a sense of 

community, which promotes well-being and assists teachers to cope better with stress (Larrivee, 

2012; Oatley et al., 2006; Pietarinen et al., 2013; Zinsser et al., 2016). Through being open to giving 

and receiving compassion and care, the teachers could co-regulate with their colleagues in the same 

way as they acted as calm co-regulators for children who were hyper- or hypo-aroused (Butler & 

Randall, 2012; Troth et al., 2018).  

What Happened Next  

This section explores what happened next, or how the teachers felt and behaved immediately after 

practising mindful self-compassion in response to moments of challenge. Germer and Neff (2019) 

proposed that mindfulness and self-compassion are resources that give individuals the safety they 

need to meet challenges with less resistance. Less resistance does not mean that individuals 

passively accept the challenging situation, but instead that they recognise and accept the physical 

sensations, thoughts and emotions that arise for them, acknowledge that challenges are part of 

the human experience, and offer themselves kindness and soothing which helps to deactivate 
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their sympathetic nervous system and enables them to respond to the challenge with a sense of 

calm equanimity. 

For Louise, practising mindful self-compassion when she was challenged by children’s disruptive 

behaviour in the sleep room “felt really good and it gave me a chance to reset and find my balance 

again, find my centre.” Other teachers talked about similar experiences of feeling centred and 

balanced again after practising mindful self-compassion. Their experiences speak to how mindful 

self-compassion practice helps regulate the autonomic nervous system, deactivating the 

sympathetic nervous system and triggering the parasympathetic nervous system (Gilbert, 2014, 

2019; Neff et al., 2018). The role of the parasympathetic nervous system is to help the body down-

regulate and ideally achieve a calm, focused and alert state (Oatley et al., 2006). Several of the 

teachers used the word calm to describe how they felt after practising mindful self-compassion. 

Ruby said, “Oh, I definitely feel better. I feel calmer,” and Samantha said that she “calmed down and 

just relaxed.” For Penelope, practising mindful self-compassion gave her “a sense of calmness. It’s 

the little piece of calm I need in that moment.” 

Once their mindful self-compassion practices had helped them to self-regulate and achieve a calm 

state, the teachers could focus and think more clearly about the challenging situation they were 

experiencing. For Harriet, practising mindful self-compassion supported her to put the challenge of 

having to tidy up and supervise children into perspective. “When I calmed myself and slowed down, I 

realised that the most important thing is that all the children go home healthy. It doesn’t matter if 

the centre is messy, we’ll tidy it up tomorrow. It’s just putting it into perspective.” Louise talked 

about mindful self-compassion practice shifting her perspective and helping her to 

let go of the feeling that I need to control everything. When I was trying to settle three 

children to sleep and they were resisting, I noticed my frustration rising and a feeling of “Oh 

my god, I want to control this,” but also an awareness that “I can’t control this, I can’t make 

them go to sleep.” I realised I was the one presence in the room that I had control over, so all 

I could do was control what my body was doing and what my energy was doing in the space. 

Mindful self-compassion helped me to relinquish the idea of controlling the children’s 

behaviour and instead bring my attention back to myself and calming myself down. When I 

did that, two of the children went to sleep within 5 minutes and the third child went to sleep 

a little while later.  

Maria’s perspective on her challenge of trying to settle children to sleep also shifted after she 

practised mindful self-compassion. “I saw the children as people again. When I was feeling really 

frustrated by their behaviour, I almost disassociated from them as individuals, and they had become 
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just a job to be done.” Samantha also talked about how she could see the children as individual 

people again and attune to their needs after she used some mindful self-compassion practices to 

calm herself. “When I calmed myself down, I took time to read the routines board, and I realised the 

child was crying because he was hungry.” Offering themselves compassion as a way of regulating 

their emotional state appeared to enable the teachers to respond more compassionately to others 

and their emotions.  

Gilbert’s (2017) work on interactions between the human threat and soothing systems (sympathetic 

and parasympathetic nervous systems) suggested that self-compassion de-activates the threat 

system, and engages the soothing system which encourages care receiving and care giving. Joyce’s 

comments illustrate the connection between self-care through mindful self-compassion practice and 

being able to give care and compassion to others. “Before I did the mindful self-compassion course, I 

wouldn’t have been able to tune in to compassion for a parent who keeps bringing up the same 

issues about her child. My focus would have been on my internal frustration and thoughts of ‘How 

many people need to have this conversation with you before you get it?’ Now I’m feeling 

compassionate and thinking ‘Okay, she needs this, she needs that reassurance.’ In the same way I 

feel I’ve been more able to tune in to the children and what they need.” 

When potential threats (be that a crying child, a threat to a sense of our own efficacy as a teacher, or 

immediate physical danger or injury) trigger the sympathetic nervous system, thinking and 

responses tend to be impulsive and focused on survival, whereas in a calm, regulated state 

responses are more considered (Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Oatley et al., 2006; Shanker & Barker, 2016). The 

teachers talked about feeling more clear-headed, being able to make better informed decisions, 

communicate more effectively with others and persist with responding to challenging situations 

after they had soothed themselves with mindful self-compassion practices.  

Lydia shared how she responded to a busy day after calming herself with some self-compassion, 

“When I was calm, I could think through what needed to be done next, communicate this and guide 

another teacher and a reliever through the busy morning. I felt calm, in the moment, and in control.” 

Rachel said that practising mindful self-compassion gave her the emotional energy to address an 

ongoing issue with a parent who wanted the centre teachers to stop her child from climbing.  

When I breathed in compassion for myself, then I found I could breathe out compassion for 

the parent. Breathing in compassion and breathing out compassion gave me the emotional 

energy to talk through things with the parent again, and say “He’s your boy and we 

understand your concern that he’s an adventurous climber. We keep a really good eye on 

him, and we make sure there’s nothing too high and that he won’t hurt himself. We won’t 
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stop him from climbing, because that that’s not our philosophy. We want him to learn to find 

his balance and his own limits, otherwise he will have an accident and hurt himself.”  

While practising mindful self-compassion helped many of the teachers to stay present and in the 

moment with calmness and clarity, for others, practising mindful self-compassion helped them to 

move on from a challenging experience and not ruminate on it. Talking about her experience of 

being embarrassed and spoken to unkindly by another teacher Ruby said,  

Practising mindful self-compassion didn’t mean I was saying “Okay, well she can treat me 

any way she wants, I’m just going to move on.” It was acknowledging my feelings of hurt and 

embarrassment and then thinking “How am I best going to get on with my day?” In the past I 

would have dwelt on what had happened all day and not been my best self, but with mindful 

self-compassion I could let it go and feel okay about myself. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter has explored what it is like to practise mindful self-compassion as an early childhood 

teacher. I have shared my interpretations of the teachers’ stories of responding to the complexity 

and challenges of early childhood teaching with mindful self-compassion and how these connect to 

the literature. The teachers’ stories of practising mindful self-compassion followed a common 

pattern: the context of the story or the moment of complexity and challenge; mindfulness, or 

awareness of their physical, mental, and emotional responses; taking a breath; common humanity or 

recognising that they are not alone in having this experience; and self-kindness or recognising and 

giving themselves what they needed in that moment.  

In being mindful, the teachers stayed open to and acknowledged what arose for them physically, 

mentally and emotionally, even when it was uncomfortable, rather than ignoring or pushing aside 

their thoughts and feelings. Focusing on their breathing helped the teachers calm themselves and 

recognise that their experience was not uncommon, and they were not alone. Seeing challenging 

experiences as common and part of being human was a source of comfort for the teachers, and 

helped give them a sense of connection with other early childhood teachers. It also helped to shift 

their self-talk from being harshly self-critical to being more positive, encouraging and kind. The 

teachers offered themselves yin (soothing, comforting, and nurturing) and yang (protecting, 

providing and motivating) self-kindness which enabled them to feel cared for and to persist in the 

work of caring for others. 

The teachers identified that, after practising mindful self-compassion, they felt calm and centred. It 

seems that when the teachers felt calm, they could shift their perspective, recognise the needs of 

others and respond to them compassionately. They could also think more clearly about the 
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challenging situation they were experiencing, make better informed decisions, communicate more 

effectively with others and persist with responding to challenging situations.  

The following found data poem came from statements and phrases I highlighted while selectively 

reading texts from the second focus group as part of the spiral of mindful inquiry. This poetic 

transcription (Glesne, 1997) foregrounds the participants’ voices and their lived experiences of what 

it is like to practise mindful self-compassion as an early childhood teacher. 

IF I REMEMBER TO BREATHE 

Outsiders, who don’t do our job, are like “Oh, you just play with kids all day” 

And I’m like, “You come and sit here. You do this.” 

Because it’s hard, 

Being with other people—large and small, 

Responding to their unceasing requests, demands, expectations and emotions all day. 

Everything piles up, and it is hard to focus on one thing. 

Hard to see people as individuals, and not just a job to be done. 

My body becomes hard, tension in my chest and shoulders, heat rising 

I feel it, and I remember to 

Breathe.  

One for me, one for you, more for me as I 

Soften, soothe, allow. 

Sinking into the comfort of my own supportive touch, 

Grounding. 

Recognising that the only presence I can control is my own. 

And as I breathe,  

The energy shifts, and a space opens up 

So I can see with calm clarity and compassion 

The uniqueness of these people and this moment. 

Having explored the phenomenological questions of what it is like to be early childhood teacher in 

Chapter 5, and what it is like to practise mindful self-compassion as an early childhood teacher, in 

this chapter, the teachers’ reflections on the implications of mindful self-compassion practice for 

their well-being and teaching practice will be the focus of the next, and final, findings and discussion 

chapter.  
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Chapter 7—Reflecting on Being Mindfully Self-Compassionate 

I actually feel like my whole practice has become slower and more mindful, and I’m not 

taking so much on board. I almost feel a little bit guilty that I’m not as stressed as some of 

the other teachers. (Penelope) 

Being mindfully self-compassionate has helped me accept that I’m not a perfect person, 

there’s no such thing as perfect, it’s all learning, it’s all growing. I’ve come to look at each 

day as an experiment and ask, “Is this going to work? I don’t know, the children will show 

us.” It takes some of the pressure off, and the weight of having to do everything exactly right 

all the time, because there is no exactly right. It doesn’t exist. (Louise) 

Introduction 

This final findings and discussion chapter explores the teachers’ reflections on, and insights about, 

the third subsidiary research question: What is it like to be a mindfully self-compassionate early 

childhood teacher? This chapter is another forward movement in the thesis spiral, but was also an 

opportunity for the teacher participants to look back into the spiral, reflect on their experiences of 

being mindfully self-compassionate, and the implications for their well-being and teaching. The data 

I have interpreted in this chapter came from the individual interviews held in the month after 

completion of the 8-week mindful self-compassion course, and the final focus group held 3 months 

after completion of the course. I asked the teachers to come to the final focus group ready to share 

a story of a time they had practised mindful self-compassion in the months following the course and 

their interviews.  

Inviting the teachers to share their stories during the final focus group created an opportunity for 

them to reflect together on the contributions of mindful self-compassion practice to their well-being 

and teaching. During the second focus group discussion, the teachers revealed the resonance of 

each other’s stories, giving a phenomenological nod which recognised the other teachers’ stories as 

experiences they have had or could have (van Manen, 1997). I offer my interpretations of the second 

focus group data in this chapter recognising that understandings will continue to develop in future 

turns of the spiral of mindful inquiry, but hoping my interpretation resonates for the research 

participants, and also for readers of this thesis. 

As highlighted in the literature review in Chapter 2, and in the findings and discussion in Chapters 5 

and 6, early childhood teaching is complex and relational, and the care and emotional labour 

inherent in early childhood teaching impacts on teacher well-being and teaching practice. The 

teachers’ stories and reflections from the final focus group identified tensions that can arise in the 

practice of being mindfully self-compassionate, and the need to practise the practice. These 

reflections also made clear the interconnections between the elements of mindful self-compassion 
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(mindfulness, recognition of common humanity and self-kindness), and the implications of these for 

the development of the practices of equanimity, care and advocacy which support teacher well-

being and teaching practice. For the teachers in this research study, it appears that being mindfully 

self-compassionate contributes to a lived experience of early childhood teaching that is more than 

the sum of its parts.  

Practising Mindful Self-Compassion—Tensions and Responses  

Mindful self-compassion is a practice; it is something that one does repeatedly in order to learn or 

develop greater proficiency, and “doesn’t just come about because you have decided that it is a 

good idea” (Kabat-Zinn, 2013, p. 32). The development of mindfulness and self-compassion takes 

place over a lifetime (Neff & Germer, 2018) and requires an ongoing commitment to regularly 

engaging in formal practice (e.g., guided meditations) and informal practice (such as everyday life 

applications) of the components of mindfulness, common humanity and self-kindness. The intention 

behind mindful self-compassion practice is to increase the habit of mindful self-compassion so it 

becomes increasingly easy or habitual to respond to the day-to-day events of life with mindfulness 

and self-compassion (Germer, 2009).  

Kabat-Zinn (1994) wrote that although the practice of mindfulness is simple, it is not necessarily 

easy. The same is true for the practice of self-compassion. Although there is a growing body of 

research into the benefits of mindful self-compassion practice (Kirby, 2017; Neff et al., 2018; Zessin 

et al., 2015), and an acknowledgement that tensions can arise during the practice (Germer & Neff, 

2019), there is less research into the specific challenges of practising mindful self-compassion. The 

teachers’ stories highlighted three areas of tension when practising mindful self-compassion: specific 

tensions related to engaging in formal mindful self-compassion practice, tensions related to their 

own attitudes and beliefs, and tensions that arise in relation to the opinions and responses of other 

people. These areas of tension intersect, and concerns about what others think, and their own 

attitudes and beliefs, influenced the teachers’ formal and informal mindful self-compassion practice.  

Engaging in Formal Mindful-Self-Compassion Practice 

The teachers’ stories of practising mindful self-compassion highlighted challenges to their 

engagement in formal mindful self-compassion practices. These challenges included: 

wanting/needing ongoing guidance and support to practise, feeling vulnerable when practising in a 

group, building time into the day for practice, and difficulty staying present during formal mindful 

self-compassion practices. 

Harriet found the formal meditation practices the teachers engaged in during the 8-week mindful 

self-compassion course “quite difficult to get into.” For Harriet, informal mindful self-compassion 
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practices she could use in daily life were more meaningful and accessible. Several studies (Birtwell et 

al., 2018; Fredrickson et al., 2019; Hanley et al., 2015) have found a causal connection between 

informal mindfulness practice and beneficial outcomes for positive well-being and psychological 

flexibility. It appears from these findings that, although formal mindful self-compassion practices 

were not appealing to Harriet, there were still potential benefits for her well-being from engaging in 

informal mindful self-compassion practices. For other teachers, it was not so much the formal 

mindful self-compassion practices themselves that were problematic, but factors related to 

practising the practices which led to tensions. 

Practising Alone but Needing Support and Guidance. For some of the teachers, the opportunity to 

practise as part of a group during the 8-week mindful self-compassion course was positive and 

supportive, and practising alone after the course was over was more challenging. Louise said,  

I could get into such a deep relaxation state when we were practising the meditations during 

the course with the mindful self-compassion teacher, but I don’t feel comfortable doing the 

formal meditations on my own yet. I haven’t really felt like I can do that yet. I’m trying to 

figure out what’s stopping me from being able to do the formal practice on my own. 

The literature on teaching meditation practices suggests that having difficulty meditating alone and 

without guidance is a common challenge for those new to meditation practice (Germer & Neff, 

2019; Kabat-Zinn, 2013; Wolf & Serpa, 2015). Typical suggestions for responding to this challenge 

include finding a local meditation group, attending a retreat and using recorded guided meditations 

(Wolf & Serpa, 2015). Maria and Penelope both mentioned the usefulness of mindfulness apps in 

offering guidance for their formal practice. 

The Vulnerability of Practising in a Group. Rather than finding it helpful to do the formal mindful 

self-compassion practices as part of a group during the mindful self-compassion course, Ruby talked 

about “not feeling safe to really immerse myself in some of the practices fully, because I was aware 

of my colleagues being there.” Ruby’s feeling that it wasn’t safe to immerse herself fully in mindful 

self-compassion practices in the presence of her colleagues was understandable, given the story 

shared in Chapter 6 of a colleague (who was not part of the research) shaming her in front of a 

parent. There is a growing body of research which recognises that, although mindfulness practices 

can be hugely beneficial, for some people they may exacerbate traumatic stress (Treleaven, 2018; 

Van Dam et al., 2018). The mindful self-compassion teacher was aware of this possibility and 

introduced participants to the concept of opening and closing in response to the mindful self-

compassion practices they learnt during the course. Neff and Germer (2019), in their mindful self-

compassion training text, stated that “Opening refers to turning toward our experience and being 

receptive to what is happening-positive, negative, or neutral—and closing refers to turning away and 
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trying to limit our exposure to what we are experiencing” (p. 121). For Ruby, closing and not fully 

immersing herself in the mindful self-compassion practices during the group sessions showed self-

compassion as she kept herself safe during emotionally activating practices.  

In contrast to Ruby’s experience of not wanting to engage deeply in mindful self-compassion 

practice in the presence of her colleagues, Samantha enjoyed the experience of engaging in mindful 

self-compassion practices with her colleagues and felt a sense of belonging, “Sharing our experiences 

and being able to communicate with each other about how we can apply what we learnt during the 

mindful self-compassion course to our teaching practices was really great.” Samantha’s experience 

aligns with Good et al.’s (2016) review of mindfulness in the workplace, which found that 

mindfulness practices enhanced social relationships between colleagues and led to greater team 

cohesion.  

Prioritising Time to Practise. Practising as part of a group during the 8-week mindful self-

compassion course addressed another challenge, dedicating time to engaging in formal mindful self-

compassion meditation practices. Dulcie said, “I’m not very good at practising by myself. I’m much 

better in a group situation. Going to the classes gave me time to sit and reflect, which is something I 

don’t do on my own.” Rachel also found the regular group practice helpful, and talked about her 

intention to build a regular practice time into her week:  

Our Tuesday night sessions were like an anchor in the week for me. During the course I didn’t 

take any other time to take a break and just sit and breathe, because I knew Tuesday was 

coming up and that was my time to relax and clear my head. I could hold it all together 

because I knew Tuesday night was coming. Now that the course has finished, I might have to 

start a regular Tuesday night meditation practice at home because I haven’t been taking a 

meditation break. I need to set some time aside to practise and have a mindfulness session 

regularly, rather than just when the need arises. I need to be more proactive about doing 

something just for me.  

Alani and Stroink (2015) found that caregivers have competing demands on their time and energy 

outside of their caregiving role, which impacts on the time they have available to engage in self-care 

for promoting their own well-being. For most of the teachers in this study, although they valued the 

more formal mindful self-compassion practice time, it was another task for them to fit into their 

already busy lives. It is easy for formal mindful self-compassion practice to fall by the wayside when 

one has other commitments and obligations, so having a set time each week and a group to meet 

with can be helpful to maintain a regular formal mindful self-compassion practice (Germer & Neff, 

2019).  
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Ramona prioritised formal mindful self-compassion practice by rearranging her day and choosing to 

use her time differently. Although these changes required commitment and self-discipline (Kabat-

Zinn, 2013), Ramona felt the benefits for her holistic well-being were worth it,  

I have had to work very hard on bringing mindful self-compassion into my day. Practising 

compassion for myself hasn’t come naturally to me, I’ve had to practise the practice. I’ve 

started catching the bus to work more often and I do the meditations on the bus on the way 

to work. It’s not private, but I close my eyes and no one on the bus knows I’m meditating 

because they’re on their phones. I’ve integrated the mindful self-compassion practices into 

other parts of my day too. Now when I’m driving, I turn the radio off and cut out the noise for 

the entire drive. When I stop at the lights, I focus on my breathing (I don’t close my eyes at 

the lights, I just want you to know!), and I’m not agitated by getting a red light anymore. I 

also have a little ritual that I do when I am lying in bed at night and before I go to sleep. 

Focusing on my breathing has always been important to me for my physical health, but now 

it’s actually more important for my mental and emotional health. 

By integrating formal and informal mindful self-compassion practices throughout her day, being 

mindfully self-compassionate is gradually becoming a “way of being” in the world for Ramona. As 

Kabat-Zinn (2013) says, “The real mindfulness practice is how we live our lives from moment to 

moment, whatever we are doing, whatever our circumstances” (p. 33). 

Staying Present During Mindful Self-Compassion Practice. When the teachers took time to engage 

in formal mindful self-compassion practices, they sometimes found it challenging to stay fully 

present. Louise had trouble staying awake when she did the mindful self-compassion meditations, 

“When I have tried to practise on my own, I usually just fall asleep, which is a state of relaxation but 

not really meditation!” Wolf and Serpa (2015) noted that falling asleep is a common response when 

people start a mindfulness practice as this may be one of the few times they slow down, and this 

was true for Louise. Meditating with eyes slightly open, increasing the light in the meditation space 

and standing to meditate, can all assist with staying present to the practice.  

Another challenge the teachers noted was the busyness and persistence of their own thoughts. Lydia 

said,  

Towards the end of the mindful self-compassion course, I felt I was getting better at the 

meditation practices, but I still had lots of thoughts coming up. I tried to just “go with the 

flow” like our teacher said, but I’m not there yet and that’s the part I want to explore more. 

Striving to get better or expecting the practice to be a certain way can be a barrier to “the clear 

seeing and nonjudgemental acceptance of what’s occurring in the present moment” (Neff, 2011, p. 

80). The goal of mindful self-compassion practice is not to “fix ourselves or manipulate how we feel 
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moment-to-moment” (Germer & Neff, 2019, p. 236), but to observe our thoughts and intentionally 

offer ourselves compassion because we recognise the difficulty and struggles that are part of being 

human—and this can include the difficulty of staying present and observing our thoughts as they 

arise during meditation practice. 

Understanding and Practising Mindful Self-Compassion Are Two Different Things. Valuing the 

theory of mindful self-compassion and actually putting it into practice are two different things. For 

some of the teachers, although they recognised the value of being mindfully self-compassionate in 

theory, there were tensions between this and actually practising mindful self-compassion. Maryam 

had learnt about mindfulness prior to taking part in the research, but she felt she had not put her 

learning into practice, “I already kind of knew about mindfulness, but I never made an effort to 

practise. I just thought ‘Oh, I know I should do that, but I should be fine.’” Expecting to experience 

the benefits of mindful self-compassion by only engaging with ideas is akin to expecting to improve 

your physical fitness by only reading the instruction manual for an exercise bike. After participating 

in the 8-week mindful self-compassion course, Maryam recognised she needed to practise as well as 

knowing the theory,  

Going into the course, there were moments where I was saying to myself “I already know 

this, yes tick, tick, tick” in my mind. But knowing and practising are two different levels. This 

time I came determined to practise these techniques, making the time for it because I really 

want it to work for me.  

Maryam did not state why she had not put her original learning about mindfulness into practice, but 

for many people mindfulness and self-compassion do not come naturally, and practising them as a 

form of self-care can be challenging (Gilbert et al., 2011; Neff, 2015). Literature from a range of 

caring professions (including teaching, nursing and counselling) indicates that although the need for 

self-care is positively promoted and recognised, caregivers have a tendency to overlook or not 

prioritise their personal self-care (Jennings, 2015b; O’Halloran & Linton, 2000; Qualls & Williams, 

2013). Barriers to engaging in self-care include caregivers having competing demands on their time 

and energy outside of their caregiving role (Alani & Stroink, 2015), limited financial resources and 

time to invest in self-care, caregivers putting other’s needs ahead of their own self-care, and feeling 

guilty for taking time for engaging in self-care (Qualls & Williams, 2013). Gilkey (2018) proposed that 

self-compassion is regarding or thinking about yourself compassionately, and self-care is taking 

action and treating yourself compassionately. Practising compassionate self-care means bringing 

together thought and action and, in the same way, being mindfully self-compassionate means 

knowing about mindful self-compassion and practising it. 
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Selfishness and Self-Compassion. Joyce talked about her struggle with the idea that self-compassion 

and self-care are selfish, and the impact of this on her understandings and practice of mindful self-

compassion: 

I’m an only child, and when I was growing up the term selfish was often applied to me in a 

negative context. For me, being selfish is a bad thing and I’ve had a really hard time over the 

years disengaging being selfish from self-care. It’s taken a while for me to feel OK and 

understand that self-care and self-compassion aren’t selfish. It’s knowing where your limits 

are and what you need to do in order to look after yourself. 

Neff (2016) noted that some people are suspicious of practising self-compassion because it is often 

conflated with selfishness. Self-kindness and self-compassion are often equated with narcissism and 

prioritising one’s own needs over those of others (Germer, 2009; Neff, 2003b), which has led to self-

compassion not being a valued personal trait among all groups. Although Western societies tend to 

be more individualistic and self-oriented, historic discourses conflating early childhood teaching with 

mothering and “natural” caring perpetuate tensions between the notions of caring and teaching 

(Aitken & Kennedy, 2007), and continue to stigmatise women as being selfish if they prioritise self-

care over caring for others (Noddings, 2010). The paradox is that practising mindful self-compassion 

supports our personal well-being, and we are then in a better position to offer support, care and 

compassion to others (Neff & Pommier, 2013). 

The Tension of ‘Me’ or ‘We.’ Three of the teachers in this study identified themselves as immigrants 

to Aotearoa New Zealand, and two of them specifically discussed how their Korean cultural identity 

and experiences as migrants have shaped their understandings and practice of mindful self-

compassion. Samantha noted that  

Before I took part in this research, I didn’t really think about the words mindfulness and self-

compassion. They aren’t words that I was familiar with, even in Korean. I wasn’t used to 

those kinds of words—it may be a cultural thing? Learning about mindfulness and self-

compassion during the 8-week course was really interesting for me and I realised that 

mindfulness isn’t just for respecting other people’s perspectives, it was more focused on 

myself. And that was really interesting for me because I haven’t really thought about myself, 

I haven’t really thought to listen to my own voice, what I really need.  

Lydia, who is also from Korea said: 

In my country we talk about “we” not “me,” so stepping into an independent culture has 

meant I have had to do a lot of learning about cultural differences. Doing the mindful self-

compassion course has really helped me to see our common humanity as early childhood 

teachers and to realise that we are all human beings going through the same things. I’ve 
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been here for 13 years and I haven’t had the chance to hear other people’s personal 

experiences before. It was really validating for me to hear that other people face difficulties 

too and realising that mindfulness and self-compassion are important for everyone’s well-

being.  

From Samantha and Lydia’s stories, it seems that practising mindful self-compassion was a positive 

new experience for them that helped them to value themselves and their experiences, and to 

recognise their connections with others. This aligns with the findings of Neff et al. (2008) that 

autonomy and connectedness may be mutually supportive, and that self-compassion supports 

“incorporating an appreciation of shared humanity into self-attitudes and treating oneself as others 

deserve to be treated” (p. 281). 

The Opinions and Responses of Others to Mindful Self-Compassion Practice 

Participants reported that some of their colleagues were very supportive of, and curious about, 

mindful self-compassion practice. Harriet said that the rest of the team at the centre where she 

works with Joyce,  

have been really receptive to the ideas from the course and really interested in knowing what 

we did the previous night. We’d go in on a Wednesday and they’d ask, “What was it like last 

night. What did you guys do?” They’ve been really interested, which is great, and I think 

they’ve taken a lot of it on board—the stuff that we’ve been able to explain to them. It’s 

been a really positive thing for all of us, I think.  

However, this positive experience of collegial support and interest was not shared by all the teachers 

in the study. Penelope said:  

My manager is supportive of me incorporating mindfulness into my daily practice, but there’s 

a particular staff member who pooh poohs it. I know not everyone thinks like me and when I 

get that response I sometimes think, “What’s the point?” or “Should I do this?” I do it anyway 

because it’s part of my practice and my intention is to be a better teacher. But I think there’s 

this stigma around mindfulness and how it can be incorporated into daily teaching practice. 

It’s a little bit disappointing that other teachers are resistant to learning the practices and 

using them. I understand it can be a bit daunting, but I want people to realise that 

mindfulness is beneficial for them and for their teaching with the children. 

There is a concern among researchers that the benefits of mindfulness practices may have been 

overhyped (Van Dam et al., 2018), and this has caused some suspicion of the value of mindfulness. 

However, the resistance Penelope experienced from her colleague may also stem from personal 
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attitudes, predispositions and limited prior knowledge about mindfulness and how it can be 

practised (Banerjee et al., 2017).  

Dulcie also experienced having friends and colleagues with preconceived ideas and a resistance to 

engaging in mindfulness practices. Like Penelope, Dulcie valued the practices enough to continue 

regardless of the opinions of others and saw herself as being a role model for practising mindful self-

compassion. During her individual interview Dulcie said,  

I’ve got teaching friends who are like “Oh my god, mindfulness! I’m not doing that stuff.” I 

don’t believe in preaching to them about it. I think you can spread the word and convince 

people by role modelling ways to practise mindful self-compassion—taking care of yourself, 

going out for walks on your lunch break, having those deep breaths if you need to. 

Dulcie’s strategy appeared to have paid off, as in the final focus group she shared, 

I can see that mindful self-compassion is rubbing off on the other teachers in my centre. 

We’re practising mindfulness and self-compassion as a whole centre now. A lot of our mat 

times begin with yoga and deep breathing with the children, and we go next door to our park 

every Tuesday now. We’ve been doing breathing under the trees and closing our eyes and 

listening to the birds and nature. It’s become something that’s become more embedded in 

everybody’s practice, which is amazing.  

Dulcie’s experience aligns with Albrecht’s (2018) findings that teachers who are mindful role models 

can create a culture of mindfulness within their schools, which has positive implications for children 

and other teachers. Albrecht’s research with a group of eight experienced MindBody Wellness 

instructors who taught mindfulness in schools found that people wanting to teach mindfulness to 

others first need to connect deeply with the practices themselves. By embodying a mindful way of 

being and applying mindfulness in their daily actions and language, the teachers in Albrecht’s study 

created a culture of mindfulness as the children and other teachers in the school emulated their way 

of being and learnt more about mindfulness practice. It is also possible that by embodying mindful 

self-compassion and using mindful self-compassion practices to self-regulate, Dulcie could act as a 

co-regulator for her colleagues and the children in her centre and support their ability to self-

regulate (Cozolino, 2014; Porges, 2015; Shanker & Barker, 2016).  

The Contributions of Being Mindfully Self-Compassionate to Teacher Well-Being and Teaching 

The second section of this chapter focuses on the teachers’ reflections and their insights into how 

being mindfully self-compassionate contributed to their well-being and teaching. In their reflections, 

the teachers spontaneously wove together discussion of their own well-being and their teaching 

practice. To honour the teachers’ stories and their perception of the interconnection between 
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teacher well-being and teaching practice, I have discussed the implications of being mindfully self-

compassionate for well-being and teaching together. The teachers’ stories also made clear the 

interconnections between the elements of mindful self-compassion (mindfulness, recognition of 

common humanity and self-kindness) (Neff, 2011), and the implications of practising both yin 

(nurturing) and yang (fierce) self-compassion (Germer & Neff, 2019) for the development of 

equanimity, care and advocacy, which support teacher well-being and teaching practice.  

Teachers need explicit support and guidance to develop the skills needed to manage the complexity 

and challenges of teaching (Kim et al., 2017). Without these skills, teachers are more vulnerable to 

caregiver fatigue and burnout, both of which have significant implications for teacher well-being and 

teaching practice (Goelman & Guo, 1998; Pietarinen et al., 2013; Schaack et al., 2020b). Self-care is 

commonly proposed as a way of mitigating caregiver fatigue and burnout; however, a limitation of 

traditional self-care suggestions (e.g., exercising, getting sufficient sleep, connecting with friends) is 

that they occur outside of work hours, and teachers need practices that can help them in the 

moment, while they are engaged in their teaching work (Germer & Neff, 2019). Practising mindful 

self-compassion and being mindfully self-compassionate supported the teachers in this study to care 

for themselves when it was most needed during their teaching day and thus support their own well-

being and teaching practice. 

Practising mindful self-compassion is not a panacea for all the complexities and challenges that arise 

in early childhood teaching but, as Rachel commented,  

Learning about and practising mindful self-compassion has added to the techniques I have in 

my teaching kete [toolbox]. For me, mindful self-compassion practice fits in naturally with 

being a self-reflective practitioner and has given me more tools to use in my teaching. 

A review of the literature on the effect of teacher well-being on teaching practice and student 

learning found that, although there are a few studies which indicate “a possible relationship 

between teacher well-being, teaching practice and student learning … there is insufficient evidence 

to confidently assert that these three factors are linked” (Turner & Thielking, 2019, p. 939). In 

contrast, a systematic review of mindfulness-based intervention research for in-service teachers 

found that mindfulness-based interventions have the potential for enhancing teacher well-being and 

teaching performance (Hwang et al., 2017). If well-being is “when an individual or system finds a 

balance between their support, resources, and autonomy and the demand, challenges, and intensity 

of the task at hand” (Wassell & Dodge, 2015, p. 3), then it seems, for the teachers in this study, that 

being mindfully self-compassionate is a resource that supports their well-being and ability to engage 

in intentional teaching, and thus potentially supports their students’ learning and development.  



 

162 

The three key elements of mindful self-compassion practice (mindfulness, common humanity and 

self-kindness) (Neff, 2011) were evident across all the teachers’ reflections on how mindful self-

compassion practice contributes to their well-being and teaching. Germer and Neff (2019) noted 

that while the elements of self-compassion are conceptually distinct, they do influence one another. 

For example, the non-judgmental awareness of mindfulness helps “provide the insights we need to 

recognize our common humanity. Similarly, self-kindness lessens the impact of negative emotional 

experiences, making it easier to be mindful of them” (Germer & Neff, 2019, p. 20). The teachers’ 

reflections highlighted that being mindfully self-compassionate supports them to shift away from 

behaviours and thought patterns which add to the challenges of being an early childhood teacher, 

and instead respond with the interconnected practices of equanimity, care and advocacy to the 

complexities and challenges of early childhood teaching. The teachers’ reflections on how being 

mindfully self-compassionate has supported them to practise equanimity, care and advocacy are 

discussed in the following sections.  

Equanimity 

Kabat-Zinn (2013) described equanimity as being able to maintain a sense of balance and 

perspective in challenging circumstances. Expanding on this description, Desbordes et al. (2014) 

defined equanimity “as an even-minded mental state or dispositional tendency toward all 

experiences or objects, regardless of their origin or their affective valence (pleasant, unpleasant, or 

neutral)” (p. 356). Equanimity is not indifference or “cold detachment, but arises from deep 

understanding of the transient, interdependent nature of reality” (Germer & Neff, 2019, p. 336) and 

includes a sense of care and attentiveness (Desbordes et al., 2014). Desbordes et al. (2014) 

suggested that well-being may be best served “by learning to cultivate equanimity, both as an 

effective state for responding skilfully to whatever is arising in the present moment, and as a healthy 

trait that can be strengthened over time and integrated into one’s character” (p. 369). Germer and 

Neff (2019) further proposed that the practice of equanimity is an important factor in mitigating 

caregiver fatigue, which may, in turn, enhance caregiving (Shapiro et al., 2005). 

Being mindful—aware of and accepting whatever was occurring in the present moment without 

judgment (Neff, 2011)—supported the teachers to be more self-aware, to slow down and be fully 

present, to take a broader perspective and respond in a more measured way, to separate their own 

emotional responses from those of others, and to engage in less rumination. The following 

discussion explores how each of these ways of being supported the teachers to respond with 

equanimity to the demands, challenges and intensity of early childhood teaching, and enabled them 

to maintain a balanced sense of well-being (Wassell & Dodge, 2015) which contributed positively to 

their teaching practice. 
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Self-awareness. Self-awareness is “a self-reflexive, introspective attention to one’s own experience, 

sometimes called mindfulness” (Goleman, 1996, p. 315), and is central to the ability to self-regulate 

(Shanker & Barker, 2016). For the teachers in this study, being mindful meant that they were more 

aware of the physical sensations, thoughts and emotions that arose for them during their teaching 

day, and they could “tune in to” and “be with” these rather than judging them, ignoring them or 

pushing them aside. This awareness also meant they were aware of when it was helpful to use other 

mindful self-compassion practices, such as focusing on their breath to help them regain a balanced 

state of well-being. In the final focus group, Maria shared that  

Over the past few months, I have become so much more aware of what’s going on in my 

head and in my heart. Being self-aware has helped to change my thinking and responses, and 

I can use the skills we learnt during the course to regulate myself. Being more self-aware is 

changing my teaching practice, but it’s also transforming my life at home in the way I deal 

with conflicts or difficult moments in my life. It’s all having quite a big impact. 

Harriet highlighted how being more self-aware has enabled her to regain a sense of equanimity in 

times of stress, and how this has impacted on her teaching practice and role modelling with the 

children, 

I’ve become more aware of how I’m feeling in the moment. Where’s the tension, where’s the 

pain, what can I do to help myself in this moment? That kind of thing. That self-awareness 

has impacted my teaching practice because now when things are stressful, I just think “This is 

what my job is right now. This is what I need to do to help myself, and I’m going to do that 

because I know I’ll feel better at the end of it.” I’m also role modelling for the children, well I 

think I am [chuckles], how to deal with stress. I articulate what I’m feeling to the children, for 

example, if I’m trying to do something and it’s not working then I’ll say “Oh, it’s really 

annoying me that this won’t work, what do I need to do to solve this issue? I’m going to take 

a deep breath and think about it.”  

Being Fully Present and Slowing Down. Being mindful supported the teachers to be more fully in the 

present moment and aware of what was happening around them. Maryam noted that being mindful 

has “definitely made me more aware of giving attention to the moment, to being present, and also 

that it’s okay that things are not perfect.” For Joyce, being mindfully self-compassionate means that 

she can be present to whatever is arising in the moment,  

I’m just that bit more present when I need to be. I’ve cut out the background “But you’re 

meant to be doing this, you’re meant to be doing that,” and now I just go and sit and be with 

the children. 
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In their reflections, Maryam and Joyce identified that being mindful and accepting of whatever is 

arising from moment to moment helped to reduce the influence of their judgmental “inner critic” 

and the associated notions of how things were “meant to be.” By not getting caught up with 

judgmental thoughts of what they could or should do, Joyce and Maryam could recognise and stay 

more present to what was actually happening in the moment.  

Dulcie also found that having a sense of equanimity through being mindful and present led to a shift 

in her practice from focusing on required administrative and documentation tasks, to slowing down 

and being more fully engaged with the children and connecting with the natural world. For Dulcie, 

this way of being supported the development of relationships with children and with the 

environment, 

There’s so much pressure now to be taking photographs and doing documentation, rather 

than being in the moment and giving yourself to the children. I’ve realised that it doesn’t 

matter if everything doesn’t get written down. The relationships you build when you slow 

down and focus on really being present for the children are much more important. I’ve also 

noticed that when I slow down in my teaching practice, I am better at supporting the children 

to connect with nature—making snail farms, collecting leaves searching under rocks, really 

noticing the grains of sand in the sandpit, that kind of thing. 

Dulcie’s reflections align with the notion of presence in teaching being an embodied state of 

receptive awareness and connection “to the mental, emotional, and physical workings of both the 

individual and the group in the context of their learning environments, and the ability to respond 

with a considered and compassionate best next step” (Rodgers & Raider-Roth, 2006, p. 265).  

Being Responsive Rather Than Reactive. Developing a sense of equanimity through being mindfully 

self-compassionate also supported the teachers in taking a broader perspective and a more 

measured response to whatever arose during their teaching day. Joyce said “I feel like I’ve just 

become that little bit more measured” in her responses to emotionally challenging situations, and 

Penelope noted that for her, “It kind of comes back to don’t sweat the small stuff,” and being able to 

see the bigger picture through the lenses of common humanity and compassion. Lebois et al. (2015) 

found that, compared to people who fully immersed themselves in a stressful experience, 

mindfulness practitioners were more able to decentre or disengage themselves from stressful events 

(i.e., respond with equanimity) and showed greater activity in brain areas associated with 

perspective shifting and effortful attention.  

Separating Own Emotional Responses From Those of Others. The enhanced sense of equanimity 

that came from being mindfully self-compassionate also supported the teachers to separate their 
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own emotional responses from what was going on for other people. Emotional resonance or 

empathy, where one is feeling with or sharing the emotions of others (Goleman & Davidson, 2017; 

Singer & Klimecki, 2014), can cause empathic distress fatigue (Klimecki & Singer, 2011). In contrast, 

empathic caring or compassion, which involves feeling for and wanting to act to help the other 

(Goleman & Davidson, 2017; Singer & Decety, 2011), activates neural pathways which support 

positive feelings of loving concern and resilience. For the teachers in this study, mindful self-

compassion and the resulting feelings of equanimity may be a protective factor against empathic 

distress fatigue and support them to persist in the emotional labour of teaching. 

As previously noted, equanimity does not mean being indifferent or detached, instead there is a 

recognition of the interdependence of all of life and a sense of care (Desbordes et al., 2014; Germer 

& Neff, 2019). Joyce said: 

I feel like being mindfully self-compassionate has made me more compassionate when a 

child is having a really hard day emotionally. I can see the giant emotions that the child is 

processing, and I know that they don’t have all the tools that they need yet to manage their 

emotions. Because I can see it like this, I can acknowledge my own emotional response but 

separate it, almost like putting my emotions in a bubble separate to the child’s emotions. I 

find now, if I’ve got someone who is bawling their eyes out because their heart is broken 

about something, I can be an emotional anchor for the child without it necessarily dragging 

me into the emotions as well.  

For Harriet, being able to respond to children’s emotions with equanimity and compassion,  

seems like a pretty minor thing, but it’s actually quite powerful. We’ve got a few children in 

our centre who really feel their emotions quite deeply and intensely, and they get upset and 

wound up over seemingly trivial things every few minutes. Rather than getting myself wound 

up too when things are stressful, I just think “This is what my job is right now,” and just try to 

be with the child and their emotions. I remember our mindful self-compassion teacher gave 

an example of a child with the flu. You can’t take the flu away or make them better, it’s 

about seeing it through in the most comfortable way possible.  

Being mindfully self-compassionate enabled Rachel to be present to children and their emotions for 

longer periods of time without feeling overwhelmed or exhausted: 

If I do a self-compassion break then I can be with children’s big emotions for longer and 

manage it, and not take on their emotions quite as much. I can’t keep going forever, because 

it’s a lot to cope with, but being mindfully self-compassionate has extended that limit out a 

lot further—sometimes I can go all morning with an upset child. It has been noticeable too, 
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because a couple of my colleagues have said “Gosh you’re doing really well,” and they’ll 

come over and ask if I’m alright and if I want to swap and I say “Yeah, it’s okay.” I’m just not 

feeling it as deeply as I did before. 

Joyce, Harriet and Rachel’s reflections illustrate how having a sense of equanimity can support 

teachers in the emotional labour of managing their own and others’ emotions (Hochschild, 2003). 

Penelope’s reflection also illustrated the contribution of having a greater sense of equanimity, “I 

actually feel like my whole practice has become slower and more mindful, and I’m not taking so 

much on board. I almost feel a little bit guilty that I’m not as stressed as some of the other teachers.” 

Penelope’s comment about feeling guilty for not being as stressed as some other teachers in her 

centre is perhaps a reflection of how feeling stressed and overwhelmed has become the norm for 

many early childhood teachers. While shared stressful experiences can be a source of bonding within 

a group (Spoor & Kelly, 2004), ultimately having more challenges and demands than resources and 

support will lead to an imbalance which will impact negatively on teacher well-being (Wassell & 

Dodge, 2015) and have potential flow-on effects for children. 

Decreasing Rumination. Self-focused rumination, or recurrent negative thinking, dwelling on issues, 

and persistently and repetitively analysing what has gone wrong and why, is associated with low 

levels of self-acceptance and negatively correlated with psychological well-being (Harrington & 

Loffredo, 2010). Ruminating in this way has also been linked to increases in depressive symptoms 

and negative effects for well-being (Svendsen et al., 2016). Practising mindful self-compassion 

practice, and in particular self-kindness, can support self-acceptance, and lessen the negative impact 

of emotional experiences, making it easier to avoid rumination and maintain a sense of equanimity 

(Neff, 2003b; Svendsen et al., 2016). After learning about and practising mindful self-compassion, 

the teachers in this study reported positive changes in their mental, emotional and physical well-

being. The teachers noted they were engaging in less rumination and feeling less frazzled and tired, 

which enabled them to manage their responsibilities and respond to the issues that arise in early 

childhood teaching more effectively. 

Ruby’s reflection on her experience of practising mindful self-compassion shows how being aware of 

her thoughts has been helpful to her and helped to reduce rumination. Ruby’s reflection also shows 

her recognition of the need to keep learning and practising mindful self-compassion,  

Before I learnt about mindful self-compassion, if I had a hard day at work I would go home 

and maybe have a cry to my husband or I would just keep thinking about it. I could go on all 

night with thoughts going round, and round, and round, and making up stories of what 

people might think of me, or might say, or thinking it’s because I did this … It wasn’t really 
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helpful at all. Now I can put a bit of distance between myself and those thoughts, and I’m not 

going home and dwelling on them so much. They still come, but I think I’m able to notice that 

I am ruminating. I don’t think it’s like “Oh I’ve done this mindful self-compassion course and 

now I’m perfect” [laughs]. It’s an ongoing thing that I’m going to keep learning about and 

keep practising.  

Persistent negative thoughts and self-criticism related to work can be exhausting (Querstret & 

Cropley, 2012) and add to the tiredness that can come from responding to the complexity and 

challenges of early childhood teaching. Compassion training can, however, provide a coping strategy 

and a way of responding to empathic distress that strengthens positive affect and resilience 

(Klimecki et al., 2014). For the teachers in this study, being mindfully self-compassionate helped 

them respond to their own lived experiences of early childhood teaching with a sense of equanimity 

which supported their well-being. Louise shared the following example: 

Today has been a really hectic day at work. A few months ago, at the end of a day like today, 

I would have been absolutely exhausted. I remember finishing days and just feeling … 

frazzled, is the only word I can think of, because I just felt my brain was going in a million 

different directions. Having the mindful self-compassion tools to centre myself when there is 

so much going on, and to stay calm and work through things rather than letting my mind get 

a bit carried away, really helps. 

Louise’s story shows how, by caring for herself through the practice of mindful self-compassion, she 

can maintain a sense of equanimity and well-being and persist in her work of teaching, and caring 

for, others. 

Care 

Care is a central component of early childhood teaching (Ailwood, 2007; Aitken & Kennedy, 2007; 

Goldstein, 1998). In their reflections on what it is like to be mindfully self-compassionate, several of 

the teachers shared that when they were calm and felt cared for, they felt more compassionate 

towards others, and were better able to care for them. Being mindfully self-compassionate led to 

the teachers engaging in more intentional caring and teaching practices that fostered relationships 

and supported the well-being of children and the teachers’ colleagues. For the teachers in this study, 

the practice of mindful self-compassion is part of a virtuous circle of care, with self-care contributing 

to the ability to care for others and be able to receive care from others. These findings align with 

Lavelle’s (2017) contention that compassion is linked to the three interconnected processes: 

engaging in deep self-care, extending care, and receiving care. 
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Engaging in Self-Care. For Dulcie, part of the motivation for taking part in this research project was 

to meet an appraisal goal she had set herself of being more mindful in her teaching practice, and she 

was  

looking for ways to care for myself so I can pass that on to the children and the rest of the 

team I work with. If you can’t take care of yourself and love yourself, then you can’t give that 

out to other people. 

From the reflections shared by Dulcie and the other teachers in this study, it seems that not only 

does being mindfully self-compassionate support the teachers’ ability to care for themselves, it also 

supports them to care for others with mindfulness and compassion.  

As discussed in Chapter 5, when the teachers responded with mindful self-compassion to the 

challenges and complexity of early childhood teaching, they brought mindful awareness to their own 

emotions and needs, recognised that they were not alone in having these emotions and needs, and 

responded to themselves with both yin (nurturing) and yang (fierce) self-compassion. For both Maria 

and Ruby, the realisation that they could offer themselves care was empowering and supported 

their well-being. Maria said,  

Doing the self-compassion practices has been really helpful for giving myself the support and 

comfort I need to calm myself. That was a really great realisation, that I didn’t need anybody 

else outside of myself to offer that, that I can do it. So that was a pretty big step, having the 

awareness that I can give myself love and compassion, that I can say the words that I need to 

hear. Realising that I can meet my own needs is quite huge. That’s been a big shift in my 

thinking. 

Being mindfully self-compassionate supported Ruby to recognise and meet her own needs for care. 

Ruby said: 

I think before the course I was at a point where I just exhausted from work and having a 2-

year-old of my own. I wasn’t really looking after myself and sort of thought “Oh, why bother, 

what’s the point?” I was expecting someone else, my husband, or someone else to do it for 

me. Now that I have done the mindful self-compassion course, I am making a real effort to 

look after myself—just simple stuff like getting a blood test, taking my iron pills, going to the 

dentist, fitting in yoga, like just little bits when I can. Things that I haven’t done because I 

think I was in a place of “not worth it,” that kind of thing. Now I’m feeling better and I’m 

wanting … I don’t know how to explain it, you just feel better, so you want to do more things 

that make you feel better, and it just keeps going. I’ve realised that it has to be me, no one 

else can love me and care for me that way, it has to come from within. 
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Being mindfully self-compassionate has supported Ruby to care for herself. Time spent on self-care 

correlates positively with compassion satisfaction (Ringenbach, 2009), or the joy and satisfaction 

that comes from helping others, and the sense of fulfilment that comes from seeing suffering 

decrease (Radey & Figley, 2007). Given Neff’s (2003b) proposal that mindful self-compassion 

“recognizes that all individuals should be treated with kindness and caring, and that a compassionate 

attitude toward oneself is needed to avoid falsely separating oneself from the rest of humanity” (p. 

96), it follows that Ruby would have compassion satisfaction and a sense of wanting to persist in 

offering care and compassion to herself as her own suffering decreased and her sense of well-being 

increased.  

Extending Care. Caring for themselves with mindful self-compassion supported the teachers’ sense 

of equanimity and helped to balance their well-being. When the teachers were in a balanced state of 

well-being, they were better positioned to extend care to others. As noted in Chapter 6, previous 

research has failed to find a strong link between self-focused and other-focused compassion (López 

et al., 2018; Neff & Pommier, 2013), but Gilbert’s (2017) research on interactions between the 

human threat and soothing systems (sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems) suggested 

that self-compassion deactivates the threat system, and engages the soothing system which 

encourages care giving and receiving. Lavelle (2017) further highlighted that, by experiencing 

themselves as objects of care and compassion (as they do when being mindfully self-

compassionate), caregivers are better positioned to extend care and compassion to others. 

Being mindfully self-compassionate, and aware of the implications of this for their own well-being, 

contributed to the teachers having an enhanced awareness of what their colleagues might be 

experiencing and also a desire to help them where possible. This suggests that there is indeed a link 

between self-focused and other-focused compassion. Louise shared the following example of how 

being mindfully self-compassionate has made her more caring and compassionate towards her 

colleagues,  

We’ve been transitioning a lot of children into the centre and so it is a busy and stressful time 

at the moment. Because I’m so much more mindful of the situations I get stressed in, it’s also 

making me really aware for my colleagues of when situations might be a bit more stressful 

for them. I’m really trying to check in with them a lot more to make sure they’re OK or to 

offer to help. 

Similarly, Joyce was able to recognise when her colleague was feeling challenged while trying to 

settle a child to sleep. Joyce offered to help and used her own mindful self-compassion practices to 

help manage her own emotions in the situation,  
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I could see my colleague was struggling, and that her frustration was building with a child 

who wasn’t going to sleep. I tagged her out, and I just went into the sleep room, sat down 

with my crochet, and said, “It’s time to go to sleep now, we’re going to lie down and rest our 

bodies.” Then I just concentrated on my crochet and basically meditated through that, and 

the children were all asleep within five minutes. 

The teachers in this study recognised that their own well-being was directly connected to their 

pedagogy and practice, which then impacted on the well-being of the children and their colleagues. 

Joyce noted that “when the teachers are taking care of themselves, actually everything else flows 

better and everyone is more settled.” Joyce’s observation aligns with research findings linking 

teacher efficacy to teachers’ emotional intelligence and well-being (Brown et al., 2017; Emmett, 

2013; Hen & Goroshit, 2016; Jeon et al., 2016; Vesely et al., 2013). Maria also noted that when she 

calmed herself by being mindfully self-compassionate, the children also became calmer,  

I find that, because the children are so emotionally keyed in to what you’re feeling as a 

teacher, that if I’m stressed the children get more hyped up and stressed as well. But I’ve also 

noticed with children who are upset that, when I can be calmer, then they’re calmer too. For 

me, it kind of increases the benefit of working to calm ourselves as teachers, to provide that 

calmer environment for the children. I’m not actively teaching the children how to be calm, 

but me just being there calmly helps them to calm down.  

Although Maria talked about not actively teaching the children how to be calm, and felt that it was 

her calm presence that helped the children to calm down, she was intentionally offering herself 

mindful self-compassion to facilitate a calm state and she was aware that the children were 

observing and copying her behaviour. Other teachers in the study were even more direct and 

intentional in sharing mindful self-compassion practices with the children and their colleagues in 

their caring and teaching work. By intentionally sharing mindful self-compassion practices with 

others, the teachers got to practise for themselves, in addition to giving the children and their 

colleagues the opportunity to learn the practices too.  

Several of the teachers talked about weaving mindful self-compassion practices, and their 

adaptations of these, throughout their teaching day and that this had become part of their typical 

teaching practice and a way of responding to whatever was arising in the moment with the children. 

Ramona shared how she found it easy to integrate mindful self-compassion practices into her 

teaching throughout the day and provided an extensive range of examples,  

I realised I was already doing a lot of it. Like, I do lots of breathing with the children, I do 

yoga with the children. I also do a lot of oral story-telling, and I realised that that’s a really 
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big part of mindfulness that I do in my teaching because we’re mindful of the whole 

experience, like the children find cushions and set up a circle, there’s a ritual around it. 

Yesterday I was telling the story of Mr Gumpy’s Outing by John Burningham which has lots of 

different people coming onto a boat and going for a trip down the river. In the story I was 

telling, the boat was floating down the river (it was just an upturned basket and there was 

no river) and I just added this into the story [chuckles] because it just felt so nice doing it—

"and it was so delicious just floating on the river, the warm sun was on their skin”—so 

bringing in sensory stuff. I was thinking that’s mindfulness that’s relevant to the children, 

because that’s their experience, tactile things and what they could hear, “they could hear the 

water sloshing against the side of the boat and it was so gentle it felt like they were almost 

lulled into a sleep.” So that’s something that I do in my practice all the time is bring in 

mindfulness in those ways. 

I also do a lot of breathing, and a lot of children now are going [deep breath in and out] 

when they’re angry, they’ve got their hand on their heart and they’re doing their slow 

breathing. I have also started doing breathing in for ourselves, filling our hearts with warm 

love for ourselves and then breathing out and sending love for our friends and our families, 

let’s send love out into the room and back in, warm love for ourselves and back out. So they 

are sitting there breathing in and breathing out, kind of layering stuff that I already do but 

using the words of love and kindness and self-compassion. 

Sometimes we do things in a group like where we sit in a circle, whoever wants to, and we do 

thankfulness for our feet. We sit in a circle with our feet in the middle and we start by 

squeezing our toes, thanking our toes and we go up and rub our feet and say “You’ve helped 

me today, what have you helped me do today? You’ve helped me jump; you’ve helped me 

walk.” It’s also body awareness stuff. So I’m combining all that stuff into my teaching. 

Harriet also used regular routines, such as mealtimes, as opportunities for children to focus on their 

breath, and she noticed the positive impact this had on the children’s behaviour,  

Once they’re all seated before we have our kai [food] we ask the children, “How many 

breaths are we going to do?” And we all sit there and breathe in and then breathe out, in and 

out, however many times, and then we do our karakia [prayer] and have our kai. It’s just a 

good transition from rush, rush, wash your hands, get seated, that kind of stuff to actually 

sitting and being ready to eat. It’s become a routine for us now and the children expect it, 

which helps give them that security of knowing what’s coming next. I think it calms everyone 

down, I think it actually does. Breathing calms people down [laughs]. Before we were doing 
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the breathing, when we did the karakia there would be children who would sit there and sing 

the karakia really fast and they’d still be moving around. I’ve noticed a lot less of that 

happening now. The children are actually singing at a normal pace and they are a little bit 

stiller in themselves. I think it’s really beneficial for them to just centre themselves.  

Penelope and Dulcie also used mindful self-compassion practices with the intention of teaching the 

children strategies to be with whatever is arising for them, to validate the children’s feelings, and to 

develop their ability to self-regulate. Dulcie said,  

I’ve been using breathing techniques with children when they are upset. I find it helps them 

to refocus. Then we can sit together and I can give them names for their emotions and the 

mindfulness skills they can use to manage them.  

Penelope makes mindful self-compassion practices a regular part of her mat times with the children 

to support the children in learning strategies for self-regulation,  

When I take my mat times, if the children are feeling quite high energy and have heightened 

emotions, I bring in some soothing touch to help bring those emotions down a bit. I ask the 

children to find a soothing place on their body where they can rest their hand. It could be 

over your heart, your arm, or it could be somewhere on your tummy, just somewhere 

comforting where you can come back to yourself, and bring the nervous system down. It’s 

just become a normal part of my mat time now and the children just join in straight away 

with the starfish breaths to calm them down, finding a soothing place to touch on their body, 

and feeling the breath and talking about their emotions and what they’re feeling. I end with 

maybe like a hug for yourself as well and just hug myself, and give myself a little rub and 

“We’re okay, I’m okay, you’re okay.” I feel like it’s working because I’ve noticed with a small 

group of girls where there has been some biting happening, that they are stepping away, 

finding that soothing place on their body, and taking a deep breath instead of biting.  

To most effectively teach mindful self-compassion to others, one needs to embody mindful self-

compassion, and this embodiment comes from personal practice (Albrecht, 2018; Germer & Neff, 

2019; Wolf & Serpa, 2015). The teachers’ reflections suggest that being mindfully self-

compassionate and practising mindful self-compassion themselves helped to inform them when 

they were intentionally teaching the children mindful self-compassion practices. Ramona noted that, 

as her own understanding of the practice of mindful self-compassion has deepened, she has taken a 

more nuanced approach to engaging the children in mindful self-compassion practices. For example: 

I have been doing the body scan myself and using it with the children too. I guess as I get 

better at it myself, I’ve been better at helping the children find where in their own bodies 
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they’re feeling, whatever it is they’re feeling. If they’re really sad or frustrated, rather than 

just saying “You’re really frustrated, aren’t you?,” now I add “It looks like you’re really feeling 

this in your body,” and I ask them “Whereabouts in your body are you feeling this?” And now 

some of them are saying where the feeling is, like “It’s in my neck,” or wherever. So that’s 

quite cool. 

The teachers’ reflections indicate that modelling being mindfully self-compassionate, and their 

intentional teaching of mindful self-compassion practices, have supported the children they teach to 

develop the ability to self-regulate, which is ultimately beneficial for their well-being and learning 

(Shanker & Barker, 2016). Although there is currently limited research considering the implications 

of children’s ability to self-regulate for teachers’ well-being, it seems plausible that when children 

can self-regulate then there is less emotional labour required by the teachers to manage their own 

and the children’s emotions—which would be beneficial for teacher well-being and children’s 

learning.  

Receiving Care. Noddings (2003a, 2003b) argued that caring is a relation that is both self-serving and 

other serving, and reciprocation is an integral part of the caring act. Experiencing being the recipient 

of care through the practice of self-kindness (which is integral to being mindfully self-

compassionate) can help address common resistances to receiving care, and misconceptions that 

receiving care is selfish or a sign of weakness (Lavelle, 2017). For the teachers in this study, being 

mindfully self-compassionate supported them to be more open to receiving care from their teaching 

colleagues. The teachers talked about feeling more confident to share the challenges and complexity 

of practice with their colleagues and how much they valued this, and how they felt more confident 

to ask for help and support when they needed it during the teaching day.  

All but one of the teachers in this research study had colleagues who were also participants. 

Although Ruby found it challenging to be engaged in the research with a colleague, for the majority 

of the teachers learning about mindful self-compassion with other members of their centre teaching 

team was positive and they were able to support each other and talk about being mindfully self-

compassionate. Samantha said,  

Doing the mindful self-compassion course together really strengthened my sense of 

belonging to the team. At work now we talk to each other about how we can apply mindful 

self-compassion to our own teaching practice and we share our experiences of what worked 

and what didn’t. 
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There is an element of vulnerability in sharing and reflecting on practice in this way, but, as 

Samantha noted, it can also lead to an enhanced sense of belonging and connection through 

recognition of common humanity and the shared experiences of early childhood teaching.  

The value of being able to share their lived experiences as early childhood teachers was a recurrent 

theme in the focus group discussions. Realising that they were not alone in finding early childhood 

teaching complex and challenging and the resonance of other teachers’ lived experiences for them 

was a powerful revelation for many of the teachers. There is a deep sense of connection and care 

that comes from being listened to and feeling felt (Siegel, 2010). From the teachers’ comments it 

would appear that taking part in this research study gave them a sense of being cared for, listened to 

and not alone. Louise said,  

I think it’s really helped just being in this group and talking with all these different, amazing 

teachers, who do different things, work in very different centres, and realising that we all 

have a shared experience of how the job can be and how hard it can be. How much 

everybody feels the pressure. It often feels like there’s not enough time at work for us to talk 

as teachers—and there’s so much to talk about! Being able to come together and share with 

other teachers here has been really nice. These have been great therapy sessions [laughs].  

Louise’s reflection that there is not enough time to talk about teaching with colleagues is indicative 

of the lack of opportunities for collaboration and collegial discussions typical of many early 

childhood settings (Jovanovic, 2013) and is an issue that mindful self-compassion alone cannot 

address. However, what was apparent from the teachers’ reflections was that being mindfully self-

compassionate and recognising their common humanity supported them to feel more comfortable 

about asking for and receiving help from their colleagues when they were feeling challenged or 

overwhelmed. 

Prior to practising mindful self-compassion, the need to prove their competence and stay “in 

control,” was a barrier to some teachers asking for help and led to them being critical of themselves 

and questioning their abilities when they felt their teaching wasn’t “perfect.” Being mindfully self-

compassionate helped the teachers to shift away from self-judgment and instead see the common 

humanity of their situation and respond with kindness, which sometimes meant asking for and 

accepting the help and care of others. Joyce noted that when she is mindfully self-compassionate, 

the constant nagging self-criticism isn’t there most of the time anymore. I’ve accepted that 

I’m going to make mistakes, that I’m not going to be perfect, and if I slow down and just be, 

then things will end up as they’re going to end up. Relinquishing the idea of being in control, 

and being able to say, “If it doesn’t happen, okay” and not be hung up about it has been a 
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big shift for me. Now I don’t feel like I’m doing everything, and that I can hand stuff off and 

other people can get it done. It might not be perfect, but it’s getting done, and it’s not me 

doing it. 

These ideas struck a chord with Louise, who replied saying,  

I can really relate to the self-criticism that comes with the feeling of not doing something well 

enough, or not doing something as well as you could have. I feel the same way as Joyce, that 

being mindfully self-compassionate has made me more accepting that I’m not a perfect 

person, there’s no such thing as perfect, it’s all learning, it’s all growing. I have struggled with 

feeling that I need to prove I can do everything, that I can do it on my own, and that I’m 

super capable [laughs]. But I’m human, and I still have a tolerance level that can be 

breached, particularly with a child screaming for hours on end. Now I feel okay to say to my 

colleagues, “I don’t really know what to do any more, I’ve been trying this, and this, and this. 

I need to have a bit of space from this child for a while.” I’m recognising and expressing what 

I need, so I’m not getting frustrated with this child who is just expressing what they need. It 

feels so good to tell my colleagues what I need and to have them support me.  

Advocacy 

The reflections of the teachers in this study suggest that the nurturing, or yin, practices of 

equanimity and care associated with being mindfully self-compassionate contributed to their 

feelings of self-confidence and willingness to engage yang, or fierce, compassion (Germer & Neff, 

2019; Neff & Germer, 2018). Fierce compassion motivated the teachers to act decisively in the world 

to protect themselves and provide for their needs, and advocate for themselves as teachers and for 

change in the wider early childhood teaching profession. This advocacy occurred on a microlevel 

during day-to-day teaching, with teachers responding to their internal self-criticism with kindness 

and meeting their own needs, and being willing to ask for and offer collegial help and support. It also 

occurred at a macrolevel with teachers advocating for professional development around mindful 

self-compassion practice in their centres and in teacher preparation programmes. The teachers also 

talked about feeling empowered to advocate for the value of their teaching work and for better 

working conditions to their employers and, more widely, in society. 

Self-Compassion and Self-Advocacy. Self-compassion is a recognition of, and emotional response to, 

suffering accompanied by a motivation to help ameliorate the suffering directed inward to the self 

(Neff, 2011). Self-advocacy is having the ability to speak for oneself and represent one’s personal 

needs and interests (Kotzer & Margalit, 2007). For the teachers in this study, it appears that being 

mindfully self-compassionate has contributed to their ability to advocate for themselves internally in 
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response to self-criticism and to reduce the pressure they put on themselves to be perfect. Self-

compassion contributes to a sense of self-worth arising from a “sense of feeling supported and 

loved, particularly when things go wrong” (Germer & Neff, 2019, p. 386) and this may have been the 

catalyst for the teachers to stop being so self-critical and judgmental, and instead respond to 

themselves with both yin (nurturing) and yang (fierce) self-compassion.  

Reflecting on the implications of being mindfully self-compassionate for her well-being and teaching, 

Louise said: 

I think for me one of the biggest changes from doing this course was feeling like I’m enough, 

and one of the biggest flow-on effects of that was taking the pressure off myself a lot more. 

I’ve realised we all have the capability to relieve some of that pressure on ourselves just by 

changing our expectations, or the way that we’re judging ourselves. 

Harriet responded to this, saying 

To add on to that, I think teachers tend to put other people first. Teaching is quite a 

compassionate job because you need to think about children and parents, but you actually 

need to put yourself first. You’ve got to love yourself before you can love other people, and 

you have to put your needs first to an extent before you can help others. When you are 

getting really stressed or whatever, you need to be in tune with what is going on so you can 

calm yourself down and then give yourself what you need. Something that I’ve been more 

aware of since doing the course, is that it’s okay to go “Hang on a second I can’t deal with 

this right now, I need some help.” Rather than going, “I’m a teacher, I have to do it all,” or 

“I’m a failure if I don’t.” You are enough, you just have to recognise what you need in the 

moment to go forward—without getting too needy [laughs]. “Yes, I need some help, but I still 

need to do my job after I’ve got that help.” It’s finding that balance.  

Louise and Harriet’s stories show how being able to respond to themselves with self-compassion and 

advocate for themselves to their own inner critic is a source of support for them as teachers and 

promotes their well-being. Harriet’s story further highlights how engaging in inner self-advocacy 

seemed to give the teachers confidence to engage in fierce compassion and external self-advocacy.  

After listening to the other teachers share their experiences of being mindfully self-compassionate 

during the second focus group, Rachel commented: 

It’s amazing the confidence that everybody now has. It seems like now everybody would feel 

more comfortable to advocate for themselves and their needs to a manager, whereas before 

there would be that guilt and that ruminating thinking about “Oh, what are they going to 

think if I say this?” Previously we might have thought we needed to go into a battle with 
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management to get our needs met, whereas now there’s more of a sense of calm confidence 

in saying “This is how it is, and this is what I need,” and it sounds completely reasonable.  

Rachel’s comment highlights an important point that fierce self-compassion and self-advocacy do 

not mean forgetting our common humanity and demonising or becoming combative with others. 

Neff (2018) noted that, although it can be challenging to maintain, a balance between the yin and 

yang aspects of self-compassion is needed for well-being—we need “to ‘be’ with ourselves tenderly 

(yin) but also to take action (yang), so that we can support ourselves and thrive” (para. 10). 

The teachers who took part in this study valued the mindful self-compassion practices they learnt 

and how being mindfully self-compassionate has supported their own well-being and teaching. 

Several of them commented that mindful self-compassion would be a beneficial practice for other 

teachers to learn and were already advocating for this to their colleagues and friends. Louise said, “I 

feel like this course was such a gift to us as teachers. Now everyone I talk to I say, ‘Take this course!’ 

Every single person I know could benefit from learning mindful self-compassion.” Rachel echoed 

these sentiments, saying  

I think learning mindful self-compassion would be really, really helpful for all teachers. It’s a 

tool that I now have, and I know how to use, it’s a go-to for me. It’s very helpful and I’m very 

grateful for it. Other teachers don’t have mindful self-compassion as a go-to, they just kind of 

stress and wonder what they’re going to do, but they don’t have any tools to use. 

Chapter Summary 

Being mindfully self-compassionate was a new experience for many of the early childhood teachers 

in this study, and a shift in how they engage with the complexity, joy and challenges of early 

childhood teaching. Developing mindfulness and self-compassion takes place over a lifetime and 

requires a commitment to regular formal and informal practice in order to develop mindful self-

compassion as a way of being and a habitual response to the challenges of life. The teachers’ stories 

highlighted three areas of tension for them in practising mindful self-compassion: engaging in formal 

mindful self-compassion practice, their own prior experiences, and the opinions and responses of 

other people. These areas of tension intersected, and concerns about what others think, and their 

own prior experiences, influenced the teachers’ engagement with formal and informal mindful self-

compassion practice.  

The three key elements of mindful self-compassion practice (mindfulness, common humanity and 

self-kindness) were evident across all the teachers’ reflections on how mindful self-compassion 

practice contributes to their well-being and teaching. The teachers’ reflections highlighted that being 

mindfully self-compassionate helps them to shift away from behaviours and thought patterns which 
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add to the challenges of being an early childhood teacher, and instead supports them to respond 

with the interconnected practices of equanimity (being able to maintain a sense of balance and 

perspective in challenging circumstances), care (with self-care contributing to the ability to care for 

others, and receive care from others), and advocacy (feeling self-confident and empowered to 

articulate, and seek support for, their own and others’ needs).  

All the teachers in this study expressed gratitude for the opportunity to have been involved in this 

research. Overall, there was a sense from their reflections that learning about and practising mindful 

self-compassion has contributed positively to their teaching and well-being, regardless of the 

tensions that arise around engaging in the practice. One particularly heartening comment about the 

value and impact of practising mindful self-compassion came from Maria, who said: 

I feel like I’m a lot more positive about work again. There was a time about 8 or 9 months 

ago when I was really questioning whether I wanted to be in teaching any more. It was just 

getting, I suppose, quite repetitive, quite hard to find the moments of joy that really sparked 

my interest and sparked my passion. Doing the mindful self-compassion course shifted my 

thinking, and I’m getting a sense of fun and joy in my teaching practice again. I think part of 

that is letting go of what “ought” to be, and embracing that heart and head and exploration 

and stuff is important, and that I’m on the right track. So yeah, I’m feeling a lot better about 

work again. 

The following two found data poems summarise the essence of the teachers’ reflections on what it is 

like to be mindfully self-compassionate as discussed in this chapter, the shifts in their teaching 

practice and also the implications of this for their well-being.  

THE SHIFT 

I used to say, 

“Come on, quick, quick, there’s only so much time in a day.” 

I used to think, 

I’m the only one that feels this way. 

I would push on, push my feelings down, keep up the pace and my smiling face.  

But now, 

I remember to breathe and slow down.  

I lie under trees with my eyes closed, 

listening to the birds and nature. 

Tuning in to myself and the children,  

not just routines and responsibilities. 

Sometimes I feel guilty that I’m not as stressed as the other teachers. 
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But the gift of mindful self-compassion is there for others too, 

if they want to take it. 

 

I KNOW NOW 

I know now  

that I am enough. 

I accept  

that I’m not perfect, and that’s OK. 

Rather than going  

“I’m a teacher, I have to do it all,”  

or  

“I’m a failure if I don’t.” 

I can keep trying and growing. 

Deepening my self-awareness. 

Letting the effects of my small changes 

ripple out into my teaching,  

and life beyond my work. 
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Chapter 8—Conclusion and Implications 

What we call the beginning is often the end 

And to make an end is to make a beginning. 

The end is where we start from.  

(Eliot, 1967, p. 144) 

While this is the last chapter in this thesis, it is not the final turn in the research spiral. As I noted in 

the introductory chapter, the goal of this research was not a definitive explanation of early 

childhood teachers’ practice of mindful self-compassion. Instead, I hope the findings of this study 

and their implications for early childhood teachers’ well-being and teaching will resonate for readers 

of the research, and prompt new understandings and questions. 

In this chapter, I summarise the key findings of this study and identify the significance and 

contributions of this thesis to the fields of early childhood education, well-being and mindful inquiry, 

the extant literature and research methodologies. I discuss the implications of this thesis for teacher 

well-being, teaching practice and teacher education. The limitations of this study are identified, and I 

make suggestions for future research. I conclude the chapter by sharing my reflections on “doing a 

doctorate,” using mindful inquiry as an approach to research, and engaging with mindful self-

compassion as part of the research process. 

Addressing the Research Questions and Key Findings 

This thesis is a response to the question: What are early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of the 

practice of mindful self-compassion, and how might being mindfully self-compassionate contribute to 

teacher well-being and teaching practice? To explore this question, I considered three subsidiary 

questions:  

• What is it like to be an early childhood teacher?  

• What is it like to respond to teaching challenges with mindful self-compassion?  

• What is it like to be a mindfully self-compassionate early childhood teacher? 

My research study was a qualitative constructionist-interpretive study using a methodology of 

mindful inquiry which included elements of mindful compassion, hermeneutic phenomenology and 

care. I worked with focus groups, semistructured individual interviews and my research notes to 

gather early childhood teachers’ stories of, and insights into, their lived experiences of what it is like: 

to be an early childhood teacher, to respond to the challenges of teaching with mindful self-

compassion, and to be a mindfully self-compassionate early childhood teacher. I analysed the textual 



 

181 

data guided by van Manen’s (1997) approach to hermeneutic phenomenological analysis, combined 

with mindfully compassionate contemplation and an ethic of care. 

The teachers’ responses to the question What it is like to be an early childhood teacher? revealed 

that it is complex, joyful and challenging. The complexity of teaching comes as a result of weaving 

together routines and tasks with relationships and emotions. The complexity becomes challenging 

when environmental factors such as centre design impact on teachers’ ability to carry out routines 

and tasks, and the challenges are compounded by structural issues such as rosters, routines, ratios, 

staffing, registration processes, and staff qualifications which impact on relationships and emotions. 

However, early childhood teaching can be joyful, as well as challenging, and the teachers identified 

moments of social connection with children, families and colleagues; children’s achievements; and 

their own teaching achievements as being sources of joy for them in their teaching work.  

The complexity, joy, and challenge of early childhood teaching are interwoven. It is the complexity of 

teaching which can make it challenging, but there is joy in being with children and in being able to 

respond to and manage the challenges and complexity. In keeping with Wassell and Dodge’s (2015) 

model of well-being as being a balanced state, I found that when teachers had support, resources 

and autonomy, then they could manage the complexity and challenges of early childhood teaching, 

and experience moments of joy. When the demands and intensity of early childhood teaching were 

too challenging, or the teachers lacked support or resources, then the complexity became a burden 

and their joy diminished.  

Responding to the challenges of early childhood teaching with mindful self-compassion meant that 

the teachers were mindful and aware of their own responses and needs; they focused on their 

breathing, recognised the common humanity of their experience, and could recognise and meet 

their needs in the moment with kindness. In being mindful, the teachers stayed open to and 

acknowledged what arose for them physically, mentally, and emotionally, even when it was 

uncomfortable, instead of ignoring or pushing aside their thoughts and feelings. Focusing on their 

breathing helped the teachers calm themselves and supported them to recognise that their 

experience was not uncommon, and they were not alone. Seeing challenging experiences as 

common and part of being human was a source of comfort for the teachers, and helped give them a 

sense of connection with other early childhood teachers. It also helped to shift their self-talk from 

being harshly self-critical to being more positive, encouraging and kind. The teachers offered 

themselves yin (soothing, comforting and nurturing) and yang (protecting, providing and motivating) 

self-kindness which enabled them to feel cared for and to persist in the work of caring for others. 

The teachers identified that, after practising mindful self-compassion, they felt calm and centred. 
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When the teachers were calm, they were able to shift their perspective, recognise the needs of 

others, and respond to them compassionately. They could also think more clearly about the 

challenging situation they were experiencing, make better informed decisions, communicate more 

effectively with others and persist with responding to challenging situations. 

Being mindfully self-compassionate was an unfamiliar experience for many of the teachers in this 

study. The teachers recognised that both formal and informal self-compassion practice were needed 

to develop mindful self-compassion as a way of being and a habitual response to the challenges of 

life. There were some tensions identified by the teachers related to engaging with formal and 

informal mindful self-compassion practice, including those created by their own attitudes and 

beliefs, and concerns about what others think. All these tensions were responded to, often with the 

application of the three key elements of mindful self-compassion practice—mindfulness, common 

humanity and self-kindness. These same three elements were evident across all the teachers’ 

reflections on how mindful self-compassion practice contributes to their well-being and teaching. 

The teachers’ reflections highlighted that being mindfully self-compassionate helps them to shift 

away from behaviours and thought patterns which add to the challenges of being an early childhood 

teacher, and instead supports them to respond with the interconnected practices of equanimity 

(being able to maintain a sense of balance and perspective in challenging circumstances), care (with 

self-care contributing to the ability to care for others, and receive care from others), and advocacy 

(feeling self-confident and empowered to articulate, and seek support for, their own and others’ 

needs). Overall, the teachers’ reflections suggest that learning about and practising mindful self-

compassion has contributed positively to their teaching and well-being, regardless of the tensions 

that arise around engaging in the practice. 

Significance and Contributions of This Thesis 

This research contributes to understandings of early childhood teacher well-being and teaching 

practice by adding to what we know about the lived experience of early childhood teaching and how 

it can be complex, joyful, and challenging. This aligns with ideas that the emotional labour of 

teaching can be alienating and stressful (Colley, 2006; Leavitt, 1994; Osgood, 2012), or skilful and 

agentic (Bolton, 2005; Crum et al., 2013; Vincent & Braun, 2012; Zembylas, 2005) depending on the 

intensity of demands and challenges, and the support, resources and autonomy available to the 

individual (Wassell & Dodge, 2015).  

The findings from this research study suggest that the practice of mindful self-compassion can be a 

source of support for teachers in responding to the challenges and complexity of early childhood 

teaching in ways that are beneficial for their individual well-being and also for their teaching 
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practice. Being mindfully self-compassionate may support teachers to maintain a sense of 

equanimity in their teaching work; to extend and receive care, and engage in deep self-care; and to 

advocate for themselves and others, all of which have positive implications for teachers’ workplace-

related well-being. 

Methodological and Theoretical Contributions 

As a qualitative study using a methodology of mindful inquiry, this research offers a new perspective 

and rich, thick descriptions of lived experiences of mindful self-compassion practice which are not 

always evident in the quantitative and mixed-methods approaches used in most studies of mindful 

self-compassion to date. The research methodology of mindful inquiry with its elements of mindful 

compassion, hermeneutic phenomenology and care that I have adapted from Bentz and Shapiro’s 

(1998) original work, offers an alternative way of approaching research and developing 

understandings. By intentionally bringing together the philosophy of hermeneutic phenomenology 

with the concepts of mindful compassion and care, I have demonstrated how research can be a 

caring act which recognises the inseparable connection between the researcher and the world.  

The approach of mindful inquiry that I have taken may offer some guidance or inspiration for other 

researchers interested in slow ontology and contemplative approaches to research. Lemon (2017) 

suggested the limited use of mindful inquiry in qualitative research approaches results from little 

detail or direction being provided in the literature. Related to this is the issue that “time for 

reflective thought is constricted in busy academic lives, with available thinking time focused on 

urgent, analytical inquiry” (Webster-Wright, 2013, p. 556). When the focus of academia is on 

research outputs and a “publish or perish” culture is pervasive (Cronin, 2013), researchers may 

perceive research approaches using mindful inquiry to be inefficient or excessively time-consuming. 

Ulmer (2017) proposed an alternative to a “hurried, mechanical, assembly-line” (p. 201) scholarship 

in the form of “slow ontology” which focuses on ways of scholarly being that are “not unproductive, 

but are differently productive” (p. 201). Mindful inquiry offers a similarly “differently productive” 

approach to qualitative research. 

Viewing the research process as a spiral growing out from the central research question offers 

researchers and participants an opportunity to reflect on what has come before with each turn in 

the research spiral, and to move forward with expanded understandings. The spaces in the research 

spiral are an invitation to slow down and provide opportunities for mindfully compassionate 

contemplation. In using a methodology of mindful inquiry together with a research design of a spiral 

of mindful inquiry, this study offers an alternative way of conceptualising the research process, and a 

counterpoint to the assembly-line scholarship (Ulmer, 2017) that is becoming increasingly prevalent 
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in modern academia. This research study adds to the body of knowledge pertaining to ways of 

scholarly research that are differently productive and are a response to the tyranny of speed in our 

busy world and the insidious perception that one must be visibly productive at all times (Cronin, 

2013; Ulmer, 2017).  

Implications of This Study  

This research study offers evidence that mindful self-compassion practice can positively contribute 

to early childhood teachers’ well-being and teaching practice through fostering a sense of 

equanimity, supporting teachers’ openness to giving and receiving care, and the confidence to 

advocate for themselves and others. The findings of this study have implications for all those who 

have an interest in, or are affected by, early childhood teachers’ work-related well-being. This group 

includes early childhood teachers, children, families, employers, teacher educators, researchers, 

policy makers and others who are part of an interdependent web of relationships. What affects one 

individual will have implications for others.  

Previous research has demonstrated that teachers’ work-related well-being impacts on teachers’ 

ability to provide effective care and education for young children (Cumming, 2017). If early 

childhood teachers are experiencing holistic well-being, they can engage in the emotional labour 

required to teach effectively, and create a climate that is conducive to the learning and development 

of their students (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). However, when teachers’ well-being is compromised 

because the intensity and demands of challenges outweigh the support, resources and autonomy 

the teacher has to respond to them (Wassell & Dodge, 2015), teachers are more likely to experience 

burnout, have increased levels of absenteeism, and leave the teaching profession (Howard & 

Johnson, 2004; Pillay et al., 2005). Chronic teacher stress and burnout have significant negative 

implications for all the stakeholders in an education context—teachers themselves, their colleagues, 

school or centre management, children, families, and wider society (Goelman & Guo, 1998; 

Pietarinen et al., 2013).  

Mindfulness has been identified in a growing number of studies (Bernay, 2012, 2014; Jennings, 

2015a, 2015b; Roeser et al., 2012) as a potentially valuable component of teacher education 

programmes. There has, however, been some scepticism about mindfulness and how it has been 

commodified and commercialised as a self-help tool and decontextualised from its original Buddhist 

concept and secular therapeutic aims (Hyland, 2015; McCaw, 2020; Purser, 2014; Purser & Loy, 

2013; Van Dam et al., 2018). The practice of mindful compassion (for self and others) offers an 

alternative to thin conceptualisations of commercialised mindfulness (McCaw, 2020). The findings of 

this research study suggest that, practised together, mindfulness and compassion are ontological, 
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transformative and imbued with ethicality and offer practitioners a way of responding to life’s 

complexity, joys and challenges with awareness and kindness.  

Including the practice of mindful self-compassion, as part of a wider topic of teacher well-being and 

its implications, could be a meaningful addition to teacher preparation programmes and to 

professional development and learning opportunities for practising teachers. In Aotearoa New 

Zealand, while there is an expectation that teachers should develop responsive and reciprocal 

relationships, and respond professionally to their own (and others’) emotions and behaviour 

(Education Council New Zealand, 2017), there is currently minimal guidance in teacher preparation 

programmes and professional development courses on how to achieve these expectations (Colley, 

2006; Elliot, 2007; Osgood, 2012; Ratcliff & Hunt, 2009). Discourses of care and emotion within early 

childhood teaching continue to be silenced and marginalised while, simultaneously, there is a 

recognition that effective curriculum implementation relies on teachers’ own emotional capital and 

natural caring and relationship-building skills (Dalli, 2006; Hughes, 2010; Rockel, 2009). The findings 

of this thesis suggest that teaching early childhood teachers about, and supporting them to practise, 

mindful self-compassion may be a way of beginning to more directly support early childhood 

teachers’ well-being and teaching practice. 

Teachers need support to develop positive, realistic dispositions and abilities to work with others 

and communicate effectively (Ratcliff & Hunt, 2009). The dispositions required for developing 

reciprocal relationships need nurturing; they do not develop automatically. Writing about the 

complexities of nursing which, like teaching, is a caring profession, Huebner (2007) proposed the 

concept of “professional intimacy.” “Professional intimacy includes emotion, physical touch, and 

intense feelings, but it differs from other types of personal intimacies in that it also requires long-

term study and the mastery of specialized knowledge” (p. 5). Conceptualising early childhood 

teaching as including professional intimacy may support recognition that teacher preparation 

programmes for early childhood teachers need to include direct instruction in managing one’s own 

emotions, and building and maintaining responsive and reciprocal relationships. The benefits of 

mindful self-compassion practice identified in this research study and in the wider literature suggest 

that including mindful self-compassion in teacher preparation programmes and professional 

development may support early childhood teachers to nurture their own well-being.  

In addition to supporting teacher well-being, this research study also found that being mindfully self-

compassionate has positive implications for teaching practice and, potentially, for children’s learning 

and development. For the teachers in this study, being mindfully self-compassionate supported their 

ability to maintain a sense of equanimity and engage in intentional teaching, which has the potential 
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to support their students’ learning and development. When teachers were calm and able to respond 

to the challenges and complexities of early childhood teaching with equanimity then they were 

better able to act as effective co-regulators for children and support them to move from being hypo- 

or hyperaroused to the calm, alert and focused state which is optimal for learning (Cozolino, 2014; 

Porges, 2015; Shanker & Barker, 2016).  

Being mindfully self-compassionate also supported the teachers to be responsive rather than 

reactive in moments of challenge. Bringing conscious awareness to their thoughts allowed the 

teachers to observe them without getting carried away by them. Being mentally aware in this way 

has also been connected to ethical decision making (Ruedy & Schweitzer, 2010) which has 

implications for teachers in deciding how to respond to challenging situations. When the teachers 

responded to themselves with mindful self-compassion, they were then able to intentionally 

respond with care and compassion to others, which included seeing each child as a unique individual 

rather than as a problem or task to be dealt with. The teachers also intentionally included 

mindfulness and self-compassion practices in their teaching with the children which supported the 

children to learn the practice of mindful self-compassion and supported them in their ability to self-

regulate.  

To most effectively teach mindful self-compassion to others, one needs to embody mindful self-

compassion, and this embodiment comes from personal practice (Albrecht, 2018; Germer & Neff, 

2019; Wolf & Serpa, 2015). A culture of mindfulness and self-compassion, along with the benefits 

that come with this, can be developed in early childhood settings by individual teachers modelling 

being mindfully self-compassionate (Albrecht, 2018). However, the benefits of mindfulness and self-

compassion practice are more likely be experienced if centre management and other teaching staff 

are supportive and actively practice mindfulness and self-compassion too. For some centres, this 

would require a shift away from viewing teacher well-being as an individual responsibility, and taking 

a more proactive approach to actively supporting teachers’ holistic well-being. It would also require 

recognition by the Ministry of Education and the TCANZ that teachers’ workplace well-being is an 

issue of social justice and goes beyond neo-liberal ideals of profitability and quality assurance 

(Cumming, 2017). Such recognition would require a paradigm shift and a change in focus from 

teacher well-being as a commodity for employers to utilise and benefit from, to a focus on well-

being as a human right and as something which has holistic implications for the entire bio-ecological 

system. Rather than being the invisible conduit through which education and care are dispensed, 

teachers and their well-being would be recognised as an integral part of early childhood education 

and care and supported and resourced accordingly. 
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For the teachers in this study, being mindfully self-compassionate was beneficial for their well-being 

and teaching not only in the moments of challenge but also more broadly. The teachers identified 

that being mindfully self-compassionate empowered them to advocate for themselves and the wider 

early childhood teaching profession in response to regulations and policies which impact negatively 

on structural and process aspects of early childhood education and care provision. At a microlevel, 

the teachers talked about advocating for themselves by responding to their internal self-criticism 

with kindness and meeting their own needs, and being willing to ask for and offer collegial help and 

support. Advocacy also occurred at a macrolevel with teachers advocating for professional 

development around mindful self-compassion practice in their centres and in teacher preparation 

programmes. The teachers also talked about feeling empowered to advocate for the value of their 

teaching work and for better working conditions to their employers and more widely in society. 

Research into the intersection of self-compassion with self-advocacy is currently limited, but 

research by Neff et al. (2005) found that individuals with higher levels of self-compassion appear to 

be more engaged in decision-making processes which impact on their own lives compared to 

individuals with lower levels of self-compassion. 

This finding, that being mindfully self-compassionate empowered the teachers to be advocates, is a 

positive one. It offers hope that instead of using the practices of mindful self-compassion in service 

of enhanced productivity and efficiency for the neo-liberal machine (Hyland, 2015; Purser & Loy, 

2013) and in continuing to “cope” with structural and relational stressors, teachers may be able use 

them to value themselves and their work enough to be advocates for effective early childhood 

pedagogy, practice and teacher well-being and take action to actively promote these in their centres, 

and with leaders and others who have responsibility for systems and policies. 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

A research spiral of mindful inquiry has no definitive end. This study, through both the findings and 

limitations, has the potential to inspire further turns of the research spiral and the rhizomatic 

evolution of future research. The analysis and interpretation of data in this research study has been 

shaped by my personal experiences and interests. Phenomenologists following Husserl’s approach 

aim for objective consciousness of an experience (Moran, 2000; Moustakas, 1994), but such an aim 

is not in coherence with my ontological and epistemological stance that I am part of an 

interconnected whole, and that understandings are formed through experiences and interactions. 

Using mindful inquiry as the methodology in this research, with its component aspects of mindful 

compassion, hermeneutic phenomenology and care, has meant that I have endeavoured to bring 

“meta-awareness” or “awareness of awareness” (Goleman & Davidson, 2017; Neff, 2011) to my 

subjectivities and to co-construct understandings with the participants. I undoubtedly have “blind 
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spots” in my awareness, and there are multiple ways in which other researchers and readers could 

interpret the data, and other questions that could be asked. The limitations of this study that I 

identify in the following discussion, and the additional questions that I have raised, indicate that 

there is more to explore in this particular spiral of research.  

The small number of participants and the limited diversity within the group could be viewed as 

limitations of this study. However, in some regards, the participant group size and composition has 

been beneficial and allowed for insights and understandings to emerge that would not have been 

possible in differently constituted groups. This was an in-depth study with a group of 12 early 

childhood teachers. The small group size enabled me to practise mindful compassion and an ethic of 

care in my interactions with the participants, and in my analysis and interpretation of their stories, in 

ways that may not have been possible with a larger group. Carrying out future research with a larger 

group would allow the sharing of a greater range of experiences, with the potential for affirmation of 

the essential themes identified in this study, and the possibility of new perspectives and 

interpretations. 

The participants in this study all identified as women. They had varied levels of experience in early 

childhood teaching ranging from 1 to 34 years, with most of them teaching in long day care and 

education services, two in sessional/short day services and one in a public kindergarten. Three of the 

teachers identified themselves as migrants from Korea and Iran, and the nine other teachers all 

identified as New Zealand European/Pākehā. The Aotearoa New Zealand Early Childhood Education 

Census in 2019 (MoE, 2019) showed that 65% of early childhood teachers identified as 

European/Pākehā, 16% as Asian, 8% as Māori, 7% as Pacific, and 4% as other/not stated. The 

teachers in this study were not representative of the cultural and ethnic diversity that currently 

exists among early childhood teachers, given that none of the teachers in this study identified as 

being Māori or from Pacific cultural groups and that only one Asian ethnicity was represented. In a 

future study, it would be valuable to intentionally include more Māori, Pacific and Asian participants, 

to more accurately reflect the ethnicities of early childhood teachers in Aotearoa New Zealand. It 

would also be beneficial to intentionally include teachers who identify as male or non-binary, 

teachers who work in other types of early childhood services (e.g., home-based care and education, 

language nests and parent-led services), and unqualified teachers, to more fully reflect the diversity 

of teachers and services providing early childhood education and care in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

The teachers who took part in this research were interested in mindfulness and/or self-compassion 

prior to the study, thus it could be argued that they were predisposed to seeing the benefits of 

engaging in mindful self-compassion practice. However, their interest did not mean they were un-
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critical of the practice of mindful self-compassion, and their reflections and insights highlighted areas 

of tension around mindful self-compassion practice (including practising alone and with others, 

building in time to practise, staying present, and their personal experiences and beliefs) which could 

be interesting sites for future research. 

The participants’ sharing of their lived experiences with me, and with each other, provided 

opportunities for a fusing of horizons in the hermeneutic spiral and for new understandings to 

develop. As expected with a small, qualitative research study, the findings of this research are 

unique to this group of participants. As a qualitative study underpinned by a methodology of mindful 

inquiry, the intention of this study was not to make empirical generalisations or definitive 

statements, but to point the reader towards something of significance (Smythe et al., 2008) about 

the phenomenon of early childhood teachers’ experiences of mindful self-compassion practice, and 

the implications of this for their well-being and teaching. I hope that the teachers’ stories will have 

some resonance for readers of the research, and that the findings of the research will prompt 

further discussion and investigation into early childhood teacher well-being and mindful self-

compassion practice. 

As mentioned, none of the teachers in this study identified as being Māori or being from a Pasifika 

culture, all of which are considered to be collectivist cultures with a focus on interdependence. 

During my doctoral research, a Māori colleague noted that the focus on the self in mindful self-

compassion might be off-putting for people from some cultural groups which value collectivism and 

interdependence more highly than individuality. This is a point to consider in future research. 

Reframing mindful self-compassion as mindful compassion without the emphasis on the self, and 

highlighting the interdependent nature of individual and collective well-being, might be a way of 

encouraging engagement in future research and practice by those from collectivist cultures which 

value interdependence over independence. Additionally, research by researchers from collectivist 

cultures into the place of mindfulness and compassion in their culture, and the implications of this 

for individual and collective well-being, would add further to our shared understandings and would 

be particularly relevant to the early childhood education sector which is becoming increasingly 

diverse in both the teaching staff, and the children and families using early childhood services. 

The teachers’ articulation of how much they valued the opportunity to talk about their practice and 

to hear stories of other teachers’ experiences affirmed for me the value of using a mindful inquiry 

research methodology, and giving teachers the opportunity to share and discuss their lived 

experiences through participation in the 8-week mindful self-compassion course and two focus 

groups. As noted in Chapter 7, it seems that taking part in this research study gave the teachers a 
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sense of being cared for, listened to, and not alone—all of which have positive implications for their 

well-being. The complexity and busyness of a teaching day in an early childhood service often means 

there is not enough time to engage in collaboration and collegial discussions (Jovanovic, 2013). This 

is an issue that mindful self-compassion practice alone cannot address and is worthy of further 

research across the wider early childhood teaching sector.  

It is critical to be aware that mindful self-compassion alone cannot address the structural and 

procedural inequities and issues that impact on early childhood teachers, their well-being and 

teaching practices. There is an ongoing need for further policy level and qualitative research into 

how the current neo-liberal influences on the provision of early childhood services are impacting on 

teacher well-being and practice. Additionally, there is a need for more in-depth research into how 

early childhood education and care can be provided in ways that support the well-being and 

teaching and learning of teachers and children to flourish, and where the responsibility for ensuring 

this happens is shared by all stakeholders in recognition of the interdependent nature of individual 

and collective well-being. 

This research study has found that being mindfully self-compassionate supported teachers to engage 

in advocacy at both a micro- and macrolevel, and to see the need for further advocacy in regard to 

broader early childhood policy and regulations. However, if only a small group of early childhood 

teachers feel empowered enough to advocate for themselves and others, then it is possible that 

advocacy may become a burden and another source of stress and burnout. There is a potential 

tension here between individual teachers self-compassionately advocating for themselves in order 

to reduce their own stress and burnout, but also being self-compassionate and limiting their wider 

advocacy because it could add further to their stress and lead to burnout.  

In suggesting the practice of mindful self-compassion has potential benefits for early childhood 

teachers, I acknowledge it is only one of many well-being practices teachers can engage in. The 

purpose of supporting teachers to develop a mindful self-compassion practice is not to give teachers 

more to do, nor is my intention to give teachers tools to help them accept the structural and 

sociopolitical issues that impact on their personal well-being, or to battle through stress and burnout 

for the benefit of their employers. Mindful self-compassion has many potential benefits for early 

childhood teacher well-being, but, alongside introducing well-being practices that can support 

teachers to manage the emotional labour of teaching and maintain their own well-being, 

consideration needs to be given to addressing and improving other factors within the bio-ecological 

system which impact negatively on early childhood teacher well-being (Lavelle, 2016). Other 

researchers and writers (Aitken & Kennedy, 2007; Cumming et al., 2020; Gibbons et al., 2016, 2018; 
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McLachlan, 2011) are already deeply engaged in identifying and addressing the structural and 

sociopolitical factors which impact on teacher well-being in New Zealand and internationally, and 

this is important research which needs to continue.  

Reflections on My Thesis  

The influences of neo-liberalism and the marketisation of higher education have resulted in many 

universities wanting to raise their research capacity and outputs (Dann et al., 2019). The expectation 

that academic staff hold a doctoral degree has become increasingly common, and in some instances 

has become the benchmark for employment and/or promotion. When I was first employed in my 

current position as a professional teaching fellow in a university teacher preparation programme, I 

was told that my successful application was due in part to my willingness to enrol in doctoral study. I 

was clear in my own mind, however, that I did not want to “do a doctorate” purely because my 

employer expected me to have one. Having observed colleagues and family members engage in 

doctoral study, I was fully cognisant of the time, effort and dedication that completing a doctorate 

takes. I was determined that if I was to undertake doctoral study, it would be to research a topic I 

had a passion for, and one that would have meaning and application for the early childhood 

education sector. I also set the intention to appreciate and be present to the process of doctoral 

study, to be grateful for the opportunity to engage in this level of study, and to learn and develop 

both personally and professionally.  

In the introductory chapter of this thesis, I discussed my motivations and interest in researching 

early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of the practice of mindful self-compassion, and how 

being mindfully self-compassionate might contribute to teacher well-being and teaching practice. 

Besides gathering information from the research participants about their lived experiences, it was 

my intention to offer care and compassion to the participants through supporting them to develop 

knowledge about, and skills in, the practice of mindful self-compassion. Early childhood teachers, 

like others who work in caring professions, tend to overlook or not prioritise self-care and their 

personal well-being (Jennings, 2015a, 2015b; O’Halloran & Linton, 2000). During the first session of 

the mindful self-compassion course, one participant commented that she did not feel guilty for 

leaving her family to come to the course because it was for research. This spoke to me of the guilt 

that caregivers have around engaging in self-care (Qualls & Williams, 2013) and it saddened me to 

think that this teacher needed to have a reason beyond caring for her own well-being to justify 

attending the course. Hearing from another participant in Week 6 of the mindful self-compassion 

course that she looked forward to our Tuesday evenings together and considered them to be a treat 

in her week was an affirmation of the positive contribution of the mindful self-compassion course to 

the teachers’ well-being. This affirmation was reinforced in the gratitude for being part of the 
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research study that the participants expressed in their individual interviews and in the final focus 

group. I feel I was successful in offering care and compassion to the early childhood teacher 

participants in this research, and I am pleased I could contribute something positive to their well-

being during the research and to take forward into their future teaching practice.  

In keeping with the understanding that mindful compassion applies to ourselves and to others, being 

mindfully self-compassionate has played a significant part in my PhD journey. As a recovering 

perfectionist and someone with a well-established harsh inner critic, mindful self-compassion is 

something I have needed to learn and I need to continue to practise. Practising both yin (nurturing) 

and yang (fierce) mindful self-compassion has supported me to keep going when things were tough, 

and also to be aware of my own feelings and needs and offer myself kindness and self-care. 

Throughout the 3 years of this doctoral study, I have taken regular self-compassion breaks and used 

mindfulness to explore (mostly) without judgment what I was feeling (tired, unfocused, frustrated, 

overwhelmed); I have (mostly) reminded myself of the common humanity of my feelings and 

experiences (other doctoral students have similar feelings and experiences; I am not the only one to 

feel this way); and finally I have been (mostly) kind to myself (investigating and giving myself what I 

needed in that moment—e.g., a break, approaching a supportive colleague for advice). Using formal 

and informal mindful self-compassion practices has helped me to stay present to my PhD experience 

with equanimity; to care for myself, for others, and to receive care; and to advocate for what I 

needed as a PhD student with my employer, my colleagues, and my family.  

As a mindful self-compassion practitioner, and having engaged in this research into early childhood 

teachers’ experiences of mindful self-compassion practice, it is clear to me that mindful self-

compassion practice has the potential to support early childhood teacher well-being and impact 

positively on teaching practice. When we begin from within and give care and compassion to 

ourselves, we are much better positioned to sustainably offer care and compassion to others.  

In closing, I invite the reader to come back to the present moment with the following gatha 

(meditation verse) from Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh (1996, p. 5). 

Breathing in, I calm body and mind. 

Breathing out, I smile. 

Dwelling in the present moment 

I know this is a wonderful moment. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Mindful Self-Compassion Course Overview 

Week 1 

Discovering Mindful Self-
Compassion 

• General introduction and guiding principle 

• Research and scientific background 

• Misgivings about self-compassion 

• Practising soothing through gentle touch 

Week 2 

Practising mindfulness 

• Affectionate breathing meditation 

•  Introduction to mindfulness 

• Practical mindfulness exercises  

Week 3 

Practising Loving Kindness 

• Affectionate Breathing meditation  

• Loving kindness and Compassion exercises and meditation 

Week 4 

Discovering your 
Compassionate Voice 

• Loving-kindness for ourselves meditation 

• Stages of progress in MSC 

• Self-criticism and safety 

• Motivating ourselves with compassion 

Week 5 

Living Deeply 

• Giving and receiving compassion meditation 

• Discovering core values 

• Living with a vow 

• Finding hidden value in suffering 

• Compassionate listening 

Week 6 

Meeting Difficult Emotions 

• Loving Kindness for ourselves meditation  

• Stages of acceptance  

• Strategies for meeting difficult emotions  

• Soften Soothe and Allow practice 

Week 7 

Exploring Challenging 
Relationships 

• Compassionate friend meditation 

• Working with challenging relationships 

• Letting go of anger 

• Meeting unmet needs with self-compassion 

• Caregiving fatigue 

Week 8 

Embracing your Life 

• Compassion for self and others meditation 

• Cultivating happiness 

• Savoring, gratitude and self-appreciation 

• What would I like to remember 

(Germer & Neff, 2019) 
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Appendix B: Mindful Self-Compassion Teacher Confidentiality Agreement 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Learning, Development and Professional Practice 

Epsom Campus 

Gate 3, 74 Epsom Ave 

Auckland, New Zealand 

T +64 9 623 8899 

W education.auckland.ac.nz 

The University of Auckland  

Private Bag 92601 

Symonds Street  

Auckland 1135 

NEW ZEALAND 

 
MINDFUL SELF-COMPASSION COURSE TEACHER CONFIDENTIALITY AGREEMENT 

(This form will be held for a period of six year) 
Project Title: Begin from within: early childhood teachers’ experiences of mindful self-compassion 
practice. 
Researcher: Justine O’Hara-Gregan  
Supervisors: Dr Sandy Farquhar and Dr Rachel Riedel 
Mindful Self-Compassion Course Teacher: _________________________________ 
 
I confirm that I am a certified Mindful Self-Compassion teacher. 

I agree to teach the Mindful Self-compassion practice course for the above research project on the 

dates and at the times agreed to with the researcher.  

I agree to not disclose or discuss the identities of, or anything discussed by, participants in this 

research study. 

Signed: ________________________________________   

Name: ________________________________________ 

E-mail address: __________________________________ 

Date: ________________________________________ 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 01 February 2019 

for three years. Reference number 022520.  
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Appendix C: Research Study Advertisement 

Are you a certificated or provisionally certificated Early Childhood teacher? 

Would you like to explore the practice of Mindful Self-Compassion? 

Are you interested in talking about your experiences of Early Childhood teaching with other 

teachers? 

Kia ora, my name is Justine O’Hara-Gregan and I am a doctoral student seeking early childhood 
teachers to participate in a Mindful Self-Compassion course and research study.  
Participation in this research will include:  

• An 8-week Mindful Self-Compassion course run by a certified Mindful Self-Compassion 
teacher (Tuesday evenings 6.15 – 8.30 pm 7,14,21,28 May and 4,11,18,25 June). 

• Two focus group interviews of 1.5 hours duration (Tuesday 9 April and Tuesday 24 
September from 6.15-7.45pm).  

• An individual interview of one-hour duration to be held in July at a time suitable to you. 
 
Focus groups, interviews and the Mindful Self-Compassion course will be held at the University of 
Auckland, Faculty of Education and Social Work campus in Epsom.  
All participants will receive a $30 petrol voucher as thanks for participation in this research. 
If this research sounds like something you would be interested in, then please contact me and I will 
send you an information sheet and consent form. If you have any questions about this research, 
please feel free to contact me or my supervisors. 
Thank you for your interest in this research. 
Justine O’Hara-Gregan      
 

Researcher 
Justine O’Hara-Gregan 
justine.ohara-gregan@auckland.ac.nz 
+64 9 3737599, ext 48195 

Supervisor 
Dr Sandy Farquhar 
s.farquhar@auckland.ac.nz 
+64 9 3737599, ext 48270 

Supervisor 
Dr Rachel Riedel 
r.riedel@auckland.ac.nz 
+64 9 3737599, ext 46359 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 01 February 2019 
for three years. Reference number 022520. 
  

mailto:justine.ohara-gregan@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:s.farquhar@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:r.riedel@auckland.ac.nz
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Appendix D: Participant Information Sheet  

 

 
 
 

 

Learning, Development and Professional Practice 

Epsom Campus 

Gate 3, 74 Epsom Ave 

Auckland, New Zealand 

T +64 9 623 8899 

W education.auckland.ac.nz 

The University of Auckland  

Private Bag 92601 

Symonds Street  

Auckland 1135 

NEW ZEALAND 

 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

Project Title: Begin from within: early childhood teachers’ experiences of mindful self-compassion 
practice 
 
Researcher Introduction 
Kia ora, my name is Justine O’Hara-Gregan. I am a Professional Teaching Fellow at the University of 
Auckland and currently undertaking a Doctor of Philosophy at the University of Auckland, Faculty of 
Education and Social Work, School of Learning, Development and Professional Practice under the 
supervision of Dr Sandy Farquhar and Dr Rachel Riedel.  
This Project 
I invite you to participate in a research project that explores certificated and provisionally 
certificated early childhood teachers’ lived experiences of the practice of Mindful Self-Compassion 
(MSC). As a research participant you will be asked to share your experience of MSC practice and any 
implications for your well-being and teaching practice. Participation in this research will include:  

• An 8-week Mindful Self-Compassion course run by a certified MSC teacher (Tuesday 
evenings 6.15 – 8.30 pm 7,14,21,28 May and 4,11,18,25 June). The course will explore the 
theory and research behind MSC as well as how to: handle difficult emotions with greater 
ease, transform difficult relationships and motivate yourself with encouragement rather 
than criticism.  

• Two focus groups of 1.5 hours duration (Tuesday 9 April and 24 September from 6.15-
7.45pm).  

• An individual interview of one-hour duration to be held in July at a time suitable to you.  
The focus groups, MSC course and individual interviews will be held at the University of Auckland, 
Faculty of Education and Social Work campus in Epsom.  
As a participant you will receive a $30 petrol voucher as thanks for participation in the research. This 
will be given irrespective of whether you withdraw from participation during the project. 
Benefits and Risks 

It is envisaged that taking part in this research could benefit participants by enhancing awareness of 
the factors that impact on well-being and providing participants with strategies to support their own 
and others well-being. 
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No risks are anticipated in this research. The MSC practice course can be self-reflective which raises 
the slight possibility of discomfort for participants. To minimize risk, the course will be taught by a 
certified MSC teacher. Information regarding counselling and support services will be provided to 
participants as part of the MSC course information. 
Voluntary Participation and Right to Withdraw Participation 
Your participation is entirely voluntary, and you are under no obligation to participate in the project.  
As a participant you will have the right to withdraw your participation at any time during the 
research process without having to provide an explanation, including opting out of answering 
questions and leaving the room during discussions in focus groups. However, due to the group 
nature of focus group discussions you will not be able to withdraw your contributions to recorded 
discussions or ask to have the recording stopped.  
During the individual interview you may opt to not answer questions and may ask to stop recording 
of the interview at any time. If you wish, a transcript of your individual interview will be sent to you 
and you will be able to amend or withdraw data from your interview up to two weeks after the 
transcript has been provided. 
Anonymity and Confidentiality 
I will do my best to preserve the confidentiality of all the participants but cannot fully guarantee that 
confidentiality will be maintained. Because of the nature of focus groups, and the group format of 
the MSC practice course, participants will be known to each other. However, in signing the consent 
form, you and other participants agree to maintain confidentiality with respect to the participation 
of others and any discussion in focus groups and the MSC course. 
The MSC course facilitator and professional transcriber will sign confidentiality agreements. 
Pseudonyms will be used in all focus group and interview transcripts and any future publications or 
presentations of the research. However, due to the small size of the participant group, it is possible 
that co-participants could recognise some comments in the published findings. 
Data Storage, Retention, Destruction and Future Use 
Individual interviews and focus group discussions will be digitally audio recorded. All digital files will 
be stored on a password protected computer backed up by a server that only I will have access to. 
Transcripts and consent forms will be stored separately at the University of Auckland, Faculty of 
Education and Social Work. All data will be kept for six years and then destroyed. Hard copy data will 
be shredded, and digital files deleted or erased. 
What Happens After the Study? 
At the completion of the study, you will receive a summary of the main findings should you wish to 
do so. The final report will be submitted for assessment for the Doctor of Philosophy from the 
University of Auckland and a copy of the thesis will be available at the University of Auckland library. 
Findings will also be used for publication and conference presentations. 
Please contact me or my supervisors if you have any question about the research project. If you 
agree to participate in this research project and are satisfied that all your questions have been 
answered, please complete the accompanying Consent Form and return it via email or post to the 
contact address provided. Thank you in anticipation of your time and help in making this study 
possible.  
Ngā mihi 
Justine O’Hara-Gregan      
justine.ohara-gregan@auckland.ac.nz 
+64 9 3737599, extn 48195 

Head of School 
Associate Professor Richard 
Hamilton 
rj.hamilton@auckland.ac.nz 
+64 9 3737599, extn 85619 

Supervisor 
Dr Sandy Farquhar 
s.farquhar@auckland.ac.nz 
+64 9 3737599, extn 48270 

Supervisor 
Dr Rachel Riedel 
r.riedel@auckland.ac.nz 
+64 9 3737599, extn 46359 

mailto:justine.ohara-gregan@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:rj.hamilton@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:s.farquhar@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:r.riedel@auckland.ac.nz
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For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair, The University of Auckland 
Human Participants Ethics Committee, Office of Research Integrity and Ethics, The University of 
Auckland, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. Telephone 09 373-7599 ext. 83711. Email: 
humanethics@auckland.ac.nz  
Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 01 February 2019 
for three years. Reference number 022520. 
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Appendix E: Participant Consent Form 

 

 

 

Learning, Development and Professional Practice 

Epsom Campus 

Gate 3, 74 Epsom Ave 

Auckland, New Zealand 

T +64 9 623 8899 

W education.auckland.ac.nz 

The University of Auckland  

Private Bag 92601 

Symonds Street  

Auckland 1135 

NEW ZEALAND 

 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

(This form will be held for a period of six year) 

Project Title: Begin from within: early childhood teachers’ experiences of mindful self-compassion 

practice. 

Researcher: Justine O’Hara-Gregan  

Supervisors: Dr Sandy Farquhar and Dr Rachel Riedel 

I have read the Participant Information Sheet and I understand the nature of the research and why I 

have been selected. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my 

satisfaction.  

• I agree to take part in this research. 

• I understand I will receive a $30 petrol voucher as thanks for my participation in the research 

irrespective of whether or not I withdraw from the study at any time. 

• I understand that I will be participating in two focus groups of 1.5 hours duration; an 8-week 

Mindful Self-Compassion course; and an individual interview of one-hour duration.  

• I understand that the focus groups and individual interview will be audio-recorded. 

• I understand that I may choose not to answer questions and I may leave the room during a 

focus group without giving reason. 

• I understand that I will not be able to amend or withdraw data from any focus group 

recordings. 

• I understand that during my individual interview I may choose not to answer questions and I 

can ask for the recording to be stopped at any time without giving reason. 
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• I understand that a transcriber may be used to transcribe audio-recordings under a signed 

confidentiality agreement. 

• I understand that a transcript of my individual interview will be made available to me and I 

can edit this transcript for up to two weeks after I receive the transcript. 

• I understand that the Mindful Self-Compassion course may promote self-reflection which 

could possibly cause discomfort and that information regarding counselling and support 

services will be provided to me. 

• I understand that the Mindful Self-Compassion course will be taught by a certified Mindful 

Self-Compassion teacher who has signed a confidentiality agreement.  

• I understand that I will be given a pseudonym in transcripts, reports and publications. 

• I agree to maintain confidentiality with respect to the participation of others and any 

discussion in Focus Groups and the Mindful Self-Compassion course. 

• I understand that I may withdraw from the research at any time without giving reason. 

• I understand that hard copy and electronic data will be stored securely for six years, after 

which they will be destroyed, permanently deleted or erased. 

• I understand the findings from the research may be used in future publications and 

presentations. 

I wish/do not wish (please select one) to receive a copy of my individual interview transcript for 

editing. 

I wish/do not wish (please select one) to receive a copy of the research findings. 

Signed: ________________________________________   

Name: ________________________________________ 

E-mail address: __________________________________ 

Date: ________________________________________ 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 01 February 2019 

for three years. Reference number 022520. 
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Appendix F: Focus Group One Questions  

FOCUS GROUP ONE DISCUSSION – 9 April 2019 

• Round of brief introductions – your name, how long you have been an EC teacher and what 

age group/s you currently work with and then what attracted or motivated you to 

participate in this research about early childhood teachers’ experiences of the practice of 

Mindful Self-compassion? 

• What do you hope you might get out of the Mindful Self-Compassion course? 

• What practices do you currently engage in that support your own wellbeing? 

• Could you share what you think the most important elements of the discussion have been 

OR any other thoughts that have occurred to you. 
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Appendix G: Focus Group Two Questions 

FOCUS GROUP TWO DISCUSSION- 24 September 2019 

• Share a short anecdote about a specific experience you have had of practising Mindful Self-

Compassion (MSC) in your teaching role in the past few weeks (since your individual 

interview). (Invite the rest of the group to share any responses they have to the anecdote). 

• What, if anything, has changed for you in your teaching experience and/or own wellbeing as 

a result of engaging in MSC practice? 

• Share what you think the most important elements of the discussion have been OR any 

other thoughts that have occurred to you. 
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Appendix H: Semistructured Interview Questions 

INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS (SEMISTRUCTURED) – July 2019 

• Tell me about yourself as an early childhood teacher…. (training, how long teaching, 
certification/prov. certification, current centre and how long there, age group currently 
worked with, teaching philosophy…) 

• Tell me about your typical day as an early childhood teacher… (Things that give you joy? 
Things that are more challenging or stressful? For each can you describe a specific instance 
in as much detail as possible – what happened, what emotions were you feeling, bodily 
sensations?) 

• How has it been for you practising Mindful Self-compassion as an early childhood teacher? 

• Think of a time during your teaching day when you have had an experience of practising 
Mindful Self-Compassion. I would like you to tell me about it in as much detail as possible. 
(You mentioned … tell me more about that; you mentioned …. What was that like for you? 
You mentioned that you … walk me through what that was like for you. What emotions were 
you feeling? What bodily sensations did you have?) 

• Is there anything else that you wanted to share about your experience of Mindful Self-
Compassion practice in terms of your own wellbeing and teaching? 
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Appendix I: Transcriber Confidentiality Agreement 

  

 

 

Learning, Development and Professional Practice 

Epsom Campus 

Gate 3, 74 Epsom Ave 

Auckland, New Zealand 

T +64 9 623 8899 

W education.auckland.ac.nz 

The University of Auckland  

Private Bag 92601 

Symonds Street  

Auckland 1135 

NEW ZEALAND 

 

TRANSCRIBER CONFIDENTIALITY AGREEMENT 

(This form will be held for a period of six year) 

 

Project Title: Begin from within: early childhood teachers’ experiences of mindful self-compassion 

practice. 
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