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Joy and Inspiration in Lifelong Learning
by Pascale Drever *)

Our Deputy Head of School, Pascale Drever, took long service leave in Term 1 to work on her Doctor of Education. Here, Mrs Drever shares with us her insights into why the wellbeing of teachers is the cornerstone of a healthy school population, and why stepping away from our usual roles can be both nourishing and deeply rewarding.
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Undertaking a research degree has always been a lifelong dream of mine. In 2020, I applied to the University of NSW to begin my Doctor of Education (EdD) and was thrilled to be accepted. I believe the offer was due to the relevance and importance of my chosen research topic: ‘Teacher Wellbeing’, with Ascham as my case study.
Up until 2020 there was not much happening in the area of teacher wellbeing, but as we entered the first COVID-19 lockdown the focus became increasingly significant. The topic of wellbeing in schools tends to lean more heavily towards children, often leaving teachers at the end of the line. It has become more and more important for schools to address teacher wellbeing and invest in it as deliberately as we do in that of our students.
Teacher wellbeing is critical to a healthy school population for so many reasons. Teachers who are well, both mentally and physically, are better equipped to support their students’ emotional and academic needs. They can plan and deliver engaging lessons, maintain high levels of enthusiasm and motivation, and respond to students’ needs more efficiently. Collaboration among staff is enhanced and job satisfaction increases, creating a more cohesive community. The result is a strong sense of connectedness and belonging, where students and staff enjoy a productive and harmonious educational environment. A key focus of my role is to ensure we have that safe and supportive environment where teachers can excel in their jobs. This includes effective management of student behaviour, ensuring the smooth operation of the School and creating a space that is safe for teaching and learning.
Joy
As part of my research, I interviewed 23 current Ascham teachers who volunteered after receiving my open invitation to all teaching staff. The purpose of my study was to understand how teachers conceptualise teacher wellbeing, so I asked them a set of questions. This qualitative approach allowed me to gain deep, contextualised insights into what teacher wellbeing means to teachers—a perspective that is currently absent from literature on the topic.
A major theme that has emerged from my research is the powerful effect of the joy of teaching. Those I interviewed genuinely love their work. Participants passionately expressed their deep affection for teaching (‘I love coming to work’) and shared insightful reflections on why they cherish their jobs, illustrating the profound joy they find in their role. While joy is not the same as wellbeing, it is related to it. I believe all teachers cherish that ‘A-ha!’ moment when a student’s eyes sparkle with understanding. A participant in the study framed it beautifully by saying: ‘When [students] have success, they feed back to me that they’re doing well and that makes me feel like I’m successful. So I am almost like a mirror, in that I reflect the wellbeing of my students.’
The role of all school leaders is to support teachers so that they can experience the joy of teaching. This means, for example, ensuring that they have the resources to carry out their jobs, that they are given enough time to complete tasks, and that there is clarity in communication. Professional development is a key component too—making sure our teachers have the training they need so they feel confident and effective in the classroom.
Understanding the common themes of what helps to keep teachers well is also vital for supporting new teachers and tackling poor retention rates. Very few new teachers are staying in the profession within their first five years. At Ascham over the last few years, we have demonstrably increased our support for teaching staff via dedicated professional learning opportunities, with further plans underway. Too often, new teachers in schools are thrown in the deep end without much support. My hope is that my research will inform policy and practice, not just at Ascham but much more broadly as well.
Lifelong Learning
For educators, stepping away from your daily practice in order to pursue a professional or personal goal is incredibly rewarding—for yourself, for your colleagues and for your students. You have more time to rest, rejuvenate, think creatively and reflect more deeply. We lead such busy lives; we’re always on the go. So it was a real privilege for me to have the time to indulge in my learning.
Stepping away from a leadership position also opens the door for others to step in, allowing them to take on new responsibilities and bring fresh, new ideas to the table. This exchange of roles and perspectives not only fosters growth and innovation within the team but also ensures that both teachers and students continuously draw inspiration from one another. The other aspect is the role modelling—it’s important for our young women to see that we keep on learning for the rest of our lives. As I grow older, I have realised that there are many things I have to unlearn and relearn, as well as constantly adapt to.
Through this process, I’ve come to understand the true essence of being a student. There were moments during my study when I felt engulfed by confusion, but these experiences were essential for growth. Writing, in particular, has been a significant hurdle. I found myself deconstructing each sentence meticulously, focusing intently on key words to convey my ideas effectively. This all takes time.
I also learnt to appreciate the power of feedback and deeply valued the detailed attention and constructive criticism from my university supervisors; it has been instrumental in my progress. Their guidance has not only improved my work but also taught me the importance of precision and clarity in academic writing. I think that our girls are so lucky that feedback is deeply embedded in the Dalton Plan.
Embarking on this doctoral journey has been transformative for me. I’ve discovered a profound passion for learning. The joy of diving into diverse readings and engaging deeply with the thoughts and work of others has been immensely rewarding. It’s a privilege to have the time to ponder and reflect on these intellectual contributions. This journey, though arduous, has been and continues to be incredibly enlightening and fulfilling. 
Research into teacher wellbeing has been growing in recent decades yet it still appears to be difficult to define precisely. Individuals are unique and what enhances one person’s sense of wellbeing may be different from another’s. My study leverages the voice of teachers—a perspective that is often overlooked by government officials and policymakers yet is profoundly important for a thriving school environment where everyone feels valued, supported and well.

(This article was previously published in the Ascham school magazine)

*) Pascale Drever is Deputy Head of Ascham School in Sydney
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