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Mindfulness

II have been researching the complexities of 
school leadership roles for the past ten years, 
ever since facing myriad challenges managing 
stress and burnout in my first principal role 
at the International School of Aruba in 2011. 
What I’ve learned is that principals across 
the world report feeling overwhelming levels 
of stress and emotional exhaustion related 
to their work overload and the complexities 
of their leadership positions, and this was 
before Covid-19!

Since the original outbreaks of Covid in 
early 2020, a series of “cascading disasters” 
have included extended school closings, 
the rise of the Delta variant in the winter 
of 2020, the rise of the Omicron variant in 
December and January of this year, and the 
compounding effects of increased mental 
health and wellness needs of our school 
community members. The challenges of 
these cascading disasters have added an 
additional layer of needs that school leaders 
must mitigate to be effective leaders. 

Principals attend to the needs of our 
teachers to support their mental health 
and well-being, often at the expense of 
our own. Without effective coping skills, 
strategies, and techniques, principals can 
face “compassion fatigue” and deteriorating 
mental and physical health. I earned a 
master’s degree in educational leadership 
and a doctoral degree in school leadership, 
and yet there wasn’t a single class on 
managing stress! As a result, I’ve researched, 
practiced, and created my own strategies 
to cope, and have been sharing with my 
colleagues as much as possible. 

Francesca Mulazzi, Ed.D.
Head of Upper School

“Practicing 
mindful 
leadership 
helps me to 
bring calm, 
clarity, and 
focus to 
my work: 
characteristics 
that make 
for effective 
school 
leadership.”

- Francesca  
     Mulazzi, Ed.D.
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In April 2022 I was invited to present 

my research and experience on “Mindful 
Leadership in Times of Crisis” at the 
Educational Collaborative for International 
Schools (ECIS) Leadership Conference in 
St. Alban’s, England. More than 300 school 
leaders from independent and international 
school around the world attended the 
conference. To my surprise, more than 30 
school leaders packed into the conference 
room where I was speaking, because 
many leaders around the world have been 
experiencing the same levels of stress and 
emotional exhaustion.  We need to share our 
solutions and support each other.

In my research I have found that one 
coping strategy for school leaders, or leaders 
in any stressful position, is “cognitive 
restructuring.”  This is changing the way 
you think about yourself and the work 
world around you. One of 
the ways that I have practiced 
restructuring the way that 
I think is through regular 
mindful meditation. While I 
am sitting on my meditation 
stool, mindful meditation 
invites me to be fully aware of 
thoughts, feelings, and body 
sensations and prepares me to 
engage in mindful leadership 
constructs. What I practice 
in my morning meditation 
transfers directly to the way 
that I try to lead at SGS.

The thirteen “mindful 
leadership constructs” that I 
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practice at school are: acceptance, awareness, 
being fully present, compassion, empathy, 
equanimity, listening, letting go, non-
judgment, non-reactivity, patience, self-
compassion, and trust (in your abilities). 

An example of being fully present is 
putting away my phone and my computer 
when I am in meetings and taking notes by 
hand in a notebook so that I can concentrate 
on the speakers and our collaborative task 
at hand, instead of being distracted by 
incoming emails or text messages. 

Another construct I practice at school is 
compassion, the feeling of being motivated 
to relieve another person’s suffering. 
So many teachers, students, and SGS 
community members have struggled during 
the last two years of Covid. When I am fully 
present and listen to the stories that people 
share with me, I try to help them however I 
can with compassion and whatever unique 
support that they need.

Continually attempting to help others 
has been a focus that has helped me 
professionally to be an effective leader in 
the most difficult two years of my career. 
Practicing mindful leadership helps me to 
bring calm, clarity, and focus to my work: 
characteristics that make for effective 
school leadership. It’s an on-going work in 
progress, and I recommend it to anyone in a 
leadership position.

— Francesca Mulazzi, Ed.D.
 Head of Upper School

Examples of  
Self-Compassion 
from Francesca’s  
UK Presentation

RAIN of Self-Compassion

The challenges of school leadership and mindful responses
from Francesca’s UK Presentation 

On February 18, 2022, Molly O’Brien from the Class of 2010 
visited campus and offered several workshops for Upper School  
students and staff on mindfulness and meditation in Mark  
Rickard’s Health classroom.  

One of the short meditation exercises she shared was using  
attention to our physical experience to understand how the body 
takes part in our mental and emotional landscape.  Using the 
acronym RAIN, Molly helped the participants access their emotions 
through the ways those emotions affect the body:

R - Recognize the emotion;
A - Allow yourself to experience that emotion;
 I  - Investigate where does that emotion “live” in you;
N - Nurture yourself by letting it go or asking 
     “What does this part of me need?” 

For a more detailed description of RAIN meditations,  
scan this QR code to view an article by Tara Brach.

Molly O’Brien ‘10 and Mark Rickard 
after Molly’s meditation workshop 


