Why Don’t We Care More About
the Humans Who Work in Schools?

By Annie Kidder

Principals in Ontario schools are dealing with
increasingly unmanageable levels of stress, and it’s
not readily apparent that the public, politicians or
policymakers care.

In their responses to People for Education’s 2023-24
Annual Ontario School Survey,' 61 per cent of Ontario
principals disagreed or strongly disagreed with the
statement, “My recent levels of stress at work feel
manageable.” A further S8 per cent disagreed that their
school had the resources necessary to support the mental
health and well-being of school staff. These results have
been worsening every year since the beginning of the
pandemic.

The Ontario numbers correspond with findings from
across Canada and internationally. For example, a

report from 2022, based on a survey conducted by the
Rand Corporation?, found 85 per cent of principals in

the United States were experiencing job-related stress,
compared to 35 per cent of working adults in other
professions. There are equally worrying reports from
Ireland®, Australia* and Poland® all pointing to high levels
of burnout and stress among school principals.

The perfect storm of stress

A number of factors have combined to create a perfect
storm in our schools: fallout from the pandemic, staff
shortages, increasing mental health needs among
students and staff, and the demands created by a barrage
of new policies that must be implemented by principals.

The impact of the pandemic continues to be felt in
schools, where students are not only experiencing
learning loss, but also increased behavioural and mental
health issues®, and only a quarter of Ontario principals
agree their school has the resources necessary to support
the mental health and well-being of its students.

Principals also describe being faced with a continual
stream of new policies they are expected to implement
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without consultation, within short timelines and with
insufficient professional development for staff.

All these factors have left principals feeling overlooked,
overworked and undervalued.

Where is the public outcry and policy support?

During the pandemic, there was a sudden universal
recognition of the importance of schools and the humans
in them.

Schools were in the headlines every day, and school
closures reminded everyone in-person human
relationships and interactions form an essential
component of all learning. This sudden public
recognition is backed up by years of research’ showing
the deepest learning happens through communication,
collaboration, continual feedback and support.

Real learning depends on people, and it depends on
people who are supported to do their essential jobs.

But with the pandemic over, it’s as if as suddenly as we
recognized the importance of schools, we have equally
suddenly developed collective amnesia. We've forgotten
the essential role our publicly funded schools can play,
and we’ve forgotten why the humans in those schools are
so important.

In Ontario, the province continues to announce — and
expect school staff to implement — new policies for things
like financial literacy, apprenticeships, de-streaming
Grade 9, new math curriculum, technology courses,
hands-on skills classes, etc. But there has been little
acknowledgement and no new policy to ensure school
staff have all the support they need to do their vital jobs.

There have been numerous reports from across the
country and around the world that point to a human crisis
in our schools. But somehow none of the reports and none
of the evidence has created a public push for change.



Time to connect the dots

These days, we are faced with headlines about climate
change, polarization, failing democracies, labour market
gaps, declining productivity, homelessness, the spread of
misinformation and the growing gap between rich and
poor. But the headlines and public dialogue consistently
miss one possible answer to our social, economic and
sustainability challenges: stronger, more effective public
education.

Strong public education benefits both individuals and
society, and it could provide upstream solutions to many of
our societal challenges.

Individually, people with higher levels of education are
more likely to live longer and healthier lives, earn more,
navigate changing jobs, participate in civic life by voting
and volunteering, and less likely to participate in the spread
of misinformation.

Socially, more highly educated countries have higher GDPs,
are more equitable, have greater levels of civic participation,
pay higher taxes, have lower costs for social services

and have the potential for higher levels of productivity,
innovation and global competitiveness.

Public education could play a key role in our collective
futures. However, it can only play that role effectively

if we recognize — and back up with effective policy and
support — that the humans working in our schools matter
to all of us. ¢

Annie Kidder
Executive Director, People for Education
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