Pan-Canadian Supports for
K-12 Workplace Wellbeing
Learnings from Stakeholder
Consultations

Introduction
Canadian K-12 education stakeholders are increasingly concerned about the mental health and
wellbeing of education staff. Rising rates of staff stress and burnout threaten to undermine student
wellbeing and educational outcomes, while the legal, financial, and human resource costs continue to
escalate.
The McConnell Foundation has been supporting workplace wellbeing in K-12 education through its
WellAhead initiative since 2017. In early 2020, it brought together relevant thought-leaders to
consider how to make measurable improvements in the wellbeing of K-12 education staff across
Canada. A Design Team was formed to develop a preliminary concept based on that initial thinking.
The Design Team then engaged with education stakeholders to get their feedback on the concept,
and learn from their experience.
The stakeholders who participated generously shared their time, expertise, and encouragement,
including pitfalls to avoid, opportunities to strengthen the approaches, and perspectives that had not
previously been considered. Their feedback contributes to developing approaches that fit their
environments, and accurately reflect their needs and preferences — which will ultimately lead to a
greater impact.

Consultation Process
From June 15 to July 10, 2020, the Design Team engaged with a wide range of individuals and
organizations, representing a variety of roles, perspectives, and jurisdictions. 75 people from 46
different organizations in 11 provinces and territories participated in interviews. Appendix A provides
an overview of the initial set of approaches, as discussed during the interview, and Appendix B
provides a list of organizations that were consulted.

Who was consulted?
Figure 1. Demographics of participants
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Summary of Findings
The key themes that emerged from the stakeholder interviews are described below. The Design Team
is using these findings to further shape and refine the initial concept for addressing K-12 workplace
wellbeing. Additional findings, organized by stakeholder group, can be found in the latter section of
Appendix B.

Feedback on the Concept
Most participants thought that the initial concept had considerable promise, with more than double
the number of positive comments as compared to negative ones. No one was completely for or
against the concept, and everyone offered suggestions for improvements and/or things to watch
out for.

Provide a vision of schools where wellbeing is valued alongside academics
Several participants suggested articulating a vision of what schools would look if they valued
wellbeing alongside student achievement.

Support for wellbeing leads, distributed leadership
There was strong support for the idea of wellbeing leads. A range of qualities were
considered important for the wellbeing lead roles, including the ability to navigate the
policy context within school districts.
Discussions on leadership touched on principal and teacher leadership, and emphasized
that adopting a range of leadership approaches, including distributed leadership, would be
important for gaining traction for the proposed concept.

Leader learning and hubs could build capacity
Workplace wellbeing hubs were generally supported and seen as useful to developing
capacity and sharing ideas and approaches. However, doubts were raised about
governments’ support for them and their sustainability. Others wondered if the hubs
concept was “too much, too soon.”
Leader learning was also supported, and seen as a way to share knowledge and build
capacity across districts and provinces.
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Mix of individual, collaborative and systemic approaches recommended
Most thought it was useful to have a mix of individual,
collaborative and systemic approaches, so that responsibilities
and options were open and spread across systems. Individual
approaches focus on the actions that individual employees
can take to support their own wellbeing and the wellbeing
of others. Collaborative approaches focus on the actions of
groups of employees to support workplace wellbeing, such
as starting a book club or inquiry group to explore wellbeing.
Systemic approaches focus on school district or
provincial/territorial-level actions to support workplace
Figure 2. A Comprehensive Approach
wellbeing.
There was strong support for collaborative approaches in schools and greater systemic
collaboration among education stakeholders.
There were differences in how participants understood 'systemic.' For unions, it meant class
size, stress, workload and other issues that are typically part of labour negotiations. For
others, it referred more to organizational issues, such as communication and hierarchy,
human resource and other policies/practices, or organizational structures.

Start small and build momentum
Some hinted that the concept had an overly large scope and recommended a 'start small'
approach. Others suggested that early and short-term successes would build momentum
and encourage wider participation.

Contextual Considerations
School districts need evidence to invest in workplace wellbeing
Trustees and others identified that a cost-benefit analysis is needed for school districts to
support workplace wellbeing initiatives. Some highlighted that evaluation studies, such as
the one done of the Ontario Teacher Leadership and Learning Program (TLLP), and a more
explicit link between the wellbeing of staff and student outcomes, could help build a solid
case for workplace wellbeing initiatives.
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Racism, Indigenous culture and workplace culture must be reflected
There was recognition that the wellbeing of Indigenous and racialized staff is affected by
anti-Black, Indigenous, and non-white systemic racism; and by systemic discrimination,
such as by not hiring Indigenous or racialized staff and being passed up for a promotion.
The need for positive workplace cultures was identified, as was the need to reflect
Indigenous culture.

Consider the unique needs of rural, remote, and First Nations, Inuit and
Métis school districts
The concept needs to consider the unique challenges that rural and remote, and some
First Nations, Inuit and Métis districts experience. In some cases, senior staff cover
multiple roles and the costs of bringing staff together is high. Some rural districts have
mitigated convening costs through technology.

The mental health impacts of COVID-19 should be considered
COVID-19 was seen to have negatively impacted the wellbeing of K-12 staff, but may
result in systems being more empathic to workplace wellbeing issues.

Advice for Navigating K-12 Education Systems
Lack of trust and uneven labour relations increase complexity in K-12
environments
Most participants thought that K-12 education contexts and environments were complex
and potentially difficult to navigate. The lack of trust in many systems was seen as
problematic to workplace wellbeing. Many felt that building trust within the systems
would be beneficial.
Perspectives on the role of unions in workplace wellbeing varied, with many feeling that
unions need to be involved in workplace wellbeing initiatives. The unions themselves
identified several gaps and made suggestions for strengthening the concept.
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Superintendents and trustees influence whether workplace wellbeing is a
priority
Most felt that superintendent support was important in making workplace wellbeing a
priority in school districts. Several non-trustees suggested that trustees should receive
information about the cost vs. benefits of workplace wellbeing, as they could have an
influence in making the issue a policy and investment priority.
Views on human resources (HR) were mixed, with some (even HR specialists) arguing for a
limited role for HR to avoid dual interest issues – e.g. supporting workplace wellbeing
while investigating absences.

Teacher and principal wellbeing is top-of-mind; others roles are
overlooked
Participants spoke often about wellbeing challenges and strategies in relation to teachers
and principals, but rarely spoke of staff working in other roles. For teachers, the focus was
on individual-level interventions, with support for collaborative inquiry approaches.
Effective communication was seen as crucial, and voluntary participation was preferred as
it would avoid the perception of adding to teachers’ workloads.
Principals were seen by many as crucial in implementing and supporting workplace
wellbeing initiatives. The personal wellbeing challenges that many principals experience
were also clearly expressed.

Improve wellbeing through mentoring, collaborative learning, respectful
relationships
Good workplace practices such as mentoring, collaborative professional development, and
respectful professional relationships were identified as also contributing to improved
workplace wellbeing.

Conclusion and Next Steps
The stakeholder consultations provided invaluable feedback to the Design
Team, highlighting:
the need for more work around gaining buy-in, particularly among senior education leaders;
the desire for greater collaboration within and across provinces/territories;
the challenges of labour issues and mistrust within some systems;
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the need to be flexible and adaptable to local contexts, particularly rural/remote areas; and
the importance of reflecting political and social contexts such as racism, equity and
COVID-19.

The stakeholder consultations provided invaluable feedback to the Design
Team, highlighting:
The solutions presented within the concept are interconnected, so it is difficult to
tease them apart and prioritize them.
There are common "component parts," such as learning opportunities and
communities of practice in several of the solutions. Rather than developing these
solutions individually, we may want to think about development approaches that
would achieve economies of scale with the component parts.
Solutions that are more concrete and cost effective, such as leader learning, may be
more fundable than solutions that are more abstract and systemic yet have the
potential to achieve deeper change. We also grapple with the lack of evidence-based
organizational and systemic workplace wellbeing interventions specifically designed
for K-12 education, which impedes our ability to attract funding.
Implementing the solution(s) of the concept in phases based on demand, uptake,
evolving political contexts, and ongoing feedback from K-12 staff and stakeholders
could allow for greater flexibility and allow for features to be added or removed on an
as-needed basis.
Based on the insights generated in this consultation report, EdCan plans to implement a
revised set of approaches over the next three years with a wide variety of partners and
stakeholders.
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Appendix A: Initial Set of Approaches
The initial concept included a set of four complementary and connected parts that:
Encourage school districts to designate Workplace Wellbeing Leads or Teams;
Connect and coordinate stakeholders and school districts to collectively advance K-12
workplace wellbeing through provincial/territorial “hubs”;
Build the capacity of education leaders to lead sustainable change around workplace wellbeing;
and
Increase awareness of K-12 workplace wellbeing through a knowledge mobilization platform.
This concept reflects the consensus of K-12 workplace wellbeing thought leaders convened earlier
this year and builds on prior WellAhead investments. One of those investments is the EdCan
Network’s Well at Work knowledge mobilization initiative, which would continue to serve as an
awareness- and knowledge-building platform. The other three parts would be new initiatives. The
possibility of supporting the wellbeing of K-12 staff and schools more directly is also being
explored. The initial concept is depicted below.

1. Workplace Wellbeing Leads/Teams
Problem: Fragmented responsibility and limited capacity to address K-12 workplace wellbeing.
Proposed approach: Incentivize the creation of a staff wellbeing lead role at the district level
through funding, professional development opportunities, and engagement in a pan-Canadian
community of practice. This role would serve to coordinate workplace wellbeing strategy and
activities at the school district-level, and would likely work closely with a district leadership team.

2. Network of K-12 Workplace Wellbeing Hubs
Problem: Lack of collective/coordinated action among education stakeholders and school districts
to address K-12 workplace wellbeing at the provincial/territorial level.
Proposed approach: Provincial/territorial K-12 workplace wellbeing “hubs” that are part of a panCanadian hub network.

Provincial/territorial hubs would bring together key stakeholders to tackle underlying systemic
challenges, such as policies, structures, and priorities. They would also support and engage
school districts on effective approaches to workplace wellbeing, while respecting local context
and priorities.
A pan-Canadian hub would provide overall coordination, engage provinces/territories that
don’t have their own hub, foster relationships across the country, and support evaluation.

3. K-12 Leader Learning and Capacity Building
Problem: Lack of knowledge among K-12 leaders on how to lead effective workplace wellbeing
initiatives.
Proposed approach: Targeted, accessible professional development for district and school leaders
on the fundamentals of K-12 workplace wellbeing and on how to take comprehensive, systemic
action to improve staff wellbeing and reduce stress and burnout. A pan-Canadian learning
community would further extend the learning and foster cross-jurisdictional sharing. The potential
to provide professional development credits could be considered.

4. Awareness & Knowledge
Problem: Limited awareness and understanding of K-12 workplace wellbeing.
Proposed approach: Continue to build awareness and knowledge across the country through the
existing Well at Work platform. Well at Work provides plain-language K-12 workplace wellbeing
content in a variety of mediums and from a variety of perspectives and jurisdictions across Canada
in both French and English. Its curated resources and webinar learning opportunities support rapid
pan-Canadian mobilization of emerging research, good practices, and actionable strategies to
improve workplace wellbeing.

A Comprehensive Framework for K-12 Workplace
Wellbeing
Figure 3. Proposed set of approaches

Appendix B: Stakeholder Perspectives
Organizations Consulted
Individuals from the following organizations participated in the stakeholder consultations:
Alberta Family Wellness Initiative/Palix Foundation
Alberta Ministry of Education
Alberta School Employee Benefit Plan
BC Ministry of Education
BC Principals' & Vice-Principals' Association
BC Public School Employers' Association
BC School Centred Mental Health Coalition
BC School Superintendents Association
BC School Trustees Association’s Mental Health
Working Group
Canadian School Boards Association
Canadian Teachers' Federation
College of Alberta School Superintendants
Conseil des écoles catholiques du Centre-Est, ON
EdCan Network (Canadian Education Association)
Education Quality and Accountability Office, ON
Elementary Teacher's Federation of Ontario
Frostededucation
Government of Ontario, Healthy Schools
Greater Victoria School District, BC
Halton Catholic District School Board, ON
Joint Consortium for School Health
Langley School District, BC
Lester B. Pearson School District, QC
McConnell Foundation
New Brunswick Teachers’ Federation
North Okanagan-Shuswap School District, BC
Ministère de l’Éducation et du Développement de la
petite enfance de la Nouvelle-Écosse
NWT Department of Education, Culture
& Employment

Ontario Teachers' Federation
Ophea (Ontario Physical and Health Education
Association)
Parkland School Division, AB
Peel District School Board, ON
Prairie School Division, SK
Primary Care Network of Family Physicians,
AB
RBC Foundation, ON
Simcoe County District School Board, ON
Sooke School District, BC
Toronto District School Board, ON
University of Alberta
University of British Columbia
University of Calgary
University of Manitoba
University of Regina
University of Western Ontario
Upper Grand District School Board, ON
We Charity
Workplace Strategies for Mental Health
York Region District School Board, ON

Stakeholder Perspectives
The interviews with stakeholders provided rich and wide-ranging feedback which has helped
strengthen and shape the concept. Looking at the feedback by role can emphasize areas of
agreement and divergence within that role. Some of the highlights are below.

Academics
The academics who participated supported the Hubs and Wellbeing Leads. They thought Wellbeing
Leads needed to be skilled systems navigators who could build trust. They warned about the level of
mistrust and lack of employee voice in many K-12 systems.
They highlighted the need to focus on individual, systemic and organizational issues. They spoke of
the need to include all staff in the work and support differentiated needs based on role and other
factors (gender, Indigenous/racialized, etc.). They also recommended connecting with teacher
education programs, researchers, professional associations and existing leadership networks.

Governments and Ministries
Government participants emphasized alignment and connections – building on the success of
related initiatives and embedding this work within existing systems and structures such as human
resource systems and leadership frameworks. Feelings were mixed about Hubs; and positive, with
reservations, about Leader Learning and Wellbeing Leads.
The fractured nature of education systems’ labour relations was identified as a significant barrier,
with teacher union-government relationships seen as key to addressing teacher wellbeing.
Additional advice included a focus on working collaboratively at a systemic level, getting buy-in and
creating a movement that people want to join.

Human Resources
Human resources participants supported Wellbeing Leads, and thought that Hubs might be more
feasible in larger provinces. They cited union sensitivities and a lack of funding and of readiness
around staff wellbeing as challenges to the overall concept.
They suggested a balance between individual and systemic approaches. They recommended that
staff and student wellbeing work be connected and aligned, but not integrated, because of the
human resource management aspects of staff wellbeing.

Non-Profits and Professional Associations
Participants from the non-profit and professional association sectors were supportive of Wellbeing
Leads and Leader Capacity Building. They supported Hubs, but cautioned their success may be
dependent on a single hire. They said that Hubs should be non-prescriptive, and respond to local
culture and needs. Further cautions highlighted the lack of trust in some systems, and challenges in
funding and buy-in from school districts and governments. They advised using evidence-informed
approaches and audience-tailored messages to gain buy-in.

Teachers
Teacher participants liked that people and provinces were connected in this work, and supported
the Wellbeing Leads idea. They recommended encouraging grassroots action, and putting schools at
the centre of the concept.
They felt the concept lacked a rural focus and had a limited equity lens. They also highlighted the
traditional lack of male involvement in staff wellbeing initiatives. They recommended that the
initiative go beyond individual self-care to work on school culture, community building and
relationships.

Trustees
Trustee participants liked the District Leads and Teams, and thought the Pan-Canadian Hub could
avoid school districts “reinventing the wheel.” They found the context and background for the
concept unconvincing, and said that trustees need data to support the case for workplace wellbeing.
They suggested being sensitive to labour issues, addressing equity and social justice, and including
trustees in the learning opportunities — so that they could better make/support the case for staff
wellbeing. They also wondered if the concept might be structured to get an immediate payoff — like
a reduction in sick leave — to gain support with decision-makers.

School District Leaders and Staff
School district leaders and staff were generally supportive of the model, with some reservations.
Participants identified Capacity Building and the support of leaders as crucial. Hubs were valued for
their ability to bring stakeholders together.
Concerns included government buy-in, varying readiness levels across the country, challenges for
rural communities and that racialized people would not see themselves reflected in the concept.
Suggestions were provided for building support, effective implementation, and addressing other
challenges.

Unions
Union participants supported the Capacity Building efforts, particularly for principals. They thought
that a systemic focus was important for this work, but that issues such as class size should be
included. They suggested that the concept’s size and scope were too large, and that the rationale
did not justify the approach. They also expressed historical reservations about working with
McConnell, and cautioned about fraught union-government relations in some jurisdictions.
They identified lack of Indigenous perspectives and limited gender focus as gaps, and suggested
promoting teacher unions’ staff wellbeing work and learning from Sexual Orientation Gender
Identity- (SOGI) and Truth and Reconciliation-related initiatives.

