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Teacher Burnout: ‘an international epidemic’ 
  
The number one issue raised with ISEA by 
teachers and support staff is workload, which 
increases year by year. This is the case in 
independent and state schools. Excessive 
workload, along with the stress it causes, is the 
reason most often given by staff for leaving the 
profession. Awareness of the problem 
discourages some from training as teachers 
and causes others to complete their training, 
but not to enter the profession. Others leave 
the profession after only a few years.   
The need to address the unacceptable levels of 
teacher workload has been highlighted in New 
Zealand and worldwide media. According to Dr 
Jenny Grant Rankin, Lecturer at the University of 
Cambridge, teacher burnout is an ‘international 
epidemic’, as is evidenced by research in 
countries in Africa, Asia, Europe, the Middle East, 
North and South America.   
What makes workload unmanageable? 
  
Members tell us that the factors below can 

lead to unsustainable workloads at school:   
• too great a quantity of work to be done 

and the lack of time to do it 
• participating in extra-curricular activities 
• the number of meetings/events staff are 

required to attend 
• ineffective management and/or personnel 

management practices 
• ineffective communication systems and 

practices; a lack of genuine consultation 
• new initiatives within schools, without 

effective change management processes 
• curriculum and pastoral requirements 
• appraisal, assessment and certification 

systems and requirements 
• a lack of or inappropriate professional 

development 
• increasing administration and compliance 

obligations, often from external agencies. 

Workload pressures in independent schools 
  

The following pressures may exist in all 

schools, but seem excessive in independent 
schools:   
• parental and student expectations and a 

sense of entitlement; This may include 
expectations of high achievement levels, 
irrespective of student ability.   

• board and management expectations, in 
light of pressure from parental 
expectations and competition from other 
independent schools   

• pressure on teachers to be available for 

contact by parents and students after 
hours   

• Fewer and less defined workload controls 

specified in school policies and 

employment agreements. 

 

 
 
What can be done to maintain a reasonable 

workload? 

  

Management and staff need to work 

together to develop best practice with 
respect to workload.   
Schools must maintain a safe and healthy 

work environment, providing support to staff, 
and should   
• monitor the workload of staff, making 

changes when workload is too high 
• establish protocols around when parents 

and students can contact teachers 



• maintain open communication and 
consultation systems 

• maintain a workload/timetabling 
committee to help address workload 
issues 

• ensure that effective change 
management process are in place to 
assess potential workload issues when 
change is considered. 

 
  

Independent schools have their own 
collective and individual employment 
agreements. Check your agreement to be 
sure of employer and employee rights and 
obligations. Look for the following 
provisions:   

obligations, taking part in school-
related activities over and above 
teaching requirements, co- and extra-
curricular activities, hours of work, 
attendance at meetings, meal breaks, 
management’s right to call back staff 
when the school is closed, conditions 
for part-time teachers, non-contact 
time.

   
Check your Board and School policies which 
may also contain  
workload obligations. 
  
A key step is to see that the workload controls 
are being implemented. 
  

The most important workload control is for 
staff to learn to say ‘no’, when this is 
appropriate. While staff are required to obey 
lawful instructions, the instructions should be 
fair and individual needs taken into account.   
ISEA is here to help. If you are not sure of your 
entitlements or whether it is appropriate to 
say ‘no’ to additional work, contact your ISEA 
Representatives (they will be aware of the 
situation at the School) or an ISEA Organiser 
for advice or assistance. 
  


