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Abstract 

Educational leadership and policy have historically operated under assumptions of stability, 

positioning disruption as a temporary deviation from a predictable norm. However, contemporary 

educational environments are increasingly characterized by normalized instability, wherein 

cognitive, emotional, and social demands consistently exceed human processing capacity. Within 

this context, educator self-care is widely promoted as a response to burnout, yet such approaches 

often individualize responsibility while obscuring institutional conditions. This conceptual paper 

introduces unsustainable organizational design to describe systems in which structural demands 

exceed sustainable human capacity, necessitating ongoing individual coping strategies. A multi-

level framework is proposed linking structural conditions, organizational mediation, and educator 

responses. The paper advances self-care as a diagnostic indicator of system strain and outlines 

implications for leadership and policy centered on structural redesign. 
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Beyond Resilience: Reframing Educator Wellbeing Through Organizational Design 

 

Introduction 

 

Educational leadership has traditionally been grounded in assumptions of stability, 

predictability, and incremental change. School systems have been structured around standardized 

curricula, consistent instructional time, and accountability mechanisms that presume relatively 

stable cognitive, emotional, and social conditions for teaching and learning (Tyack & Cuban, 

1995; Cuban, 2013). Within this paradigm, disruption is conceptualized as episodic, and 

leadership is understood as the capacity to restore equilibrium. 

 

However, these assumptions are increasingly misaligned with contemporary educational 

environments. Over the past decade, the conditions shaping schooling have undergone 

significant transformation. The proliferation of digital technologies, including smartphones and 

social media, has contributed to sustained cognitive demands and attentional fragmentation 

(Mark, 2023). At the same time, educators and students operate within a context of continuous 

exposure to social, political, and global events, contributing to heightened emotional demands 

and chronic stress responses. These pressures have further intensified following COVID-19 

pandemic, with increases in job-related stress, intentions to leave the profession, and declining 

wellbeing (Steiner et al., 2022). Collectively, these dynamics align with documented rises in 

educator burnout and workforce instability (Ingersoll et al., 2018; Maslach & Leiter, 2016; 

OECD, 2023), with international and national reports consistently identifying workload 

intensification and job-related stress as primary drivers of attrition and deteriorating wellbeing 

(OECD, 2023; Steiner et al., 2022). Together, this body of evidence frames teacher recruitment 

and retention as a pervasive systemic challenge driven by workload (Dwivedi & Yadav, 2025; 

Morris et al., 2026). 

 

Despite these shifts, educational systems continue to emphasize performance metrics, 

standardized pacing, and accountability structures that assume stable working conditions. Within 

this context, self-care has emerged as a dominant response to educator stress. While such 

approaches acknowledge the presence of strain, they often frame wellbeing as an individual 

responsibility rather than a function of organizational design. 

 

This paper advances a conceptual reframing through the construct of unsustainable 

organizational design, defined as institutional arrangements in which workload, role 

expectations, and accountability structures systematically exceed sustainable human cognitive, 

emotional, and relational capacity. Within such systems, self-care often functions as a 

compensatory mechanism necessary for continued functioning. 

 

By repositioning educator wellbeing as a function of organizational design, this paper 

shifts analytical attention from individual coping strategies to the institutional production of 

strain. In doing so, this paper contributes to educational leadership scholarship by specifying the 



 
mechanisms through which institutional design produces educator strain and reframing self-care 

as a diagnostic indicator of systemic misalignment rather than an individual solution. 

 

Literature Context 

 

Burnout and Organizational Conditions 

 

Burnout is widely conceptualized as a response to chronic workplace stress, particularly 

when job demands exceed available resources (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). Within organizational 

psychology, burnout is understood not as an individual deficiency but as a systemic outcome 

shaped by workplace conditions such as workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and 

values alignment (Maslach et al., 2001). This perspective is complemented by the Job Demands-

Resources model, which further specifies that burnout emerges when sustained job demands 

(e.g., workload, emotional labor, role complexity) outweigh available job resources (e.g., 

autonomy, support, and recovery time) (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). 

 

While the Job Demands-Resources model explains burnout as a function of imbalance 

between demands and resources, it does not fully account for how organizational systems 

actively normalize and reproduce sustained imbalance through structural and rhetorical 

mechanisms. Therefore, unlike the Job Demands-Resources model, unsustainable organizational 

design extends this framework by theorizing how strain is systematically institutionalized and 

maintained over time. 

 

In educational contexts, workload intensification, role expansion, and accountability 

pressures have been consistently linked to burnout and attrition (Ingersoll et al., 2018; Skaalvik 

& Skaalvik, 2020). These findings suggest that educator wellbeing is closely tied to structural 

and organizational conditions rather than individual resilience alone (Steiner & Woo, 2021; 

Steiner et al., 2022). 

 

Emotional Labor and Psychological Demands 

 

Teaching requires sustained emotional regulation and relational engagement, constituting 

a form of emotional labor. Educators are increasingly expected to respond to students’ social and 

emotional needs while managing their own stress within high-demand environments (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009). These expectations contribute to emotional exhaustion, particularly when not 

accompanied by corresponding reductions in other responsibilities (Grandey, 2000). Teachers 

face time management conflict when forced to prioritize secondary administrative tasks over 

central instructional ones, leading to increased anxiety over unfinished work (Creagh et al., 

2025).  

 

Leadership and Organizational Mediation 

 



 
Educational leadership plays a critical role in mediating structural conditions and shaping 

organizational responses. Transformational and instructional leadership models emphasize 

vision, improvement, and coherence (Leithwood et al., 2020), while adaptive leadership 

highlights the need to respond to complexity (Heifetz, et al., 2009). However, leadership 

responses often focus on supporting individual coping rather than redesigning underlying 

organizational conditions. 

 

Conceptual Framework: Unsustainable Organizational Design 

 

Unsustainable organizational design refers to institutional systems in which the 

cumulative cognitive, emotional, and relational demands placed on educators exceed sustainable 

human capacity. In these systems, strain is structurally produced through a persistent 

misalignment between organizational expectations and human capacity. 

 

This framework builds on systems theory (Senge, 2006) and organizational stress models 

(Maslach et al., 2001), extending them to educational leadership by emphasizing the role of 

institutional design in generating working conditions. It can be further understood across three 

interrelated dimensions. The structural dimension includes formal policies, schedules, staffing 

models, and accountability systems that shape workload and expectations. The organizational 

dimension reflects how leadership practices, school culture, and professional norms mediate 

these structures in daily work. The human dimension captures the cognitive, emotional, and 

relational capacities of educators, which ultimately determine the sustainability of professional 

demands. Misalignment across these dimensions produces the conditions under which strain is 

generated and normalized within educational systems. Within this framework, self-care is 

reconceptualized as a diagnostic indicator of system strain, signaling a misalignment between 

organizational expectations and human capacity. 

 

It’s important to note, this critique does not dismiss the value of self-care or wellness 

practices. Such practices remain essential for individual health, professional sustainability, and 

ethical responsibility to oneself and others. Instead, this framework distinguishes between self-

care as a supportive resource and self-care as a compensatory requirement within systems that 

exceed sustainable human capacity. The concern, therefore, is not with self-care itself, but with 

the conditions under which it becomes necessary for basic professional functioning.  

 

In contrast to existing leadership and organizational models, which often emphasize 

adaptation within existing structures, this framework centers the alignment between 

organizational demands and human capacity as the primary condition for sustainability. Rather 

than focusing solely on leadership behaviors or individual resilience, it shifts analytic attention to 

the design features of educational systems that produce working conditions. This extends 

existing theories by positioning educator wellbeing as an outcome of system design rather than 

an input to performance. 

 



 
These dimensions do not operate independently. Rather, they interact through a set of 

mechanisms that translate structural conditions into lived experience. The following section 

outlines these mechanisms in detail. 

 

Mechanisms of Production: The Institutional Generation of Strain 

 

Unsustainable organizational design operates through a set of interrelated mechanisms that 

systematically produce and reproduce educator strain. These mechanisms are not discrete or 

independent; rather, they function in combination to create conditions in which cognitive, 

emotional, and relational demands exceed sustainable human capacity. Drawing on 

organizational theory and research on occupational stress, these mechanisms can be understood 

as structural processes through which institutional expectations are translated into lived 

experience (Maslach et al., 2001; Senge, 2006). 

 

1. Workload Intensification: Workload intensification refers to the expansion and 

densification of professional demands without corresponding increases in time, resources, 

or staffing. In educational contexts, this includes increased expectations related to data 

use, documentation, differentiated instruction, and communication with stakeholders 

(Ingersoll et al., 2018). Modern technostress requires educators to be “always-on” 

interfering with a healthy work-life balance (Morris et al., 2026; Appiah-Odame & 

Frempong, 2025). Importantly, intensification is not limited to the quantity of work but 

also involves the compression of tasks into shorter timeframes, reducing opportunities for 

cognitive recovery and reflective practice. Research on stress physiology suggests that 

sustained cognitive load without adequate recovery contributes to cumulative strain and 

diminished performance capacity (Morris et al., 2026; Steiner et al., 2022). Within 

unsustainable organizational systems, workload intensification functions as a primary 

driver of exhaustion by continually expanding demands beyond manageable limits. 

 

2. Responsibility Displacement: Responsibility displacement occurs when institutional 

systems shift responsibility for addressing complex social, emotional, and organizational 

challenges onto individual educators without corresponding structural support. This 

includes expanded expectations that educators address students’ social and emotional 

needs in the absence of adequate institutional supports, effectively extending their 

professional responsibilities beyond traditional instructional roles. Such role expansion 

reflects what has been described as “role overload” and “role ambiguity” in 

organizational research (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Over time, this displacement 

increases emotional labor and creates conditions in which educators are held accountable 

for outcomes that extend beyond their formal preparation or capacity. As a result, strain is 

internalized at the individual level despite being produced at the system level. 

 

3. Accountability Compression: Accountability compression describes the intensification 

of performance expectations within increasingly constrained conditions. High-stakes 

accountability systems, including standardized testing and performance evaluations, 



 
increase pressure on educators while limiting professional autonomy (Au, 2011; Ball, 

2003). This compression is further exacerbated by digital technologies that accelerate the 

pace of monitoring, reporting, and communication. As expectations increase and 

discretion decreases, educators experience reduced control over their work, a condition 

strongly associated with burnout (Maslach et al., 2001). Accountability compression thus 

operates by narrowing the margin between expectation and capacity, leaving little room 

for adaptation or recovery. 

 

4. Rhetorical Substitution: Rhetorical substitution refers to the use of individual-level 

interventions, such as self-care, mindfulness, or resilience training, to address strain that 

is structurally produced. While these interventions have merit for personal health, they 

are insufficient when used as primary responses to structurally produced strain. In such 

cases, they may function as symbolic solutions that redirect attention away from 

organizational conditions (Ball, 2003). In this sense, the discourse of self-care may 

inadvertently reinforce the individualization of systemic problems by positioning 

wellbeing as a matter of personal responsibility rather than institutional design. Within 

unsustainable systems, rhetorical substitution does not resolve underlying strain but 

instead normalizes it, contributing to the expectation that educators must adapt to 

conditions rather than conditions adapting to educators. 

 

Mechanistic Interaction and System Reproduction 

 

Importantly, these mechanisms do not operate in isolation. Workload intensification 

increases the likelihood of responsibility displacement, as educators have less capacity to 

manage expanded roles. Accountability compression amplifies both processes by increasing 

performance pressure while limiting flexibility. Rhetorical substitution then stabilizes the system 

by framing resulting strain as an individual issue, thereby reducing pressure for structural 

change. 

 

Together, these mechanisms form a self-reinforcing cycle in which organizational 

conditions continuously generate strain while simultaneously obscuring its origins. Within this 

cycle, self-care emerges not as an optional practice but as a compensatory requirement for 

sustaining participation in the system. This dynamic underscores the central claim: educator 

wellbeing is not primarily an individual phenomenon, but a systemic outcome produced through 

organizational design. In this sense, unsustainable organizational design can be understood not 

simply as a set of conditions, but as an ongoing process through which institutions reproduce the 

very strain they seek to mitigate. 

 

Framework Application 

 

The contrast between these two models represents a fundamental shift in how educational 

systems manage human capacity. Figure 1 illustrates the current "normalization loop," wherein 

institutionally produced strain is continuously redirected back to the individual, who must then 



 
use self-care to maintain participation in a system with unsustainable demands. This cycle 

effectively obscures the origins of strain and reduces the pressure for necessary structural reform. 

 

Visualizing these dynamics clarifies how strain is produced and sustained within 

educational systems, making visible patterns that are often experienced individually but 

generated collectively.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Institutional Production of Educator Self-Care (Current System). 
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Note. This figure illustrates how structural conditions generate workload and emotional 

demands that are mediated through organizational practices, resulting in individual coping 

responses. The feedback loop demonstrates how self-care becomes normalized in the absence of 

structural change. 
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To resolve this, Figure 2 proposes a conceptual reorientation that positions educator 

wellbeing as a direct outcome of intentional structural design. In this model, leadership replaces 

the displacement of responsibility onto the individual with a focus on creating sustainable work 

conditions that align with human cognitive and emotional capacity. This transition replaces the 

stabilizing normalization of strain with an "organizational learning" loop. Within this reoriented 

framework, high reliance on individual coping no longer signals a personal deficiency but 

instead serves as a critical diagnostic indicator that triggers structural adjustment rather than 

individual adaptation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Sustainable Organizational Design 
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Note: This figure represents a reoriented system in which leadership redesigns structural 

conditions to align with sustainable human capacity. Feedback loops support continuous 

adjustment and organizational learning. 

 

This reoriented model transforms the role of leadership from managing individual crises 

to designing sustainable institutional systems that respect human cognitive and emotional limits. 
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Sustainable Work Conditions 

Educator Wellbeing 
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By shifting from the "normalization loop" of the current system to the "organizational learning" 

loop seen in Figure 2, schools can begin to treat high self-care reliance as a diagnostic indicator 

of structural failure rather than a personal necessity. This framework provides a visual logic for 

moving beyond symbolic "rhetorical substitutions" and toward a fundamental redesign of the 

working conditions, such as workload distribution and accountability structures, that 

systematically produce educator strain. Consequently, applying this model necessitates a 

significant departure from traditional leadership paradigms, leading specific leadership and 

policy shifts. 

 

Implications for Educational Leadership and Policy 

 

The concept of unsustainable organizational design has several implications for 

leadership and policy. 

 

First, it reframes leadership responsibility as the design and maintenance of sustainable 

working conditions. This includes decisions related to workload distribution, staffing, 

scheduling, and resource allocation. 

 

Second, it challenges policy frameworks that prioritize individual-level interventions. 

While wellness initiatives may provide short-term support, they cannot substitute for structural 

redesign addressing workload and accountability pressures. This framework does not reject the 

value of educator wellness initiatives. Instead, it situates such efforts as most effective when 

embedded within organizational conditions that make wellbeing sustainable, rather than 

compensatory. In this sense, self-care is reframed from a primary intervention to a 

complementary support within structurally aligned systems.  

 

Third, it positions self-care as a diagnostic tool. High reliance on self-care signals 

underlying system strain, providing leaders with insight into organizational functioning. 

 

Finally, leadership preparation programs must incorporate systems thinking, 

organizational analysis, and an understanding of human capacity to equip leaders to address 

these challenges effectively.  

 

This framework contributes to educational leadership scholarship by reframing educator 

wellbeing as an outcome of organizational design rather than individual capacity. Leadership 

approaches that focus on supporting educator coping without altering underlying organizational 

conditions risk stabilizing unsustainable systems rather than resolving them. Future research 

should examine how these mechanisms manifest across different educational contexts and how 

leadership interventions can effectively realign organizational conditions with sustainable human 

capacity. 

 

Conclusion 

 



 
This paper introduces unsustainable organizational design as a framework for 

understanding educator wellbeing. By shifting focus from individual coping to institutional 

production, it highlights how educational systems generate the conditions that necessitate self-

care. Addressing educator wellbeing therefore requires not only supporting individuals but 

fundamentally redesigning the organizational structures in which they work. Without such 

redesign, efforts to promote self-care risk reinforcing, and ultimately sustaining, the conditions 

that produce educator burnout. 

  

 



 

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 10 Spring 2026 Issue                                  11 

 

 

References 
 

Appiah-Odame, E. K., & Frempong, G. (2025). The silent crisis of teacher burnout: Systemic  

challenges and coping mechanisms. Educational Point, 2(2), Article e136. 

https://doi.org/10.71176/edup/17638 

Au, W. (2011). Teaching under the new Taylorism: High‐stakes testing and the standardization  

of the 21st century curriculum. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 43(1), 25–

45. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220272.2010.521261 

Bakker, A., & Demerouti, E. (2017). Job Demands-Resources theory: Taking stock and looking  

forward. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 22(3), 273-285. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/ocp0000056 

Ball, S. J. (2003). The teacher’s soul and the terrors of performativity. Journal of Education  

Policy, 18(2), 215–228. https://doi.org/10.1080/0268093022000043065 

Creagh, S., Thompson, G., Mockler, N., Stacey, M., & Hogan, A. (2025). Workload, work  

intensification and time poverty for teachers and school leaders: A systematic research 

synthesis. Educational Review, 77(2), 661-680. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2023.2196607 

Cuban, L. (2013). Inside the black box of classroom practice: Change without reform in  

American education. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Demerouti, E., Bakker, A. B., Nachreiner, F., & Schaufeli, W. B. (2001). The job demands- 

resources model of burnout. Journal of Applied Psychology, 86(3), 499–

512. https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.86.3.499 

Dwivedi, D., & Yadav, A. (2025). Teaching on the edge: How burnout shapes the well-being of  

teachers and the futures of students. International Journal of Innovative Research in 

Technology, 12(7), 540–546. 

Grandey, A. A. (2000). Emotion regulation in the workplace: A new way to conceptualize  

emotional labor. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 5(1), 95–

110. https://doi.org/10.1037/1076-8998.5.1.95 

Heifetz, R., Grashow, A., & Linsky, M. (2009). The practice of adaptive leadership. Boston,  

MA: Harvard Business Press. 

Ingersoll, R. M., Merrill, E., & Stuckey, D. (2018). Seven trends: The transformation of the  

teaching force. Philadelphia, PA: Consortium for Policy Research in Education. 

Jennings, P. A., & Greenberg, M. T. (2009). The prosocial classroom: Teacher social and  

emotional competence in relation to student and classroom outcomes. Review of 

Educational Research, 79(1), 491–525. https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654308325693 

Leithwood, K., Harris, A., & Hopkins, D. (2020). Seven strong claims about successful school  

leadership revisited. School Leadership & Management, 40(1), 5–22. 

 https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2019.1596077 

Mark, G. (2023). Attention span: A groundbreaking way to restore balance and productivity.  

HarperCollins. 

 

https://doi.org/10.71176/edup/17638
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220272.2010.521261
https://doi.org/10.1037/ocp0000056
https://doi.org/10.1080/0268093022000043065
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2023.2196607
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0021-9010.86.3.499
https://doi.org/10.1037/1076-8998.5.1.95
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654308325693
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2019.1596077


 

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 10 Spring 2026 Issue                                  12 

 

 

Maslach, C., & Leiter, M. P. (2016). Understanding the burnout experience: Recent research and  

its implications. World Psychiatry, 15(2), 103–111. https://doi.org/10.1002/wps.20311 

Maslach, C., Schaufeli, W. B., & Leiter, M. P. (2001). Job burnout. Annual Review of  

Psychology, 52, 397–422. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.397 

Morris, C., Agbo, B., Osman, M., Baskett, J., & Kyriacou, T. (2026). The components and  

implications of teacher workload: a review. Educational Research, 1-22. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881.2026.2629284 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2023). Education at a glance 2023:  

OECD indicators. OECD Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/e13bef63-en 

Senge, P. M. (2006). The fifth discipline: The art and practice of the learning organization (Rev.  

ed.). New York, NY: Currency. 

Steiner, E. D., & Woo, A. (2021). Job-related stress threatens the teacher supply: Key findings  

from the 2021 State of the U.S. Teacher Survey. RAND Corporation. 

https://doi.org/10.7249/RRA1108-1 

Steiner, E. D., Doan, S., Woo, A., Lawrence, R. A., Berdie, L., Wolfe, R. L., & Schwartz, H. L.  

(2022). Restoring teacher and principal well-being is an essential step for rebuilding 

schools. RAND Corporation. https://doi.org/10.7249/RRA1108-4 

Skaalvik, E. M., & Skaalvik, S. (2020). Teacher burnout: relations between dimensions of  

burnout, perceived school context, job satisfaction and motivation for teaching. A 

longitudinal study. Teachers and Teaching, 26,7-8, 602-616. 

DOI:10.1080/13540602.2021.1913404  

Tyack, D., & Cuban, L. (1995). Tinkering toward utopia: A century of public school  

https://doi.org/10.1002/wps.20311
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.397
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00131881.2026.2629284
https://doi.org/10.1787/e13bef63-en
https://doi.org/10.7249/RRA1108-1
https://doi.org/10.7249/RRA1108-4

