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In 2006, I coauthored a book on Sustainable 
Leadership. It argued that we need to take care of 
our people and organizations like we try to take 

care of the planet. Sustainable Leadership, we proposed, 
consists of seven interlocking principles. A key one was 
about making sure that everything you start will last, in 
the long term, even after leaders turn over, policies shift 
and money runs out. This principle – sustainability as 
longevity – still applies, I believe. But recently I have been 
pushed to think about it differently. 
 
Rethinking Sustainable Leadership

Towards the end of the COVID-19 pandemic, a team 
I assembled at the University of Ottawa received $2.7 
million from the LEGO Foundation to build a network 
of 40+ schools across seven provinces to improve student 
engagement and well-being in the middle years, after the 
pandemic. 

We gave participating school teams $5000 each to spend 
on project purposes. We offered resources for substitute 
teachers, so teachers could plan and collaborate. We 
provided funds for teams to travel to a national showcase 
and for principals to go to a regional event to share 
strategies. And we built a platform of online support 
for schools to network with each other and get outside 
stimulus from world-renowned thought leaders.

It was a big investment. But there was a catch. Very soon, 
we realized there would be no follow-up funding for any 
of the LEGO Foundation’s projects. We had $2.7 million. 
But we had 16 months to spend it. What did that mean for 
sustainability? Would our work be just a f lash in the pan? 
Or could we think about sustainability differently?

New Rules 

The conventional approach to sustainable improvement is 
that everyone must be committed, deliver improvements 
on a big scale and not let them fade away. Changes that 
are temporary or marginal, that happen on the fringes 
and that disappear when leadership changes or funding 
dries up, are ineffective and unsustainable. 

Ironically, this concept of sustainability may be 
impractical and unsustainable today. Perhaps the old 
rules of sustainability – that funding should continue, 
that leaders should last or choose suitable successors, 
or that governments shouldn’t change direction, are 
unrealistic. Maybe it’s time for new rules for educational 
sustainability that will work in a volatile world.

Drawing on our recent project, on collaborative research 
with Ontario school districts from 2009-2018, and on 
current experience of leading a network of seven 
governments committed to humanitarian goals in education, 
here are four new rules for sustainable leadership. 

1. Become a Sleeper 

In the world of espionage, there are people called sleepers. 
They learn the arts of spying, then go undercover until 
their handlers activate them. In education, sleepers learn 
their knowledge and skills when windows for innovation 
open. Many of the issues I advance now as a senior leader, 
like alternative assessments, professional collaboration or 
student well-being, began with a peak experience in early 
career.  When windows for innovation re-open, these 
ideas can reappear on a large scale after our careers have 
progressed. Give teachers peak experiences of innovation 
in early career, and you’re investing in their future as 
system innovators later. 

2. Jump-Start Innovation

When we worked with Ontario school districts on their 
inclusion strategies, their leaders asked, “What’s one 
thing you can do with one year of extra funding now, that 
will last forever?” A 3D printer may break down, but in 
our play-based learning project, educators jump-started 
innovation by building outdoor trails with their students, 
by injecting fresh momentum among their colleagues 
after an energy-sapping pandemic, and by changing the 
mindsets of innovation-sceptics. Our project jump-started 
joy and that joy didn’t dissipate once the project was over. 
Children still walk the trails. Innovation sceptics have 
become change ambassadors. And principals are taking 
what they have learned to their next schools. 

3. Change Something, Not Everything

Sometimes, it feels like teachers have no wiggle room. But 
even in top-down change environments, schools in our 
recent project typically took half a day or a whole day a 
week to do something different. Students in one school 
built a cardboard arcade with games where players could 
learn about UN Sustainable Development Goals. Three 
schools devoted Fridays to classes focused on teacher’s 
interests like magic tricks, cooking, knitting or building 
outdoor shelters. Cut the required curriculum by 10 to 
20 per cent and reallocate that time for teachers to design 
mini-courses and projects of their own. Let’s try and 
sustain something, even if it’s not everything. 
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anyway. But we can help early career teachers to learn 
and feel things now that they will take on, system-wide 
when they become leaders, later. We can jump-start 
innovations that will keep everyone going even after the 
initial excitement has passed. We can innovate in a few 
things with passion and permanence without feeling this 
is a just a failure to innovate in everything. And instead 
of fragmenting our responsiveness to different student 
needs, we can implement changes that support one group 
in ways that benefit everyone. 

The old sustainability rules are about longevity. These 
new rules are about creativity, f lexibility and practicality 
in pursuit of that longevity.   

4. Make What’s Essential for Some, Good for All

One thing we learned from working with Ontario school 
districts is that culturally responsive teaching is about 
more than designing strategies just for this group or that 
group. What may be essential for one group of students’ 
needs, can be good for all students. In our project, we 
have seen how Indigenous traditions and pedagogies, like 
learning in circles or ellipses, moving outdoors or playing 
Indigenous games, have inspired and benefitted schools 
with no self-identified Indigenous students at all. Schools 
that create welcoming environments for immigrant and 
refugee students can become more welcoming towards 
any students who change schools for one reason or 
another. What’s essential for some, is, indeed, often
good for all.

Moving Forward

Sustainability should no longer mean that everybody 
must do everything that leaders and policymakers want, 
everywhere, all the time. That was never a realistic goal 


