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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Schools in England are on the frontline of climate change. They face 
floods, heatwaves and rising costs, yet many headteachers feel 
constrained in their climate actions and the need to prioritise other 
operational pressures. 

Research involving in-depth interviews with 32 headteachers and 
principals across England finds that whilst they care about climate 
change, many school leaders lack the power, funding and support to 
decarbonise and adapt their estates, despite the co-benefits offered 
by climate action. Climate action remains peripheral because it is 
non-statutory, has limited financial and policy support and is poorly 
embedded in leadership training and accountability frameworks. 

When headteachers are empowered with knowledge, funding 
and partnerships, schools can cut carbon, reduce costs, improve 
safeguarding and build resilience for children and communities. 

Recommendations: 
1.	 Prioritise and mandate quality climate education for school leaders  

on mitigation and adaptation  

2.	 Make climate action a stronger, strategic, supported priority

3.	 Reduce information overload by taking a more active role in advising 
schools through trusted sources
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BACKGROUND
Climate change is already impacting the health and wellbeing of people in all 
regions, and impacts are projected to increase1. UK infrastructure was built for 
a climate that no longer exists, meaning that climate change poses significant 
risks to the education estate and to educational provision for children and 
young people2.

Climate action can provide many non-climate benefits including improved 
public health and wellbeing3, for example from healthier food, active transport 
and greener, cooler spaces, and financial savings from reduced energy use4.  
Schools account for around a third of public sector building emissions5 and 
years of underinvestment mean that thousands of pupils are in schools requiring 
major rebuilding or refurbishment, with significant safety concerns across the 
school estate6. School leaders have an essential role to play in responding to 
climate change, not least in safeguarding the continuity of education in the face 
of extreme weather.  

There currently exists government support for climate action, for example:

	y In response to the Curriculum and Assessment Review, the proposed 
improvement of climate change and sustainability education has been 
welcomed7. 

	y The Department of Education8 has set out a 10 year plan to improve the 
education estate by reducing emissions and increasing energy efficiency, 
resilience to climate change and access to nature. 

	y There exists a commitment to tackling 
climate change through education and to 
scaling up decarbonisation between 2025 
and 20359.

	y Climate action now features in school 
estate management standards10. 

Whilst these strategies recognise the 
importance of climate change and 
sustainability, requirements remain non-
statutory and absent from the headteachers’ 
standards11 and the National Professional 
Qualification (NPQ) Headship Framework12, 
with headteachers reporting having to make 
‘painful moral choices’ between immediate 
demands and long-term wellbeing13.
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RESEARCH APPROACH 
The purpose of this research was to understand: 

	y how school leaders perceive climate action

	y the barriers and enablers school leaders experience

	y how school leaders negotiate barriers

	y the structural and systemic support needed to scale up climate action. 

The research question addressed was: 
What ways of perceiving and engaging with climate action 
exist amongst school leaders? 
In-depth interviews were conducted with 32 headteachers across primary, 
secondary, college and special school settings across England. Schools were 
sampled across a spectrum of engagement, from highly constrained (unable or 
unwilling to take climate action) to climate-active (taking climate action), across 
phases (primary, secondary, sixth form college), character (e.g. comprehensive, 
special, selective; urban, rural), management (local authority maintained, 
academy) and in different socio-economic contexts (from lowest to highest 
indices of multiple deprivation).
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FINDINGS
1.	 Schools are experiencing climate impacts

“We live and breathe the impacts of climate change” 
SECONDARY HEADTEACHER

The research found that schools are already experiencing climate 
impacts: flooding, extreme heat, and rising food and energy costs. 
However, many headteachers do not connect these to climate change, 
and efforts to advance climate action often depend on the initiative, 
interest or knowledge of individual staff members or school leaders. 
Key barriers to climate action include limited time and capacity, 
complex funding arrangements or competitive bidding processes, 
lack of technical expertise, the absence of statutory requirements, and 
competing safeguarding and curriculum pressures.

2.	 Operational pressures limit climate action
“We haven’t got the legs to do the legwork ourselves” 
COLLEGE PRINCIPAL

School leaders care about climate change and want to take action 
- indeed, feel guilty when they are not able to act - but climate action is often 
perceived as secondary to more immediate demands. Efforts to decarbonise 
school estates and advance climate action are limited by operational pressures 
facing headteachers, including safeguarding, Special Educational Needs and 
Disabilities (SEND) provision, ageing infrastructure, financial pressures and 
accountability, and there is limited sharing of experiences about how climate 
action can support these priority areas. Technical knowledge, capacity and 
access to solutions is not widespread and where improvements and investment 
do occur, they tend to be piecemeal or grant-dependent.

3.	 Support for schools is fragmented, inaccessible  
and deprioritised 
“It has been overwhelming” 
SECONDARY HEADTEACHER

Headteachers described a crowded and fragmented information landscape 
in which government-funded organisations, educational organisations, and an 
increasing number of consultancies and private-sector decarbonisation providers 
competed for their attention. As a result, climate-related communications were 
often perceived as ‘white noise’, making it difficult for leaders to identify trusted, 
free, relevant and actionable support. Many school leaders placed greater 
value on sustained relationships with trusted individuals, such as Climate Action 
Advisors, who could help filter information (ensuring only relevant, suitable 
grants and solutions were communicated), interpret technical requirements, 
and reduce the burden on already stretched staff. Relational, place-based and 
trusted forms of support are more effective in enabling school climate action 
than compliance-driven approaches or fragmented remote provision.
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4.	 Ease enables action 
“Hopefully we’re moving everything across from you know, actions 
to ‘this is part of our culture… what we do’” 
PRIMARY HEADTEACHER

Schools were involved in hundreds of climate and nature actions of varying 
scales and levels of effectiveness. Climate action was more successful where 
schools could easily access grants, collaborate with other schools already 
taking action, work with Climate Action Advisors, or embed sustainability 
within school development plans. Climate action was particularly effective 
where climate priorities were translated into practical actions aligned with 
school priorities. This included linking solar power, energy efficiency, transport, 
food, procurement and adaptation measures to concerns such as financial 
sustainability, school values, curriculum enrichment, and ethical, healthy 
sourcing. Schools taking transformative action were channelling savings from a 
transition to solar into maintaining a community venue for training, volunteering 
and other activities to meet parent and community needs, and were attracting 
staff and students as a result of their actions.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS
1.	 Prioritise climate education for school leaders

	y Update the National Professional Qualification (NPQ) Headship Framework 
and Headteachers’ Standards. There is a need for headteachers 
to understand the impacts of climate change on their schools and 
communities, and the role headteachers play in taking action and building 
resilience in schools. 

	y Integrate climate leadership training in NPQH programmes, MAT leadership 
development, and professional training for headteachers, school business 
managers, estates managers and sustainability leads. Training should include 
sustainability literacy, low-carbon procurement, estate planning, adaptation 
strategies and long-term financial planning for net zero transitions. 
Embedding these skills across leadership pathways can help normalise 
climate-conscious decision-making and strengthen resilience of the 
education system over the long term.

2.	 Make climate action a stronger 
strategic, supported priority

	y Embed climate action within school 
accountability, leadership training 
frameworks and school improvement 
planning so that sustainability is treated 
as a core strategic issue rather than 
an optional add-on. Make the links 
between environmental degradation, 
wellbeing and inequalities clear, and 
make the links between climate action 
and co-benefits relating to pupil 
wellbeing, educational outcomes, 
financial sustainability and estate 
management clear.    

	y Communicate current and future 
climate impacts clearly, and explain 
how these intersect with the challenges 
that schools already face to support 
headteachers to understand how 
climate change relates to these issues. 

	y Simplify access to funding by reducing the competitive and time-intensive 
nature of grant applications, which currently place disproportionate 
administrative burdens on headteachers. 

	y Introduce streamlined, low-burden financing mechanisms for retrofitting, 
solar energy installation and climate adaptation measures, particularly 
resilience to extreme weather, and ensure schools benefit financially from 
changes made. This recommendation is consistent with the Education 
Estates Strategy14, which recognises that the estate is “not resilient enough 
to climate change, with schools overheating in the summer and many  
facing flood risks.”



8

Learning from Leaders Climate action for resilient school communities 

3.	 Take a more active role in advising schools 
	y Provide greater support for the network of Climate Action Advisors to 
connect further with local authorities and multi-academy trusts (MATs). 
School leaders are overloaded with information on climate action. They 
trust and pay attention to the Department for Education, and a more active 
approach to supporting access to reliable, relevant, high quality advice at 
no cost to schools is needed. School leaders valued the critical intermediary 
role of Climate Action Advisors in translating complex policy and technical 
information into practical, school-level action. Their trusted, relationship-
based support, free for schools to access, helps school leaders navigate 
competing pressures, identify appropriate funding opportunities, reduce 
emissions and share effective practice. Climate Action Advisors understand 
the realities of the education sector, including workload pressures, 
accountability demands, and regional variation, so are well placed to 
provide tailored support that school leaders view as credible and actionable. 
Support for this expert workforce could accelerate delivery of the DfE’s 
sustainability and climate goals, while strengthening local networks and 
collaboration between schools.
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CONCLUSION
Schools are trusted community anchors and visible demonstrations of 
government commitment to a sustainable future. They are also key sites of 
socialisation: young people and staff spend a significant proportion of their 
lives in schools, and the values, practices and priorities embedded within 
these environments can shape longer-term attitudes and behaviour around 
climate and sustainability across wider society. 

Support is needed to enable headteachers to mainstream climate action 
in schools. This requires education for school leaders, climate action as 
a strategic and supported priority, and a more active role in signposting 
schools to expert support. Supported, informed school leaders can 
drive measurable emissions cuts, unlock cost savings, enhance support 
for children with SEND and strengthen community resilience. These 
recommendations are consistent with government aspirations and suggest 
tangible ways of supporting headteachers in this essential work.  

Further information 
To cite this document: Dunlop L., Clayton, S., Turkenburg-van Diepen, M. 
& Ramsay, G. (2026).  Learning from Leaders: Climate action for resilient 
school communities.  Policy brief produced for Ashden.

Contact lynda.dunlop@york.ac.uk 

This research was funded by Ashden.

The views expressed are those of the authors and not necessarily  
those of Ashden.

Image credits Jon Spaull and Max Alexander.

To find out more about Let's Go Zero and the research commissioned visit 
https://letsgozero.org/ or contact letsgozero@ashden.org

mailto:lynda.dunlop@york.ac.uk
https://letsgozero.org/
mailto:letsgozero@ashden.org
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