The Crisis of School Wellbeing.
High teacher turn-over, variable but increasingly poor student attendance, increasing numbers of home-schooled students and very poor relative student happiness measures are indicators of a crisis of wellbeing in our schools. This is not to say all schools are equal in these measures; some perform better and it is these schools that need to be used as the models for improving wellbeing across all schools.
What is currently seen as best practice to promote student wellbeing in schools? Cary and Webb in their UK Parliament Post document (2025) suggest the following:
· Developing a School Culture that prioritises improved wellbeing.
· Developing a sense of belonging in school.
· Developing positive peer relationships.
· Developing positive teacher-student relationships.
· Our current system of high-stakes testing and a narrowing of the curriculum often excluding creative subjects can be seen as a factor reducing wellbeing.
· Overly punitive behaviour management systems can be seen to lower student wellbeing.
· Public school England 2021 suggest the following whole school approaches to improve student wellbeing:
· Specific teaching aimed at developing resilience and social and emotional development.
· Using student voice to influence school decisions.
· Staff development to promote staff and students’ wellbeing.
· Identifying need, developing interventions and evaluating these interventions.
· Working with parents and carers.
· Appropriate referrals to targeted support.
· Ethos and environment that values diversity and promotes respect.
· Leadership and Management champions efforts to support and promote wellbeing. 
· Creating a system of teaching and learning that promotes positive wellbeing.
On this last point the authors point out that, although programmes aimed at developing or maintaining self-esteem are seen by teachers as important, studies also state that teachers feel they have no time to deliver these. A reduction in break times can be seen to have a negative impact on relationship development and a sense of school-belonging. This will require ensuring there are adequate breaks during the day that are supervised and safe can be seen as another factor in developing positive wellbeing.
The development of punitive behaviour management systems can be seen to be championed in some settings, these need to be reviewed in the light of the well-being challenges currently faced by our students and staff. Mossbourne Hackney can be seen as a point in question having been identified in a recent review by Sir Alan Wood as having a ridged and inflexible behaviour system that placed too higher price on some students in setting a learning environment. This revie also found that compliance and control were often prioritised ahead of pupil wellbeing. This is not the only school to promote behaviour policies of this nature.
To start, it is important to define what is meant by wellbeing. The Cambridge Dictionary states that wellbeing is: ‘The state of feeling healthy and happy’. A more detailed definition comes from the APA dictionary of Psychology, where wellbeing is a: ‘State of happiness and contentment, with low levels of distress, overall good physical and mental health and outlook, or good quality of life’. If these are the measures to aspire to then we need an understanding of how we can begin to improve them.
In terms of education, wellbeing in school may then link or even be a predictor of school attendance and school engagement. It is well documented that high levels of stress prevent effective learning. A fear of school, poor mental health and poor physical health are linked to poor school attendance. If a student is not attending then engagement in learning, both academic and social, will be very difficult. There are on-line learning platforms provided in some schools for school refusers and hospital education facilities for physically unhealthy in-patients and these certainly have their uses but they do not replicate a school-based educational experience.
The SEL (Social and Emotional Learning) programmes in some schools in the USA highlight the need for healthy relationships, enhance self-awareness and promote resilience. These were the basis for the SEAL programme which was a part of the National Strategies in England and Wales introduced by the then Labour Government in the 2000s. These strategies also talk of bonding to institutions; finding things that encourage students to feel a part of their school and their schooling.
Recent work on staff well being and whole school approaches to wellbeing use recent research and highlight mindfulness across the curriculum, with teachers being well-versed in this practice before introducing it to students (Thich Nhat Hanh, K. Weare 2017). Other approaches suggested across the curriculum include positive reflection, acts of kindness and increased physical activity (A. Bethune 2018). These are all approaches that have been tried and developed across schools, there is nothing new here; what may be considered more ‘new’ is the development of absolute compliance across some schools and the delivery of a high-content and increasing inflexible curriculum. If we know that increased wellbeing across the school population works in terms of educational and social outcomes then if we are to explicitly teach them, where are we going to place these activities? All of us involved in education have to begin to get a better and shared idea of what we want from education instead of continuing down the same high-pressure, highly assessed, inflexible and low trust system we currently inhabit that creates little space for improvements in wellbeing during the school day.
Research suggests that positive student-student, student-teacher relationships are important for student engagement in school and of particular importance to students who are vulnerable and/or at risk of exclusion from school. This would support the SEL programmes’ aims of developing healthy relationships in school and stakeholders ‘bonding’ to schools.
The UK Parliament Post reported on wellbeing in school children in February 2025 (Emma Cary and Laura Webb). The paper concluded that research data for England suggests that positive wellbeing helps children to engage in learning. They highlight that research shows that aspects of school culture, including relationships and sense of belonging, are important for wellbeing. Short-term outcomes of low wellbeing can include effects on relationships and behaviour, absence from school, and lower academic achievement while long-term outcomes can include effects on mental health and adult employment. Practices that may improve wellbeing include psychological, social, culture and environment-based practices along with physical health promotion, however, evidence around these practices is mixed and it is challenging for practitioners to determine which practices to implement, and how. Cary and Webb conclude that more evidence is needed around approaches to improving wellbeing of children in schools, the factors underpinning the most effective approaches, and how best to measure their impact. In December 2024 the Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill was laid before Parliament, which contained several proposals related to wellbeing in schools including provision of breakfast clubs.
The 2021-2022 OECD report states that UK students have the lowest wellbeing in Western Europe and that UK student wellbeing has declined since the report in 2009-2010. NHS reports indicate that mental health referrals have more than doubled compared to before the Covid-19 pandemic.
The above precis of existing evidence calls for more research which in turn can make it difficult to outline best practice. However, there is work from the US and from the UK that can lead us towards a system that can include measures aimed at improving student wellbeing which by definition would include improvements in happiness, positive outlook, mental and physical health and reduce distress.
There are groups who are more at risk of low wellbeing in school, these include:
students in poverty; 
with a special need or disability; 
with a long-term illness; 
who have suffered a trauma as a result of adverse childhood experiences; 
who have parents with mental health difficulties; 
who live in temporary accommodation; 
are members of a gang;
are pregnant or are a young parent; 
identify as lesbian, gay, bi-sexual and/or transgender; 
experience exclusion from school and are young carers. 
Some students may have more than one of these risk-factors increasing their risk of low self-esteem. Mental health challenges are linked to poor attendance and/or poor wellbeing. Feeling socially valued at school may mitigate against future difficulties with mental health. Higher levels of school belonging are associated with lower levels of depressive, anxiety and stress symptoms across young adulthood.
Specific interventions could include the teaching of SEL programmes, relational and restorative practices, ensuring that students (and staff) undergo physical activity, nature-based practices and outdoor learning, ensuring there are cultural and creative practices (dance, music, drama, art), providing good nutrition including breakfast clubs and providing extra-curricular activities, time for positive self-reflection, acts of kindness and mindfulness.
Research from the Open University (Kelly 2017) found that a school start time of 10am for children aged between 13-16 had improved health and a 50% drop in illness-related absence, suggesting that the subjects’ circadian rhythms are better matched to a late start. This is supported by research from the USA which suggests a later school start improves mood, attendance and grades. This research studied students aged 13-18 and has led to some school districts in the USA mandating a later start in schools (after 8.30am).
This overview of the available research and suggested best practice can provide a way for schools to work on developing positive wellbeing which in turn can be seen to improve attendance and engagement in school.
A final note on staff wellbeing. A healthy and happy staff body will deliver better education to our young people. The TES Wellbeing Survey (2026) states that 61% of staff intend to leave the profession long-term and 54% in the next five years. The big challenges to effective work are due to dealing with students with SEND, often without support. The NASUWT Wellbeing at Work Survey (2024) found that teaching staff wellbeing but significantly below that of the general population, with 84% of staff experiencing work-related stress the main causes being either workload, student behaviour, financial worries or a combination of these factors.  87% of staff stated that they had lost sleep due to their work. 68% stated that it had a detrimental effect on their mental health, and 54% stated that increased workload had led to increased stress. It also reported high levels of dissatisfaction with the current inspection regime. These reports paint an increasingly worrying picture.
On a personal note, and having taught for over 30 years, often with more vulnerable learners, along with the research I undertook for my doctorate, I can state that positive peer-peer and teacher-peer relationships are vital for students to feel safe and valued, in improving school behaviour and outcomes. These relationships become more important the more vulnerable the learner is. These in turn improve attendance and engagement in school. I have worked in schools that actively look to promote staff and student wellbeing and these practices and the messages that this work sends are very important to all school stakeholders if engagement in education is the goal.
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