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[bookmark: _Toc227595723]Introduction
Further Education (FE) in Wales is increasingly being positioned as a key space for supporting student well-being, particularly within policy frameworks that promote inclusive, supportive learning environments. On the surface, this suggests a sector that is becoming more responsive to student need. However, there is a growing tension here. Alongside this focus on well-being, institutional practices such as monitoring, tracking and accountability have become more embedded, and these do not sit comfortably alongside the idea of a genuinely supportive environment. While they are introduced with the intention of supporting progress and achievement, in practice they can also create pressure, reinforce surveillance, and limit students’ sense of autonomy.
In this study, several key concepts are used in a specific way and therefore need to be clearly defined. Student well-being is understood as a broad, multi-dimensional concept, which includes emotional, psychological and social aspects of a student’s experience, rather than simply the absence of distress (Kaya and Erdem, 2021). Within Further Education, this relates to how students feel about themselves, their learning environment, and their ability to cope with the demands placed on them.
Monitoring and tracking refer to the ways in which colleges collect and use data on student attendance, progress and performance, often through digital systems and internal processes designed to identify risk and support achievement (Williamson, 2017). Closely linked to this, accountability refers to the expectations placed on both students and staff to meet targets and demonstrate progress, often shaped by wider policy and inspection frameworks (Ball, 2012).
These practices sit within wider institutional systems, which in this study refers to the structures, processes and expectations that shape how education is organised and experienced within FE colleges. These systems are not neutral; they can shape, and at times place pressure on, how students experience support, learning and well-being within the educational environment.
This paper focuses on Research Question 1: How are practices of monitoring, tracking and accountability within FE colleges in Wales perceived by students and staff to shape students’ emotional and psychological well-being? This question is important because it moves beyond simply asking whether these systems “work” and instead asks how they are actually experienced. It deliberately attempts to capture both measurable patterns and lived experience, which makes it well suited to a mixed methods approach.
The aim of this study is to explore how these institutional practices are understood and experienced by both students and staff, and to consider the extent to which they shape emotional and psychological well-being within FE. Rather than treating well-being as something located within the individual, this study takes a more structural view, recognising that institutional systems, processes and expectations play a significant role in shaping how students feel and function within education.
[bookmark: _Toc227595724]Methods 
This study adopts a mixed methods approach, bringing together both quantitative and qualitative methods to explore how practices of monitoring, tracking and accountability within FE colleges in Wales are perceived to shape students’ emotional and psychological well-being. As Creswell and Plano-Clark (2018) suggest, mixed methods research is particularly useful when exploring complex educational problems that cannot be fully understood through a single approach. In this study, it provides a way of capturing both the structural patterns and the lived realities of institutional practices, offering a more complete and balanced understanding of how they shape student well-being.
[bookmark: _Toc227595725]Quantitative Methods
Quantitative methods will be used to identify patterns in how students perceive institutional practices and how these relate to their reported well-being. Data will be collected through structured questionnaires, using Likert-scale items alongside a validated measure such as the Student Subjective Wellbeing Questionnaire (SSWQ). This allows for the collection of data that is consistent and comparable, making it possible to identify trends across a larger sample rather than relying on isolated accounts. The inclusion of the SSWQ also strengthens the study, as it draws on an established and recognised measure of student well-being, adding a level of reliability to the findings (Joshi et al., 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc227595726]Quantitative methods provide breadth, enabling the identification of patterns and relationships between variables, such as the intensity of monitoring practices and reported well-being (Jebb, Ng and Tay, 2021). This reflects the post-positivist element of the study, where identifying observable patterns is central (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). However, this approach on its own is limited. While useful for identifying patterns, this approach risks reducing complex experiences to simplified data (Rahman, 2017). For this reason, quantitative methods are used here as part of a wider approach, rather than as a standalone solution (Oranga and Matere, 2025). 
Qualitative Methods
[bookmark: _Toc227595541][bookmark: _Toc227595727]Qualitative methods will be used to explore the meanings and experiences behind the patterns identified in the quantitative data. Semi-structured interviews will be the main tool, carried out with both students and staff. This approach gives participants the space to talk through their experiences of monitoring and accountability practices in their own words. It allows for a clearer understanding of how these practices are experienced, interpreted and navigated in everyday FE settings. 
[bookmark: _Toc227595542][bookmark: _Toc227595728]The decision to use qualitative methods is based on their ability to get beneath the surface and capture depth and nuance. As Denzin and Lincoln (2018) argue, qualitative research is particularly useful for exploring lived experiences and the meanings people attach to them. In this study, it allows for a more detailed exploration of how students experience institutional practices, as well as how staff make sense of, justify and apply these practices in their day-to-day work. Semi-structured interviews are especially useful here, as they provide enough structure to keep the conversation focused, while still allowing participants to raise issues that might not have been anticipated.
[bookmark: _Toc227595543][bookmark: _Toc227595729]That said, qualitative methods are not without their limitations. They tend to involve smaller sample sizes, which means the findings are less easily generalisable to a wider population. There is also the issue of interpretation, as the analysis is shaped by the researcher’s own perspective. This makes reflexivity an important part of the process, ensuring that potential bias is acknowledged and carefully managed (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc227595544][bookmark: _Toc227595730]Mixed Methods Approach
[bookmark: _Toc227595545][bookmark: _Toc227595731]Bringing quantitative and qualitative methods together offers a more complete way of addressing the research question. The main reason for using a mixed methods approach is that it allows both the identification of patterns and the exploration of meaning. This sits within a pragmatic approach, where the focus is on the research problem itself and using the methods that best help to answer it (Creswell and Plano-Clark, 2018). Mixed methods also supports triangulation, where findings from different approaches can be compared and used to strengthen the overall credibility of the study. By drawing on both quantitative and qualitative data, it becomes possible to cross-check findings and build a more robust understanding of the issue (Bryman, 2016). For example, survey data might show a pattern where students experiencing higher levels of monitoring report lower well-being. The qualitative interviews can then help unpack what is actually going on behind that pattern, giving insight into how and why these experiences are happening (Mason, 2002).
[bookmark: _Toc227595546][bookmark: _Toc227595732]That said, using mixed methods does come with challenges. It takes more time, requires careful planning to bring the different types of data together, and demands confidence in both quantitative and qualitative approaches (Flick, 2019). A single method would not capture the full picture, whereas a mixed methods approach allows for a richer and more balanced understanding of the issue
[bookmark: _Toc227595733]Sampling 
For this study, a purposive sampling strategy will be adopted as the primary method, as it enables the deliberate selection of participants who have direct experience of the institutional practices under investigation. Purposive sampling is commonly used in qualitative research to identify information-rich cases that can provide meaningful insight into the phenomenon being studied (Patton, 2002). The focus is on how monitoring, tracking and accountability systems shape student well-being in Welsh FE, so it’s important to include people who are actually positioned within these processes, rather than selecting a broad or random sample (Creswell and Plano-Clark, 2018).
Two key groups will be included: Level 3 FE students and FE staff. Students are central to the study, as the research question focuses on their lived experiences of practices such as attendance monitoring, progress reviews and performance targets. Within this group, participants will be selected to reflect a range of experiences, including those with consistently high attendance, those who have triggered intervention thresholds, and those who have accessed well-being or support services.
Alongside this, staff participants, including lecturers, personal tutors, pastoral staff and managers will be selected based on their involvement in delivering, interpreting or shaping these practices. Their inclusion allows for a fuller picture of how monitoring systems are actually put into practice, as well as how they are understood and justified within the institution. To strengthen the sampling strategy, maximum variation sampling will be built into the purposive approach. This helps ensure that a range of perspectives are included, rather than capturing a single or narrow view. Maximum variation sampling is specifically used to capture diversity across key characteristics, allowing the researcher to explore both shared patterns and important differences within the data (Patton, 2002). 
In practice, this means drawing participants from different FE colleges across Wales to reflect institutional differences, as well as from a mix of curriculum areas, including both vocational and academic routes. Student participants will also be selected to reflect variation in demographic and educational experience. Alongside purposive and maximum variation sampling, there will also be a small element of volunteer sampling, particularly for students. Recruitment will take place through college communication channels such as email or virtual learning environments, giving individuals the option to self-select into the study. This supports transparency and respects participant choice, as involvement is entirely voluntary (Creswell, 2014). However, there is a risk that those who choose to take part may have stronger or more emotive experiences, which could shape the sample. To manage this, steps will be taken to maintain balance where possible, and reflexivity will be an important part of the research process. 
[bookmark: _Toc227595734]Ethics 
The ethical approach for this study is informed by participatory research principles, where participants are not positioned as passive subjects, but as active contributors to the research process (Palaiologoui, 2016). In this sense, ethics is not treated as a set of procedural requirements to be met, but as something embedded within the research relationship itself. The ethical approach for this study is grounded in key principles of respect, beneficence, justice and integrity, in line with university ethics policies, UK requirements, and the ethical guidelines set out by the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018).  
A central consideration is informed consent. All participants will be given clear, accessible information about the purpose of the research, what taking part involves, and their role within the study. They will be made fully aware that they can withdraw at any point without any consequences, and consent will be gained before participation begins. Particular care will be taken to ensure this is done in a way that is open and transparent, especially given my position within the FE sector, so that there is no sense of pressure or expectation to take part. This reflects established ethical guidance around voluntary participation and the right to withdraw from research (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). 
Linked to this is confidentiality and anonymity. All participants, colleges and identifying details will be anonymised using pseudonyms throughout transcripts, analysis and any written outputs. Findings will be presented at a broader, thematic level to ensure that individuals and institutions cannot be identified. This is especially important given that participants may share critical views about institutional practices. Protecting anonymity helps create a space where people feel able to speak openly without concern about professional or reputational consequences, which is a key ethical principle in qualitative research (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018).
Minimising harm is also a key priority (Bryman, 2016). Discussions around well-being, monitoring and institutional pressures may bring up sensitive or emotional responses. Participants will be reminded that they can skip questions or pause or withdraw at any time. Where needed, they will be signposted to appropriate support within their college. 
In terms of data protection, all data will be handled in line with UK GDPR and university policies. It will be stored securely on encrypted devices, with access limited to the researcher. Only necessary personal data will be collected, retained for an appropriate period, and then securely disposed of. This ensures legal compliance and protects participant privacy, in line with the requirements of the UK General Data Protection Regulation and the Data Protection Act 2018, as well as institutional guidance set out by the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. 
There are also considerations around the position of the researcher. This study looks at systems of monitoring, tracking and accountability, which could be seen as sensitive or even critical of institutional processes. There is a need to manage this carefully to ensure fairness and balance. The intention is not to criticise individuals or institutions, but to explore how these practices are experienced and understood. Findings will therefore focus on patterns and themes, rather than attributing views to specific people or settings, recognising the responsibility of the researcher in how data is interpreted and represented (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018).
As an insider researcher within FE, ongoing reflexivity is important. My professional role may influence both access to participants and how the data is interpreted. To address this, I will engage in reflective practice throughout, including keeping a reflective journal and being mindful of my own assumptions. Clear boundaries will also be maintained to manage any dual-role tensions. For example, students that I currently teach will not be included in the study, helping to reduce any potential power imbalance or perceived pressure to participate, identifying the subjective role of the researcher in interpreting social reality (Guba and Lincoln, 1994).
There is also a risk of professional or reputational harm, particularly for staff who may share critical perspectives (Saldana, 2016). This will be mitigated through strict confidentiality, careful anonymisation and reporting at a thematic level. This approach helps protect participants while still allowing important issues to be explored, in line with ethical guidance around protecting participants from potential harm and safeguarding their identities (Bryman, 2016).
Finally, the study is underpinned by a commitment to giving something back. Participants and relevant stakeholders will be offered a summary of the findings, helping to ensure transparency and recognising their contribution. This also supports the potential for the research to inform practice and contribute to positive change within the sector.
Overall, this approach reflects the realities of researching well-being within institutional settings. It aims to balance the need for critical exploration with a strong commitment to protecting participants, maintaining professional integrity and conducting the research responsibly.
[bookmark: _Toc227595735]Research tools 
For this study, which looks at how monitoring, tracking and accountability practices shape student well-being in Welsh FE, a mixed-methods approach will be used allowing both pattern identification and deeper exploration of experience (Creswell and Plano-Clark, 2018). The main tools used will be a student questionnaire and semi-structured interviews, with the option of focus groups where appropriate.
[bookmark: _Toc227595736]Questionnaire
[bookmark: _GoBack]The main quantitative tool will be a student questionnaire, designed to capture patterns in how institutional practices are experienced and how these link to student well-being. The questionnaire will include a mix of closed and Likert-scale questions, allowing for the collection of measurable data on areas such as perceived pressure linked to attendance monitoring, experiences of progress tracking, and feelings of stress, motivation and support. Where appropriate, established tools such as the Student Subjective Wellbeing Questionnaire (SSWQ), Renshaw et al., (2015), may be adapted to support reliability and ensure alignment with existing research (Zadworna, 2022). 
Using a questionnaire makes it possible to gather data from a larger group of students, supporting the identification of trends and relationships, such as links between monitoring practices and reported well-being. This is particularly useful in providing a broader overview across different student groups, helping to identify patterns that might not be as visible through qualitative data alone (Buckler and Moore, 2023). However, questionnaires also present limitations. Once distributed, there is limited opportunity to clarify responses or explore issues in more depth, and there is a risk that questions may be misinterpreted by participants. This matters because poorly designed questions can affect the validity of the data collected. To address this, the questionnaire will be piloted with a small sample prior to wider distribution, allowing refinement and improved clarity. 
[bookmark: _Toc227595737]Interviews
However, questionnaires are limited in how far they can capture the complexity and nuance of lived experience. For this reason, the study will also use semi-structured interviews as the main qualitative tool. Interviews will be carried out with both students and staff, allowing for a more in-depth exploration of how institutional practices are experienced in practice. A semi-structured approach works well here, as it provides enough structure to explore key themes, while still giving participants the flexibility to raise issues that matter to them. As Kvale and Brinkmann (2015) suggest, this approach focuses on understanding the ‘life world’ of the participant, allowing the researcher to explore how individuals interpret and make sense of their experiences. This matters because it enables the research to move beyond predefined responses, capturing the meanings students attach to institutional practices within FE.
For students, the interviews will focus on their direct experiences of monitoring systems, including how these practices shape their emotional and psychological well-being. For staff, the focus will be on how these systems are implemented, understood and justified, and whether they are seen as supporting or, at times, constraining student well-being.
Using interviews aligns closely with the interpretivist element of the study, as it places value on participants’ voices and recognises that well-being is shaped by context and experience. It also allows for deeper probing, helping to clarify meaning and explore any tensions or contradictions in what participants share. This is particularly important given the focus on institutional practices, where experiences are often complex and not easily captured through fixed-response formats (Coe, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc227595738]Focus groups
Alongside individual interviews, focus groups may also be used as a supporting qualitative tool, particularly with students. Focus groups enable shared experiences to be explored collectively with participants building on each other’s contributions. This can be especially useful when exploring institutional practices, as it can highlight both common experiences and points of difference (Barbour, 2007). That said, their use needs to be handled carefully. However, ethical concerns such as confidentiality and participants’ willingness to express critical views in a group setting must be carefully considered (Wilkinson, 1998).
Bringing these tools together supports a triangulated approach, where quantitative and qualitative data complement each other (Lorenzini et al., 2024). The questionnaire provides a broader overview of patterns and relationships, while interviews and focus groups add depth and context. This helps strengthen the overall study, as findings can be compared across methods. For example, survey findings can be explored further through interviews to provide context. 
Each tool presents limitations. Questionnaires may be affected by response bias, which can reduce the accuracy of self-reported data (Ingram, 2023; Lorenzini et al., 2024). Interviews provide richer detail but are time-intensive and typically involve smaller samples, limiting generalisability (Chand, 2025). Focus groups may also be influenced by group dynamics, requiring careful facilitation and reflexive practice to manage these effects (Ning et al., 2024; Korzenevica et al., 2025).
Overall, the tools selected allow for both the capture of measurable aspects of student well-being and a deeper understanding of the experiences that sit behind these patterns. By combining quantitative and qualitative methods, the study is better placed to develop a more complete and nuanced picture of how institutional practices shape student well-being within Welsh FE, while maintaining both methodological rigour and ethical awareness.
[bookmark: _Toc227595739]Data analysis 
For this study, a mixed-methods approach to data analysis will also be used, bringing together quantitative statistical analysis with qualitative thematic analysis, (Creswell and Plano-Clark, 2018; Braun and Clarke, 2006; Bryman, 2016). The quantitative data collected through the student questionnaire will be analysed using a combination of descriptive and, where appropriate, inferential statistical methods, supported by software such as SPSS. To begin with, descriptive statistics, including means, frequencies and percentages, will be used to summarise patterns in student responses. This will help provide an overview of key areas such as levels of perceived stress, motivation, and experiences of monitoring practices, (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Where appropriate, inferential analysis, such as correlations, may be used to explore relationships between variables, for example the link between the intensity of attendance monitoring and reported levels of well-being. This allows for patterns and trends to be identified, which can then be explored further through the qualitative data (Bryman, 2016; Jebb, Ng and Tay, 2021). However, it is recognised that statistical analysis has its limits, particularly in capturing the complexity of lived experience, so findings will be interpreted carefully and without making causal claims.
To build on this, qualitative data from the semi-structured interviews (and any focus groups used) will be analysed using reflexive thematic analysis, following the approach outlined by Braun and Clarke (2021). This method is well suited to exploring participants’ experiences and the meanings they attach to them, allowing themes to develop from the data itself rather than being imposed in advance. The process will begin with familiarisation, through repeated reading of transcripts, followed by systematic coding to identify key features of the data. These codes will then be grouped into broader themes that reflect shared patterns across participants, such as experiences of pressure, perceptions of support, or tensions between care and control within institutional practices.
Reflexive thematic analysis fits well with the interpretivist element of the study, as it recognises that themes are not simply found, but are shaped through the researcher’s engagement with the data. Because of this, reflexivity will be an important part of the process (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). Ongoing reflection will be used to consider how my own position within FE may influence interpretation, helping to maintain transparency and strengthen the credibility of the findings.
The integration of quantitative and qualitative analysis will take place through triangulation, where findings from each method are brought together and considered alongside one another. For example, patterns identified in the survey data can be explored in more depth through the qualitative themes, (Bryman, 2016).
Overall, the chosen approaches to data analysis are well aligned with the aims of the study. They allow for both breadth and depth of understanding, while maintaining methodological rigour and a strong emphasis on reflexivity. This study aims to explore how monitoring, tracking and accountability practices within Welsh FE shape students’ emotional and psychological well-being. By using a mixed-methods, pragmatic interpretivist approach, it brings together both patterns and lived experiences to move beyond individual explanations of well-being and instead highlight the role of institutional structures. The intention is to generate insights that are grounded in context and that can support more ethical, supportive and student-centred approaches in practice, while maintaining a clear commitment to participant protection and responsible research.
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