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[bookmark: _Toc227154886]Introduction 
Further Education (FE) institutions in Wales are increasingly positioned as key sites for supporting student well-being, particularly through policy frameworks such as the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) and the Whole-College Approach to Emotional and Mental Well-being (Welsh Government, 2021; Wixcey, 2024; Welsh Government, 2024). Well-being is understood here as a multi-dimensional construct encompassing emotional, psychological and social functioning (Kaya and Erdem, 2021). 
However, a gap remains between this policy ambition and the lived reality within FE. Despite the expansion of well-being initiatives, many learners continue to report high levels of anxiety and distress (Welsh Government, 2024; WISC, 2025). More critically, emerging evidence suggests that aspects of college life itself, including course demands, transitions and institutional systems, may contribute to this distress and, in some cases, learner withdrawal (Wixcey et al., 2022).
This raises important questions about the role of FE institutions in shaping student well-being. Rather than simply acting as sites of support, colleges may also contribute to the conditions that produce pressure and strain. As such, there remains a gap in the literature around how institutional processes influence student well-being, and whether current approaches address underlying causes or respond only to symptoms.
This study explores how practices of monitoring, tracking and accountability within FE colleges in Wales are perceived to shape students’ emotional and psychological well-being. It adopts a structural perspective, focusing on routine institutional processes shaping student experience, rather than locating difficulty solely within the individual learner.
This focus is informed by professional experience within FE, where data-driven accountability and performance metrics have become embedded within everyday practice, reshaping how educational work is understood and enacted (Ball, 2003; Biesta, 2010; Williamson, 2017; Selwyn, 2015). Datafication within education refers to the process through which aspects of teaching and learning are translated into quantifiable data, enabling them to be monitored, measured and compared (Williamson, 2017). This sits at the heart of many current accountability systems, shaping how educational work is understood and carried out in practice. While these systems are intended to support student success, they may also generate pressure, reduce autonomy and contribute to feelings of surveillance (Ball, 2003; Deci and Ryan, 2000; Williamson, 2017; Selwyn, 2015).  This is significant as it suggests that systems designed to support student success may simultaneously create conditions that undermine well-being. 
Existing literature highlights these tensions. Ball (2012) identifies the impact of performativity within education, while Deci and Ryan (2000) emphasise the importance of autonomy in supporting well-being. Performativity within education refers to systems in which the work of teachers and institutions are measured, judged and incentivised through targets, data and performance indicators, often shaping behaviour towards what can be measured rather than what is educationally meaningful (Ball, 2003). Thus, this points to the need to critically examine how institutional systems shape, and potentially constrain, student well-being within FE contexts.
[bookmark: _Toc227154887]Literature Review  
The published literature generally shows that student well-being is multi-dimensional, shaped by emotional, cognitive, social and environmental factors and how these interact (Kaya and Erdem, 2021; Khatri et al., 2024). However, despite this broad agreement, there remains significant tensions about the origins of distress. Much of the literature continues to explain well-being issues in individual terms, focusing on resilience, coping skills and emotional regulation (Fang et al., 2025). This aligns with psychological models that prioritise individual adaptation (Deci and Ryan, 2000). This matters because it risks locating responsibility for well-being primarily within the learner, potentially overlooking the role of institutional conditions in shaping distress. 
However, this position is increasingly challenged by research that locates distress within institutional structures and educational practices, rather than within the individual learner (Ecclestone and Hayes, 2009; Ball, 2003; Biesta, 2010). This tension is particularly evident in literature examining the expansion of accountability and monitoring systems. Across FE and HE, the growing use of attendance tracking, performance metrics and data-driven monitoring is often framed as supportive (Douglas et al., 2025; Smothers et al., 2022). These high-stakes conditions are closely aligned with processes of performativity and datafication, where measurable outcomes become central to how success is defined and evaluated. Together, these processes create increasingly visible, metric-driven environments.  Surveillance within education refers to the monitoring and tracking of students through data, technologies and institutional processes, enabling behaviours and performance to be observed, recorded and evaluated (Selwyn, 2015).  Rawdin and Dhillon (2025) extend this further, arguing that therapeutic framings of well-being can obscure the structural conditions that produce distress.
The role of assessment is central within this debate. Nieminen (2025) conceptualises assessment as an identity-shaping process, suggesting that grading and feedback influence how learners understand themselves. This aligns with wider literature on identity formation within education, although there remains limited empirical research exploring how these processes are experienced in practice, particularly within FE contexts. 
A growing body of research shifts attention towards the teaching and learning environment as a key determinant of well-being. Research increasingly highlights the importance of student-staff relationships and inclusive pedagogical approaches in shaping student experience. Felten and Lambert (2020) argue that relationship-rich environments, where meaningful connections between staff and students are embedded within learning, play a central role in supporting engagement, belonging and well-being. This challenges more performative approaches to education that prioritise efficiency and measurable outcomes over relational depth, while Lombardi et al., (2019) highlight the role of institutional climate in shaping engagement. 
Theoretical perspectives such as Cognitive Load Theory provide further insight into how educational design may contribute to distress. By highlighting the limits of working memory, it demonstrates how excessive demands and poorly structured learning environments can lead to cognitive overload (Sweller, 2011). This supports the view that institutional expectations and curriculum design can create conditions of structural strain, rather than simply reflecting individual capacity.
Within the Welsh context, policy frameworks emphasise a systemic understanding of well-being. However, research highlights challenges in implementation, including variability in practice and resource constraints. Similarly, studies on learner withdrawal in FE suggest that emotional distress is closely linked to institutional experiences, reinforcing a disconnect between policy aspiration and lived reality (Wixcey et al., 2023). This is critcial as it raises questions about whether current well-being frameworks are addressing underlying causes or simply responding to visible symptoms. Emerging literature also foregrounds lived experience, particularly among marginalised groups. Fielding et al., (2025) show that neurodivergent learners often experience distress in response to inflexible institutional structures. 
Within FE specifically, the literature highlights the complexity of teaching and learning environments. Smothers et al., (2022) emphasise the interaction between institutional pressures and relational practices, although there remains limited research directly examining how these dynamics shape student well-being. Importantly, there is increasing recognition of the relationship between staff and student well-being. Douglas et al., (2025) identify high levels staff stress and burnout linked to organisational conditions, suggesting that student well-being cannot be understood in isolation from institutional context.
Overall, while there is broad agreement that well-being is shaped by structural, relational and pedagogical factors, there remains a significant gap in research examining how monitoring, tracking and accountability practices are experienced by students themselves. This study addresses this gap by foregrounding student voice and advancing a structural conceptualisation of well-being, understood here through the lens of pedagogical iatrogenesis. This perspective positions educational systems as capable of producing harm through their own practices, offering a critical re-framing of well-being within FE.
[bookmark: _Toc227154888]Theoretical Framework / Methodology
This study adopts a mixed methods approach to explore how practices of monitoring, tracking and accountability within FE colleges in Wales shape students’ emotional and psychological well-being. This approach is appropriate as it allows for the examination of both institutional structures and the lived experiences of students, recognising that well-being is shaped through the interaction between these elements.
Researcher positionality is central to this enquiry. Positionality refers to the ways in which a researcher’s background, values and professional experiences shape both the research process and how findings are interpreted (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). In this study, the researcher is positioned within the FE sector and has direct experience of institutional practices such as attendance monitoring and performance tracking. This provides insight into FE practice, particularly the pressures associated with accountability and increasingly data-driven practices.
However, this also raises the need for a reflexive approach. While this insider perspective strengthens contextual understanding, it is important to ensure that prior assumptions do not go unchallenged or shape the research uncritically. As Denzin and Lincoln (2018) suggest, particularly within qualitative research, reflexivity is essential in recognising how the researcher contributes to the construction and interpretation of knowledge. It is therefore necessary to remain critically aware of how personal and professional experiences may influence both the direction of the research and the meanings drawn from it.
Ontologically, the study adopts a critical realist position. Ontology is concerned with the nature of reality and what can be said to exist independently of human perception (Crotty, 1998). From a realist perspective, institutional practices such as monitoring systems and accountability structures exist as real and observable features of FE settings. However, their impact on student well-being cannot be understood as fixed or universal. Critical realism, as developed by Bhaskar (1978), offers a useful way of thinking about this, as it recognises that while social structures are real, their effects are experienced and interpreted differently by individuals.
This position is further supported by Maxwell (2012), who argues that a realist approach allows for the exploration of both underlying causal mechanisms and subjective meaning. In this study, while also recognising that students experience and respond to these systems in different ways. 
Epistemologically, the study takes a pluralist stance, recognising the value of both objective and subjective forms of knowledge. Epistemology is concerned with how knowledge is generated and what counts as valid evidence (Crotty, 1998). A purely positivist approach would prioritise measurable data, such as patterns in student well-being or engagement, which can be useful in identifying trends. However, this alone does not capture the meanings students attach to their experiences.
In contrast, an interpretivist position focuses on understanding these subjective experiences within their social context (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). As this study seeks to explore both measurable patterns and lived experience, it does not sit comfortably within one single epistemological position. Instead, it adopts a more flexible approach, recognising that different forms of knowledge are needed to fully understand how institutional practices relate to student well-being.
These ontological and epistemological assumptions inform the choice of pragmatism as the overarching research paradigm. Research paradigms provide a broader framework for how research is approached, including how theory, method and knowledge are connected (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). Positivism, with its focus on objectivity and measurement, would be too limiting for this study, as it risks overlooking the complexity of students’ experiences. Similarly, while constructivism offers valuable insight into meaning and interpretation, it may not fully account for the role of institutional structures or support the integration of quantitative data.
Pragmatism offers a more suitable approach, as it prioritises the research problem and supports the use of methods that best address the research questions (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018). This is particularly relevant within a mixed methods design, where both quantitative and qualitative approaches are needed. In this study, quantitative methods can be used to identify patterns in how students respond to monitoring practices, while qualitative methods allow for a deeper understanding of how these experiences are interpreted and understood.
Overall, this combination provides a more complete picture, allowing the research to explore both the scale and the nature of the relationship between institutional practices and student well-being. The study is therefore underpinned by a reflexive professional positionality, a critical realist ontology, a pluralist epistemology and a pragmatic research paradigm, which together provide a coherent framework for examining how institutional practices shape student well-being within Welsh FE.
[bookmark: _Toc227154889]Research Methods / Tools
This study adopts a mixed methods approach to investigate how practices of monitoring, tracking and accountability within Further Education (FE) colleges in Wales, shape students’ emotional and psychological well-being. This approach is appropriate as the study seeks to both identify measurable patterns linked to institutional practices and understand how these are experienced by students.
This study will collect quantitative data through structured questionnaires, incorporating Likert-scale items alongside a validated measure such as the Student Subjective Wellbeing Questionnaire (SSWQ). Likert scales are widely used to measure attitudes and perceptions, allowing participants to indicate levels of agreement with statements (Jebb, Ng and Tay, 2021). This enables patterns to be identified across a larger sample, particularly when exploring constructs that are not directly observable, such as emotional responses or perceptions of institutional practices (Joshi et al., 2015).
The inclusion of the SSWQ strengthens the study design by providing a validated tool for assessing multiple dimensions of student well-being (Renshaw et al., 2015). Using established measures supports reliability and consistency, while combining multi-item Likert scales with validated instruments enhances overall measurement robustness (Gliem and Gliem, 2003).
Quantitative methods allow data to be collected from a wider population, enabling patterns and relationships to be identified (Creswell and Plano-Clark, 2018). However, they also have limitations. While they provide measurable data, they reduce complex experiences to predefined categories and do not fully capture the reasons behind students’ responses.
To address this, qualitative methods will be used to add depth and context. Semi-structured interviews will allow participants to explore their experiences in detail while maintaining consistency across the dataset. The interview framework will focus on key areas such as perceptions of monitoring, experiences of pressure or support, and the impact on motivation and well-being. This approach allows participants to raise issues not anticipated by the researcher, providing a more nuanced understanding of their experiences (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018).
In addition, focus groups may be considered to explore shared experiences and generate discussion around common institutional practices. This approach is particularly useful as it allows participants to respond to and build on each other’s views, providing insight into shared experience (Smithston, 2000; Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). This can provide further insight into how these practices are collectively understood and negotiated within FE settings.
Qualitative methods are particularly useful in exploring meaning and lived experience. They allow participants to explain how institutional systems are interpreted in real-world contexts, offering insight into emotional and psychological responses that cannot be captured through quantitative measures alone. However, they also present limitations, including smaller sample sizes and the potential for researcher interpretation to influence findings (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).
Bringing both approaches together helps to address these limitations. This study adopts a complementary design, where quantitative data provides an overview of patterns in student well-being and perceptions of monitoring, while qualitative data explores these patterns in greater depth. This supports triangulation, strengthening the credibility of the findings (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). For example, where survey data indicates lower well-being among students experiencing intensive monitoring, interview data can help explain whether this is linked to perceived pressure, reduced autonomy or other contextual factors.
Despite these strengths, mixed methods research presents challenges. It requires careful planning to ensure effective integration of both approaches, and data collection and analysis can be time-intensive. There is also a need to maintain balance so that one method does not dominate the other (Creswell and Plano-Clark, 2018). Ensuring coherence between datasets is therefore essential. However, within this study, the use of mixed methods is justified by the complexity of the research problem. By combining tools such as Likert-scale questionnaires, the SSWQ and semi-structured interviews, the study captures both measurable patterns and lived experience, providing a more complete understanding of how institutional practices shape student well-being within Welsh FE.
To support this, appropriate analytical tools will be used for each dataset. Quantitative data will be analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), enabling descriptive statistics (e.g. means, frequencies) and, where appropriate, inferential analysis (e.g. correlations) to identify relationships between institutional practices and well-being. Qualitative data will be analysed using thematic analysis, following a structured process of coding and theme development (Braun and Clarke, 2021). Together, the integration of statistical analysis and thematic interpretation strengthens the design, allowing the study to move beyond pattern identification towards a more detailed understanding of how institutional practices are experienced and interpreted by students
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This study is guided by three research questions which together explore how practices of monitoring, tracking and accountability within FE colleges in Wales, shape students’ emotional and psychological well-being. These questions are closely aligned with the overall aim of the study and are designed to capture both the scale of the issue and how it is experienced in practice.
[bookmark: _Toc227154891]Research Question 1 (RQ1)
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 has been selected as the central focus of the study, as it directly addresses the relationship between institutional practices and student well-being. It reflects a concern within the literature that systems designed to support student progress may also create unintended pressures, particularly within performative and data-driven environments (Ball, 2012). By focusing on perception, the question recognises that the impact of these practices is not simply determined by how they are designed, but by how they are experienced and interpreted by those within them.
RQ1 sits across both interpretivist and post-positivist traditions within a broader pragmatic framework. On the one hand, it seeks to understand subjective experience, recognising that meaning is shaped through social context and individual interpretation, which aligns with interpretivist approaches to research (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). On the other hand, it also allows for the identification of patterns through quantitative data, reflecting post-positivist assumptions that aspects of social reality can be measured and analysed.
Mixed methods research therefore provides a way of bringing together these different traditions, allowing for both the exploration of meaning and the identification of broader patterns within the data (Guraya, 2023; Kaushik and Walsh, 2019; Foster, 2024).
To address this question, both quantitative and qualitative data are required. Quantitative data will be collected through Likert-scale questionnaires and a validated measure such as the SSWQ, allowing for patterns in student perceptions and well-being to be identified across a wider sample. However, this alone would not fully explain these patterns. Qualitative data, gathered through semi-structured interviews, will therefore be used to explore how students and staff interpret and respond to these practices. Together, this approach allows the study to move beyond simply identifying trends, providing a more detailed understanding of how institutional practices are experienced and how they may shape emotional and psychological well-being in practice (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc227154892]Research Question 2 (RQ2)
How are these practices justified, interpreted and enacted by staff and institutional leaders within FE colleges in Wales?
The second research question shifts the focus from student experience to the institutional perspective. It is included to recognise that practices of monitoring and accountability are not neutral, but are shaped by policy frameworks, organisational priorities and professional expectations. Understanding how staff and leaders justify and enact these practices is therefore important in developing a more complete picture of how they operate within FE contexts. RQ2 is primarily situated within an interpretivist position, as it is concerned with meaning, interpretation and professional reasoning. As Denzin and Lincoln (2018) suggest, qualitative approaches are particularly useful when exploring how individuals make sense of their social world. 
The data required to address this question is predominantly qualitative. Semi-structured interviews with staff and institutional leaders will be used to explore how monitoring practices are understood, justified and implemented in practice. This approach is particularly appropriate as it allows for the exploration of perspectives, experiences and professional reasoning in a way that more structured methods would not capture (Bryman, 2016; Rossman, 2016).
These interviews will be guided by a framework focusing on key areas such as accountability pressures, policy influences and perceptions of student support. This ensures a level of consistency across participants, while still allowing flexibility for individuals to raise issues that are significant to their experience. Semi-structured interviews are widely recognised for this balance, enabling comparability across responses while also allowing for depth and the exploration of meaning (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015; Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). This flexibility is particularly important within this study, as it allows participants to reflect on how institutional practices are interpreted and enacted in context, rather than simply describing them. In doing so, the method supports a more detailed and nuanced understanding of how these practices operate in practice (Tracy, 2020). 
While quantitative data is less central to this question, findings from the survey used in RQ1 may provide useful context, particularly where patterns in student experience raise questions that require further exploration. 
[bookmark: _Toc227154893]Research Question 3 (RQ3)
What changes to FE monitoring system practices do students and staff identify as necessary to mitigate any emotional and psychological harm in FE colleges in Wales?
The third research question introduces a more applied dimension to the study, moving beyond description and explanation to focus on how practice might be improved. This reflects the wider aim of the research, which is not only to understand how institutional practices shape student well-being, but also to consider how these practices might be adapted to better support students within FE.
RQ3 aligns with a pragmatic approach, which emphasises the practical use of research in addressing real-world issues (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018). It also draws on interpretivist and participatory principles, recognising the importance of including the perspectives of those directly affected by these practices (Fielding, 2004). By incorporating both student and staff voices, the question acknowledges that meaningful change is more likely where those experiencing these systems are involved in shaping them (Fielding, 2004; Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012; Rudduck and Flutter, 2004).
To address this question, qualitative data will be central. Semi-structured interviews and focus groups will be used to explore how participants understand and experience monitoring practices, and how they believe these could be improved. This approach enables the generation of rich, context-specific insights, supporting participants to reflect on their experiences and articulate meaningful changes within their own settings (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015; Denzin and Lincoln, 2018).
Quantitative findings from the survey data will also inform this stage of the research. Patterns identified earlier can highlight areas of concern, which can then be explored in more depth through qualitative methods. In this way, the study links evidence of what is happening with a clearer understanding of how practice might be developed.
[bookmark: _Toc227154894]Conclusion
By adopting a pragmatic mixed methods approach, the research draws on both quantitative and qualitative data to explore different aspects of the well-being debate. This allows the study to be both theoretically informed and grounded in practice, offering insight that is relevant to academic debate as well as professional contexts within FE.
In response to the growing policy focus on student well-being within FE in Wales, this study investigates how practices of monitoring, tracking and accountability shape students’ emotional and psychological experiences. By combining quantitative measures, such as the SSWQ, with qualitative insights from semi-structured interviews, the study explores both patterns in student experience and the meanings attached to them.
Through these research questions, the study moves beyond examining these practices in isolation, to critically considering their impact and how they might be adapted. In doing so, it aims to contribute to a more informed understanding of how well-being is shaped within FE, and to identify ways in which current approaches might better support sustainable student well-being.
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