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ECAD5018
Deepening practice Health and Well-being

Intro 
Health and Wellbeing is central to the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), aiming to help learners become healthy, confident individuals. Cowley (2021) highlights the importance of developing skills across physical, mental, emotional, social, and economic wellbeing. This journal explores how play, meaningful P.E., social and emotional learning, creative approaches like stitching, and outdoor learning support emotional regulation, resilience, and social connections, and overall children's wellbeing. 
Play 
Play is recognised as a fundamental right in Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which recognises every child’s entitlement to rest, leisure, and play (UNICEF, 2022). Far from being a leisure activity alone, play is a crucial part of child development and learning.
Vygotsky (1967) argued that children's engagement with play reflects their stage of development and evolving social interests. Play supports cognitive flexibility, imagination, and emotional regulation. Lai et al. (2018) describe play as a constant in children’s lives, essential to wellbeing and learning. Brown and Vaughan (2009) further emphasise its role in enhancing creativity, joy, and strong social relationships.
Play can also be a powerful pedagogical tool. Ifenthaler, Eseryel and Ge (2012) suggest that game-based learning can influence children's knowledge, attitudes, and behaviours. However, Wood (2022) argues that the increasing use of play to meet curriculum goals can create tension between child-led exploration and educational outcomes. When play becomes overly structured or adult-directed, it risks losing its intrinsic value and limits opportunities for genuine inquiry and creativity. Lillemyr (2020) reinforces this concern, noting that because play holds deep personal meaning for children, any adult intervention must be thoughtful and respectful, ensuring it supports their development and emerging interests. Despite these concerns, when implemented with care, play-based approaches can offer a meaningful balance between curriculum intentions and children's developmental needs. 

Meaningful P.E 
Meaningful P.E. focuses on ensuring that students find value and purpose in physical activities, helping them connect movement to their broader life experiences. Chen (1998) defines meaningfulness in P.E. as involving emotional value, purpose, and coherence. Kretchmar (2008) adds that when meaningfulness is prioritised, students’ P.E. experiences can enrich their lives. Fletcher et al. (2021) believes that meaningful P.E. promotes engagement that lasts beyond school years.

Beni, Chróinín and Fletcher (2021) describe meaningful P.E. as a flexible, student-centred approach that empowers teachers to adapt activities based on learners’ interests and needs. This aligns with the Curriculum for Wales, which promotes personalised, meaningful learning experiences and encourages schools to design their own curricula rooted in context and learner voice (Welsh Government, 2020). Fletcher et al. (2021) outline six core features of meaningful P.E.: ‘just right’ challenge, social interaction, motor competence, fun, delight, and personal relevance. These principles help guide teachers in planning activities that are not only physically engaging but also emotionally and socially rewarding.

Meaningful P.E. is also associated with increased motivation and commitment. Teixeira et al. (2012) highlight that intrinsically motivating experiences are key to sustained engagement, while Dyson (1995) found that choice enhances pupils' sense of relevance. However, Dismore and Bailey (2011) caution that misjudged challenge levels can lead to disengagement. Therefore, thoughtful implementation is crucial to ensure that meaningfulness creates enjoyment and long-term participation. During a university session focused on meaningful P.E., we worked with a visiting Year 5/6 class and were tasked with planning inclusive physical activities. This required us to design varying levels of challenge to ensure all pupils remained engaged, motivated, and able to experience success, reflecting the importance of adapting P.E. to meet diverse needs and ensuring the experience was personally meaningful for every learner.


Social and Emotional 
Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) involves the development of skills such as self-awareness, managing emotions, empathy, motivation, and social skills (Welsh Government, 2010). These skills underpin positive relationships, effective learning, and emotional wellbeing. CASEL (2022) definines SEL as a process where individuals gain the knowledge and attitudes to develop healthy identities and make responsible decisions, suggesting that effective SEL programmes improve academic performance, relationships, and mental health outcomes. 
The importance of SEL in education is particularly evident in light of rising mental health concerns. The Children’s Society (2024) found that over 14% of young people report being unhappy at school. In Wales, the Mind Over Matterreport (Welsh Government, 2018) identified emotional wellbeing as a national priority, reinforcing the role of schools in building resilience. These priorities align with the Well-being of Future Generations Act (WCVA, 2019), which promotes long-term wellbeing across social, cultural, and emotional areas of life. 
When embedded in a whole-school approach, SEL supports not just academic success but holistic, lifelong development. While there is strong support for embedding SEL into education, some researchers have expressed concerns about its overemphasis. Ecclestone and Hayes (2009) argue that a growing “therapeutic culture” in schools may shift focus away from academic aspects, potentially undermining intellectual development by prioritising emotional self-awareness. This highlights the importance of a balanced whole-school approach that acknowledges the value of emotional learning while maintaining a strong focus on academic priorities. By doing so, schools can ensure that wellbeing initiatives complement, rather than compromise, educational progress.
Stitching for Well-being 
Creative arts-based approaches like stitching can play a significant role in supporting children’s mental health and wellbeing by improving self-confidence, self-esteem, relationship building and a sense of belonging (Bungay and Vella-Burrows, 2013). The Curriculum for Wales recognises Health and Well-being as fundamental to all learning (Welsh Government, 2020). Stitching offers opportunities for mindfulness, patience, and self-expression, aligning with these objectives. Macpherson, Hart and Heaver (2016) emphasize that engaging in creative tasks, is effective in developing resilience and supporting positive mental health outcomes.
Heenan (2006) found that art-based programmes can offer non-clinical, supportive environments, empowering individuals through accessible creative expression. Wilson (2024) argues that allowing autonomy through arts can enhance children's wellbeing. This was reinforced in a university workshop where we engaged in a 'stitching for wellbeing' activity led by a visiting practitioner, exploring how stitching could be used in primary school settings to support mindfulness and emotional regulation. For example, stitching could be integrated into the school[image: ] day after lunch breaks, providing a calming transition that helps pupils settle and refocus for learning. This experience demonstrated the potential of creative practices to support emotional balance and create mindful learning environments. 
However, with schools under pressure to improve academic performance, non-academic learning opportunities like mindfulness or creative activities, are often viewed as secondary to core subjects (Finnan, 2015). As a result, teachers may be reluctant to allocate time for these activities (Jennings, 2012). Finnan (2015) suggests that dedicating time to non-academic activities can enhance emotional regulation, focus, and classroom behaviour, positively influencing academic outcomes. Therefore, integrating creative practices like stitching can support emotional regulation, improve focus, and ultimately benefit academic performance. These findings underline the importance of protecting time for wellbeing-focused activities within the school timetable.

Outdoor learning and Forest School 
Outdoor learning, including approaches like Forest School, is an educational method that takes students outside of traditional classroom settings to engage with nature through hands-on activities. Research suggests that outdoor learning has significant benefits for children's wellbeing, improving their social, personal, and physical development (Becker et al., 2017). Spending time outdoors, particularly in natural environments, has been linked to increased happiness and better mental wellbeing (UNICEF, 2020, Gray, 2018). It encourages creativity, problem-solving, and resilience, promoting holistic development beyond academic achievement (Brymer, Freeman, and Richardson, 2019). 
My personal experience with outdoor learning during a university session confirmed the benefits of engaging with nature. The session focused on activities to promote wellbeing through outdoor learning and forest schools. One activity involved matching paint colours to natural[image: ] objects outdoors. This, along with team-building and mindfulness exercises, highlighted how nature aids emotional regulation, focus, and connection, reinforcing its impact on wellbeing and mental health.
Thorburn (2018) acknowledges the rising international awareness of promoting wellbeing in schools, yet many education systems continue to prioritize traditional, classroom-based learning. This focus can lead to outdoor and experiential learning being undervalued or overlooked, reducing opportunities to support holistic child development. This challenge can be overcome by embracing the Curriculum for Wales’ emphasis on locally designed, learner-centred experiences, which encourages schools to incorporate outdoor learning across various Areas of Learning and Experience (Welsh Government, 2020). Through thoughtful planning, outdoor environments can be used to enrich subjects like health and wellbeing, supporting both academic goals and holistic development.
Conclusion 
In conclusion, prioritising health and wellbeing within education is crucial for developing learners who are not only academically successful but also emotionally resilient and socially connected. By embracing frameworks like the Curriculum for Wales, schools can create environments that nurture the holistic development of learners, ensuring that wellbeing remains at the heart of the educational experience.
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