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Part One
[bookmark: _Hlk199157428]This essay will critically analyse the research article “The role of affective teacher-student relationships in adolescents’ school engagement and achievement trajectories”. This article looks at the role of teacher – student relationships both positive and negative and the impact of these on academic achievements.
There will be an in-depth analysis of the methodology, methods and the ethics of the study. The study was concluded in 2019 and was conducted over a three-year period in Belgium, with a sample of 5,382 young people.  The aim of the study was to investigate the role that teacher – student closeness and conflict play in the young persons engagement at school and potential achievement. The research study attempts to discover the links between teachers and students’ relationships and the predicted achievement of pupils. 
As this was a longitudinal study data was gathered over three years using questionnaires that were answered by both teachers and students. This will be further discussed in the main body of the essay.
The strengths and weaknesses of the research will be critically examined focussing on the methodology and methods used and the ethical considerations of the study. 

The research uses data from a large scale research project. As the research focuses on two parts “a) the role of teacher student closeness and conflict in adolescents’ school engagement trajectories and b) whether these school engagement trajectories predict the development of students’ math achievement in Grade 7 to 9” (Engels, Spilt, Denies, & Verschueren, 2019) two different questionnaires were used. To gather information on the teacher student relationship pupils “homeroom” teachers, equivalent to form teachers in the UK, were asked to score statements using a 5-point scale (1 = completely disagree – 5 = completely agree). The questions measured both closeness for example “I share an affectionate, warm with this student” and conflict “Dealing with this child drains my energy”. Pupils answered, again using 5 point scaling, school engagement questionnaires which aimed to look at areas such as behavioural disaffection, behavioural engagement, emotional engagement and emotional disaffection. Standardised maths tests were also used to gauge academic achievement. The study states the teachers questionnaire took between 5 – 10 minutes to complete per student but the students questionnaire took between 1 – 2 hours to complete. Although the teacher would have multiple questionnaires to complete, on average 16, this does seem like a significant time difference. Also 1 – 2 hours for young people to complete a questionnaire appears to be too long, this could significantly affect the validity of the data. However, the questionnaires were only completed once a year. 
A weakness of the questionnaires are that the teachers were asked to comment on their view of the relationship between themselves and the student, but the students were not given the opportunity to give their view of the relationship. This shows that the data could be biased from the teacher’s perspective which may not match how the student feels. This could have been countered by using the same questionnaire for the students and teachers. 
An additional weakness is that the questionnaire that the pupils complete asked general statements such as “When I am in class, I listen very carefully”. As the statement is not directed to a specific class it could be difficult for the pupil to generalise over all their classes. 
The questionnaires were adapted from other studies which looked at similar topics and had been used in large scale longitudinal studies. 
The maths test used to quantify academic achievement were standardised tests developed using maths books that were frequently used in all schools. The tests were changed each year to reflect gains in ability and knowledge as the pupils got older. A standardised test is a good way of measuring ability in a subject area and this can also be replicated across the sample. However, a test or exam may not give a true reflection for all pupils with some pupils not working well in exam conditions. The study does not state if the pupils were chosen from similar ability classes or were of mixed abilities. This could influence the data collected from these exams as some pupils may already be at a disadvantage due to ability or additional learning needs for example. 
The questionnaires were both qualitative methods and the maths tests would give quantitative results meaning that this was a mixed methods study. The data from these questionnaires was easily able to be transferred into tables and latent growth curve models which combined the data. 

There were 5,382 adolescent participants in the study. The participants were selected from 342 classes in 46 secondary schools in Belgium. The majority of the students were in mainstream academic schools however 12.5% were in vocational schools. The difference in school environment is likely have an impact on the pupils engagement and view of their classes. 
298 teachers were asked about the teacher – student relationship. The teachers were the “homeroom” or form teachers, the study states that on average they spent 4 to 6 hours a week with the pupils they were answering the questionnaires on. The study suggests that the homeroom teachers change each year. This could affect the validity of the answers to the questionnaires as they are then 3 different teachers views on the relationship which is not consistent. The questionnaires completed by the teachers and the pupils were done in the Spring of each year. This could have been improved by completing the questionnaires at 3 points in the year such as the start of the year, the middle and the end of the academic year. This would have shown any changes in the relationships and the pupils school engagement. 
The pupils that completed the questionnaire were in grade 7 and then subsequently completed the questionnaire in grades 8 and 9. The study states that adolescence was chosen as the group to be studied as this is a time of significant change for young people and when relationships with those outside the family become more important (Boyd & Bee, 2019). An alternative age demographic that could be looked at is primary school aged children. This would also offer a more consistent set of data as primary pupils tend to have the same teacher for all lessons. 
The number of participants is large which offers a good data set and is able to be generalised to the wider population. 
One area which could be used to compliment this study would be to incorporate further questionnaires to the parents or guardians of the young people taking part as this could offer consistent data throughout the period of the study. Young people may feel better able to be themselves with parents or guardians and not feel reassured to answer in a certain way.

At the beginning of the study consent was gained from the student’s parents via an informed consent form. Pupils were also given a summary of the research and what the data would be used for. It is not clear in the research findings whether on the consent forms or in the information given to students that they have the right to withdraw from the study. There is also no data in the study of how many participants withdrew. It is also not stated in the research as to whether a proposal was submitted to an ethics committee and what ethical guidelines they would be adhering to. 
As the study is being conducted with those under the age of 18 there are several ethical issues to consider. As stated above informed consent was gained from the young people’s parents not from the young people themselves. This could be seen as a conflict as some of the young people may only be participating in the study because their parents want them too and this could make them feel pressured into participating. This would go against ethical guidelines such as the British Educational Research Association (BERA) guidelines. BERA guidelines state that participants themselves should offer voluntary consent and should be made aware of their right to withdraw at any time (British Educational Research Association, 2024). 
Another ethical consideration is the language in which the study was conducted in. The research report states that the study was conducted in a Flemish area of Belgium but it is not clear if the questionnaires used were in Flemish or Dutch as its states the student – teacher closeness was measured using a Dutch version of a relationship scale questionnaire (Engels, Spilt, Denies, & Verschueren, 2019). BERA guidelines advise researchers take into consideration the effects of translation on participants understanding (British Educational Research Association, 2024). 
Some ethical consideration should be taken into account when thinking about the teachers’ responses to the closeness-conflict questionnaires. Such issues as whether the teacher knows some of the pupils better than others and they may be familiar with them outside of the school environment which would affect their judgements of the pupils. 
Confidentiality should also be clearly discussed with the pupils and teachers participating. Pupils would need to know that the class teachers they were answering questions on wouldn’t see the results. This could potentially have been countered in the study as the results were anonymised. However, it is not clear if the pupils were told this would happen prior to completing the questionnaire. 
An ethical consideration for the teachers participating in the study could be that they may worry about the reflection on themselves as they could deem to have a good relationship with the pupil but this might not correlate to the student’s academic achievement which is measured by a maths test. This could put additional pressure on teachers at a time when there is a great rate of people dropping out of the profession (Henshaw, 2024).
In relation to youth work the research is valuable as it shows the importance of good relationships with teachers and academic achievements. The data strongly correlates with outcomes of young people who engage with youth workers and improving academic achievement (National Youth Agency, 2023). 
If the research were to be replicated within a youth work setting some ethical issues would be regarding the voluntary aspect of youth work. Engels et al study uses participants from a school setting where attendance is required and not voluntary. It may also be difficult to achieve the same large-scale participants over the same number of years as engagement with youth work can transitory based on the young persons current needs. 

In conclusion this critical analysis of Engels et al study of “The role of affective teacher-student relationships in adolescents’ school engagement and achievement trajectories” has shown that the research conducted did show a positive correlations between student – teacher relationships and academic achievement over a 3 year period. Th strengths of the research such as it being a large scale study and the research being a longitudinal study over 3 years were discussed. Some weakness of the study were discovered and explored. For example, the questionnaires, which were the method of collecting the data on student-teacher closeness and conflict and pupils school engagement, took quite a long time to complete and for the pupils they were generalised to all classes not just those with their homeroom teacher. There were some ethical issues with the consent not being completed by the pupils themselves to complete the questionnaire and it was also not clear as to what ethical guidelines the researchers were working in line with.
Ultimately the research did fulfil the objective of answering the researcher’s hypothesis. The research could be used as evidence for teachers and education providers to put more emphasis on building positive relationships with young people and the positive outcomes this can produce. Further research in this area could look at the benefits of positive teacher relationships throughout all school age pupils and beyond. 



Part Two

For this small-scale research essay the question “Does participating in sporting activities improve the wellbeing of young people?” will be explored.
This area has been chosen as it is a topic of interest both professionally and in the media. The researcher would also like to find evidence that supports the hypothesis that sport does help the wellbeing of young people as seen over years of fieldwork practice.
The intention of this project is to conduct research with a newly formed group of young people aged between 16 and 25 years old who are not in education, employment or training (NEET) and not currently actively involved in any form of sporting activities. 
The research will link to youth work practices including the Youth Work National Occupational Standards (NOS) such as YW18 Engage with young people to promote their emotional wellbeing and mental health and YW24 Monitor and evaluate the impact of youth work strategy and delivery (CLD Standards Council, 2019). It will also be in line with the Youth Work in Wales: Principles and Purposes in particular the Participative nature of the research project (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022).

Literature Review

Whilst developing this study some literature that was considered included various sources such as studies, websites articles and topic related statistics.
A 2015 study by the Centre for Mental Health found that young people from lower income families are 4.5 times more likely to experience severe mental health problems (Morrison Gutman, Joshi, Parsonage, & Schoon, 2015). As this study was conducted 10 years ago the findings today would not be the same however it is likely to have increased due to the Covid pandemic and other factors including the cost-of-living crisis.
Sport Wales found that the cost of living increase has had a negative impact on young peoples’ ability to take part in sporting activities (Chwaraeon Cymru, 2023). Offering projects like the one proposed in this study could allow accessibility to sport to improve the wellbeing of young people.
There have been numerous studies and reports undertaken that show that participating in sport increases mental wellbeing. The youth Sport Trust noted in its 2023 Impact Report that 76% of participants reported improved confidence after taking part in sport (Youth Sport Trust, 2023).
Other reviews of studies have shown that improving physical and mental health has had a significant impact on young peoples progression to employment (Morgan, Bush, & Bowles, 2022). 
Studies and articles as those mentioned above highlight the need for further research into projects that aim to improve the wellbeing of young people by participating in sport.


Aims and Objectives

There will be multiple aims and objectives to this research. Firstly, the research will aim to give objective data and evidence which supports the anecdotal evidence the researcher has gathered through fieldwork practice. The subjective evidence suggests that participating in sporting activities can have a significant effect on young people’s wellbeing both physically and mentally. An objective of the research will be to gather young people’s views on the project and discover what could be improved. This would improve service delivery and outcomes for the young people. 
Another aim of the research would be to discover how effective projects can be easily replicated so more young people are able to access them. 
Some questions the researcher will consider are – What is the impact on wellbeing when participating in a sporting activity? What motivates young people to participate in sport? What are potential barriers to young people participating in sport? 

Methodology

The research will be constructed around a project for young people aged 16 to 25. The project is a multi-sport activity spread over 6 weeks. Some examples of the sports will be water sports, field sports including football, individual sports for example gym based exercise and wellbeing activities such as yoga. 
The group consists of 15 young people who are not in education or employment and are currently engaging with a local youth service. These young people have been referred for number of reasons including low self-esteem, anxiety affecting employment opportunities and poor lifestyle choices. There will be both male and female participants within this project to gather a wider selection of data. Although a small group offers more opportunity for positive relationships to be formed both between the young people with each other and with youth workers it will only provide limited data that will be difficult to generalise to the wider population. 
The methodology for the research will cover both qualitative and quantitative data. One questionnaire will be completed by each individual after every activity that will ask about the impact of the activity on their physical and mental wellbeing. This questionnaire will allow the individuals to offer their views. The questions would include “how did you feel before the activity?”, “how did you feel during the activity?” and “how do you feel after the activity?”. 
This questionnaire will be in paper form. This will allow the young people to write as much as they feel they want to. A member of staff will also be available if the young person feels they want to ask any questions or needs help writing things down. 
There are some limitations to this method. For example, the young people may be tired after the sporting activity and may not want to complete a questionnaire. Also, practically the location of the sporting activity may not suit sitting down and completing a paper-based questionnaire. Another limitation may be the young peoples willingness to be honest whilst staff are close by and knowing that their answers will be read by staff. 

Young people will also complete an online distance travelled tool. A distance travelled tool will measure the personal development of each young person throughout the length of the project.  Completed at the start of the project, again in the middle of the project in week 3 and then at the end of the project, this tool will be able to gage any changes in behaviours and soft skills including confidence, communication and resilience. 
This tool will be aimed at collecting quantitative data. The questions within the tool will be scaling questions (0 being worst and 5 being optimum) and will be the same at each point. Some examples of questions / statements included will be “I feel good about myself”, “I am motivated” and “Do you feel confident?” This tool could be completed on Microsoft forms which will be emailed to participants. Participants will have a set time in which to complete this. Using Microsoft forms will make it easier to collate the data. 
There may be some limitations to this tool for example young people having access to reliable internet and as this tool relies on young people completing it independently there is a risk that without guidance it may not be done.

A similar study to this one proposed with a mixed methods approach is “Effects of Early Sport Participation on Self-esteem and Happiness” (Collins, Cromartie, Butler, & Bae, 2017). Collins et al made use of electronic surveys and paper surveys to collate information on self-esteem and happiness in young people prior to college whilst participating in sport.  This method worked well on a large scale meaning that it would likely work on a smaller scale of participants.

Ethical Considerations

For this study it will be required to consider a number of ethical issues. The study will be conducted in line with the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022). This includes completing the University’s Ethical Approval Form (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022) prior to undertaking the study.
This study will also follow the British Educational Research Association (BERA) Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (British Educational Research Association, 2024). These guidelines will offer structure on completing research within a informal education setting.
Consent will be required for young people to participate. This will be gained via the means of a consent form which will include information on the study and why it is being conducted, how data collected will be used and stored. The consent form will also inform young people of their right to withdraw their consent at any time.
Participants data from questionnaires and distance travelled tools will be used to research if their wellbeing was improved by participating in sporting activities.  All data given will be anonymised and stored as per Ceredigion County Council GDPR policies (Ceredigion County Council, 2019)
The sample group of young people chosen for this study are already engaging with Ceredigion Youth Service and therefore it will be a targeted study and not open access. 
Considerations will be made to any young people who have additional learning or physical needs in line with the local authorities Equality and Diversity policy (Ceredigion County Council, 2025)
As the study will be conducted by a youth worker that is currently working with one or more of the young people, this could impact the validity of the data collected. For example, young people could feel obliged to say what they feel the youth worker wants to hear (Banks, 2010). The power dynamics between the young people and youth workers needs to be considered (Banks, 2010). A way that this could be addressed would be to ask a youth worker not known to the young people to complete the questionnaire with the young person.
Whilst completing this study NOS YW03 Comply with legal, regulatory and ethical requirements when carrying out youth work (CLD Standards Council, 2019) will be adhered to.

Impact

Once the project has been completed and data has been gathered a summery of findings will be produced in the form of a case study report. This report will consist of quotes from the young people via the questionnaire and data gathered from the distance travelled tool will be presented in graph form. Findings could be used to gain further funding for similar projects through grants such as The Youth Support Grant or through other funding streams such as Ceredigion Association of Voluntary Organisations (CAVO). In addition, if the project is successful it could be replicated by other youth organisations with potential for it to progress to be funded  by government schemes to the mases to tackle youth unemployment and low mental health and self-esteem in young people. The study findings report will also be offered to the young people who participated. 
As noted in the Sport Wales Report (Chwaraeon Cymru, 2023) the cost-of-living crisis is having an effect o young people ability to participate in sporting activities. By delivering an evidence based project such as this one proposed it will allow young people to gain access to funded sporting opportunities. If the project is successful, it could be replicated on a larger scale bring more opportunities to more young people. 
The study will aim to provide evidence for provisions that youth workers have been doing for a long time and that have been shown to offer positive outcomes for young people. 

Conclusion

In conclusion this small-scale research project has explored the question “Does participating in sporting activities improve the wellbeing of young people?” By examining existing literature, the study proposal has been designed to provide mixed method evidence around the role sport plays in engaging young people to improve their mental and physical health. 
Using both distance travelled tools and questionnaires the study looks at the development of young people’s wellbeing and hopes to provide insight on how sport can improve this. Through collecting this data it is hoped that youth work practice can be improved and can be used as evidence for development of future projects and possible funding avenues. 
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