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Whole school approach to health and wellbeing
Promoting physical, emotional, and social well-being is a shared duty within a whole-school approach, integrated into every part of school life. This includes the curriculum, leadership, relationships, school environment, and partnerships with families and the wider community.
By making wellbeing part of everyday practice, schools can create a safe, inclusive space where both pupils and staff feel supported. This leads to improved mental health, better behaviour, higher engagement, and stronger academic outcomes.
Estyn (2021) highlights that schools which prioritise well-being encourage a supportive environment where children feel safe, valued. A strong example of this in practice is St Illtyd’s Primary School in Blaenau Gwent. In 2018, the school established a Professional Learning Community (PLC) to focus specifically on enhancing well-being. Staff, pupils, and families worked together to develop a tailored ‘Well-being Web’ that reflected the unique needs and context of the school. This whole-school approach led to a significant drop in behaviour incidents and exclusions, as well as a boost in staff morale.
The experience at St Illtyd’s illustrates the powerful and lasting impact of embedding well-being across the entire school community.

Play
Play is a vital part of childhood and is widely recognised for its key role in children’s cognitive, emotional, and social development. It is not only a leisure activity but also a meaningful way for children to explore, create, and learn. Moyles (2010) describes play as a form of active learning, helping children understand their world. Berk (2013) supports this, saying that play is essential for learning and encourages the development of important skills such as creativity and problem-solving. Recent research from the Department for Education (2023) highlights that high quality play helps children develop social skills, creativity, and cognitive abilities, all of which are important for their overall well-being.
Piaget (1952) described children as ‘little scientists’ who actively explore their environment to learn. His constructivist approach shows how play supports thinking and learning. In Wales, play is a key part of the Foundation Phase curriculum (Welsh Government, 2008), which encourages structured but play-based learning for 3 to 7-year-olds. This helps children develop physically, emotionally, and intellectually.
Wainwright et al. (2016) found that the Foundation Phase supports physical literacy by encouraging activities that develop both movement and thinking skills. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) also recognises play as a right, with Article 31 stating that every child is entitled to rest, leisure, and play. In schools such as Ysgol Ty Ffynnon, classrooms are divided into areas of learning (e.g. ICT, Language, Maths, and Role Play), which support learning through exploration and imagination.


Meaningful PE
PE in Wales is a key part of the school curriculum. It helps learners improve physical health, but also supports emotional and social development. The Curriculum for Wales (2022) states that PE supports the development of healthy, confident individuals. Meaningful PE focuses on making activities enjoyable, inclusive, and connected to children's interests and needs.
Beni, Ní Chróinín, and Fletcher (2023) found that when PE is relevant and enjoyable, pupils show more motivation and a positive attitude towards being active. This links with Whitehead’s (2001) idea of physical literacy, which is about developing confidence, motivation, and ability to stay active for life. Progressive Sports (2025) adds that regular physical activity helps with focus, resilience, and reducing loneliness, which improves children’s overall well-being. Bailey (2006) also points out that PE helps children build social skills such as teamwork and perseverance.
However, not all pupils have the same access to good PE. Hardman and Marshall (2000) highlight that differences in funding, space, and staff training affect the quality of PE across schools. This means not every child receives the same benefits from PE.

Social and Emotional
Social and emotional development is essential to children's well-being, especially with rising concerns about mental health. A recent report from the Senedd (2024) found that over 60% of children and young people in Wales experience difficult emotions or mental health challenges at least once a week. The Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) calls on schools to help improve well-being through whole-school approaches.
One effective strategy to support this is Social and Emotional Learning (SEL). As defined by the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), SEL focuses on five core competencies: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making. These areas help children recognize and regulate their emotions, develop healthy relationships, and make more positive decisions.
This approach links with the Curriculum for Wales (2022), which encourages the development of healthy and confident individuals who can express themselves and understand others. Research from YoungMinds (2021) shows that SEL can improve emotional control and social skills, helping children become more resilient and better able to manage challenges in and out of school.


Stitching for well-being 
Stitching activities such as sewing, knitting, and embroidery are now recognised for supporting mental health. Corkhill (2014) explains that the repetitive nature of stitching can help reduce stress and improve focus. These calm, focused movements can also activate the parasympathetic nervous system, which lowers stress hormones like cortisol and helps people relax.
Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) idea of “flow” is a state of deep concentration and enjoyment that applies to stitching. When people are fully engaged in a task like sewing, they may feel calmer and less anxious. Collier (2011) also notes that stitching and other crafts are used in therapy to support those facing mental health difficulties, trauma or long term illness.
In university, we participated in a sewing activity where each student stitched a Welsh word onto a handkerchief. Together, the pieces formed a Welsh poem. This task was calming, reflective, and creative. It gave us space to focus, connect with Welsh culture, and take pride in the final group outcome.
This activity supports the Curriculum for Wales by helping learners become healthy, confident individuals; ambitious, capable learners; ethical, informed citizens; and creative contributors. It also reflects the Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) standards, which expect teachers to meet learners emotional and psychological needs using inclusive, creative approaches.
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Outdoor learning and forest schools
Outdoor learning and Forest Schools promote child-led learning in natural environments. These activities support academic and personal growth by encouraging children to explore, take risks, and work with others. Jeffs and Ord (2009) argue that outdoor education builds independence, emotional resilience, and collaboration. Learning in real-world environments helps children apply what they know in meaningful ways.
Harkonen (2001), cites Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, explaining that children are shaped by their environment. Forest Schools provide rich, interactive experiences where children can learn from nature, peers, and adults. These experiences help build emotional and social confidence.
In university, we took part in an outdoor session where we made “potions” using leaves, flowers, water and mud. This creative, messy activity encouraged teamwork and imagination. It links with Vygotsky’s theory of learning through social interaction and his idea of the Zone of Proximal Development, where learners achieve more with help from others. It also reflects Robertson’s (2017) belief that outdoor learning encourages problem-solving, creativity, and emotional growth in ways that go beyond classroom learning.
However, outdoor learning is not always accessible. Forest Schools require natural spaces, trained staff, and time. The Forest School Association (2025) highlights the need to ensure equal access for all learners. Without this, outdoor learning may become a privilege instead of an inclusive opportunity.
The Curriculum for Wales supports outdoor learning as a way to help learners become ambitious, creative, ethical, and confident. Activities like these develop resilience, independence, and curiosity, key qualities for lifelong learning.
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Conclusion
A whole school approach to health and wellbeing is essential for encouraging a positive, supportive environment where both students and staff can flourish. By integrating wellbeing into everyday practices such as play, physical education, social and emotional learning, creative activities and outdoor learning, schools can nurture confident, resilient learners. This holistic approach not only promotes mental health and personal development but also enhances academic performance, ensuring a well-rounded and inclusive educational experience for all.
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