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The Role of the Form Tutor and Form Time in Secondary Schools in Wales: A Critical Discussion on Their Impact on the Emotional and Mental Health and Wellbeing of Pupils
Introduction
In recent years, there has been increasing recognition of the importance of emotional and mental health and wellbeing in secondary schools, particularly as it relates to students’ academic performance and overall development and Wales aims to improve social, economic, environmental and cultural wellbeing (Future Generations Act, 2015). While various frameworks and policies have been developed to address these needs, one aspect of the secondary school experience that has not been fully explored is the role of the Form Tutor and Form Time in promoting students’ emotional and mental health and wellbeing. In Wales, secondary schools commonly have Form Time, but there is a lack of clear policy guidance on how it should be structured and what it should aim to achieve (Carnell and Lodge, 2002). 
This essay critically discusses the role of the Form Tutor and Form Time in secondary schools in Wales, with a particular focus on the secondary phase of a 3-19 school in the Vale of Glamorgan, focusing on their potential impact on students' emotional and mental health and wellbeing. It will examine theoretical perspectives on wellbeing and how the role of the Form Tutor can facilitate early intervention and support for students' emotional and mental health and wellbeing. It will also consider the challenges and limitations in the current system, including a lack of structured programmes and adequate training for Form Tutors, and will make recommendations for improvement within the school setting discussed based on the existing research.
The Role of the Form Tutor and Form Time
Form Time is a structured period during the school day where students meet with their Form Tutor, typically for a short period, to participate in activities designed to support their personal, social, and academic development. In the discussed school setting, this occurs every morning for 25 minutes, in line with the average form time found in Cara’s study (2022) of 27 minutes per day. While the precise structure and objectives of Form Time can vary between schools, it is generally seen as a time for students to receive guidance, build relationships, and reflect on their learning and personal growth (Cara, 2022). In Wales, the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) introduced a Health and Wellbeing Area of Learning and Experience (AoLE), with the aim of developing learners who can navigate life effectively. One of the core components of this framework is the recognition of the importance of health and wellbeing for learning, as it supports students in becoming resilient, motivated, and well-rounded individuals, within emphasis on the idea of a holistic approach (Welsh Government, 2022). This is supported by Carnell and Lodge (2002), who suggests that the role of the Form Tutor should be to support the students in a holistic way, and the Welsh network of Healthy School Schemes (WNHSS) Health Promoting Schools scheme, which encourages schools to “actively promote, protect and embed physical, mental and social health and wellbeing…through positive action” on a whole school community platform (Public Health Wales, 1999). 
Despite its “significant untapped potential to support wellbeing” (Cara, 2022), the role of Form Tutors and the effectiveness of Form Time in supporting emotional and mental health and wellbeing remain under-researched. In the school setting discussed, a report by Estyn (2019) found “exceptionally high levels of wellbeing”, however it did not mention Form Time or the role of Form Tutors in contributing to these outcomes, or indeed at all within the report. This lack of explicit recognition points to a gap in policy and practice, as the emotional and mental health of students is not always prioritized or embedded into the curriculum. Though this is the most recent Estyn report for the school, it must be noted that this report took place before the Covid-19 pandemic and subsequent lockdowns, as so the impact of this cannot be determined in this particular setting. This is something that could be looked into with further research. The 2019 report does, however, support Carnell and Lodge’s research to suggest that there is no consistent national approach to the delivery of Form Time and little recognition from key stakeholders of its importance for emotional wellbeing, as well as academic progress (Carnell and Lodge, 2002). 
Policy and Theoretical Frameworks
The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) outlines key principles for promoting health and wellbeing, notably through the "What Matters" statements. Statement 5 of the Health and Wellbeing AoLE states that “Healthy relationships are fundamental to our well-being” (Welsh Government, 2022). This highlights the importance of creating an environment where students feel supported, valued, and connected, which is precisely what Form Time aims to achieve. Marland and Rogers (2004) advocate for a proactive role of form tutors in supporting students' development, emphasizing their responsibility in helping students take control of their lives and their own wellbeing. Further supported by Cara (2022), who states that tutors are advocates for students and should act as emotional support figures, as students begin to develop their own strategies for positive emotional and mental health and wellbeing. According to the World Health Organisation (2020), health is a state of complete physical, mental, and social wellbeing, which implies that schools must address not only academic needs but also the emotional and social aspects of student life.
Several theoretical perspectives can inform the role of Form Tutors and Form Time in supporting emotional and mental health and wellbeing. Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1958) suggests that emotional and psychological safety is a foundational need before students can effectively engage in learning. Form Tutors provide a consistent, trusted adult figure who can offer a sense of security, which is crucial for students’ emotional development. Similarly, Bowlby’s Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1979) emphasizes the importance of stable relationships for emotional wellbeing. The Form Tutor plays a key role in providing this consistent attachment figure, allowing students to develop secure relationships that can positively affect their mental health.
Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977) also supports the idea that students benefit from positive role models in their Form Tutors, who can influence their attitudes and behaviours. Students learn by observing their Form Tutor and mimicking their responses to challenges, emotions, and relationships, which can contribute to emotional growth. In line with these theories, Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory (Erikson, 1963) underscores the significance of social relationships during adolescence, as young people navigate issues of identity and trust. Form Time provides an opportunity for Form Tutors to support students in these stages of development, offering guidance and fostering a sense of belonging and self-worth.
The role of the Form Tutor is also supported by Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 2000), which emphasizes the influence of different systems—such as family, school, and peer groups—on a child’s development. Form Tutors act as intermediaries between the student and various environmental factors, helping students navigate these systems and providing a sense of continuity and support in a sometimes chaotic environment.
Impact of Form Time on Emotional and Mental Health and Wellbeing
Research has shown that a supportive school environment can have a profound effect on students’ emotional wellbeing and academic performance. According to Shotton and Burton (2018), emotional wellbeing is a key factor in students’ ability to succeed academically. When students feel emotionally supported, they are more likely to engage in their learning, display positive behaviours, and develop resilience to challenges. Form Tutors, through their interactions during Form Time, can help foster this sense of emotional security by promoting positive relationships, addressing personal issues, and offering tailored support for mental health concerns.
Moreover, Gräbel’s (2017) systematic review on wellbeing and academic achievement highlighted a strong link between emotional wellbeing and academic success, suggesting that students who feel emotionally supported are more likely to perform well in school. Similarly, Kaya and Erdem (2021) conducted a meta-analysis showing that students with higher levels of wellbeing also tended to achieve better academic results. While these findings support the idea that Form Time can positively influence both wellbeing and academic achievement, they also underscore the need for a more structured approach to the delivery of Form Time, ensuring that it addresses the specific needs of students.
However, there are limitations in the current implementation of Form Time. Many schools do not have a clear, defined curriculum for Form Time, and the activities conducted during this time are often left to the discretion of the Form Tutor. This lack of structure can result in inconsistencies in the quality of support provided. Some Form Tutors may not have received adequate training to effectively address the emotional and mental health needs of their students (Carnell and Lodge, 2002), leading to missed opportunities for early intervention. Cara (2022) argues that without proper training, Form Tutors may feel unprepared to address sensitive issues, such as mental health concerns, and may not know how to refer students to appropriate support services.
Challenges in Implementing Effective Form Time
One of the major challenges in using Form Time effectively to support emotional and mental health and wellbeing is the lack of time. Estyn’s (2019) report at the school setting discussed indicated that while the school did have high levels of wellbeing support, this was due to varying factors, and Estyn did not explicitly attribute this success to the school’s Form Time program. The lack of dedicated time for Form Tutors to engage with their students on an emotional level can hinder the development of meaningful relationships. Carnell and Lodge (2002) argue that Form Tutors need sufficient time to engage in one-to-one discussions with students, which is essential for building trust and providing tailored support. However, due to the demands of the academic curriculum and the limited time allocated for Form Time, many Form Tutors may struggle to find this opportunity.
Another challenge is the lack of a national framework or guidance on the implementation of Form Time in Wales. As previously mentioned, the Curriculum for Wales emphasizes the importance of wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2022), but it does not provide clear guidance on how Form Time should be structured to align with the AoLE for Health and Wellbeing. This lack of a coherent programme of study means that schools are left to develop their own approaches, which may vary significantly in quality and effectiveness. Cara (2022) highlights the need for a standardized approach to Form Time that integrates evidence-based practices for supporting emotional and mental health and wellbeing.
Additionally, Form Tutors often lack the professional development and training necessary to support students' mental health effectively. As Shotton and Burton (2018) note, emotional support in schools is often left to staff who may not be trained in mental health, making it difficult for them to address the complex needs of students. This gap in training can result in missed opportunities for early intervention, as Form Tutors may not recognize the signs of mental health issues or know how to support students who are struggling.

Recommendations for Improvement Within the School Setting 
To fully realize the potential of Form Time in supporting emotional and mental health and wellbeing, there are several steps that can be taken. First, the school should develop a clear, structured programme for Form Time that aligns with the Curriculum for Wales’ Health and Wellbeing AoLE. This programme should include evidence-based strategies for promoting emotional and mental health, drawing on some of the theories and research previously mentioned, as well as activities that encourage reflection, communication, and relationship-building.
Second, senior leadership teams (SLTs) should recognize the value of Form Time and provide the necessary resources and support for Form Tutors. This includes ensuring that Form Tutors have sufficient time to engage with students on a personal level and that they are provided with the training and professional development needed to support students’ mental health. Collaboration with external mental health professionals and educational psychologists (EPs) can also enhance the quality of support provided during Form Time.
Finally, there should be a greater emphasis on pupil voice in shaping the Form Time experience. According to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), children have the right to be heard on matters that affect them, including their wellbeing. Involving students in the design and evaluation of Form Time can ensure that the activities are relevant and meaningful to them, which will enhance their engagement and the overall impact on their wellbeing.
Conclusion
The role of the Form Tutor and Form Time in secondary schools in Wales is a critical area for promoting students’ emotional and mental health and wellbeing. When implemented effectively, Form Time can provide a supportive environment where students feel valued, secure, and connected. However, there are significant challenges to the effective implementation of Form Time, including a lack of structure, training, and time. By developing a more structured approach to Form Time, ensuring that Form Tutors receive adequate training, and placing greater emphasis on pupil voice, schools can harness the full potential of Form Time as a tool for supporting emotional and mental health and wellbeing. This would be plausibly in the school setting discussed, with greater support from SLT and the local authority, in order to work collaboratively with EPs and other health and wellbeing experts, to design a Form Time program to benefit all students. Only with a concerted effort across all levels of school leadership and policy development can Form Time become a truly effective strategy for enhancing the wellbeing and academic success of students in Wales.
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