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Aim, focus and purpose of the research / Research Context

The aim of this research project is to explore the affect that daily wellbeing check ins have on building student relationships in a year 4/5 classroom. An additional aim is for the research to inform my practice and address the QTS professional standards. 

Throughout my time on my first placement my mentor frequently expressed her admiration for my ability to build positive relationships with the pupils in a year 1 classroom; this led to me questioning whether these positive relationships were built through daily wellbeing check ins, and whether the pupils were able to build positive relationships with each other due to the influence of the daily check ins. 

I feel strongly that pupils’ wellbeing is of equal importance to their academic ability, and that if their wellbeing needs are not met, their ability to access the learning is also hindered. This focus on wellbeing is reflected in Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes by wanting to create “healthy confident individuals that are building their mental and emotional well-being by developing confidence, resilience and empathy” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 30). This focus on wellbeing links to the PLP and QTS strands in numerous ways, it enables the managing of the learning environment, by ensuring that I understand why pupils may be acting in a certain way, and how best to help them, it ensures that I am listening to learners in how they feel and how they would like to learn, and also that I’m taking responsibility for myself by recognising the needs of others. 

The school in which the research took place is a small English-medium primary school in South West Wales with 138 pupils on roll, with 5% of these pupils being eligible for free school meals, and 10.4% of the school having additional learning needs. The specific class in which the research took place in a mixed year 4 and year 5 classroom, with 28 pupils in total. The research question is: ‘how do daily wellbeing check ins support relationships in a year 4/5 classroom?’

Overview of relevant literature

The Welsh Government (2015) put in place an act focusing specifically on wellbeing called the ‘Wellbeing of Future Generations of Wales Act’ and within this act there are seven wellbeing goals, one of which is to achieve a healthier Wales and a society where the physical and mental health of individuals is optimized, and where behaviours and choices that enhance future well-being are well understood. In the same year as this publication came Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes that stated that educators should be aspiring to create “healthy, confident individuals who… form positive relationships based upon trust and mutual respect” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 30). 

There are numerous studies that indicate that positive relationships between teachers and pupils, as well as amongst peers, can correlate with improved academic performance. Hamre and Pianta (2001) and Roorda et al. (2011) both agree that when pupils are feeling supported, valued, and respected by their peers and teachers, they are more likely to seek help when required, persist when faced with a challenge, and engage in learning activities. Although Hamre and Pianta (2001) studied pupils in America, the research is still relevant to research being conducted in Wales as the underlying theme of wellbeing is relevant to pupils across the world. Rumberger (2011) and Pianta et al. (2003) argue against this notion, and suggest that while positive relationships are important, they may be insufficient in overcoming the significant academic challenges or systemic barrier to learning that pupils are facing. However, they both acknowledge that positive relationships in the classroom can be associated with increased academic outcomes, it is the extent of this impact that they are arguing, and this is due to varying factors such as curriculum relevance, and individual pupil characteristics. 

Regular and consistent wellbeing check-ins represent a proactive approach to recognising pupils needs, aimed at enhancing emotional intelligence, and nurturing a feeling of inclusivity; consequently, these wellbeing check ins foster a positive classroom environment that supports the overall wellbeing of pupils (Roffey, 2012). Further to this, Jennings & Greenberg (2009) explains that consistent wellbeing check ins provide a platform for emotional expression, allowing teachers the opportunity to gain insight into pupils’ wellbeing and address concerns promptly. Schonert-Reichl (2017) takes this idea even further by suggesting that providing this structured opportunity for emotional expression, it allows teachers to create a safe and supportive environment which enables pupils to build their sense of trust, and ability to build rapport with their peers. Roffey (2012) extends this argument by explaining that check-ins foster a sense of community amongst peers, which promotes mutual support and empathy; with Wentzel (2010) agreeing that these skills are essential for success in life beyond the classroom, as well as being important to navigating social relationships. 

These studies fail to address the dilemma that some teachers may not have sufficient training in dealing with wellbeing sensitively, and the necessary steps to follow if an area of concerns arises. Tishman et al. (2006) addresses these concerns by explaining that ongoing support to teachers is vital to ensure that check-ins are conducted effectively and sensitively, and that regular teacher training should be built into teachers’ timetables. Another criticism of wellbeing check-ins is that strong peer or teacher-pupil relationships may inadvertently lead to a sense of favouritism, leading to feelings of resentment or exclusion amongst pupils (Brophy & Good, 1986). This can be tackled through a whole-school approach to mental health and wellbeing, as this will ensure that pupils have access to the same level of wellbeing support and check-ins throughout their time in education, minimising the risk of bias or favouritism, and promoting a school’s “continual drive to promote resilience within the children and young people in their care” (Howard et al., 2017, p. 26). Baker et al. (2008) explains that teachers must be very clear with setting appropriate boundaries between themselves and pupils, and teachers must navigate the complexities of building positive rapport, whilst upholding professional standards and safeguarding the wellbeing of all pupils. Johnson and Watson (2011) take this idea further, explaining that a safe learning environment is key when conducting check-ins, and should be the centre of the whole-school approach to wellbeing. 

Another important aspect when discussing wellbeing is that pupils are given the opportunity to have their voice heard, as under Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child it states that “every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting them” (UNICEF, 1989, p 1). Weare (2015) explains that it is important for children and young people to have a genuine voice, as their wellbeing and mental health rests on their ability to feel a genuine sense of control over themselves. Robinson (2014) suggests that when pupils are given these opportunities to be heard, their conflict resolution skills also improve, leading to a reduction in negative incidents in schools, such as bullying. 

Explanation of Case Study

There are three different types of case study: evaluative, exploratory, and explanatory. This research project takes an exploratory case study approach, which can be defined as being an “in-depth exploration from multiple perspectives of the complexity and uniqueness of a particular project, policy, institution, programme, or system in a ‘real life’ context” (Simons, 2009, p. 21), Simons (2009) also describes it as research-based, using different methods to gather the evidence, with the main purpose being to generate a deep understanding of the topic in question, and can be used to inform professional practice. Yin (2014) gives a similar understanding of what a case study is, through describing it as an empirical inquiry that is studying something that is happening in the present, in its real-life setting; it involves using evidence obtained through observation, questioning, and drawing conclusions that make inferences about the natural world or human behaviour. Case studies allow researchers to explore complex phenomena in their real-life contexts, which allows a detailed understanding that may not be gained through the use of quantitative data methods alone (Yin, 2014). Thomas (2011) goes on to say that a case study is an exploration of phenomena and must be studied holistically through at least one type of method, this could be observation, or questioning of the phenomena.

The advantages of case studies are numerous, chiefly they provide rich data related to the research project as they are in depth studies of phenomena, using multiple research methods, and are centred around real-life situations, therefore giving an accurate reflection of the research topic. Case studies allow for a range of data collection, including observations, questionnaires, and interviews, which allow for a holistic view of the subject being studied. Another advantage of case studies is the flexibility that it offers, as they are open-ended and the researcher is able to approach the research and conduct it however they feel works best for the situation, it is also very cost-effective and does not require the researcher to use any other resources than those they already have access to. Case studies can also aid in the advancement of theories by offering empirical evidence to corroborate or enhance current theories, whilst also generating new theoretical insights and perspectives (Eisenhardt, 1989).

There are limitations to using the case study approach, the first of which is due to their subjective nature, they are highly susceptible to research bias. The personal values and beliefs of the researcher may influence the objectivity of the analysis, potentially distorting results and overlooking significant findings. There are also concerns over the generalisability of the research findings, as case studies are often focusing on specific contexts, and therefore may not be applied to the general population. Additionally, due to case studies being analysed in real-life contexts, they are not easy to replicate and therefore their reliability could also be questioned; along with the small-scale samples being used, they may not be reliable when looking at the general population, thus correlations identified could also be questioned. The final limitation is that case studies can be resource-intensive and time-consuming, requiring large amounts of time dedicated to data collection and analysis.

A purposeful sampling technique was used in this case study, through using a mixture of typical case and critical case sampling (Patton, 2015). This was to ensure that the sample being used for the group interview were reflective of the pupils that would benefit the most from sharing their experiences and opinions. It was noted by the class teacher that some of the pupils were particularly struggling to build positive relationships within the classroom, so it was important to give these pupils the opportunity to discuss and reflect on the daily wellbeing check-ins that were being implemented into class. It was also necessary to include a mixture of typical case sampling, to ensure there was representation from both extremes of the classroom. The sample size for the interview was seven pupils, with twenty-five pupils being included in the questionnaire sample. 

Research methods

The two research methods chosen to be used in this case study were a questionnaire, and a group interview. The first research method used was a questionnaire given to pupils at the start of the case study and used as an indicator as to how the pupils felt about conducting daily wellbeing check-ins, and their current effectiveness, based on the check-in process that was being used in the classroom at the time. Consent forms were given to every pupil in the class, with 25 of these being returned; the intention with using the majority of the class was to get an overall feel for how pupils engaged and responded to check-ins. 

The questionnaires were created without a section for pupils to put their names, to ensure anonymity, it was also repeated several times to the pupils not to put their names on the sheets. This anonymity and confidentiality gave participants the confidence to respond honestly, without fear of reprimand, and can lead to more accurate responses (Tourangeau et al., 2013), particularly as the questionnaire was asking about how pupils feel when sharing their feelings as a whole-class discussion. Additionally, any queries over accessibility were met by speaking with the class teacher and seeing whether any pupils required support to read the questions, or the questionnaire being delivered electronically or in a more accessible format, this expanded the reach of the case study and promoted inclusivity (Couper, 2017). Another strength of using a questionnaire is the efficiency and cost-effectiveness, as it allowed for a wide audience to be surveyed in a short period of time, without significant expenses (Bowling, 2014). 

Some of the limitations of questionnaires include the potential for low response rates, especially when being distributed electronically, which can introduce non-response bias to research findings, and can affect the generalisability of findings, according to Groves et al. (2004). This was considered and combatted by allocating time within school hours to distribute paper copies to the pupils and by ensuring adequate time for completion of the questionnaire. An important consideration when giving the questionnaire to pupils all sat together in the same class was to avoid social desirability, as Podsakoff et al. (2003) explains, participants may provide responses influenced by what society deems to be a desirable answer, rather than a true reflection of what they feel. This was overcome by thoroughly explaining to pupils at the start of the questionnaire that it was important they answer honestly so that any improvements that need to be made, can be. 

The questionnaire (Appendix 1) began with a question about the pupils’ personal information, including age, gender and year group; it was important to include this in the questionnaire as the class teacher noted that some of the girls, in particular, were struggling with building positive relationships in the class, and this was to assess whether the data fed back with the same result. Jaccard and Jacoby (2010) discuss the importance of collecting gender and age in research, to allow for detailed subgroup analyses, and they emphasise the importance of these demographic variables when looking at behavioural outcomes. Questions two to seven were a mixture of open-ended questions, Likert scale, dichotomous questions, and multiple-choice questions. The questions were designed with clear, concise, and unambiguous language, aimed at ensuring that it was appropriate to the age of class, an important aspect of questionnaire design, as explained by Fowler Jr (2013). The open-ended questions allowed for pupils to give their own views on daily check-ins, without being limited to a set number of answers. The standardized nature, simplicity, and ease of interpretation of Likert scales enhances the reliability and replicability of research findings (Gorsuch, 1997; Nunnally and Burnstein, 1994).

Creswell and Creswell (2017) argue the importance of a mixed-methods approach to research, and that the use of quantitative data from questionnaires, should be supplemented alongside qualitative data methods, such as interviews, to gain a deeper understanding of participants’ perspectives. One of the main reasons for choosing a group interview as the second research method was to allow for discussion and dynamic interactions between multiple pupils, utilising the opportunity to gain a broad range of perspectives simultaneously (Morgan, 1997). The opportunity to observe the social dynamics between pupils gave an insight that may have been inaccessible through another research method, as argued by Kitzinger (1995).

One of the potential challenges of the group interview method is ensuring equal participation from the pupils, with potential for certain individuals to dominate the interview, and not allowing for everyone to participate, as explained by Barbour (2007). This was mitigated by ensuring that the pupils felt comfortable and supported to participate, and by creating a structure to the interview questions that ensured equal participation. This led into another challenge that pupils may be hesitant to participate if they felt their answers were not the same as their peers, for fear of judgement. Kreuger and Casey (2000) explain that a way of overcoming this challenge is to establish trust and confidentiality at the beginning of the interview and remind pupils throughout of their right to withdraw at any time. Fortunately, the age of the pupils involved was an advantage as they understood assent and confidentiality. The final limitation to a group interview is that the answers are not documented in the same way as on a questionnaire, as the interview is a structured discussion that was not voice recorded, therefore there is room for error in the documentation of the information. 

The interview questions (Appendix 2) were designed with mostly open-ended questions allowing for spontaneity and flexibility when conducting the interview, a proven successful technique according to Kitzinger (1995). The first question was an icebreaker to ensure the pupils were comfortable and relaxed, and reinforced the feeling of a safe environment being created. The questions then asked the pupils specifically how they felt about conducting wellbeing check ins, and whether there had been any impact on relationships since the adaptation of the check in system. Patton (2015) and Fontana and Frey (2005) agree that interview questions should start with broad, general questions to establish rapport, before progressing to more specific and probing questions that allow for rich and detailed data. The final question allowed the pupils to share anything further about the research that had not been asked already, ensuring that all pupils had the opportunity to share their experiences and opinions.

Data Presentation and Analysis Methods

The quantitative data, gathered through the questionnaire, has been presented through the use of bar graphs, chosen to clearly represent the frequency of answers given. This descriptive statistical data presentation allows for effective visualization of how pupils feel about daily wellbeing check ins. Few (2009) praised the simplicity and ease of interpretation through bar graphs, with Tufte (2001) echoing this sentiment, stating that they are effective at demonstrating trends, and help with comparisons between groups of participants. In this case study, bar graphs lend themselves effectively to the comparison between boys and girls in the class and their ability to form positive relationships, through the use of daily wellbeing check ins.

Thematic analysis will be used as a method of identifying patterns and themes within the interview question data, it is a form of qualitative data analysis. Braun and Clarke (2006) outline the seven key steps required in the process of thematic analysis, which begins with data familiarisation by re-reading collected data multiple times to ensure understanding of its content, generating initial codes, searching for themes in the coded data, reviewing these themes and refining if necessary, defining and naming themes, writing the analysis, and creating the report. Guest et al. (2012) furthers this understanding of thematic analysis by explaining that it is a way of systematically organising and interpreting data to uncover patterns and insight into the research topic. 

Several steps were taken to ensure trustworthiness in the thematic analysis. Firstly, the credibility of the data was ensured by spending time at the end of the interview recapping on the answers provided by the pupils, to give time to verify that their views were accurately recorded. The dependability was ensured by keeping a clear record of the codes and mind map used in the analysis, to ensure transparency and replicability. The confirmability was ensured throughout by continuous reflection on whether any unconscious bias or assumptions were being used and mitigating these. Finally, the transferability of the thematic analysis was ensured by providing detailed descriptions throughout of the context, participants, and findings, and by ensuring that there were no new themes emerging from the data, showing that the data has been comprehensively explored.

Ethical considerations

As outline in the attached ethics form (see Appendix 3) BERA’s (2018) ethical guidelines for educational research will be followed throughout the case study to ensure anonymity for the school and pupils involved, the school will be referred to as ‘school X’ and the pupils will be referred to as ‘pupil A’, ‘pupil B’ and so on. BERA (2018) provides a framework that includes core principles to follow to ensure ethical conduct in educational research, these include the respect for autonomy and the rights of the participants, including the right to informed consent, assent, and voluntary participation. The participants in this research are under the age of 18, therefore parental consent was sought for their participation through consent forms, which were sent home with the pupils (see Appendix 4), and only those that returned the consent form were included in the study. In addition to the consent, verbal assent was explained to the pupils before participating in the questionnaire and the group interview, by explaining that they could withdraw at any point from the research with no questions asked and with their data being taken out completely. As the pupils participating were aged between 8 and 10 years old, they understood this concept, and did not require any visual cues. 

The confidentiality of those involved was further upheld by ensuring that the signed consent forms were kept in a locked file cabinet, and unavailable to anyone except the researcher (see Appendix 3); this also maintains the integrity of the research and demonstrates respect for those willing to participate in the research. Finally, the beneficence of the research was maintained by ensuring that the benefits were maximised, whilst minimising any harm to participants; as outline in the ethics form (see Appendix 3), there was a risk of anxiety or distress to participants due to the nature of the wellbeing check-ins, however this was mitigated by ensuring correct support was provided for the pupils and the researcher.

Results / Analysis of results / Discussion

Before beginning this case study there was a pre-existing form of daily wellbeing check in being used in the classroom, however it appeared that it was not being utilised as pupils would put their names into an emotion envelope at the start of the day but there was not an opportunity to discuss their feelings. As part of the research I decided to conduct the check ins by asking the pupils to number their emotions from one to ten (one for feeling unhappy, and ten for feeling exceptional), and to explain why they had chosen this number; this was done at the start of the day and I ensured that all pupils were being quiet and respectful when their peers were talking. 

The questionnaire was conducted at the start of the research to gain an insight into the pupils’ feelings about check ins and their current relationships with their peers. Appendix 5 shows the results of asking the pupils how they would describe their relationships with their peers, with 56% of pupils describing the feeling as neutral, and 24% describing the feeling as negative. Even more concerning is when this is categorised into girls and boys separately (see Appendix 6), the data shows the concern noted by the class teacher that girls in the class were struggling to build positive relationships with their peers. It should be noted, however, that the data also shows that 23 out of 25 of the pupils found the classroom to be a safe environment, even though they were struggling to build positive relationships. 

The results of the thematic analysis are shown in Appendix 7 as a mind map, as the three key themes were identified through thorough analysis of the data; the themes were improved relationships, self-esteem, and feeling safe in class. The overwhelming consensus was that daily wellbeing check ins had improved pupils’ ability to form positive relationships with their peers, one of the pupils remarked that “my friendships have improved as I know when to check on my friends” (Pupil A, 2024), due to sharing with the class how everyone was feeling in the morning. Another pupil reflected “I’m more confident in talking about my feelings with my friends” (Pupil B, 2024), which echoes Brackett et al.’s (2012) sentiment that daily wellbeing check ins support pupils with opportunities to regulate their emotions in a safe, supportive environment. 

This sense of safety in the classroom is one of the other key themes identified in the research, with several references being made to it. Pupil C (2024) proudly shared “I know I can talk about my feelings and why I’m feeling like that, and no one will make fun of me”; Durlak et al. (2011) states that positive classroom environments foster a climate which is characterised by inclusivity, cooperation, and mutual respect. With Pupil D (2024) expressing “I feel like I’m being looked after when I come to school”, by focusing on pupils’ social-emotional needs, teachers are able to create a safe and nurturing environment where all pupils feel accepted and valued (Zinsser et al., 2018). 

The final theme identified through thematic analysis of the interview questions was the improvement of pupils’ self-esteem, evident through Pupil B’s (2024) statement of “I used to get upset if my work wasn’t perfect, now I know I’m trying my best.” Huppert and Johnson (2010) and Greenberg et al. (2003) agree that investing in pupils’ wellbeing from an early age can have long-term benefits for physical and mental health outcomes throughout life, and that these check in processes instil valuable resilience strategies and coping skills used beyond the classroom. Finally, it was evident that all the participants in the group interview were comfortable and happy to share their views and opinions and contribute equally to the questions being asked. 

Conclusion and Recommendations

The reliability of this case study was ensured by incorporating multiple data sources, through the use of questionnaires and a group interview. The reliability was further enhanced by ensuring that all participants were given the same, clear instructions at the beginning of these research methods, e.g. for the questionnaire the questions were read out to all participants to ensure accessibility for all, and it was repeated that none of them should write their names on the sheet. Within the questionnaire was Leuven scale questions, meaning that results could be easily measured and compared, further enhancing the reliability and validity of the method. 

The data shows that the findings can be generalised as the links with literature and previous studies match the results in this case study, however due to the limitations of the case study, it is not advisable to use them in a separate context. The limitations were the number of participants, and time; given more time it would be appropriate to further enhance the validity of the study by allocating time for peer review. 

This case study has linked with several strands on the PLP, firstly under Professional Learning is the strand of ‘wider reading and research findings’, which is evident as thorough research has been conducted on wellbeing and how to create supportive environments. Secondly, under Leadership is the strand of ‘taking responsibility for self’ which has been demonstrated through developing positive relationships with pupils.

Throughout this research it has become evident of the positive correlation between daily wellbeing check ins and improved self-esteem, improved relationships in the classroom, and a feeling of safety in school, therefore it is recommended that a consistent check in system is implemented. It is also clear that this check in system needs to give pupils to opportunity to speak about their feelings and why they are feeling that way, in order to improve emotional literacy and empathy, and therefore, check in systems should be reviewed regularly to ensure that they continue to have a positive effect on the pupils. 
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