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EMHW 2425 - Critically discuss the research evidence underpinning an early intervention of your choice and how this could be applied and evaluated in your own professional setting.


Supporting the wellbeing of children and young people has become a central focus within the educational landscape in Wales, guided by a comprehensive framework of legislation and policy such as the introduction of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). This document identifies the importance of nurturing mental, emotional, and physical wellbeing as part of its commitment to developing healthy, confident individuals. Complementing this, the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015) and the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal Act (Welsh Government, 2018) place a legal obligation on schools to foster environments that promote resilience, inclusivity, and positive mental health outcomes.
The COVID-19 pandemic has further highlighted the importance of these efforts, as its impact on children’s mental health and wellbeing has been profound. A recent study by the University of Oxford (2023) found that disrupted routines, extended periods of isolation, and increased anxiety around health and education have led to rising levels of stress, loneliness, and emotional difficulties among young learners. Research (Loades et al., 2020) shows that children have experienced heightened levels of anxiety, depression, and behavioural difficulties because of the pandemic, highlighting the urgent need for effective, evidence-based interventions within school settings to support emotional regulation and resilience. These challenges have created an urgent need for effective, evidence-based interventions within school settings to support emotional regulation and resilience within the primary classroom. Hickey and Stynes (2024) highlight the critical role of early interventions in schools to support pupils' emotional well-being, particularly in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. They state, "Implementing awareness-based interventions at an early stage is essential for mitigating the long-term psychological impacts of the pandemic on children and young people." This emphasises the necessity for proactive measures within educational settings to address and support students' mental health needs promptly.Schools in Wales have implemented various systems to support wellbeing, including the establishment of school-based counselling services, designated wellbeing leads, and whole-school initiatives such as emotional literacy programs. These initiatives align with the Welsh Government’s Whole School Approach to Emotional and Mental Wellbeing framework (Welsh Government, 2021), which emphasises the integration of mental health support within the fabric of school life.
This assignment will critically examine the research evidence supporting the early intervention of mindful breathing—a mindfulness-based technique that has gained popularity for its potential to enhance emotional regulation and reduce stress among learners (Weare et al., 2022) Further research by Weare (2019) indicated that mindfulness interventions in educational settings can improve students’ emotional wellbeing, focus, and resilience. Developing self-regulation strategies is critical for children, as it empowers them to manage their emotions, behaviour, and attention, which are foundational for academic success and social competence (Zimmerman, 2002). This is particularly important given the challenges teachers face in supporting the diverse emotional needs of all learners in the classroom, where time and resources are often limited. The analysis will consider how mindful breathing can be integrated into a Welsh primary school setting, exploring its alignment with existing systems and policies. Furthermore, it will propose evaluation strategies to assess the effectiveness of this intervention in nurturing pupils’ wellbeing.
Research evidence highlights the importance of self-regulation strategies as an early intervention to support emotional wellbeing, particularly in schools situated in areas of high deprivation (Estyn, 2023). In a school in Swansea with 302 children on roll, 48% of whom are eligible for Free School Meals (FSM), the challenges posed by socio-economic disadvantage often lead to increased demand for pastoral support. A study by Purdy et al. (2023) supports this statement and found that socio-economic disadvantage correlates with increased mental health issues among students, such as anxiety and depression, which can adversely affect their educational outcomes. While the school discussed in this assignment effectively utilises the Thrive approach, a pupil wellbeing assessment and monitoring tool used by all teachers, the growing strain on its two designated Wellbeing Officers has emphasised the need to enhance children’s self-regulation skills. Strengthening these strategies aligns with research by McClelland et al. (2015), which identifies self-regulation as critical for fostering resilience, emotional control, and academic success. By equipping pupils with self-regulation techniques, the school can empower them to manage their emotions more independently, potentially reducing the reliance on teacher interventions and wellbeing staff. One such self-regulation technique is mindful breathing, which has been shown to be an effective form of self-regulation for young learners. Research by Flook et al. (2010) demonstrated that mindfulness practices can significantly improve executive functions in young learners, harnessing better emotional and cognitive control. 
Mindful breathing, as an early intervention, is rooted in evidence-based theories of self-regulation and emotional resilience. Theoretical principles include Bandura's (1986) social cognitive theory, which emphasises self-regulatory mechanisms in achieving emotional control, and Siegel's (2012) interpersonal neurobiology, which highlights mindfulness as a pathway to developing emotional balance and self-awareness. In the Welsh educational context, mindful breathing aligns with the principles of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), which prioritises health and well-being as one of the four core purposes, aiming to nurture healthy, confident individuals capable of managing their emotions and relationships. Additionally, the Welsh Government’s Mind over Matter report (Welsh Government, 2018) identifies the importance of early interventions in promoting mental health and resilience in schools. Research indicates that mindful breathing practices can significantly aid pupils in high-deprivation areas by enhancing self-regulation skills, reducing stress, and improving focus. A study by Napoli, Krech, and Holley (2005) found that implementing mindful breathing exercises in educational settings led to notable reductions in stress and improvements in attention among students. This finding highlights the potential of mindfulness interventions as a cost-effective and accessible strategy to enhance students' mental well-being and cognitive focus, though further research is needed to explore its long-term benefits and applicability across diverse educational contexts.


The development of mindful breathing as an early intervention to support young learners' emotional health and wellbeing is grounded in robust educational research, emphasising its role in fostering self-regulation and resilience. Kabat-Zinn's (1990) mindfulness principles highlight the effectiveness of mindful practices in reducing stress and promoting emotional balance, making them particularly beneficial for young learners in high-stress or high-deprivation environments. Typically, mindful breathing interventions are implemented in classrooms through short, structured sessions integrated into daily routines, as supported by Meiklejohn et al. (2012), who found that embedding mindfulness within the school day enhances accessibility and pupil engagement. Teacher training is pivotal to this process, ensuring educators are confident in facilitating sessions, a point reinforced by Jennings et al. (2013), who underlined the importance of teacher readiness for successful implementation. Evaluation of such interventions often involves mixed methods, combining behavioural data, such as reductions in disruptive incidents, with pupil and teacher feedback. Research by Napoli, Krech, and Holley (2005) supports using validated tools to assess improvements in focus, attention, and emotional regulation, providing a comprehensive picture of the intervention’s impact. This holistic approach ensures the intervention is both evidence-based and tailored to the unique needs of young learners.
Mindful breathing as an intervention strategy is widely supported by existing research, including international studies, which highlight its efficacy in improving emotional health and self-regulation among young learners. Lillard and Erisir (2011) highlight the role of mindfulness in enhancing cognitive and emotional processes, providing a robust theoretical foundation for its application in schools. International research, such as that by Schonert-Reichl et al. (2015), demonstrates significant improvements in social-emotional skills and reduced anxiety among children participating in mindfulness programs. Similarly, studies by Weare (2013) stress the importance of embedding mindfulness into school routines to maximise engagement and impact. However, critical analysis reveals certain limitations. For example, Burke (2010) observes that differences in implementation quality, cultural contexts, and a lack of longitudinal data can influence the effectiveness of mindfulness interventions. Furthermore, they highlight that while short-term benefits are well-documented, the absence of extensive long-term studies raises questions about the durability of these effects. Despite these challenges, international research consistently supports mindful breathing as a valuable tool for fostering self-regulation and emotional resilience, particularly when interventions are adapted to the specific needs and contexts of learners. A study by Kurth et al. (2020) demonstrated that a brief mindful-breathing intervention had a measurable positive impact on the psychophysiological stress responses of German elementary school children, highlighting its effectiveness in reducing stress levels. This finding supports the incorporation of mindfulness-based practices as a viable and accessible early intervention strategy within schools. By addressing stress at an early stage, mindful breathing exercises can help promote emotional regulation, improve focus, and enhance overall well-being among pupils. Furthermore, the study's international context highlights the broader applicability of such interventions across varied educational and cultural settings, making it a valuable tool for supporting mental health and resilience in schools worldwide.

Integrating mindful breathing exercises into the school day can be effectively achieved by scheduling brief sessions during transitional periods, such as the beginning of the day or after breaks. This approach minimises disruptions and capitalises on moments when students are most receptive to calming and focusing techniques. A study by Sandberg et al. (2023) implemented a 10-week classroom-based mindfulness program with daily brief sessions led by teachers or via audio recordings. The study found that such integration is feasible within existing school schedules and can lead to positive outcomes in students' mental health. This consideration is particularly important given the demands of a busy school timetable, as embedding mindfulness seamlessly ensures that the intervention supports student well-being without compromising instructional time or the flow of daily activities. A whole-school approach to mindfulness, supported by professional development for teachers, would further enhance the sustainability of the intervention. Ensuring all staff support the mindfulness initiative is crucial, as pupils interact with multiple educators and support staff throughout the day, and a consistent approach across the school reinforces the practice's impact on their well-being and learning environment. A study by Wilde et al. (2019) identified key factors influencing the successful implementation of mindfulness training in schools, including the presence of dedicated champions, adequate resources, a shared understanding among staff, and recognition of the gradual nature of implementation. These elements collectively contribute to the sustainability and effectiveness of mindfulness programs. Training sessions could provide educators with the skills to guide mindfulness exercises effectively and model these practices for students. Research by Semple et al. (2017) emphasises the importance of teacher involvement in the success of mindfulness programs, noting that well-trained educators can foster a more positive and engaging environment for students. In the same study it was found that equipping staff with the necessary tools and training to deliver mindfulness interventions ensures that the practice is implemented with authenticity and depth, avoiding a tokenistic approach that may undermine its effectiveness and long-term sustainability. A study by Kuyken et al. (2013) found that the effectiveness of school-based mindfulness interventions is closely linked to the competency of the instructors. The study suggests that insufficiently trained teachers may not deliver the program effectively, leading to minimal benefits for students. These findings collectively highlight the importance of thorough and effective training for educators tasked with delivering mindfulness programs. Without such preparation, the potential benefits of mindfulness in schools may not be fully realized.
The effectiveness of mindful breathing interventions can be systematically evaluated using pupil observations and baseline assessments. These methods provide both qualitative and quantitative data to assess changes in student well-being, focus, and emotional regulation over time. Current educational research (Jennings et al., 2017) highlights the importance of these approaches in ensuring interventions are impactful and aligned with pupils’ needs Pupil observation allows educators to gather qualitative data on how the mindfulness intervention affects student behaviour and engagement in real-time. Teachers can document changes in pupils' ability to manage stress, sustain focus during lessons, and navigate social interactions. According to the same research, teacher-led observations are an essential component of evaluating mindfulness interventions, as they provide insights into classroom dynamics and individual pupil progress. Kennedy (2014) discusses various single-case outcome assessment methods for evaluating school-based intervention effectiveness. He highlights that establishing a clear baseline is crucial for measuring subsequent progress and the overall impact of the intervention. The Thrive wellbeing and assessment tool would provide a robust framework for evaluating and monitoring pupil well-being following the implementation of a mindful breathing intervention. By employing Thrives’ developmental assessment tools, the school can establish a comprehensive baseline of pupils’ emotional and social well-being prior to the intervention. This initial data allows educators to identify specific areas where support is most needed, ensuring that the intervention is tailored to meet individual and group needs. By combining qualitative teacher observations with quantitative data that the assessment tool would provide, Thrive ensures that evaluations are evidence-based and actionable, supporting the practitioner in refining their approach to enhance long-term student well-being. 
This essay has discussed the potential effectiveness and applicability of mindful breathing as an early intervention within a professional educational setting are well-supported. It has highlighted the benefits of mindfulness practices, such as enhanced emotional regulation, reduced stress, and improved focus among learners, particularly those in high-deprivation areas. These outcomes align with the core objectives of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) and other legislative frameworks prioritising pupil well-being. The implementation of mindful breathing within the structured routine of a primary school is both feasible and impactful. Studies, including those by Napoli, Krech, and Holley (2005), and Sandberg et al. (2023), demonstrate that brief, regular mindfulness sessions can integrate seamlessly into busy school timetables, yielding significant mental health benefits without disrupting instructional time. Furthermore, the alignment of mindful breathing with whole-school approaches, such as the Welsh Government’s Whole School Approach to Emotional and Mental Wellbeing (2021), ensures that the intervention can be sustained and supported across all levels of the school community. The evidence also emphasizes the importance of teacher readiness and professional development in ensuring the intervention’s success. Equipping staff with the necessary tools to deliver mindfulness practices authentically fosters a consistent and positive impact on pupils’ well-being. Observations by Jennings et al. (2017) and the evaluation framework provided by Thrive demonstrate how combining qualitative and quantitative measures can effectively monitor progress and refine practices to meet pupils' needs. Mindful breathing offers a practical, evidence-based approach to supporting pupil well-being, with the potential to address the challenges posed by socio-economic disadvantage and the lingering effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. By integrating this intervention into the school day and leveraging tools like Thrive for evaluation, educators can create an inclusive and supportive environment that nurtures resilience, emotional balance, and academic success.
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