

How to Support a Child’s Emotional Wellbeing within a Primary School Environment?


Introduction.
This journal article aims to discuss and analyse how well emotional well-being is valued in primary schools and what strategies are put in place to ensure a child’s emotional well-being is supported. 
As defined by the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG, 2010), emotional well-being is ‘a holistic, subjective state which is present when a range of feelings are combined and balanced’. In their research, WAG (2010) found that young people believe that factors such as ‘having people to talk to; personal achievement; being praised; and generally feeling positive about themselves’ have the greatest influence on their emotional well-being. They also highlighted that ‘confrontation with authority; restriction of autonomy; and exclusion by their peers’ (WAG, 2010) is what mostly distresses them which clearly indicates that the school environment can impact on a child’s emotional wellbeing. Additionally, WAG (2010) states that ‘features of good mental health and emotional (psychological) well-being’ is having the ability to ‘play and learn effectively and co-operatively… resolve conflict effectively… recognise and mange strong feelings such as frustration, anger and anxiety’  and also being able to ‘become aware of others and empathise with them’. To emphasise the importance of this, Herman, Shekher and Moodie (2005) believe that ‘mental health is the foundation for well-being and effective functioning for an individual’. Furthermore, WHO (2011) explains that around twenty percent of primary aged children will ‘experience mental health problems during the course of any given year’ and this is likely to increase to around fifty percent amongst children who come from socially disadvantaged backgrounds.



Literature Review.
The Successful Futures curriculum proposed by Sir Donaldson (2015) is composed of six Area of Learning and Experience (AoLE). One of these areas is known as ‘Health and Well-being’ which aims to provide ‘a holistic structure for understanding health and well-being’ in which the fundamental components refer to the ‘mental health, emotional and social well-being’ (WAG, 2019) of a child. It aims for support to be put in place to help pupils understand that there are different aspects to health which are interconnected. By engaging with this AoLE, it can potentially create a whole school approach as it contributes to the four purposes of the curriculum. For example, it will help develop ‘healthy, confident individuals ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society’ and becoming ‘ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives’ (WAG, 2019) as it will help pupils become more resilient and develop their empathy and decision-making skills.  Furthermore, the ‘four purposes are underpinned by integral skills’, one of which refers to emotional well-being in the ‘personal effectiveness’ skill, meaning that ‘Learners should develop emotional intelligence and awareness’ (WAG, 2020). This will be done by encouraging children to become aware of implications in their social, ethical and cultural arguments by having opportunities to have debates and discussions through ‘debate and argue’ activities (WAG, 2020).

In terms of the current curriculum, WAG (2018) follows a ‘rights-based policy approach’ that aims to support every child ‘across Wales to achieve improved emotional health and well-being’ and they feel that promoting this subject ‘is an essential consideration’ that must be implemented through their polices. Moreover, WAG (2010) insinuates that there are ‘major potential benefits for schools’ who actively promote emotional health and well-being as it can result in an ‘improved classroom and whole-school atmosphere’ where pupils feel secure which in turn, makes them more likely to engage in their learning and lessens the chances of truancy, bullying and substance misuse in their future. This outlook is also supported by Estyn (2018) who in their ‘Common Inspection Framework’ covers this subject through Key Question one ‘How good are outcomes?’ and Key Question two ‘How good is provision?’. Within the first Key Question, inspectors need to consider the ‘school’s work in the development of attitudes to keeping healthy and safe; pupil participation’ whereas Key Question two considers the provision ‘for the care, support and guidance of pupils’, including their provision for health and well-being’ (Estyn, 2018). Additionally, Estyn (2018) believes that pupils should have the opportunity to ‘take an active role in developing the policies that will impact positively on the emotional health and well-being of pupils and staff’. To support this further, Estyn’s (2018) report of the school in which the research took place in, wrote that the ‘Provision for developing pupils’ independence is particularly strong and teachers encourage them to use their initiative’ and also ‘encourages pupils to participate in pupil voice groups, such as the school and eco council well’, these examples prove that they are using ‘effective strategies in developing pupils’ resilience’.
Looking at this through theoretical perspectives, Bowlby’s attachment theory and Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model can be applied to achieve a greater understanding on how emotional wellbeing can affect children. Bowlby’s (1958, cited in Gomez, 1989) theory on attachment ‘takes premise that human beings are born with inbuilt patterns of behaviour’ to help maintain relationships and therefore, believes that each child must maintain attachments witch a ‘primary attachment figure’ before building bonds beyond their ‘immediate circle’ (Gomez, 1989) such as teachers and peers within a school environment. If a child fails to achieve a ‘secure base’ from their primary caregiver, they can develop feelings of anxiety and a ‘distorted model’, referring to the inner working model which ‘reflects the security or insecurity of our attachments’ (Gomez, 1989). This inner model also affects the child’s potential to explore their environment. For example, most children will explore through their school environment by socialising and joining clubs however, if the child is feeling too anxious to get involved, it can lead to the child not wanting to go to school and can result in the child acting out through anger as they can’t deal with their emotions. This could potentially result in the child detach themselves from the school environment which is why teachers have a key role in helping children to understand their emotions and what they can do to alleviate their anxiety or anger. Therefore, Gomez (1989) comments that attachment theory is ‘essential groundwork in the study of psychobiological determinants of behaviour and emotion’. 
Similar to this, Bronfenbrenner (1979) based his bioecological model on the ‘importance for human development of interrelated ecological levels’. Bronfenbrenner theorises there are three systems, first is the microsystem which is described as the ‘setting within which the individual is behaving at a given moment’ whereas meso-system refers to the ‘set of microsystems constituting the individual’s development’ that occurs within a given period and also relates to the ‘interrelations among major settings’ such as their school (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Following this is the exo-system, this is ‘an extension of the mesosystem’ composed of environments that may not ‘directly involve the developing person’ (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), this could be the workplace of the primary caregiver which can affect the quality of care given to the child. Finally, the macrosystem can be defined as the ‘superordinate level of human development’ as it involves the child’s culture, macro-institutions such as the government and also public policies. Therefore, the macrosystem ‘influences the nature of interaction within all other levels’ (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Furthermore, Bronfenbrenner (1979) believed that children are ‘emotionally and motivationally loaded’ and that ‘positive and negative subjective forces’ that have occurred whilst growing up will ‘contribute in powerful ways to shaping the course of development in the future’. For example, if a ‘strong, mutual emotional attachment’ isn’t achieved with a caregiver, they are at a greater risk for experiencing one or more developmental problems’ such as ‘hyperactivity… lack of attentivity…poor academic achievement; school misbehaviour; and frequent absenteeism’ (Bronfenbrenner, 1996) which in turn, will affect their life chances.  
By critically discussing different theories and policies along with conducting the unstructured observation and semi-structured interview has led to this research being done through the triangulation method.  According to Oliver-Hoyo and Allen (2006), triangulation is commonly used within qualitative data and ‘involves the careful reviewing of data collected through different methods’ so that the researcher can ‘achieve a more accurate and valid estimate of qualitative results’. Explaining this further, Flick (1992) states comparing different methods can ‘balance out the subjective influences’ as well as ‘maximize the validity of field efforts’. On the other hand, Denzin (1989) criticise this method for ‘leading to a deeper understanding of the issue under investigation and less towards validity’. Despite this, Oliver-Hoyo and Allen (2006) concluded that by using the different methods, it had ‘exposed different meaningful issues’ and develops ‘a full picture of the situation’. This is supported by Kidder and Fine (1987) who believes using a single method can be ‘one-dimensional’ whereas ‘various forms of data collected through interviews and journals provide rich detail that adds depth to the information’ and when the ‘data collection indicates the same results, the greater validity exists… and triangulation is achieved’ (Mark and Shotland, 1987).

Placement. 
The placement of this research took place in a primary school, specifically year five consisting of 24 pupils. The school was mostly for local children from the surrounding village and the class was taught by one teacher, no teaching assistants. During the placement, I conducted unstructured observation and also a semi-structured interview with the teacher which gave an insight on how the school supports pupils in terms of their emotional needs. I attended every Monday and Tuesday for five weeks resulting in a total of ten days of research where I observed how they implemented emotional well-being throughout the day.


Methodologies 
According to King, Horrocks and Brooks (2019), the term methodology refers to the ‘design of the research and choice of particular methods are made evident’ including the justification relating to the theme of the research. This research is better suited to qualitative research; hence the reason why unstructured observation and a semi-structured interview was chosen. According to Yilmaz (2013) qualitative research is ‘an emergent, inductive, interpretive and naturalistic approach to the study of people’ within their natural environment. Furthermore, Aspers and Corte (2019) defines ‘qualitative research as an iterative process that leads to improved understanding’ and the ‘richness of detail provided by qualitative research gives insights into the complicated nature of teaching and learning that would be missed through other means’ (Cooley, 2013). 
In qualitative research, ‘interviewing is one of the most frequently used methods’ for collecting data and can ‘be undertaken in many different settings’ (King, Horrocks and Brooks, 2019) making this method highly reliable and accessible for participants. During an interview, it is key for the researcher to be able to listen to the participants response and also ‘anticipate and prepare useful probes’ which can ‘add depth to interview data’. The other method used in this research was unstructured observation which Guest, Namey and Mitchell (2013) believes to be the ‘most natural and the most challenging of data collection methods’ as it relies on the researcher being able to immerse themselves into the context however, it needs to be organised by having a list of things to look out for as ‘structure can greatly facilitate data collection and analysis’.  To gain a greater understanding through observation, a researcher must build a rapport with participants which will need ‘enough trust and acceptance to enable the research participants to act much as they would if the researcher were not present’ (Guest et al. 2013), this is why this research has been accompanied with a semi-structured interview. 

Ethical issues.
Before starting a research project, researchers must refer to the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) guidelines which can be used by ‘anyone undertaking educational research’ however, they expect researchers to ‘conduct themselves in a way that reflects its vision, aims and ethical values (as stipulated in the BERA code of conduct)’.  It is encouraged by BERA (2018) to conduct a ‘risk benefit analysis’ to identify any relevant ethical issues which may occur and how it would be solved for example, researchers must ‘consider how to balance maximising the benefits and minimising any risk or harm’ which was done by communicating with the headteacher where the research would take place. BERA (2018) also emphasises the importance of ‘informed consent’ given on how the data will be collected (e.g. through unstructured observation). Furthermore, BERA (2018) explains the need for transparency with the participants by ensuring that the participants understand the aim of the research, what will be involved and how the information will be used, they also emphasise that researchers must be ‘open to the possibility that participants may wish, for any reason and at any time, to withdraw their consent’ and this should be made clear from the beginning. In addition to this, confidentiality and anonymity must be provided for anyone involved in the research by keeping the research place and the staff’s names anonymous as well as storing data on a password protected computer. These guidelines also apply to any children that may be involved in the research as BERA (2018) ‘endorses the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)’ and therefore, must also be anonymous and come to no harm. For instance, BERA (2018) explains that safeguarding must be considered in this context meaning the ‘physical and psychological wellbeing’ of any of the participants must not be put at risk as researchers ‘should be aware of the legal responsibilities as well as the moral duty’. To help minimalize this risk, an aim was put in place to find out who the child protection officers were at the school and to discuss with them the intentions of the research. 
Other than the BERA (2018) guidelines, an ethics form also needed to be completed and approved by a member of staff on behalf of the university prior to conducting the research. This form outlined the intended participants which would be the teaching staff and the children. It also discusses what would be used, for instance, the use of an interview and covers how any risks will be mitigated which has been explained however, it is believed that there is minimal risk to be predicted. Also, the form shows that participants will be informed of their right to withdraw from the research at any time and this will also be written in the consent form the headteacher must read and sign on the first day of placement.

Results.
Through unstructured observation I observed a calm environment created by the teacher who would often play calming piano songs throughout the day to prevent the children from getting stressed or anxious and implemented growth mindset examples throughout the classroom. There’s also a Time2Talk group designed for children who need help with building better friendships and how to navigate their feelings. I also discovered that expressive arts were used in various ways, for instance, mediation and other activates such as creating recounts and roleplaying scenarios to portray emotions and build on their emotional language. Other activities such as debate an argue cards were also used and they would also debate the emotions being portrayed in a piece of artwork by Nicholas Evans. 

The semi-structured interview is provided below: 
1. Do you believe teachers have a responsibility to ensure a child’s emotional needs are met? 
Yes, you have a responsibility to make sure they’re comfortable which can be done through building a rapport to ensure they feel secure in school.

2. What type of staff members are available to support the children?

There are the SENCO teachers, child protection officers, headteacher, deputy headteacher, governors, teaching assistants (TA) and also various programmes to meet their needs.

3. Do children feel comfortable expressing and talking about their emotional needs? 

This depends on the individual child and their confidence level however, it’s your job as a teacher to create a comfortable environment so they can have the opportunity to thrive. 

4. How important is it for teachers to take a child’s emotional well-being into account?

This is highly important which is why you need to constantly keep building that rapport otherwise, if they aren’t in the right headspace to learn, they won’t be able to concentrate or learn anything. Adding to this, you also have to make sure they’re emotionally ready to learn and achieve new things.


5. Should schools consider children’s emotional needs when education is for learning? 

Yes, health and well-being are one of the main things to be considered as a teacher, especially with new curriculum that will be implemented. 
If their needs aren’t being met, they won’t achieve their full potential. Whether they’re suffering from having deficit hyperactivity disorder or depression, they won’t have the focus to do well and in turn, it will affect their education. Teachers also have the responsibility to act on something if a child ever discloses information that may flag up any incidences that cause concern to any adults in the school, this is when child protection officers come in. Even minor things are recorded and are used to help build a picture of the child and are written word for word into a file, these are called ‘niggle notes’.


6. Is there sufficient training for teachers to be able to deal and help those with emotional needs? 

Yes, various programmes. We have child protection training every year for every staff member, even the cooks. There is constant well-being training and for example, in September (2019) we had an emotional needs and development course which explained how children develop from a baby onwards. There is also growth mindset training for everyone too.

7. What strategies do you believe are best for developing and supporting a child’s emotional needs? 

If a child feels like they’re getting too emotional they can have time out in the school’s library.  The ‘picture strategy’ is also used, these are smiley faces on a card that show how they’re feeling, a sad face can indicate that they’re feeling upset and need space. These pictures will be in front of them at all times and they will be able to use it without letting their peers know they’re feeling distressed. By doing these strategies, it helps the teacher know when they need time out, giving the teacher the chance to control the situation before it gets out of control, meaning the child is more likely to take space and come back to class ready to learn. Additionally, regular ‘concern meetings’ are held to discusses any issues which have occurred within the past month. 

8. Do you think the modern world is increasing emotional needs such as low confidence and anxiety?

Yes, they don’t get communicated to as much, instead they tend to be mostly stimulated through their computer. The effect of this is that they’re used to a fast pace world of getting instant results, resulting in them not feeling stimulated when they are in the real world. 
Technology has also created loads of problems with friendships and peer pressure as it can lead to feelings of exclusion if they can’t access the same things.
To add to this, you can notice when they’ve been on adult computer games as they often replay some of the scenes which can be quite violent and dangerous as they can’t connect it to reality and deal with is emotionally in the correct way.



Discussion.
My findings exhibit a positive whole school approach which implements many activities throughout the day to provide support for children’s development of emotional well-being.
One of the main things I noticed was throughout the school and in the classroom were many wall displays based on growth mindset to encourage children to think more positively. For instance, the wall listed ten questions such as ‘what mistake did you make that taught you something?’ and also statements such as ‘instead of saying… I can’t make this any better… Try thinking… I can always improve my work’, to encourage the children to feel that they are capable. It was Dweck (1999) who first introduced the notion of there being ‘two mindsets that people can possess about their abilities, intelligence and talents’, these being growth mindset and a fixed mindset. Those with a fixed mindset believes that intelligence is a ‘static trait’ therefore, believing that ‘intelligence is not something that can be developed’ whereas those with a growth mindset believes ‘intelligence can grow and be developed through effort’ (Dweck, 2010). Dweck (2007) claimed that mindsets play an important role in the individual’s level of motivation and achievement as having a fixed mindset approach is likely to result in pupils ‘giving up when learning becomes too challenging’ instead of embracing the opportunity. 
In agreement, Zeeb, Ostertag and Renkl (2020) state that growth mindset ‘aims to strengthen the belief that abilities are malleable’ and found that having this belief tend to present a higher level of motivation in individuals as they ‘they believe they can learn’ and that ‘abilities improve with practice’. Furthermore, research conducted by Maguire, Woollett and Spiers (2006) observed ‘physical changes in the brain’ of those engaging in growth mindset. Their results showed the ‘hippocampus, the area of the brain responsible for spatial information had grown significantly’ demonstrating that individuals can enhance their intellectual ability through developing a growth mindset. In addition to this, Blackwell, Trzesniewski, and Dweck (2007) discovered over a two-year study in mathematics that students with a fixed mindset didn’t show any sign of improvement while peers who identified as having growth mindsets achieved ‘significantly better grades’. 
Another strategy is known as niggle notes which was mentioned in the interview, these are individual forms used to record any incidences the teacher feels is a concern about a child. The Children’s Commissioner (2012) explain that the ‘Common Assessment Framework (CAF)’ must be followed and that there is a ‘zero threshold’ referring to the level of concern meaning that ‘no concern is too small to be considered’ and therefore, must be recorded and discussed. These records are then collated and monitored by the senior leader of the school who gives appropriate feedback to staff on how to move forward. Doing this will promote communication across the staff among all levels with the aim of ‘early allocation of school resources’ such as getting the child into nurture groups or having multi-agency interventions occur. To support this, the Children’s commissioner (2012) uses the case study of a school who used niggle notes to track those with additional needs or have vulnerabilities so that they could monitor the ‘impact of intervention on achievement’, it was also used when reviewing school policies so that adaptations can be made throughout the school so that future pupils have access to a range of resources that will help them reach their full potential.
I also observed activities linking to expressive arts such as the roleplaying of scenarios and having to build and portray emotions. One example of a scenario they could have chosen was friends asking one of the parents to have a sleepover but being denied this request. Some came up with ideas on how to persuade the parent by using words from a word mat provided and using body language, at the end of each scene the rest of the class discussed what words the group incorporated from the word mat and how they did it. In regard to emotional well-being, expressive arts can help children ‘communicate their difficult thoughts and feelings’ (Perryman, 2015) by achieving a greater understanding of themselves and their capability. Perryman and Keller (2009) found through expressive arts therapy groups that the participants would experience an ‘increased sense of personal empowerment and self-esteem…decreased levels of stress’ and through this newfound confidence, they are more likely to feel emotionally secure and be motivated to keep learning. 
Another strategy I observed was the use of meditation which according to Keller et al. (2017), is ‘beneficial in reducing teacher stress and in increasing students’ cognitive and emotional regulatory skills’ and has the ‘potential to improve children’s academic prospects’. This is important because ‘self-regulation of attention and emotion is a critical skill’ that can help pupils with their social skills and learn efficiently.  By improving a child’s emotional regulation, they are more likely to ‘develop stress-management tools and self-discipline necessary for academic goal attainment’ (Kellet et al. 2017). In support of this, Campion and Rocco (2009) found in their study of 10,000 students that eighty percent of the participants felt that ‘mediation had a calming and relaxing effect on them and 36 percent states that it had improved their anger management skills’. Additionally, Konza and Pappas (2008) found that using meditation in primary schools had created a ‘more peaceful teaching and learning environment’ as teachers who undertook a development programme were able to use strategies to ‘reduce personal anxiety and stress, develop more positive relationships with their students’ and some expressed it had also ‘improved their skills of observation’ which had a direct positive impact on the children as they became more engaged. The reason for this can be supported by Harrison, Manocha and Rubia (2004) in their study of 48  primary aged children who undertook a six week meditation programme and expressed that they had ‘less anxiety and better sleep patterns at home’ resulting in a ‘greater ability to concentrate in school’.  

To emphasise the importance of the effect expressive arts can have on a child, 
WAG (2019) have decided to make it an AoLE as they believe it ‘can engage, motivate and encourage learners’ to further develop their knowledge and help them grasp opportunities and meet challenges. The aim of this subject is to take an inclusive approach and to encourage students to ‘engage physical, socially and emotionally, nurturing their well-being, self-esteem and resilience’, they emphasise that increasing a child’s confidence will ‘contribute directly to enriching the quality of their lives’ (WAG, 2019).

Conclusion.
In conclusion, the finding from this research indicates that there are numerous ways of implementing emotional and well-being activities throughout a primary school which can help secure and develop a child’s emotional well-being. It’s also become clear that almost any activity can be adapted to include ideas of emotional well-being as this was proven in the place where the research took place as they viewed it as an important aspect of a child’s life. Researching this and conducting the interview has exemplified the notion that every experience a child has, can potentially affect their future which is why schools have such an important role in ensuring a child is emotionally safe so that they can reach their full potential. 
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