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Research Context

The aim of this essay is to discuss the research question “what strategies do staff use to support and measure the emotional and mental wellbeing of pupils aged 7-11?”. This essay will discuss the reasoning behind the research question, the reasoning behind the strategies used to collect the data, the findings of the study and the relevance to student teacher's future practice. 
The focus of the question was based on wellbeing, the researcher wanted to further investigate the possible strategies that schools use to help support their pupils, and also touch upon how schools measure wellbeing, as this is known to be somewhat difficult at times (Kempf, 2018). Child wellbeing, as recognised by the Welsh Curriculum 2022, plays a fundamental role in enabling students to achieve their full learning potential. The researcher, i.e. the student teacher, felt this topic would be beneficial due to their lack of knowledge within the area and the want to further improve on the subject. It is known that wellbeing amongst pupils plays an important part of their achievement within school, and later on in life. A journal written by Alison Cuellar 2015, on “preventing and treating child mental health problems” states that research indicates that mental health issues in children can lead to detrimental outcomes over time, such as less educational success, lower incomes, decreased chances for employment, and an increase in criminal activity.
The school, which will be referred to as School H, in which the research study took place has over 500 pupils on roll (School H, 2018). It is set in an area of deprivation and the free school meal statistics are well above the average for Wales, which is 21% in primary schools (EstynHMI, 2021). The participants of the study included 7 pupils from ages 7-11, who were selected at random by one member of staff within the school.
By completing this research, it allowed for the student teacher to improve their knowledge on child wellbeing and enable opportunities for further studies on specific strategies School H used in order to improve their pupil wellbeing. The student teacher was also able to write about this experience in one of the professional experience templates, as it opened the opportunity to hit certain strands within the QTS standards.





Relevant literature

Mental health can be seen as a broad topic with many factors having an influence on it. This research study focuses more specifically on the wellbeing of primary school pupils aged 7-11. A briefing written by y Professor Fiona Brooks, who is head of adolescent and child health research in the University of Hertfordshire, which was aimed at headteachers and staff in educational settings discusses the link between the attainment of pupils and their health and wellbeing. In summary the briefing discusses the importance health and wellbeing has on pupil attainment. It states the importance of the physical and social settings that teachers and students spend a significant amount of time in every weekday and how it may have a significant impact on their academic performance as well as their emotional, mental, and physical well-being, (Brooks, 2014). Brooks also implied within the briefing that fostering healthy relationships between students and between teachers is essential to improving the well-being of students and motivating them to refrain from hazardous behaviours. Students who enjoy school are more likely to feel like they belong there and to have positive relationships with their teachers. 
During the researchers time out in school, the link between positive teacher and pupil relationships has seemed to have had a positive impact on the students. Creating an environment where pupils know they are safe and that their class teacher is a ‘safe adult’ has really seemed to improve the wellbeing of the class, and in turn the attainment of pupils. In line with what Professor Brooks implied, one of the schools in discussion placed a strong focus on the value of student participation and voice. In addition to many other things, the pupils were able to voice their opinions about what they were studying, how the school operated in specific areas, what the school could do to improve certain areas, and much more. All of this was done to enhance the students' mental health by making sure they felt safe and secure, wanted, and that their ideas mattered. It also made sure the students wanted to attend school every day. Following a staff discussion, they reported that the school was observing the progress and that their strategies were effective. The research study also implied this and gave supporting evidence of some of the strategies used to promote these relationships. Having read the briefing before creating the specific research question, the researcher decided to use some of the statements within the briefing to create the research question.
It is important to recognise the origin of the literature when using it to base a research question off. This briefing had come from an official UK government document and was written by a professor who is “head of adolescent and child health research in the University of Hertfordshire”. The information was backed with studies and evidence which, again, supports the reliability of it.
[bookmark: _Int_K9hOVbaR][bookmark: _Int_tKT1tMqH]A study published in 2021 called “mental health and wellbeing at schools: health and promotion in primary school with the use of digital methods” states that mental health problems in primary school students continue to be a critical concern and that interventions for early health promotion can have a positive impact and prevent the emergence of mental challenges (Sakellari et al., 2021). The aim of the systematic review was to “identify health promotion interventions on mental health and wellbeing, with the use of digital methods, delivered in primary school settings”. They believe the lack of evidence surrounding the topic speaks volumes for how much research needs to be done. In the write up they use statistics and evidence-based studies to back up their points, meaning the information is likely to be from a reliable source. One of the resources used to support the review was another study done back in 2005, this explored the patterns in mental health services utilised by 12–17 year-olds, who suffered from mental health issued such as depression. Less than 20% of children in need of mental health care receive it, despite the fact that mental health problems are the primary cause of disability among young people globally (CA;, 2005). Although the statistics in the study done by CA in 2005 are years old, they still hold some relevance as it is known that mental health problems have been increasing gradually over years, which suggests that those statistics could have worsened and could now be even lower. Data from a graph from the Government Statistical Service, (NHS Digital, 2018), on the mental health of children and young people in England, 2017, indicates that the prevalence of mental problems in children and adolescents aged 5 to 15 has increased slightly, rising from 9.7% in 1999 to 11.2% in 2017.
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(2. NHS Digital, 2018)
Although it is believed that today's adolescents and children suffer more with mental health issues than those in earlier generations, it is unclear if this pattern has persisted in the lack of more recent data, (Murphy & Fonagy, 2012). Despite the lack of solid evidence, there is undeniable need for additional research in the field of mental illness with items such as digital approaches, especially within primary school students. On the other hand, the lack of evidence does not necessarily mean that there are not mental health provisions in place with high success rates for primary aged pupils. There was discussion in School H that measuring the success of provisions, and measuring wellbeing as a whole, can be difficult due to it being so individual and presenting itself differently for each pupil.
One method of measuring wellbeing is Maslow's hierarchy of needs. According to Maslow's hierarchy of needs, learners must achieve a variety of needs before reaching their maximum potential. Prior to addressing the needs at higher levels of the hierarchy, lower-level needs must be fulfilled. It serves as a useful reminder to educators that if basic requirements are not satisfied, students are not able to operate to their full potential, (By et al., 2023).
Due to the masses of data surrounding the wellbeing of children and how it can affect their school life, as well as finding out the strategies used to support pupils' mental wellbeing, the researcher wanted to include in the research study how staff in schools measure wellbeing. As previously mentioned, School H discussed the difficulties of measuring the wellbeing of pupils, stating that even though they are confident their strategies are working due to questionnaires and observations of their pupils, it is difficult to have solid evidence. During the researcher's personal experiences, they have agreed it is difficult to measure children's wellbeing, as one common problem during professional teaching experiences is that it is hard to understand how the children feel as they do not know the children well enough due to lack of time spent with them. With Maslow's hierarchy in mind (2. By et al., 2023) the researcher used their own strategies to support wellbeing and attempted to use the hierarchy as a measurement of wellbeing, whilst this was somewhat successful it was hindered by the inability to know the children well enough to know their regular mood and habits, etc. Being easy to understand, cost efficient, and easy to apply are some advantages of Maslow’s Hierarchy, however, such as the researcher recognised, it fails to recognise that people come from diverse cultural and social backgrounds and that inherent benefits can inspire individuals. Additionally, individuals, especially children, can communicate their feelings in many different ways which are not typical ways to show emotions that adults may recognise, (Studysmarter, 2022).


Explanation of Case Study

The aim of the study was to find out the different strategies teachers use to support and measure the mental and emotional wellbeing of their pupils, through the form of a case study. The case study method is especially beneficial when it is necessary to gain an in-depth understanding of a topic of interest in its natural everyday environment. It is argued that the use of case studies can provide further information about any delivery gaps and the rationale behind selecting one implementation strategy over another, (Priya. A, 2020) and that is an empirical investigation that looks at a particular thing, or a group in its actual setting, according to Yin (2009). Several data gathering techniques are employed in case study research because it requires a thorough examination of a phenomenon. This well-established research design finds widespread application across multiple disciplines, with a particular emphasis on the social sciences, (Crowe et al., 2011). 
Regarding the research question about how pupils’ wellbeing is supported and measured, in order to ensure a representative sample, the pupils were chosen at random by one member of staff. The sample of children consisted of 7 pupils from key stage 2 and a random selection was considered to be the best option due to the nature of the question. It would have been interesting to hear the opinions of every pupil in Key Stage 2, as every pupil’s mental wellbeing is important and every pupil has the right to access the help that the school offer, however this was unrealistic in this instance so a random selection by one staff member was considered to be the fairest option. Findings from random sampling are more probable to be representative and relevant to the greater sample, (ori.gov, date unknown). In the book "researching society and culture," Seale (2012) makes the argument that case studies are useful for providing in-depth explanations and insights into a person or event. However, she also notes that the conclusions drawn from case studies may not be applicable to a wider context, which runs counter to the views expressed by the Office of Research Integrity (ORI).
The researchers are limited in their ability to mitigate the influence of external elements because case studies are conducted in realistic settings, (2. Priya. A, 2020). The researcher kept this in mind when conducting their interviews with the students, as external factors such as the location of the interviews, which took place outside of open-door classrooms, and other factors such as staff members walking by, could have influenced the students’ answers. 

Research methods

In order to answer the research question, it was decided by the researcher that they would carry out three different data gathering methods; interviews; online questionnaires; and observations.
The most popular types of qualitative approaches are observation and interviewing, which are designed to provide a comprehensive and in-depth understanding of the challenges through their analysis, (Jamshed, S. 2014).
Interviews with 7 children ranging from ages seven to eleven were conducted in order to gather an insight into the personal experience's pupils have had with the school's efforts to support their wellbeing. Though there were some anticipated and unforeseen difficulties, the interviews were effective in that they were able to obtain relevant information and provide answers to the majority of the questions. 
The questions were made to be age appropriate and in the form of open ended/ semi structured (please refer to Appendix 1 in the Appendices to see the questions). Semi-structured interviews, which provide deeper conversations in which participants are required to answer to pre-formulated, open-ended questions, in their study. Semi-structured interviews are a commonly used interviewing method, sometimes conducted with an individual and other times with a group, (2. Jamshed, S. 2014). In order to get the students to feel at ease and provide honest responses, the researcher decided to conduct semi-structured, casual interviews with them. Instead than being an ordered list of questions, semi-structured interviews can feel more like a natural flow of conversation. As Clark and Moss (2001) previously noted, researchers have found that using stricter, more formal research methods can change children's actions by having them provide answers they believe to be desired. A semi-structured interview provided a set of questions to utilise as a guide, but it also gave room for additional discussion and an understanding of the students' responses. This was advantageous in this case because the interview's goal was to gather the students' ideas and opinions.
The research study conducted in School H saw the pupils being interviewed in pairs, (Houssart & Evens, 2011), in an effort to ease any anxiety or nervousness from the interviewing process itself. It was hoped that this would provide more genuine, authentic answers, which in some cases it did, however there were drawbacks in a couple of interviews where it was evident the students differing personalities influenced the others' ability to answer sufficiently. In paired interviews, participants may not be sincere because they believe they should be coherent and share the same narrative even though their experiences and interpretations of the events differ, (Cartwright, et al., 2016). Cartwright, et al., also stated that a possible disadvantage of conducted interviews in pairs is that one participant could overpower the other, which was a relevant point within the researcher's case study, and also that certain topics involving trauma or personal information should be avoided. In the researcher’s case there was an instance where a pupil decided that they wanted to share personal information about their home life in order to help them answer one of the questions. This was raised as a safeguarding concern and the pupil received the appropriate support from staff, however it was important to note that the researcher quickly became aware of the particular question and changed it after that in order to avoid that type of answer in the other interviews.

In order to gather data from the staff members’ point of view it was decided it would be best to send out an online questionnaire. The questionnaire was chosen by the researcher because, based on earlier study, they discovered that it offered the most effective method of collecting data and that staff members could complete it on their own schedule without interfering with classes. In line with what Jones et al. (2008) states, online questionnaires are quick to send via email, cost-effective (Seale, 2012) because there is no waste of paper, and the data collected is automatically uploaded to the questionnaire's development software, making it easier to read and comprehend the data and facilitate its analysis and graph-making, (Prasanna, 2023). Although an easier option, it is also argued that questionnaire response rates are frequently poor, and this is particularly true if potential responders who do not know the researcher directly, get questionnaires via email, (Patten, 1998). In the researcher's experience, this has proven to be untrue. The response rate was incredibly poor, with only 1 response, when they had previously sent out online questionnaires to over 7 staff members that they had worked with for an extended period of time. In a different instance, though, a questionnaire was distributed beforehand to six staff members who had never seen the researcher, and five of the six successfully completed the form. There might have been pressure on staff members to complete the questionnaire as they knew they would be meeting the researcher eventually since the questionnaires had been given out before the researcher joined the school. Patten (2017) makes the same argument again stating that when a person does not know the sender personally or is unlikely to do so in the future, they are more likely to disregard a questionnaire. They claim that it is easier to say "no" or reject items by email as opposed to in person.
According to the researchers' prior experience, using questionnaires has certain disadvantages. For example, they can be unreliable because respondents might provide answers, they think are desirable rather than accurate ones, and there's always a chance that not everyone will respond. However, in the opinion of Patten (2017), they argue that questionnaires can be conducted in an anonymous manner and that anonymity of answers could promote respondents to tell the truth. 
The research project included observations; however, it became evident from watching a classroom that the observations would not provide the necessary data. But after that finding, it became possible to tour the school and "observe" particular sections of each classroom to see the steps being done to support mental health.

Data Presentation and Analysis Method

Due to the software used to create the online questionnaires, as stated above in one of the advantages, the results of the questionnaires are automatically saved and turned into graphs or statistical figures. This way it is easy to interpret and understand the data as the format is clear and understandable as large volumes of information are condensed into formats that succinctly and clearly convey key points using graphs and charts, CDC (2018). Graphs can be confusing or misleading in certain situations, such as when there is an ‘X’ and ‘Y’ axis used. Especially, as graphs are often used as a way to condense information (CDC, 2018), if an improper explanation is made in regard to the information within the graph, this can also make it difficult to understand. However, in the case of this research study, (please refer to Appendix 2 in the appendices), the graph and results are simple and clear to understand by anyone. 
In order to record the interview process, the researcher had originally planned to use audio recordings of the interviewing process, however, due to safeguarding issues the school stated that the recordings would have to take place on a school iPad. The researcher was forced to transcribe the children's responses because there were no iPads available and the one that was left would not allow voice recordings. This presented a challenging situation because the semi-structured interview meant that the conversation flowed naturally, making it challenging to accurately record every response. However, the general responses and main points of conversation were transcribed and recorded on paper.
During the observations, the researcher was able to sit in the class and observe. Due to the question's nature and the subject matter's broadness, it was challenging to determine the strategies employed in a session because, for the most part, the students did not require the help at that particular moment. However, there were opportunities to see several everyday methods, such a "worry monster" and daily check-ins. Due to the lack of data obtained from observations, it was possible to explore the school and "observe" specific areas of each classroom and other offices to see the initiatives taken to promote positive mental health. While there are many advantages to observations, the one that is most pertinent to this research study is that the type of observation that was done entailed the researcher observing activities as they happened in their natural setting without taking any part in them. While it may be challenging to avoid making any assumptions beforehand, observations should be free of bias and have a dependable observation schedule or frame of reference. The reliability and accuracy of the observation could be jeopardised by the inexperience of the observer, Javatpoint (2011).


Ethical considerations

Given the ethical nature of research, an up-to-date DBS check was performed, and an ethics form was completed before admission to the institution. The ethics form can be found in the appendices. In line with the BERA guidelines, (BERA 2018) ethical concerns included obtaining parental permission, getting the students' assent, and including disclaimers at the start of online questionnaires and interview processes. Please refer to appendix 4 when appropriate in order view the ethical considerations for this research study. In order to ensure fully informed consent of the pupils' parents, letters were sent to parents in advance explaining the whole research study and its processes, as well as requesting a permission slip be returned in order to confirm consent. Full confidentiality and anonymity were protected with best efforts from the researcher, and this was discussed in the letter that was sent out to parents, as well as the possibility of audio recordings and discussion of the results within the researchers' findings and assignment.

Before the pupils participated a disclaimer was read to them and they were asked if they would like to take part. As well as being asked for assent from the researcher, their classroom teacher also asked them before they left. To ensure the students were comfortable with the situation they were given a double sided red and green face, one green smiley face and one red sad face. They were explained to that should they no longer want to continue with the interview they could use the faces to express this and be free to return to class with no questions asked. Every pupil assented and used the faces appropriately.

In regard to the online questionnaires, there was a disclaimer at the beginning that stated the promise of confidentiality and anonymity throughout the questionnaire process. It was also stated that should they wish to stop they could do so at any time.


Findings

After interviewing the pupils, it was clear to see that the majority of pupils are happy in school, they feel safe in school and they know who they can go to when they are feeling worried or sad, etc. All pupils were aware of daily check ins and the majority could explain a variety of methods used in school and their classrooms that support their wellbeing, such as their daily check ins, a worry box, writing notes, etc.  The students' well-being appears to be one of the schools' main priorities. In order to assist the wellbeing of its students, the school offers and adheres to a number of support groups, clubs, activities, a take what you need room, and more.  
The results of meetings and semi-structured interviews with the staff point to the operation of a lunchtime provision club, which is a quiet area with an open-door policy, board games, extra support for students who might not feel comfortable playing outside, and an abundance of other activities for the students to do.
Additionally, the school engages in a wide range of initiatives to support and foster parental involvement, which may benefit families and the well-being of children. The Education Endowment Foundation define parental engagement as “referring to teachers and schools involving parents in supporting their children’s academic learning”. They also suggest that there are greater effects for students who have lower attainment and that the average impact of the Parental engagement techniques is roughly four extra months of progress over the course of one year. Despite this, some contend that the evidence supporting parental involvement and its advantages for children is limited, (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021).
The school provides selected students with life skills classes that cover critical topics including cooking classes, teaching students how to use cash and bank cards, using public transportation, and more. Students who weren't as proficient in school as other students were the target audience for these programmes.
There is also ELSA support available for children who need it. These classes focus on students' emotional literacy as well as a variety of problems that children could encounter, including social skills, self-regulation, anger management, self-esteem difficulties, mourning, and more. According to Dodds and Blake's 2015 study on the efficacy of ELSA, the course's main objective is to assist students' emotional needs in schools while taking a holistic approach to their development. Teaching assistants in a school context can satisfy the emotional needs of the students by using psychological theory to help them with practical support (Dodds & Blake, 2015).  
School H is a trauma-informed school with staff members who have received training. The recognition of childhood trauma as a serious public health hazard has grown, and it has been given more attention subsequently (Lang et al 2015), (Maynard et al,. 2017). Sand buckets, emotion cards, small figures, and other tools are utilised in the trauma sessions in the hopes that the pupils would share their thoughts and provide the practitioner with insight into how they are feeling at that moment or about their past trauma. In addition to all these additional measures, there is also the regular in-class support for students, which includes welcoming students at the school gates, smiling broadly and wishing them a happy day, and checking in with the children as soon as they arrive.
The responses from staff to the online questionnaires can be seen in appendix 2. The majority of the student interviews' comments were consistent with the staff members' responses, demonstrating that the school upheld strong moral standards and values and effectively informed its students about them. This insight into staff's perceptions was useful because it demonstrated the shared ideals between the school and the students and established the strong connection between them.

Conclusions/Recommendations

During the online questionnaire data gathering method, there were very little issues unaccounted for. A predicted possibility was the lack of responses from staff; however, the response rate was high and insightful. It is impossible to say with certainty whether or not questionnaires are reliable. There are proponents of questionnaire use who argue that because there is no personal element involved, respondents are under less pressure to provide responses that are considered desirable, making the questions potentially credible. Patten (2017), on the other hand, might disagree, claiming that respondents may be more prone to mislead or not complete the questionnaire at all because there is less pressure from interpersonal contacts.
Considering the questionnaire's questions were specific to the school, the results cannot be generalised to a larger population. However, since they preserve both time and money, questionnaires can be an effective instrument when gathering the opinions of several people at once. The researcher will most certainly take questionnaires into consideration again in the future. Going forward in light of these and earlier experiences, the researcher concurs that distributing questionnaires ahead of time, or as soon as possible after arrival, would be a possible means of obtaining a higher number of responses.
Despite efforts to ensure participant comfort, it became evident during the student interview process that certain students were more at ease than others. It's hard to tell if the students felt better in pairs or if conducting solo interviews would have had a different effect. Both approaches have benefits and drawbacks. In the future, the researcher thinks that employing an approach that only permits one student to speak at a time could be a good way to enhance the responses in focus groups or paired interviews.
During the observation process it became evident during the observation process that the original goal of watching a classroom to observe which strategies are used was not going to be very successful. This is thought to be due to incorporating methods into daily school life is a lengthy process that students might engage in for the duration of their education at that school. As a result, it can be challenging to see such strategies employed in a 40-minute class or even for an entire day.
The researcher was given the opportunity to "observe" and tour many classrooms and speak with a variety of staff members in order to counter this. In order to get a better understanding of the resources available to students in the classroom, different approaches and techniques were reviewed and notes were taken.
During the research week the researcher gained information and experiences that have allowed them to potentially reach the professional learning, professional networks and communities' strand. They engaged in a small-scale research study with questionnaires and interviews and meetings.
It also opened up the opportunity to engage with the collaboration: supporting and developing others and seeking advice and support standard, as it has given the researcher the chance to further their knowledge and share it with their peers.
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