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Introduction 
This assignment provides a critical reflection on the strategic development of School 'A's improvement plan, focusing on their priority area of well-being. School 'A' is an oversubscribed 11-16 mixed secondary school in Neath/Port Talbot with 1,240 pupils. The last Estyn inspection in October 2018 rated the school as Excellent overall in standards, teaching quality, and leadership. However further development of anti-bullying procedures and wellbeing support were recommended. The school serves a higher-than-average proportion of disadvantaged pupils, with 17.4% eligible for free school meals (above the 16.4% average) and 40% having special education needs (SEN) - nearly double the 22.9% national SEN rate. Additionally, 14% are Welsh-fluent, 5% are ethnic minorities and a very limited number have English as an additional language. I have decided to focus on their main well-being improvement objective, emphasising their priority of addressing and preventing bullying incidents given the overrepresentation of vulnerable student groups. 

Literature review 
The Welsh Government (2021a) Framework guides schools, local authorities, and partners in Wales in implementing a consistent approach to supporting mental health and well-being. It emphasises well-being promotion in schools to develop resilient, healthy students. The framework outlines assessing local needs, developing action plans, implementing interventions, and collaborating with services. It aims to promote equitable, inclusive school communities. The new Curriculum for Wales (2022) Health and Wellbeing Area of Learning and Expertise (AoLE) will replace the current personal and social education (PSE) subject. Implementation began in nursery and primaries in 2022, with secondary school rollout from September 2023 with Year 8s, moving up year-by-year and becoming fully implemented by September 2026. 

The introduction of the Health and Wellbeing Area of Learning and Experience (AoLE) in the new Curriculum for Wales comes at a pivotal moment. Statistics from the Children's Commissioner for Wales indicate a concerning reality, it is estimated that 1 in 8 children and young people in Wales suffer from a diagnosable mental health condition (Children's Commissioner for Wales, 2018). This suggests that in every classroom, there are likely to be students struggling with anxiety, depression, self-harm, and other challenges. A National Assembly for Wales (2018) report highlighted similarly worrying figures, with 1 in 4 UK children showing signs of mental ill-health and 1 in 10 Welsh youth experiencing a mental health problem specifically. These issues can severely impact academic performance, social relationships, and long-term well-being. However, current statistics likely underestimate the extent of mental health issues faced by children and adolescents. The Department of Health and Department for Education's (2017) Transforming Children and Young People's Mental Health Provision paper argued committed school leadership and consistent mental health working practices are essential for successfully addressing this crisis. Meanwhile, a large-scale international study, "Children's Worlds", found children in Wales have some of the lowest well-being levels among 35 countries notably in school satisfaction, learning, and peer relationships. Welsh secondary school pupils displayed remarkably poorer life and school contentment compared to primary students and 12-year-olds across Europe (Hampton, 2020).

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, Glazzard and Bostwick (2018) advocated for comprehensive school assistance models with integrated well-being services, skills development, and cross-sector collaboration. This would enable schools to provide much-needed early mental health intervention. Estyn's (2019) pre-pandemic review aligned with this, finding secondary schools had inconsistent pupil well-being support. As the pandemic clearly demonstrated, students cannot succeed academically while struggling mentally (Rossen & Cowan, 2014). COVID-19 took a major toll on youth mental health (French et al., 2022), with prolonged isolation and disrupted routines exacerbating issues like anxiety, depression, loneliness, and behavioural regulation problems, especially among disadvantaged students. Enhancing a school's well-being facilities can proactively build resilience amidst these escalating home challenges, argues Weare (2015), through coordination of multilayered support approaches, creation of supportive environments, responsiveness, and community links. Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory explains how child development is shaped by multilayered environmental systems, from immediate settings like family and school to wider cultural values (Bronfenbrenner, 1974). A child's microsystems interact bidirectionally; thus, schools need to build partnerships between families, communities, and policy advocates to support the “whole child”. Comprehensive efforts to nurture pupil well-being and alleviate disadvantage require collaboration across the systems influencing children (Bronfenbrenner, 1974).


As key microsystems in a child’s ecology, schools play a vital role in mobilizing resources across sectors to meet urgent student welfare needs (Bronfenbrenner, 1974). Educators must recognize their interconnection with other systems impacting disadvantaged youth in order to provide appropriate assistance. Ultimately, substantively addressing barriers to learning requires unity between all groups supporting vulnerable students. Likewise, Joyce Epstein's Framework of Six Types of Involvement (Epstein, 1995) describes essential dimensions across family-school-community collaboration that are necessary to bolster pupil’s wellbeing and outcomes. Specifically it emphasises the need for constant communication, unified decision-making, and shared power between these support systems. Extensive research evidence demonstrates that such active collaboration is pivotal to improving student success, well-being, and resilience (Epstein, 1995). 

Concerningly, many teachers lack preparation on well-being issues without substantial professional mentorship, which the crisis underscored as urgent (Hwb 2023). The publication "Social Justice Re-examined" examines the increasing demands on schools to provide socio-emotional support to fill gaps, even as austerity cuts limit resources. At the same time, restrictive cultures within schools obstruct inclusion and equity, especially for marginalised learners (Arshad et al., 2020). Genuinely educating youth equitably to overcome setbacks like COVID-19 requires an ethical commitment from teachers to challenge inequality (Welsh Government, 2020).  This aligns with the Well-being of Future Generations Act Wales (2015) and Derek Walker's vision for improving lives now and in the future (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2023).

Promisingly responding to escalating, unaddressed student and staff welfare needs, The Welsh Government (2022b) has significantly increased funding for school staff mental health and well-being support as part of their 'whole school approach', which aims to bolster the emotional and psychological welfare of both learners and educators across Wales, the investment between 2021 to 2025 will see funding rise from initially £350,000 to over £3 million pounds. 

Developing an action point
Based on my analysis of the available information, I am limited in my ability to provide a fully informed evaluation and specific recommendations regarding School 'A's well-being improvement strategy. Whilst School 'A's 2018 Estyn report indicated room to enhance well-being provisions, and the school overall scored highly, the subsequent release of statutory Welsh Government (2021a) guidance prioritising a whole-school approach to mental health and well-being signaled an imperative for the school to take its provisions to the next level. However, as the current development plan is undergoing revision and was not disclosed, I do not have adequate insight into the growth priorities or steps School 'A' has taken to consult stakeholders in devising and assessing their action plan. My perspective can only extend to the best practices advised in the literature. Without visibility into whether School 'A' has already modelled meaningful participation of parents, teachers, students, and community members or incorporated such input into their wellbeing strategies. My forthcoming analysis will focus on general areas that research indicates to support improvement, though I cannot evaluate if School 'A' has accounted for these in their confidential planning.

Reflection and evaluation 
Practical, evidence-based steps School 'A' could take to understand and meet urgent student wellbeing needs, aligning with recommendations from the Welsh Government's National Strategy (2022a) are to carry out comprehensive multi-stakeholder surveys and consult with diverse partners to give crucial perspectives for tailoring support. Relatedly, Brown (2019) and Adelman & Taylor (2021) stress that schools should proactively partner with both internal staff and external supports to integrate essential student mental health assistance, which many disadvantaged pupils can only access through school settings. Collaborating across areas of expertise enables better care by drawing out diverse strengths and coordinating efforts, which can bolster access, systems sustainability, and overall conditions for well-being and success (Adelman & Taylor, 2021). Research consistently shows the benefit of schools bringing together all relevant parties to address the collective duty of supporting students through hardships (Brown, 2019). Forming these strategic partnerships is pivotal to providing comprehensive, tailored student support (Welsh Government 2022a). 
.
The Welsh Government's Wellbeing Framework (2021b) outlines an evidence-based approach for schools to improve student mental health support, emphasising comprehensive teacher training on wellbeing topics. This coupled with formal structures facilitating caring teacher-student relationships and responsive assistance through active listening and compassionate communication. Additionally, the Framework emphasises proactively supporting teacher wellness itself as a crucial foundation for them to then assist students. This means managing workloads, providing supervision and mental health support, and cultivating team cohesion so teachers have the stability, capacity, and energy for attuned, sensitive student care. The goal is to build teacher confidence, knowledge, skills, and judgment across the range of student wellbeing issues (Welsh Government, 2021b).

I would recommend that School 'A' starts by conducting an inclusive assessment of current issues students face, gathering perspectives from different groups including teachers, families, and experts. This assessment can highlight priorities and inform a collaborative long-term action plan that sets responsibilities, timelines, targets, and evaluation methods (Knapp et al, 2010). This coordinated effort based on continuous assessment and adaptation can incrementally improve student well-being and resilience to issues like bullying. School 'A' has already formulated an anti-bullying policy setting definitions, prevention approaches, reporting procedures, response protocols, record keeping, and review processes (Cwmtawe Community School, 2023). It would be advantageous for School 'A' to officially join the "Anti-Bullying Alliance" network. This would provide access to enhanced guidance and solidarity benefits from linking with this influential coalition collectively working to foster safe, caring, inclusive environments where youth can flourish, free from bullying (Anti-Bullying Alliance, 2023). Joining forces with the Anti-Bullying Alliance and their multifaceted, sustainable approach to eradicating bullying could substantially further School 'A's efforts to ensure students feel protected. Member schools contribute to the collective knowledge base while reaping advantages like training access, programme discounts, conferences, and intervention recommendations. 

School 'A's new initiative using mindfulness and videos on well-being topics in Year 7 registration represents a promising start to proactive student support. However, substantial impact growth is possible by tailoring content specificity. This can be achieved by extending the program across school years, tracking related wellness metrics, and celebrating incremental improvements. Integrating applied mindfulness for skill-building across lessons on bullying response, resilience-building, and relationship skills will align with recommendations by The Welsh Government Framework on embedding a whole-school approach to emotional and mental well-being (The Welsh Government, 2021a). Essentially, while the current program signals positive beginnings, greater involvement, targeted content, coordinated parent outreach, applied practices, and progress tracking could significantly further School 'A's early efforts to advance student wellness.

By systematically improving program coordination, monitoring, and communication processes through an equity and evidence-based approach, while also joining the Anti-Bullying Alliance, school 'A' can progressively work toward an optimal framework that nurtures student wellbeing through responsive adaptation to arising needs. Furthermore, based on overwhelmingly affirmative multi-year external evaluations reporting enhancements across relationships, school climate, inclusion, motivation, and academics.  I recommend School A join the "Rights Respecting Schools Award" program (2023). Nearly 5000 UK schools partake in this program, it promotes equality and dignity by integrating principles from the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child into all areas of school life. With a focus on empowering student voices, it teaches critical skills like conflict resolution through proactive lessons on empathy, responsibility, and human rights. This aligns with School 'A's wellbeing goals. Incorporating these teachings into daily interactions and bullying responses can deeply shift school culture. By letting students experience inclusive communities that address unfairness head-on, the program enables them to grasp the real-life importance of human rights (Sebba & Robinson, 2010). Joining this program will convey a sincere, ambitious commitment to student welfare and fairness.

Moreover, based on clear links established in research literature presented between teachers feeling adequately skilled, knowledgeable, and confident to support diverse learner mental health needs and capacity to implement impactful socioemotional assistance, I believe that prioritisation of significantly expanding pre-service and in-service professional learning focused on promoting competence across child development milestones, common psychological conditions, and culturally-responsive, trauma-informed intervention approaches. Several studies firmly demonstrate such specialised development coupled with workforce wellness supports enhances teacher attunement meeting students at their level to establish safe spaces fostering wellbeing-promoting change (Welsh Government 2021e; Adelman & Taylor, 2021). With teachers often at the frontlines and such sustained contact influencing learners daily, dedicated investment to amplify abilities to respond to issues and nurturing growth would be time and resources exceptionally well spent.

In summary, through conducting methodical needs evaluations while proactively expanding strategic partnerships alongside pursuing priority-focused planning and implementation frameworks, School 'A' can lay the cooperative groundwork necessary for actualising a vibrant community envisioning students thriving. Seizing this pivotal moment to strengthen capabilities meeting urgent student socioemotional needs now and for years ahead through acting in solidarity and sharing collective wisdom offers tremendous promise for progressively nurturing environments. This will ensure that all pupils will feel valued, empowered, and secure to reach their full potential. With a commitment to equity and sustaining caring relationships anchoring advancement, a transformative culture shift embracing dignity is undeniably within reach.

Conclusion 
The research clearly indicates that schools urgently need to build capacity for early mental health intervention to address the ongoing youth crisis exacerbated by the pandemic. Teachers require extensive training to develop skills for providing emotional and social support and nurturing resilience amidst trauma. By collaborating across education, health, and community sectors, schools can create the secure havens students desperately need now. Schools have become an indispensable refuge, enabling stability and participation for learners whose well-being and safety have been jeopardised by the chaos of the pandemic. Comprehensive, integrated support across agencies remains critical to bolstering student resilience moving forward. Systematically embedding accessible services, programmes, crisis assistance, and referrals can help schools fulfil the duty of care to safeguard all students during this emergency. Equipping staff to identify issues early and provide timely, appropriate assistance is vital.

Reflecting on School 'A's developmental priorities has provided critical insight into research-backed components necessary for systematically improving wellbeing and mitigating bullying. Key learnings include the need to coordinate internal and external partnerships to uplift marginalised pupils, alongside comprehensively upskilling staff capacities to address escalating socioemotional requirements. Success necessitates sustained, adaptable efforts aligning with emerging evidence on nurturing compassionate, dignified cultures. With commitment to equity and sustaining caring relationships anchoring advancement, a transformative culture shift embracing dignity is undeniably within reach. By systematically improving program coordination, monitoring, and communication processes through an equity and evidence-based approach, while also joining the "Rights Respecting Schools Award" program (2023) and "Anti-Bullying Alliance Network", school 'A' can progressively work toward an optimal framework that nurtures student wellbeing through responsive adaptation to arising needs.

Moving forward, I will actively champion bolstering student provisions and anti-bullying approaches, including advocating for any future schools I work with to join impactful programmes like the "Rights Respecting Schools Award" program (2023) and "Anti-Bullying Alliance Network", I am committed to spearheading the collaboration needed to achieve ongoing improvements. My research highlighted leadership, teachers, parents, and students themselves all have invaluable roles to play in co-creating compassionate, bully-free climates where pupils can thrive and feel safe and supported.
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