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Abstract

Welsh Government expressed no intention for the current Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership in Wales and for Assisting Teaching (2019a, 2019b) to improve staff well-being, despite them being published after the 2015 NICE guidelines on workplace health recommended that health and well-being be a priority for leaders of any organisation and be included in the job descriptions of line managers. This research was conducted from the viewpoint that while a high standard of staff well-being has been shown to impact positively on staff performance, staff well-being is important in its own right, and that the impact of the Professional Standards upon levels of workplace well-being is worth exploring. The study took the form of questionnaires and interview discussions with employees in a small Church in Wales primary school. Responses led to the identification of four key interlinked themes, promoted or affected by and necessary for achieving the Professional Standards, and impacting upon staff well-being: relationships, efficacy, time and autonomy. This paper explores the relationships between these themes and concludes that the Professional Standards have the potential to both positively and negatively impact upon education workforce well-being. Used effectively, the standards can ensure the education workforce feel valued, and provide meaning and purpose. For Welsh Government, there is a need to communicate their intended use of the Professional Standards, clearly and regularly to school leaders, and to ensure consistency from all external stakeholders around expectations of learner progress, the journey towards highly effective practice and what is meant by being “on top of the job” (Welsh Government, 2019a). As the standards place no expectation on school leaders to promote high standards of staff well-being, alongside that of learners, despite the clear connection between the two, this is something that Welsh Government should look to address through further publications.

1. Introduction & Context 

This research seeks to determine the impact of the professional standards for teaching and leadership and assisting teaching on teaching and teaching support staff well-being and is written from the viewpoint that a high standard of staff well-being within an organisation is important in its own right, and not solely because of any potential link to improved performance. Indeed, the link between well-being and performance has been difficult to clearly identify due to the numerous factors involved in determining levels of well-being and any subsequent impact on performance, with Baumeister et al. (2003) concluding that high self-esteem does not consistently result in improved performance and Sutton & Wheatley (2003), while linking teacher emotional health to improved teaching skills, cautioned that further research was needed. Klusmann et al. (2008), linked teachers’ ability to self-regulate as a predictor of the quality of teaching, but not as a predictor of student achievement.

As a school leader, striving to build a positive ethos in school, with a passion for high standards of well-being and seeking to provide appropriate levels of support for all stakeholders, it seems that the apparent lack of an explicit focus on staff well-being in the professional standards to which leaders are held to account, and to which leaders are expected to hold staff to account, is at odds with the wider workplace context. This context can be seen in NICE’s (2015) recommendation of a focus on health and well-being and within Welsh Government’s (2020a) own aims for pupils to develop as healthy, confident individuals.

A personal interest stems from leadership experience in schools under pressure to improve significantly following Estyn visits, and it is against this backdrop of leadership in schools where well-being has required rebuilding from a low baseline, that the interplay between varying factors contributing to necessary school improvement and impacting upon well-being, has become significant. A further motivating factor is a personal desire to focus on what is not working and needs improving within a school, as opposed to who: creating a climate which supports and enables staff to develop and flourish in line with the expectations of their roles. Finally, well-being of school staff is generally not given high regard. There is no mention of staff well-being within Welsh Government’s Professional Standards (2019a and 2019b), and this needs to be addressed.

The current Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership in Wales and for Assisting Teaching (Welsh Government, 2019a, 2019b) were brought into use for all serving teachers and leaders in September 2018 and for teaching support staff in September 2019. Welsh Government (2017a) have four intentions for the standards: clarifying expectations about effective practice; enabling reflection on practice by practitioners, particularly through collaboration; supporting identification of areas for further development; supporting the performance management process.

There is no expressed intention for the Professional Standards to improve well-being, despite being published after the 2015 NICE guidelines on workplace health recommended that health and well-being be a priority for leaders of any organisation and be included in the job descriptions of line managers, stressing again the link between high standards of employee health and well-being and improved productivity. This link is shown in research (Krekel, Ward, De Neve, 2018), including specifically for teachers with Duckworth et al. (2009) finding teacher life-satisfaction to be a significant predictor of teacher performance. Throughout the professional standards (Welsh Government, 2019a, 2019b), well-being is only expressly referred to in relation to learners.

The standards focus on five areas of professional practice: pedagogy; collaboration; innovation; professional learning; leadership, with the aim of securing the best outcomes for learners in individual schools and across Wales, through reflective learning and mutual collaboration within a supportive and innovative climate (Welsh Government, 2019a, 2019b).

Teachers are required to enable learners to understand the importance of focusing on personal well-being (Welsh Government, 2019a). The support those assisting teaching provide for teachers and learners should focus on both outcomes and well-being (Welsh Government, 2019b). It is interesting that while this could be read as supporting the well-being and outcomes of the teachers, not solely the learners, and may have been thus intended, there is no further mention of supporting the well-being of teachers in the detail of the document, whereas the need to support the development of learners in line with the Four Purposes of the Curriculum of Wales (Welsh Government, 2020a), and therefore as healthy, confident individuals, is stressed (Welsh Government, 2019b). Teachers are called to seek support from colleagues to meet challenges and to support the development of others with a focus on improving performance and developing innovative practice in line with the policies and principles required by the school (Welsh Government, 2019a). Similarly, those assisting teaching are tasked with supporting colleagues (Welsh Government, 2019b). While research indicates that this supportive climate will improve well-being (Warr, 1999; Day & Gu, 2013; Davis, 2013) and consequently improve performance (Bower et al., 2012; Duckworth et al., 2009), this link is not made in the wording of the standards. Those in formal leadership roles are tasked with creating an ethos conducive to effective learning by considering the emotional aspects of the learning environment, which research indicates should be one where high levels of staff well-being are promoted (Arnold et al., 2007; NICE, 2015) but again, this link to well-being is not stressed. Leaders are called upon to ensure the four purposes for learners but not, it would appear, for staff, despite the intention that they develop individuals who are not only healthy and confident, but lifelong learners (Welsh Government, 2020a). They are required to accept accountability for learner well-being, and also for supporting and enabling the success of others, while taking account of the challenges colleagues face. Again, this could have been an opportunity to stress the importance of staff well-being and formalise a responsibility for it, in line with NICE (2015) guidelines.

In conducting this research, I initially intended to focus solely on the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership, not including teaching support staff. The contributions made by those assisting teaching indicate that this would have been a significant missed opportunity to understand the impact of professional standards on staff well-being, similar to that missed by Welsh Government in neglecting to include a specific focus on staff well-being in the Professional Standards for those in formal leadership (2019a). 

Definitions of well-being are complex and varied with many researchers such as Adoniou (2016) and Brady and Wilson (2021), drawing on the definitions used by Deci and Ryan (2008), who make a distinction between subjective well-being or hedonism, linked to feelings of happiness dependent on a person’s evaluation of their life and eudaimonia, a sense of living and fully-functioning in one’s true purpose. NICE define well-being as “the subjective state of being healthy, happy, contented, comfortable and satisfied with one’s quality of life” (2015, p38). The ONS well-being survey (2018) considers life satisfaction, a sense that the things a person does in their life are worthwhile, a feeling of happiness and levels of feelings of anxiety, when judging an individual’s levels of well-being. It is this broad sense of well-being encompassing both hedonistic and eudaimonic dimensions that will be considered in relation to the professional standards throughout this paper. This research focuses on job-specific well-being while acknowledging the indirect effect this has on the wider well-being of an individual (Warr, 1999). Well-being levels and impact upon well-being will be judged by individual participants according to their own understanding of the term.

The stated intentions of the professional standards refer to factors often considered in studies on well-being levels in schools, with consideration given to management expectation (Carmichael et al., 2014), the clarity of vision, demands and role expectations (NICE, 2015; Warr, 1999; Adoniou 2016a), balanced with teacher autonomy (Adoniou 2016a; Goodson, 2007; Bourke, Ryan & Lidstone 2013). Collaboration, advocated for in the standards, is also considered a factor in teacher well-being by many (Bower & Carroll, 2017; Stoll et al., 2006; Johnson, 2003; Hargreaves and Dawe, 1990) with potential for both positive and negative impact.

It could be argued, when considering the research, that while the standards focus on factors influencing well-being, it is remiss of any organisation to neglect to prioritise the monitoring and promotion of well-being by leaders within professional standards.

This research was conducted in Wales among staff in one small Church in Wales primary school consisting of four mixed-age classes. The school had recently been removed from the list of schools in Wales requiring significant improvement and included relatively newly appointed (within the past two years) staff members, including all three members of the senior leadership team. Possibly due to the low number of staff in the setting, teaching assistants and teachers work closely together, with teaching assistants taking responsibility for leading some areas of learning and experience. Teachers and teaching assistants were invited to participate in answering a questionnaire focusing on well-being and then an optional follow-up interview, discussing elements of the professional standards in the context of their personal feelings of well-being. Seven staff took part: three teaching assistants and four teachers. Two of the teachers were members of the senior leadership team and two were recently qualified.

School staff completed the questionnaires upon their return to school after the second national lockdown in Wales during the Covid-19 pandemic. Staff were not directly questioned about the impact of the pandemic on their well-being, but this must be acknowledged as a factor when considering the pressures of the workplace, general well-being and workplace well-being, and was certainly referenced in discussion. School staff were required to cover absent colleagues, missed time in class due to the requirement to self-isolate awaiting test results, and were unable to access communal areas, such as staff rooms.

In the local authority where the research was undertaken, in the period from 1st July 2021 to 30th September 2021, a total number of 1667 days were lost to Mental Health Disorders, equating to 19.8% of the total sick days. School staff accounted for 37% of these days: the highest percentage of any service area within the council by 8%. To use an overused phrase, the situation in which school staff found themselves was unprecedented. 

An open school climate with mutual trust and respect was crucial in ensuring staff were able to report negative results within research (BERA, 2018), for example, in sharing views that some aspects of their roles were adversely impacting upon their well-being. 

This research contributes to the body of research considering teacher well-being and the impact of professional standards in educational settings, while also looking for connections between professional standards and well-being. The primary focus is on the impact of the professional standards in Wales on workplace well-being as the study did not allow time for further detailed discussion around general well-being levels experienced by staff, although some overlap is to be expected.

With research pointing to links between high levels of well-being and improved productivity and learner outcomes (Krekel, Ward, De Neve, 2018; Duckworth et al., 2009), it is important that the impact of the standards on well-being, and ultimately on learner outcomes, is considered. However, this research is conducted from the viewpoint that staff well-being is important regardless of any impact on learners; ensuring that not only the children of Wales develop as healthy and confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2020a) but also the adults.

Researchers have identified a variety of variables affecting workplace well-being. Autonomy, noted as a factor by Warr (1999) emerged as a significant theme within this research. Supportive supervision, opportunity for interpersonal contact (Warr, 1999), relationships (Litchfield, 2021; Bower & Carroll 2017), social support and cohesion, and communication channels with senior management (Wheatley & Gifford, 2019) were also all broadly considered in this small-scale research within the context of relationships. Student behaviour, another identified trigger for emotions experienced by teachers (Bower & Carroll,2017), was also included in discussions around relationships by staff taking part in this research. Opportunity for skill use (Warr ,1999) and workload (Litchfield, 2021; Bower & Carroll, 2017) were considered under the theme of job efficacy with staff giving examples of how this impacted their well-being. Staff in this research sample also spoke of the impact of time pressure upon their well-being, identified by Wheatley & Gifford (2019) as overwork. The working environment was initially considered as part of this research but during interviews, staff did not focus on this as a significant factor impacting upon their well-being. The staff involved in this research were in agreement that they were in an improving school, following feedback from a recent Estyn visit, resulting in a positive impact on current well-being. This research did not provide an opportunity to adequately consider the impact of externally generated goals on well-being (Warr, 1999), although job purpose (Litchfield, 2021) was discussed in terms of a sense of calling, showing varying levels of impact for individuals. Additional factors identified by researchers, such as security, variety and individual health, were not considered (Warr, 1999; Litchfield, 2021; Wheatley & Gifford, 2019). 

This research did not allow for a full exploration into the impact of team resilience in meeting the requirements of the professional standards while maintaining high standards of workplace well-being. It is perhaps significant that this research was conducted in a school environment where many staff had worked through a year in Estyn monitoring, and all staff had worked in a pandemic situation, surviving both challenges and consequently indicating a high level of team resilience. As research by Alliger et al. (2015) shows, when faced with challenges, resilient teams minimise, manage and mend, enabling team members to withstand pressure and recover from stressors. Despite this positive team ethos, the relationship between staff and the senior leadership team and other stakeholders emerged as significant in creating a feeling of pressure to secure progress for learners. 

Questionnaires and interview discussions focussed on staff members own perception of their well-being and any feelings of pressure. Consideration was given to factors shown in research to impact upon workplace well-being. Staff were expressly asked about the impact of the introduction of the professional standards on their well-being and any subsequent feeling of pressure. However, all participants were unclear as to the requirements of the standards and which aspects of their role were explicitly linked to the standards. The researcher shared the standards with participants, demonstrating how they linked to the statements in the questionnaires, and this led to discussion about specific aspects which seemed significant to each participant. It is these aspects that have been considered in the body of this research.

2. Literature Review

Considerable research has been conducted into factors influencing well-being. Both hedonistic well-being, an increase in positive emotions and reduction in negative emotions, and eudaimonic well-being, a sense of purpose, a feeling of fulfilling potential (Deci & Ryan, 2008) and experiencing meaningful connections with others (Davis, 2013), can be affected by and have an effect upon workplace well-being. Employee health and motivation impacts upon the work environment just as the work environment impacts upon employee well-being (Bakker & Demerouti, 2014).

2.1 Professional Standards

It is Welsh Government’s intention that the professional standards provide school leaders, teachers and teaching assistants with clear expectations for effective practice (2017a), providing a backdrop against which to hold the education workforce accountable. Their very existence may therefore impact upon workforce well-being. 

Perryman & Calvert (2019) warn that accountability-motivated workloads can cause feelings of disillusionment among teachers and result in a loss of focus on their core purpose of supporting pupils to learn. Similarly, Brady & Wilson’s (2021) research found high accountability workloads impact negatively on teachers’ well-being, whereas in school contexts where teachers perceive workloads to be of high quality, and where appropriate levels of autonomy and relatedness are enabled, well-being is supported. There is a danger that any professional standards attempt to manage performance by increasing accountability and decreasing autonomy. Egan (2018) warns against using the Professional Standards and Schools as Learning Organisations (SLO) model as part of a performance management approach as this could undermine the key themes of “trust” and “thinking together” (OECD, 2016) that run through Welsh Government’s own SLO model.

Efforts to improve teacher quality are widely accepted as key to improving learner outcomes (Hattie, 2009; Hanushek and Rivkin, 2012; Hill, 2013), but while Mayer et al. (2005) point to research which suggests standards may have an impact on teacher professional learning, Adoniou and Gallagher (2017) argue that there is little evidence directly linking teacher standards to improved outcomes for learners. Research conducted by Forde et al. (2016) did, however, argue that the development of teacher standards is key to improving teacher quality. 

Using the standards as a continuous focus for ongoing professional development could guard against one-off professional development days which Adoniou’s (2016b) research indicates can seem irrelevant and uninteresting to staff. There is potential to secure a sustainable efficiency within the profession through constant reflection and development, eventually reducing teacher anxiety and workload, linked to irregular inspections by Taylor et al. (2018), by better preparing and developing staff. 

The standards could ensure education workforce employees feel valued, as advocated by NICE (2015), through the promotion of support, training and teamwork. Through the focus on school vision, the standards could provide meaning and purpose for employees: a deeper sense of connectedness, that has been shown by Milliman et al. (2003) to enhance feelings of workplace well-being.

In promoting collaborative working and research which could lead to the development of creative practices, the standards may enable the education workforce to become more adventurous and bring about the changes necessary for a 21st century curriculum, as advocated for by Stoll (2011), ultimately resulting in a greater sense of self-efficacy and confidence, associated with higher levels of well-being in Stephanou et al.’s (2013) research among 268 Greek elementary school teachers. NICE (2015) also recognises this positive association between well-being, job satisfaction and an employee’s job performance. Research conducted by The Foresight Project on Mental Capital and Well-being (2008), which involved 400 contributors drawing on evidence from a wide range of disciplines including neuroscience and psychology, argues that mental capital, including cognitive and learning ability, and mental well-being are intimately linked with actions taken to affect one often affecting the other. 

Egan et al. (2018) advise caution given the lack of educational research considered, or at least credited, in the development of the new Professional Standards. This would appear to include a lack of consideration of research into the importance of workplace well-being in improving standards and outcomes. Indeed, Connolly et al. (2018) refer to research findings of Hill (2013) and OECD (2017) and argue that the support needed to meet the increased challenges of education reform is missing.

Egan et al. (2018) warn of the danger of reducing the standards to a checklist, oversimplifying considerations around pedagogy and collaboration, and creating a culture of conformity and cynicism with reduced professional responsibility: the opposite of the intention behind the new curriculum. They suggest, however, that while there are shortcomings with the Professional Standards and the SLO model in their efforts to develop professional learning, both “could usefully contribute to a National model of Professional Learning that underpins all aspects of the Welsh Government’s national mission for education” (2018, p14).

2.2 Leadership

NICE guidance for workplace health published in 2015 and pre-dating the current professional standards for teachers and leaders in Wales, recommends managers include a focus on well-being in their organisations, advocating for the inclusion of well-being policies in induction and training programmes for new staff (2015, 1.1.8) and for the creation of a work environment that enables employees to not only protect but enhance their well-being (NICE, 2015). 

NICE recommend that supporting employee health and well-being should be key to the roles of all line managers, included in their job descriptions and emphasised during recruitment (2015, 1.6.4), yet the professional standards for formal leadership make no mention of employee health or well-being.

Research recognises that leaders and managers influence workplace well-being. Arnold et al.’s (2007) studies investigating the relationship between transformational leadership, meaningful work and workplace well-being, and including over 500 participants, indicate that by increasing meaningfulness, transformational leadership indirectly improves mental health and the well-being of employees (2007, p194). Stewart (2006) and McCarley et al. (2016) also argue that transformational leaders motivate and inspire teams, with Bakker & Demerouti (2014) identifying positive relationships with leadership which build teacher resilience as a factor in determining levels of workplace well-being. Similarly, Warr identified “supportive supervision” as one of the eight key features of work associated with workplace well-being (1999, p396-397). NICE also point to links between good line management and good health, well-being and performance whereas poor leadership is linked to stress, burnout and depression among employees (NICE, 2015, p19).  While Welsh Government (2018) acknowledge the need for good leaders within the teaching profession in their National Mission, they do not explicitly stress any connection between leadership to improve school performance, and employee well-being.

NICE (2015) advocate for organisations to acknowledge the key role that managers have in the health and well-being of employees, by giving managers time, training and resources to create a balance between the aims of the organisation and the health and well-being of employees (2015, 1.7.2). Steward (2013) points to research by Boyatzis, Smith and Blaize (2006) which argues that leadership stress adversely affects the leader’s ability to sustain him or herself over time and shows that coaching others can enable leaders to maintain compassion for self and sustain their roles. The omission of a responsibility for developing and improving staff well-being from the professional standards for formal leadership could be detrimental therefore to the sustainability of that leadership and to the aims of the school as a whole.

2.3 Collegial Relationships

Day and Gu (2013) looked at results of VITAE research into teacher resilience and stated that for teachers who were unable to be resilient, one factor was poor relationships with school leadership and colleagues.

In addition to positive relationships with line mangers and leaders, Day & Gu’s (2013) conclusion that relationships with colleagues are also recognised as important factors in determining levels of workplace well-being is supported by a wealth of research: Bower & Carroll (2017); Deci & Ryan (1991); Baumeister & Leary (1995); Myers (1999); Argyle (1987); Stephanou et al. (2013). In the job demands-resources theory, Bakker and Demerouti (2014) developed by combining research into work motivation and job-stress, social support is identified as a key resource for employees in buffering any negative impact of job demands on workplace well-being (2014, p12). This sense of community identified by Aboobaker et al. (2018), and trust identified by Edinger & Edinger (2018) positively impacts on well-being, with research by Brunetti (2006) linking it to improved levels of teacher retention. Roffey (2012) also refers to a “sense of belonging” created through positive interaction with colleagues benefiting student and staff well-being and learning (2012, p11), just as Bower and Carroll (2017) reported that staffroom interactions affected teacher emotions in a positive way. The Professional Standards for teaching and leadership require teachers to “support the efforts of others across the school and beyond to fulfil the educational ambitions for Wales” and to demonstrate an “openness to challenge and support” (Welsh Government, 2019a), recognising a need for a sense of community and trust.

2.4 Relationships with Students

Of considerable significance within the educational workplace setting are relationships with students. Spilt et al. (2011) argue that teachers need to experience relatedness with students and that their emotional responses to students, ultimately impact on teacher well-being. Aldrup et al. (2018) surveyed 222 teacher and pointed to the positive impact good relationships with students have on teacher well-being. 

Research by Lantieri et al. (2011) indicates that the reverse is also the case with teacher well-being positively impacting upon learner well-being. Research has shown that positive teacher attitude and mood within a classroom increases learner engagement (Bower et al., 2012; Duckworth et al., 2009). In neglecting to consider staff well-being, school leaders risk missing an opportunity to enhance learner well-being – a clear aim of Welsh Government within the standards (2019a).

However, not all interactions with students are considered positive. Studies link poor student behaviour with teacher stress (Bower & Carroll, 2017) and identify this behaviour as the greatest cause of teacher burnout (Chang, 2013). Bower and Carroll (2017) point to the link between student behaviour and increased workload as teachers attempt to support students, causing teacher exhaustion and negatively impacting on effectiveness. This is supported by the findings of Collie et al. (2012), with teachers who deemed their students to be better behaved and motivated, reporting lower stress levels and higher feelings of efficacy and job satisfaction, causing Collie et al. to conclude that well-behaved and motivated students enable teachers to spend more time on teaching, described by Butt et al. (2005) as a “highly satisfying” aspect of the job (Butt et al., 2005, in Collie et al, 2012). Among the 664 teachers surveyed by Collie et al. (2012) in Canada, this link between teacher perceptions of student behaviour and motivation had the greatest impact on teacher feelings of stress, efficacy and job satisfaction. Bower and Carroll (2017) point to research into self-efficacy conducted by Stajkovic and Luthans (1998), to argue that teachers’ feelings of self-efficacy are negatively impacted when school climate does not allow them to prioritise the social and emotional health of their students alongside curriculum concerns. The professional standards (Welsh Government, 2019a) call on teachers to enable learners to consider their behaviours and develop behaviours that meet the four purposes. Learners are to be supported in improving their own well-being, with leaders ensuring the well-being of learners is evident across the school. The school climate advocated for in the standards, prioritises student well-being alongside learner progress, and could therefore, according to Stajkovic and Luthans’ (1998) research, positively contribute to staff well-being.

Although dealing with student behaviour may initially have a negative impact on staff well-being, research conducted by Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2015) among teachers in Norway, while linking teacher stress to classroom discipline, also suggests that by meeting student needs, resolving challenging student behaviour and securing student growth, teachers experience positive emotions and feelings of job satisfaction. 

2.5 Collaboration

The professional standards (Welsh Government, 2019a) promote collaborative working for staff and leaders. While research evidences the positive impact of collegial relationships on workplace well-being, studies considering the impact of collaborative working on employee well-being have more mixed results. 

In a study focused on job satisfaction, teaching efficacy and stress caused by workload and student behaviour, Collie et al. (2012) found that collaboration can be viewed both positively and negatively by teachers, associating it with increased stress levels as well as increased teacher efficacy. This positive association with teacher efficacy supported earlier research conducted by Shachar & Shmuelevitz in 1997, but contradicted research by Klassen & Chiu in 2011 who connected higher levels of teacher efficacy with reduced feelings of stress. Collie et al. (2012) attributed this apparent contradiction to unobserved variables, demonstrating the challenge in identifying the impact of specific elements on well-being.

Johnson (2003) also concluded that collaboration has both positive and negative effects as it can be perceived as increasing workload. Hargreaves & Dawe (1990) differentiated between collaborative cultures where collaboration occurs naturally between colleagues and has a positive impact on employee well-being and enforced collaboration which has a negative impact.

Researchers have argued that collaboration improves teachers’ confidence and self-efficacy (Cajkler et al., 2015; Shachar & Shmuelevitz, 1997), and this has been linked to teacher well-being (Bower & Carroll, 2017). However, Bower and Carroll (2017) caution that teachers need time and opportunity for this collaboration, ensuring that it does not become an additional workload pressure impacting negatively on well-being. As Owen’s (2016) research, focused on three Australian schools functioning as professional learning communities, indicates, effective collaboration forges positive relationships between teachers, creating a sense of belonging and achievement, enabling teachers to rediscover a passion for teaching and ultimately improving well-being for both teachers and learners. This effective collaboration guards against feelings of isolation warned of by Leithwood (1992), which Robinson (2011) identifies as a particular challenge for small schools.

Hanushek and Rivkin (2012) considered research which indicates that the advantages to a learner and progress gained from having an effective teacher for a year are cancelled out by having an ineffective teacher for the following year. It is then perhaps important for teachers to develop the practice of their colleagues, a collaborative approach recognised and promoted in the professional standards, to secure true impact on learners. Mockler (2020) draws on research by Little (2012) and Gore and Bowe (2015) to state that professional learning experiences that engage teachers in developing their practice and confidence can renew and revitalise them both as individuals and as a group. The standards emphasise professional learning and collaboration for leaders, teachers and teaching assistants describing them as “essential elements” of a teacher’s or teaching assistant’s work, alongside pedagogy, leadership and innovation (Welsh Government, 2019a & 2019b). While the importance of these elements is recognised, the impact on staff well-being is not considered within the standards, with no expectation on leaders to formally monitor or support standards of well-being, other than for learners.

2.6 Workload

Another factor considered in research into levels of workplace well-being and possibly exacerbated by aspects of the professional standards, is workload. Workload can be increased by demands of leaders, collaborative working and student behaviour. Research by Bower and Carroll (2017) suggests workload can affect teacher emotions in a negative way, with Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2017) linking excessive workload and time pressure to emotional exhaustion.

There is a necessary acknowledgement that workplace well-being is influenced by a variety of factors. Karasek’s (1979) job demand-control model considers the impact of the demands placed upon an employee and how this impact can be buffered by the control that an employee has over their activities. This model was then adapted by Karasek and Theorell (1990) to include consideration of the support available to individuals from colleagues and leaders. Navajas-Romero et al. (2020) point to studies based on this model and suggest that high demand and low independence can reduce well-being, whereas opportunities to make proposals and exercise creativity can improve well-being even when demands are high. This is also the case when the demands of the job are low, but Navajas-Romero et al. (2020) warn that this can decrease efficiency as low job demand and low levels of control reduces both motivation and worker ability. Similarly, Warr (1999) determined that while increases in externally generated goals and demands, causing overload, are associated with lower job-specific well-being, underload of such goals has also been associated with lower levels of well-being.

Bakker and Demerouti’s (2014) job demands and resources theory makes a similar claim. They argue that workplace well-being is predicted by the balance between job demands, such as work pressure and emotional demands, and job resources, including social support, feedback and development opportunities. Higher job demands increase the impact of job resources on employee motivation and engagement (Bakker et al. 2007). This also implies that workplace demands are not necessarily a negative thing in terms of employee well-being. Determining the impact of workload alone on worker well-being is especially challenging given the factors with which it is balanced. The professional standards state the right of professionals to career-long professional development, advice and support, elements likely to enhance staff well-being, although this is not expressly stated (Welsh Government, 2019a).

2.7 Autonomy

Some research in this field considers autonomy as a factor in determining levels of staff well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Brady & Wilson, 2021). The professional standards recognise the importance of autonomy for teachers within the school as a learning organisation (Welsh Government, 2019a). This is in line with NICE (2015) guidance, which advocates for encouraging employees to have a voice within the organisation and to contribute to decision making, as well as ensuring they have a degree of control around workload organisation.

Torres (2012) linked reduced autonomy to teacher attrition. Ryan and Bourke (2003) warn professional standards can narrow teaching practices, echoing the view of Sachs (2003) that they reduce autonomy, a risk also noted by Egan (2018), when specifically considering the professional standards for Wales. Deci and Ryan (2000) and Sheldon and Elliot (1999) argue that this perceived lack of control can have a negative impact on well-being in relation to goals, with staff needing to have autonomy in setting goals to ensure a positive impact. Feeling capable and confident about achieving goals which an individual values, enhances levels of well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2001).

2.8 Individual factors

Bakker and Demerouti (2014) argue that while a workplace affects employee well-being, the health and motivation of individual employees also affects the work environment. Bower and Carroll (2017) acknowledge in their research that emotional states experienced by teachers can be related to personal issues or have no apparent trigger. Judge et al. (2004) argue that the personal resources of an individual predict goal setting, motivation, performance, job and life satisfaction. As Warr (1999) states, personal perceptions of a job will differ with research showing that teachers’ perceptions of the climate within a school are a key predictor of their sense of stress, teaching efficacy and job satisfaction. Collie et al. (2012) point to several researchers who support this claim: Borg 1990; Butt et al. 2005; DeNobile & McCormick, 2005; Herzberg, Mausner & Snyderman, 1959; Hoy and Woolfolk, 1993; Kim and Loadman, 1994. McCarley et al. (2016) point to the findings of Hernandez and Seem (2004) which recognise that the behaviours, feelings and attitudes of individuals are vital to school improvement. The feelings and resources of each individual staff member in any school will impact upon the climate within that school and affect how that individual and those around them perceive their level of workplace well-being. The professional standards recognise the importance of a supportive and positive school climate, placing a duty to develop such a climate on those in formal leadership roles (Welsh Government, 2019a).

Buskist et al. (2005) point to the passionate sense of calling experienced by some within the teaching profession, often linked to a desire to influence and shape the future. They describe teachers as loving what they do. Love of subject matter or of the influence had upon students affirms teacher efficacy, contributing to feelings of well-being. Acton and Glasgow (2015) define teacher well-being as a sense of fulfilment, linking it to this idea of calling and purpose.

2.9 Interconnectedness between factors

Research indicates that a number of factors influence workplace well-being. Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2015) linked teacher stress to time pressure, classroom discipline, recognition and support. Brady and Wilson (2021) point to teachers’ need to know that they have the necessary knowledge and capacity to do a good job, to have some control over the work that they do and the support and trust of colleagues to make decisions. They reference Deci and Ryan’s (2000 & 2006) self-determination theory which demonstrates that to have high levels of well-being, individuals need to experience feelings of competence, autonomy and relatedness. 

While research linking elements prioritised in the professional standards to improved learner outcomes is inconclusive, there is research positively linking teacher well-being to teacher effectiveness (Duckworth et al., 2009). High levels of teacher engagement and emotional resilience supported by well-being have also been shown to result in improved motivation for learners (Klusmann et al., 2008). This is unsurprising with research by Sutton and Wheatley (2003) demonstrating that emotions experienced by teachers impact their attention levels, problem-solving ability, memory, motivation and ability to achieve goals. Similarly, Parker et al. (2012) associated teacher stress with burnout in the classroom. Indeed, NICE (2015) accept the positive impact of good standards of employee health and well-being on organisational performance as a fact, arguing that managers should receive training to ensure they understand and support this link. 

The balance between varying factors within the control of leaders, and the impact of factors outside the organisation’s control is also significant. Warr (1999) warned that although personal control, opportunity for skill use, variety, environmental clarity and opportunity for interpersonal contact are generally good for workplace well-being, too much of any of these features can be problematic. Though autonomy, collegial support, development pathways and feedback can be beneficial in developing workplace well-being, and are within the control of education leaders, it is acknowledged that the feelings and standards of well-being of individuals within the workplace are influenced by wider factors.

3. Aims, Methodology & Ethical Considerations

The aim of this research is to determine the impact of Welsh Government’s Professional Standards for teachers and leaders on the well-being of education staff by considering the views of teachers and teaching assistants in one small school in Wales. The research was undertaken during the corona virus pandemic and the findings should be viewed within this context. The well-being of adults and children is a key consideration in the wake of the virus and repeated lockdown disruptions. In 2015 NICE guidelines advocated for workforce well-being to be a focus for managers and as there is no express instruction regarding staff well-being within the standards, it is important to consider their impact on teachers and teaching assistants. 

The research took the form of a staff questionnaire to gain initial reflections, followed by one-to-one interviews to enable participants to expand upon their answers. Questionnaires were given to four teachers and five teaching assistants with all four teachers and three teaching assistants returning responses. All questionnaire respondents agreed to one-to-one interviews. 

Questionnaires can be unreliable if the questions are inappropriate or if participants fail to engage fully, possibly as a result of questionnaire fatigue (Ben-Nun in Lavrakas, 2008) For this reason, a specific questionnaire was developed for participants following careful reading around successful questioning by the investigator (Bell, 2010).

Despite this, the questionnaires failed to provide sufficient context for the data and questionnaire fatigue may have been a factor given the number of statements included. One staff member stated that he had become confused and made erroneous responses, rating all aspects as causing a high feeling of pressure. The responses from this staff member (E) are therefore not considered in drawing conclusions from the overall scores for each aspect. Questioning staff regarding both the impact on well-being and the creation of a feeling of pressure likely contributed to a sense of questionnaire fatigue and confusion. All staff who completed questionnaires were then invited for interview. All respondents agreed to be interviewed.

There is a risk that other staff completing the questionnaires were unclear as to the meaning of the statements and submitted erroneous responses. However, the interviews confirmed or clarified these responses. Interviews are always fallible and there is a risk that in conducting these as a school leader, staff felt under pressure to give responses that they felt would be considered favourable by leadership or even impress.

The questionnaires were useful as starting points for discussion in the follow-up interviews. The interviews and information staff offered in further informal discussions, allowed for deeper analysis of the responses. These interviews and discussions allowed for comparisons to be drawn with the findings from wider reading undertaken. 

When considering impact on well-being, all staff surveyed rated numerous aspects as 10. In the interviews this was explored further with nearly all staff agreeing that relationships with learners have the greatest positive impact on their well-being. 

Staff were also asked to consider feelings of pressure. Responses to these questions differed greatly between individuals. This sense of being under pressure was discussed further, particularly as staff considered what it means to be “on top of the job”. This phrase was given specific consideration as Welsh Government (2019a) call for a pride in this to be fundamental to the school culture. However, this research does not focus specifically on feelings of pressure created by the Professional Standards, but how any such pressure may impact on a sense of well-being.

One-to-one interviews can give limited or inaccurate information if participants feel the need to tell the investigator what they believe to be the required answers. This is a risk in a workplace setting, and a particular consideration in this case as the interviewer is a senior leader. For this reason, interview responses were considered alongside what is generally seen within the workplace setting and informal discussion with participants.
 
Consideration was given to the numerous other factors which could impact upon staff well-being. For example, the coronavirus pandemic, home issues, relationships, general health. Staff were given the opportunity to answer open questions in the interviews to allow them to share further information which may be relevant in assessing the validity of any data gathered prior to drawing conclusions.

The interviews gave insight into staff views around calling, leadership, relationships and work-life balance, providing possible reasons for differing views and responses to the requirements of the professional standards.

Participants were reminded of their right to withdraw when the questionnaires were collected in, when the interviews were conducted and during all reflective conversations. No participants chose to exercise this right.

This research took the form of a case study and not action research. A relativist approach was taken by starting with a question and not a hypothesis, although there was an initial assumption that there may be a link between the expectations placed on school staff by the professional standards, and their well-being, and an acknowledgement that this could have been positive or negative or insignificant. The case study is interpretivist due to the need to interpret and classify the participants’ responses. This involved critical analysis, through the involvement of critical friends and reading of previous research papers, to justify how responses have been classified.

Staff were asked to consider the impact job factors, created by the requirements of the professional standards, have on their well-being and the extent to which these factors create feelings of pressure. Some staff shared that a feeling of pressure, for example, in aiming to reach a goal or meet a deadline, is a helpful motivator and does not negatively impact on their well-being, whereas others felt that feeling under pressure negatively impacts upon their well-being. 

Participants were not asked to consider the impact of each individual standard. Standards were instead summarised according to the area upon which they impact, for example, relationships, collaboration, professional learning, the learning environment, learner progress and standards of teaching and learning. Details of how these areas were drawn out from specific requirements in the professional standards can be found in the appendix (Appendix C).

In keeping with BERA guidance, every effort has been made to ensure the integrity of the research by employing the most appropriate methods for the research purpose with this “fitness for purpose” acting as the guiding principle in determining the research paradigm used (Cohen et al., 2007, p3). 

The research has been conducted with permission from University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) and has aimed to achieve the agreed good standards of research practice by ensuring honesty, rigour, transparency, care and respect (UWTSD, 2015, p3).

Consistent with UWTSD (2015) guidance, all participants were willing volunteers and care was taken to ensure no staff feared adverse consequences of non-participation. In research looking at workplace well-being and considering the impact of professional standards, which themselves call for employees to engage in research, it is perhaps interesting to note both that people did feel able to decline to take part and to consider whether the time commitment to completing a questionnaire and partaking in an interview did in itself have an impact on worker well-being. As the results of this research indicate a link between time pressure from fulfilling standards and reduced levels of well-being, this non-participation may have impacted upon the research findings with staff members with lower levels of well-being feeling unable to take part, or even the opposite, with staff members who are more protective of their well-being, feeling it was important to decline. This will be a key limitation of the research. It was of ethical importance to stress to all staff that while the Professional Standards advocate for staff undertaking research, the professional duties for school teachers, as agreed by the unions, do not specify the requirement for teachers to undertake or participate in research (NAHT, 2020a) and that participation in this research was not a requirement for professional development within directed time (NAHT, 2020b).

Prior to conducting the research, a risk-benefit analysis was conducted to ensure the balance between the individual rights of staff members to privacy and to not experience increased work-related stress, and the need to conduct research to improve the school as a learning organisation for the benefit of both staff and learners, was carefully considered and that those individual rights were protected, particularly through compliance with the General Data Protection Regulation 2018 (BERA, 2018).

4. Findings, Discussion & Analysis

The questionnaires asked staff to consider aspects of the professional standards in relation to the impact on their well-being and the creation of feelings of pressure. Staff scored their responses on a scale of 0 to 10 with 0 being no positive impact or no feeling of pressure and 10 being very positive impact or causing feelings of significant pressure (Appendix A). The average scores are displayed in the graphs below (Graph A & Graph B).

Graph A: Average Scores – Impact on Well-being




Graph B: Average Scores – Feeling of Pressure


Conducting this research with a focus solely on the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership, not including teaching support staff, would have been a significant missed opportunity as the support staff members’ responses gleaned information that both supported the view of teaching staff, for example in their views on the impact of good relationships with learners and colleagues, and added further insight, such as in describing the added pressure of evidencing the impact of intervention sessions. This research revealed the interconnectedness of levels of well-being between staff in a workplace with all staff referencing positive collegial relationships and two staff sharing the positive impact of working with particular colleagues who they deemed to have a positive attitude, supporting earlier research by Bakker and Demerouti (2014). 

Staff responses to the survey and follow up discussions in interviews, considering the five focus areas of the Professional Standards: pedagogy; collaboration; innovation; professional learning and leadership (Welsh Government, 2019a, 2019b), led to the identification of four key interlinked themes, promoted or affected by and necessary for achieving the Professional Standards, and impacting upon staff well-being: relationships, efficacy, time and autonomy (Graphic 1&2). These themes are similar to those identified by OECD research as running through the dimensions of schools as learning organisations: “trust, time, technology and thinking together” (2016, p1).

Graphic 1: Relationship between focus areas of the Professional Standards and key research themes.
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4.1 Relationships

Nearly all staff rated good relationships with learners as having the highest positive impact on well-being (Appendix A). These findings support earlier research by Spilt et al. (2011) and Aldrup et al. (2018), demonstrating the significance of relationships with students on teacher well-being, and indicate that this also true for teaching support staff. For nearly all staff, this was closely followed by good relationships with colleagues and involvement in highly effective teaching practices (Appendix A). The impact of positive collegial relationships on well-being is consistent with research conducted by Bower & Carroll (2017), Day & Gu (2013), Stephanou et al. (2013) Myers (1999) Baumeister & Leary (1995), Deci & Ryan (1991) and Argyle (1987). Further discussion in interviews revealed that in referring to “collegial relationships” all staff included relationships with leaders, peers and colleagues for whom they have line management responsibilities. This has not been explored further, but is perhaps linked to the small school, small team setting, or stems from the ethos established by leaders, building a level of resilience as seen in research conducted by Day and Gu (2013). 

Staff generally agreed that establishing and maintaining these relationships causes little or no feeling of pressure. One staff member rated establishing relationships with learners as a six, and with colleagues as a seven, suggesting some feeling of pressure (Appendix A). In further discussion this recently qualified teacher referred to an initial nervousness in building relationships with a new class and new colleagues, which she had quickly overcome.

Respondents had more mixed views regarding the extent to which experiencing challenging learner behaviour impacts well-being (Appendix A). However, all respondents agreed that it had some positive impact on well-being. This was further discussed in the interviews, with staff stating that resolving the behaviour, being supported by colleagues and enabling those learners to have what for those individuals can be classed as a “good day”, causes feelings of success in their role, as reported in research conducted by Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2015). Some instances of lesser behaviours provided opportunities for humour, with three respondents anecdotally referring to challenging incidents with learners in which their inability to resolve the situation had seemed humorous to them upon reflection with colleagues, linking to the importance of collegial relationships.

Three staff indicated in the interviews that the time pressure of dealing with challenging student behaviour, prevents them from being on top of other aspects of their role and negatively impacts on their well-being, sometimes causing a feeling of being overwhelmed and a sense of guilt when lessons had been disrupted. However, they felt that dealing with the behaviour itself does not have a negative impact, rather the added demand on their time and the disruption of planned learning experiences. This view supports research by Bower and Carroll (2017) indicating that poor student behaviour increases workload, causing teacher exhaustion and negatively impacting on teacher efficacy, and research by Collie et al. (2012) indicating that positive perceptions of student behaviour lead to higher feelings of self-efficacy and lower stress levels. The staff member’s view that dealing with the behaviour for the benefit of the learner does not negatively impact on their well-being, supports the conclusion of Stajkovic and Luthans (1998) that teachers’ feelings of self-efficacy are negatively impacted if they are not allowed to prioritise the social and emotional health of their students. 

Two colleagues working closely with pupils regularly displaying challenging behaviour, spoke positively about seeing the progress these pupils made and reflected on feelings of happiness in witnessing achievements and building relationships. They also referred to the positive impact of supportive supervision from senior leaders, following incidents of challenging behaviour. These mixed views support the findings of Bower and Carroll (2017), with the supportive supervision of leaders building resilience, as stated by Day and Gu (2013) and impacting upon well-being as found by Warr (1999). Well-behaved students allow staff to spend more time on teaching, which promotes a feeling of being “on top of the job”, resulting in improved well-being (Appendix B). This supports the findings of previous researchers (Butt et al., 2005; Collie at al., 2012; Bower & Carroll, 2017; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2015). 

The responses to experiencing challenging learner behaviour link to relationships within the school, both through the staff member’s concern for the learner and in their positive interactions with colleagues. There is also a sense of efficacy in enabling the learner to succeed and a consideration of time pressure regarding the time taken to resolve the behaviour.

I had assumed that as relationships with learners had the greatest positive impact on well-being, dealing with challenging learner behaviour would cause significant pressure. This was only seen in the responses of three of the staff surveyed (Appendix A). This possible disconnect may result from the positive interactions with colleagues and a sense of efficacy in dealing with behaviour which reduces the sense of pressure. In fact, the highest feeling of pressure resulted from securing good learner progress (Graph B), possibly suggesting that pressure results from external relationships with parents, senior leaders and inspectors: stakeholders who hold staff to account for learner progress.

In interviews, two staff members pointed to difficulties resulting from post-lockdown restrictions in school and specifically how the requirement to work separately from their colleagues with no staff room interaction, had negatively impacted their well-being, supporting Bower and Carroll’s (2017) findings that staffroom interactions affect teacher emotions in a positive way. They felt that less time together in staff rooms with limited opportunities to socialise and collaborate impacted negatively upon their well-being. It deprived them of the opportunity to offload to colleagues, something which they had valued both in reflecting humorously on challenging experiences and in receiving supportive supervision. This is in line with the findings of Warr (1999), who identified supportive supervision and opportunities for interpersonal contact as two of the eight key features of work which are associated with job-specific well-being. This research also supports Leithwood’s (1992) conclusion that collaborative working guards against feelings of isolation and suggests that Welsh Government’s emphasis on supporting colleagues is an important and positive inclusion within the standards (2019a, 2019b). 

In contrast, staff also commented that working with pupils in small groups during the staggered return to school allowed them to build closer relationships with pupils, which they found both rewarding and enjoyable, supporting the findings of Aldrup et al. (2018). 

Staff did not feel significant pressure following support and challenge from colleagues (Graph B), suggesting that the survey participants have good collegial relationships, including with senior leaders involved in this school improvement process, as advocated by Day and Gu (2013). They also reported feeling little pressure in establishing and maintaining these collegial relationships.

Three members of staff commented on the positive impact on their well-being of working with specific colleagues who have a positive attitude to challenges in work and who appear to have high levels of individual well-being. As Bakker and Demerouti (2014) stated, the feelings of individual staff members impact the work environment and, for the staff involved in this research, positive colleagues contribute to a positive workplace. Whether this close working with colleagues, advocated for in the standards (Welsh Government 2019a, 2019b) would have such a positive impact in a workplace with more staff with lower levels of personal resources and individual well-being, cannot be determined from this research.

The Covid-19 pandemic significantly reduced opportunities for face-to-face contact during the period in which much of this research was conducted, however many staff acknowledged that the nature of contact between staff members and families changed and, in some ways, deepened during lockdowns. Staff commented in interviews that they had become closer as a team through the experience. They had covered one another’s roles in the hub provision (including covering leadership roles), delivered parcels to colleagues’ doorsteps, contacted one another via phone and enjoyed conversations and quizzes online. Despite reduced opportunities to socialise, these meaningful connections with others impacted positively upon workplace well-being, as shown by Davis (2013). This may only be true of settings with resilient teams: able to face challenges and flourish under pressure (Alliger et al., 2015). 

All staff reflected that they value relationships with leaders and colleagues, and that they make working in their workplace a positive experience as they feel supported and able to meet challenges. This supports similar findings by Day and Gu (2013), Bakker and Demerouti (2014), Warr (1999), Bower and Carroll (2017) Deci and Ryan (1991), Baumeister and Leary (1995), Myers (1999), Argyle (1987), Stephanou et al. (2013), Aboobaker et al. (2018), Edinger and Edinger (2018), Brunetti (2006), Roffey (2012) and Karasek and Theorell (1990). 

As well as good relationships with colleagues, staff rated collaborative working with colleagues in school as having a highly positive impact on well-being and creating little or no feeling of pressure (Graph B). Collaborative working with colleagues in other schools was not rated as highly in terms of impact on well-being as other aspects of the professional standards (Graph A). Staff stated that they found some professional networks detrimental to their well-being as successes were detailed by colleagues in other settings, without any offer of support to help them achieve similar success, possibly negatively impacting on a sense of efficacy. They also referred to incidents where they felt others had been overly critical of practice and unwilling to understand different contexts, and to occasions where the networks included individuals who were generally negative in their approach to the task. This resulted in a feeling of time being wasted. It would be interesting to explore this further in future studies to determine whether this less positive response to working with colleagues in other settings links to staff social confidence levels, professional confidence, sense of efficacy and fear of being exposed. All teaching assistants spoken with commented that they had fewer opportunities for collaborative working with colleagues in other settings than teachers. This also contributed to the aspect being rated lower than others. 

Some staff again referred to the positive impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on collaborative working opportunities. Working closely with colleagues in other cluster schools to run a hub for learners, had allowed them to form closer relationships with these colleagues. This gave them a wider support network of professionals with whom they would choose to collaborate. Working as a team in a time of challenge strengthened relationships, and perhaps contributed to all staff viewing relationships within the school and immediate cluster positively. The staff responses strongly support the findings of Hargreaves and Dawe (1990), where naturally occurring collaboration is shown to have a positive impact on well-being, in contrast to enforced collaboration having a negative impact. In discussion, all staff interviewed stated that they prefer having ownership over professional networking, finding it more beneficial when they can build relationships with others with the same goals or who have proven success in an area which they are developing. Staff did not however, need a friendship with colleagues, despite the closeness that developed between some as they supported one another during lockdown. A shared goal seemed to establish a professional relationship with mutual respect and trust which developed further as the collaborative working progressed. Owen (2016) indicates that collaboration forges positive relationships and this research supports a link between collaboration and positive relationships. 

The interviews revealed that the time required for collaboration with colleagues from other schools contributed to a feeling of pressure for some staff and resulted in the impact on well-being not always being positive. They expressed the same view when discussing professional learning in some contexts. Two staff commented that even when professional learning and collaborative working is beneficial for their professional development and the learners in the class, they still sometimes feel pressured to be back in their classrooms. However, they also expressed the view that accessing professional learning after a full day in the classroom can be exhausting, and negatively impact on their work-life balance and well-being. This supports Collie et al.’s (2012) findings that collaboration can have both positive and negative effects on teachers. When asked if collaborating with colleagues in school added a different time pressure to collaboration with colleagues in other settings, staff all agreed that there is less time pressure when collaborating with colleagues in school. One staff member commented:

We don’t always need to spend a full day or afternoon working together. We can share resources online and discuss things briefly at the start or end of day, or during breaktimes over a cup of coffee. We can pop into each other’s classrooms when one of us has PPA to see things working and pinch ideas. It’s good that we use staff meeting time for professional learning and have lots of time working together during the meetings. Working with colleagues in school is more flexible. By working together and sharing resources and ideas, each of us has less work to do!

All teachers commented on joint planning time which is provided regularly to facilitate collaborative working with colleagues in school, with some staff reflecting that this made them feel confident and enthused about their teaching. This was seen as a good use of time and as saving time overall by sharing workload. It would be interesting to explore whether the inclusion of pupil voice to lesson planning during these sessions, negated any feelings of guilt and pressure sometimes associated by these staff members with being out of the classroom during the school day. 

This supports research by Bower and Carroll (2017) who argue that teachers need time and opportunity for collaboration to ensure that it does not increase workload pressure and negatively impact upon well-being. As Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2017) have shown, excessive workload is linked to emotional exhaustion and time pressure can cause teacher stress. As Adoniou’s (2016b) research shows, it is important for staff well-being that demands placed on staff, including those linked to professional development, are viewed as relevant by those staff. This links to a potential need for a shared goal, identified as a strong factor in securing school improvement by Hargreaves and Fink (2009). When suggesting this to staff in interview discussions regarding collaboration, staff were all in agreement that a shared goal or intention is crucial for the collaboration to feel “purposeful”, “not a waste of time” and to ensure that it continues: “We keep going because we want to get there”. This supports Arnold et al.’s (2007) view that meaningful work improves employee well-being.

The Professional Standards for teachers in Wales require teachers to support learners in understanding how they can improve their well-being, to support and develop colleagues as well as seeking support from colleagues, to collaborate and share expertise with others both in school and in the wider education context (Welsh Government, 2019a). In researching the impact of these elements, discussion turned to the significance of professional relationships within a school setting. For the staff involved in this research, these relationships and meeting the related standards, generally had a positive impact on their well-being. The notable exception was some collaborative working with colleagues from other settings. However, staff members’ views that in some of this collaboration, colleagues did not support them in replicating the practice or displayed a negative attitude, is an issue which the Professional Standards seek to guard against: “Evidence deriving from innovative practice is collected and shared with others, both within and beyond the school community, to contribute to growing understandings and other related developments elsewhere” (Welsh Government, 2019a). Leaders are tasked with ensuring this collaboration is “purposeful and worthwhile” and that “optimism prevails” (Welsh Government, 2019a). 
Those in formal leadership roles are also called upon to ensure an “imaginative range of sustained high quality and flexible support to develop professional practice” (Welsh Government, 2019a). This suggests that more needs to be done by leaders to creatively ensure activities such as collaboration are conducted in a way that does not create excessive pressure on staff, making these activities sustainable and flexible. It therefore seems that where staff experienced an adverse impact on their well-being, it was largely due to collaborative working not occurring in line with the expectations of the standards.

The Professional Standards place a duty on staff to engage parents in supporting their children’s learning. Generally, staff did not feel that this added a significant pressure and agreed that it usually had little impact or a positive impact upon their well-being (Graph B). They viewed these interactions as purposeful and beneficial for learners. However, they all referred to occasions when these interactions had been challenging or when they felt that parents had not really listened, resulting in some frustration. When asked in the interviews if they felt that that they had good professional relationships with parents, all staff agreed that they did. They admitted that engaging the parents in their children’s learning posed a significant challenge given the time pressure on parents and that this was true both during lockdown and when the children were in school. One senior staff member commented: 

Parents are busy. I don’t expect them to do much homework with the children at present. They’ve done enough of that during lockdown. They need to get back to a parent and child, not teacher and learner, relationship. I keep them informed of how their children are doing in school and ask them to keep reading with them and supporting them with telling the time and handling money. I don’t want them to feel guilty if they can’t do it.

4.2 Efficacy

As well as relationships, a sense of efficacy emerged as a strong theme in interviews with staff members. The link between efficacy and job satisfaction is recognised in NICE’s (2015) guidance. While research by Duckworth et al. (2009) positively links teacher well-being to teacher efficacy, with good standards of well-being impacting positively on teacher ability and effectiveness, research by Mockler (2020) and Stephanou (2013) indicates that teacher efficacy impacts positively on well-being and job satisfaction, as indicated by this group of teachers and teaching assistants. What is unclear in this research is whether in addition to the respondents’ belief that this efficacy positively impacts their well-being, their well-being also impacts their efficacy.

Securing good (expected or better) learner progress created the greatest feeling of pressure overall, closely followed by sustaining highly effective teaching and learning experiences (Graph B). These aspects were also considered by staff to contribute to high feelings of well-being, suggesting that a feeling of pressure is not necessarily viewed as negative. All staff agreed that the related sense of achievement enhanced their well-being. This is consistent with the findings of previous researchers (Butt et al., 2005; Collie et al., 2012; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2015). In interview discussions, all staff admitted to never feeling completely “on top of the job”, despite some initially responding to the questionnaire with “frequently” or “occasionally” (Appendix B). This change of response seemed to arise from further reflection on their workload. One teacher explained that even if all the work is completed and everything is up to date, the next day brings fresh challenges. Even staff who feel “frequently on top of the job” admitted that this is a sense of having done enough and not having completed everything. 

All staff agreed that doing well in their job and being on top of most aspects gives them a sense of well-being. They linked this to the standards of achievement and well-being of the pupils in their classes, referring to “fun”, “exciting” learning experiences, and pupils’ “getting it”, “understanding”, “coming on” and being “happy”. Support staff interviewed, referred to the need for more time to complete intervention work with individual learners to secure progress. Again, time is a factor in levels of well-being and feelings of pressure. This possibly links to a sense of external pressure to achieve results that will be viewed favourably by senior staff and external stakeholders.

Enabling all learners to work towards realising the four purposes resulted in the most diverse range of responses with no easily identifiable trend based on experience or role. Further exploration of this aspect in the interviews, revealed that staff were relating the statement to their personal feelings of readiness for delivering the new Curriculum for Wales. One staff member who had undertaken a lead role in curriculum development across the school, commented that as they discovered and understood more about the curriculum, they realised how much more there was to consider for its successful implementation for all learners, creating a feeling of pressure. This perhaps links to the impact of each staff member’s understanding of the demands of the Curriculum for Wales on their individual sense of efficacy.

One senior staff member reflected on the positive impact lesson observations and book scrutiny activities have on staff well-being when examples of effective practice have been identified and staff have received positive feedback. This staff member described the “boost” that this gave to staff, creating a feeling of confidence and enjoyment of the job, which research by Deci and Ryan (2000 and 2006) has shown to positively impact well-being. It is, however, possibly significant that this staff member is a senior leader for whom such monitoring activities provide a wealth of information.

While staff referred to the positive impact learner progress has on their sense of well-being, two staff, when interviewed, explained that this progress did not necessarily have to be expected or better, stating that seeing children who have been struggling making even limited progress is “wonderful”, and that this progress could be in their engagement or emotional well-being, not necessarily their level of attainment. This view of progress seems to be supported in the standards with Welsh Government’s reference to “next stages’ for learners, “appropriate levels of challenge and expectations for the range of student abilities and characteristics, motivating learners to achieve” (2019a) and ensuring “progression for all learners across the four purposes through formal and intuitive interventions” (2019b) with no definition of expected or good progress, and instead an emphasis on the individual learner’s needs and next steps.

In the questionnaire staff member B, a recently qualified teacher, responded that she frequently felt “on top of the job” referring to “being organised” as helping her feel this (Appendix B). In discussion, the staff member stated that support and guidance from senior colleagues has really helped her to feel confident and capable in her role, and that she values professional learning opportunities that make her feel as though she is improving her skills. She did not rate any aspect of the job as causing her to feel under significant pressure but suggested that reducing workload linked to preparing pupil books and marking work would help her feel more “on top of the job”. She added that having clear goals and priorities for herself helps make this manageable. Her response demonstrates the importance of relationships, a sense of efficacy and time for well-being. Staff member B also talked about a sense of calling into the teaching profession.

Like staff member B, staff member G, a senior member of staff, similarly referred to a sense of calling into the profession. These two staff members typically have the most positive responses to demands placed upon them by leaders or external organisations, indicating a generally high standard of well-being, and possibly supporting the link made by Buskit et al. (2005) and Acton and Glasgow (2015) between a passionate love for teaching with a strong sense of purpose, and teacher well-being. In contrast, staff who talked about having come into the profession after carefully considering options or almost through circumstance, rated their general well-being as lower than that of their colleagues, using terminology including “okay” and “could be better, but not too bad”. Staff member G was also the only staff member who did not rate good relationships with learners as having the most positive impact on well-being, instead rating a school ethos which secures good progress for all learners as having the greatest impact on well-being, possibly linked to her strong sense of calling into teaching.

Arnold et al. (2007) found that increasing the meaningfulness of work improves the mental health and well-being of employees, while Deci and Ryan (2008) describe eudaimonia as a sense of fully-functioning in one’s true purpose. This sense of calling and purpose seems significant in determining general levels of well-being for the staff members involved in this research. 

The Professional Standards task teachers, leaders and support staff with moving the school towards highly effective practice (Welsh Government, 2019a and 2019b). This research indicates that a sense of achieving this practice has a positive impact on staff well-being, despite creating some feeling of pressure, and supports the importance of staff perceiving their work as meaningful. The focus in the Curriculum for Wales on linking learning to a child’s stage of development as opposed to an age-expectation, and recognising the differing rates at which learners progress (Welsh Government, 2019b), should further support staff well-being.

4.3 Time

Running through every discussion with staff was the theme of time. All staff reflected that more time to engage with the demands of various standards would have the most positive impact on their well-being. In discussions around being “on top of the job”, as advocated by Welsh Government (2019a), staff commented that job demands including gathering evidence and completing records cause a feeling of frustration, as they take up time which they believe could be better spent supporting children, negatively impacting their own well-being, as well as that of the children. This is in-keeping with the findings of Stajkovic and Luthans (1998) which stress the importance of allowing staff to prioritise student well-being alongside learner progress. The Professional Standards certainly advocate for the importance of high levels of learner well-being (Welsh Government, 2019a and 2019b), so it could be argued that for Welsh Government a pride in being “on top of the job” includes a requirement for a focus in schools on activities which positively support learner well-being.

C, an experienced member of support staff, stated that purposefully engaging in action research and undertaking professional reading causes the greatest feeling of pressure citing the lack of time to do so as a significant factor. When asked if providing designated release time for professional learning eases this pressure, she disagreed as this makes her feel “behind” in the work she is completing with the children. This view on professional learning is similar to Bower and Carroll’s (2017) conclusion regarding collaboration: teachers, and I would argue from this research teaching support staff, need time and opportunity for collaboration to ensure it does not negatively impact on well-being by adding pressure. Staff member C shared that she rarely feels “on top of the job” which she described as: “Creating an efficient, effective, environmental / challenging structure to promote well-being and learning. To diversify and extend learners’ capabilities through creative thinking.” She shared that this causes her to feel “Inadequate in managing time effectively / lots of roles, stressed occasionally - never completing a job efficiently!” (Appendix B). A sense of efficacy is once again connected to job satisfaction and consequently well-being, supporting research by Stephanou et al. (2013), and for these staff members, time pressure seems to reduce this feeling of efficacy. 

Leaving the class to undertake professional development tasks was referred to by one teacher as negatively impacting well-being by creating a sense of guilt. Another teacher also spoke of the need to “catch up” upon returning to the classroom. Both teachers described a need to restore relationships between children who had struggled with their behaviour during the key adult’s absence. Dealing with this behaviour had a negative impact on well-being by reducing teaching time, as found by Butt et al. (2005), but with no associated positive feelings as described when the behaviour had been dealt with immediately by the staff member. The teachers also spoke of returning to “stressed” support staff who had felt responsible for the class during their absence, even when supply staff were present. They gave examples of work not completed correctly where tasks had not been sufficiently explained or not properly marked. Both admitted leaving low-level tasks in their absence to ensure that incompletion had no impact on continuing learning. This then creates a feeling of pressure to “catch up” and ensure children achieve intended outcomes within the same timeframe. As shown by Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2017), this increased workload creates a time pressure which could lead to emotional exhaustion.

When asked for possible solutions to this, both teachers commented positively on occasions when class cover had provided an experience for learners that they could not. They cited examples such as cooking, sporting and music projects led either by external providers or support staff with specific skills. On these occasions the children had an enjoyable day and the teachers felt that “a box had been ticked” to cover something in the curriculum, easing pressure especially when they had been unsure how they would provide such a learning experience. The teachers also felt that this allowed them to focus on the professional development task they were undertaking, putting them in a position to implement it in their practice upon their return. This is significant and suggests that cover arrangements for professional development release time need to be carefully planned to ensure positive contributions to learner well-being and learner outcomes, and consequently, to staff well-being and the impact of professional learning. This further demonstrates a link between staff well-being and learner well-being, and the importance of the relationship between staff and learners for well-being, as shown in previous research (Split et al., 2011; Lantieri et al., 2011; Aldrup et al., 2018).

Staff member D, a similarly experienced learning support assistant to C, stated that she occasionally feels “on top of the job”, describing this as having “happy, engaged pupils” who are “focussed, well-behaved, progressing and flourishing”, again demonstrating the importance of learner well-being. This staff member said: 

I feel that days can vary drastically as school is a dynamic environment. I feel that as long as I am confident that I am doing my best and seeing some positive results then I try not to stress too much. Although I see the necessity for 'evidence'. I find some tasks time consuming (e.g. recording intervention) and would prefer to spend that time doing more intervention (Appendix B).

Again, time pressures are significant with a desire to use time wisely, maximising impact on learners. For both support staff there is a clear link between time management and a sense of efficacy, strongly connected to their sense of responsibility for and relationship with the pupils in their care and suggesting the importance of meaningful work.

Two experienced teachers spoke of the importance of time management. Staff member F stated that to feel “on top of the job”:

I meet deadlines and organise my workload to ensure it. At pinch points I will work longer days, but I now accept that it is okay to not be on top of everything. I catch up eventually and within time (Appendix B). 

Staff member G stated that they occasionally feel “on top of the job” by “balancing lots of things at the same time and doing each of these well” (Appendix B).

The staff member of the negative impact of aspects of their workload which they deemed to have no real impact on their pupils (excessive marking; attending some training courses; evidencing some aspects of learner progress), and of not having adequate time to complete all the tasks that they felt to be purposeful, including: “teaching”; “conducting action research with my class”; “sharing practice with colleagues”; “dealing with challenging behaviour effectively”.

All staff perceived their workloads to be heavy, however, there was an acceptance of this as a necessary part of the job and staff did not directly comment negatively about the impact of a high workload in general on their well-being. Staff agreed that elements of the professional standards increase workload, particularly the need to undertake professional research and collaborate with colleagues outside of their school setting. Support staff felt especially strongly that evidencing actions taken to secure learner progress and professional development is often unnecessary, contributing negatively to well-being and creating a feeling of pressure. Workload created in fulfilling the professional standards while directly impacting on learners, is viewed as worthwhile and did not seem to have a negative impact on staff well-being. Again, meaningful work is shown to impact positively on well-being, as found by Arnold et al. (2007).

In the Professional Standards, Welsh Government call upon schools to support one another, engage in collaborative working and undertake professional research (2019a, 2019b). It is these elements which contributed most negatively to staff well-being by increasing workload. There is a challenge for school leaders in ensuring that time is not only provided for staff to undertake these activities, but that the time taken does not negatively impact on learner progression or well-being. Leaders also need to ensure that this professional research and collaborative working is seen as meaningful, linking to the needs of learners, and securing impact on their academic progress or well-being.

4.4 Autonomy

Alongside relationships, efficacy and time, autonomy emerged through the interviews as a significant factor for staff in determining their levels of well-being, supporting previous research findings of Deci and Ryan (2000) and Brady and Wilson (2021). When asked to reflect on the previous year during the lockdown and the demands placed upon them, all staff referred positively to the freedom given to them to manage their own time, decide their own professional learning focus and conduct action research into effective blended learning methods. The World Happiness Report (2021) naturally reflects on the impact of the pandemic on worker well-being, pointing to homeworking as the most significant change brought about as a result. While this can reportedly result in slight declines in productivity, workers have benefited from greater autonomy and reduced time and money spent commuting to and from the workplace (Cotofan et al., 2021, p 183). 

Employees’ control over their own workload is advocated for in NICE guidance (2015) but is something that staff felt is usually limited within school where the timings of the day are set around learner needs. Maintaining an increased sense of autonomy around workload, as experienced during the lockdown periods, is important as research by Torres (2012) linked reduced autonomy to teacher attrition.

Staff also discussed feeling some anxiety around getting it wrong and appreciated clear parameters set by senior leaders, consistent with Welsh Government, regional consortia and local authority guidance. This need for recognition, support and the knowledge that they are doing a good job corresponds with the findings of Brady and Wilson (2021), Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2015) and Deci and Ryan (2000 and 2006), balancing autonomy with feelings of competency and relatedness. It is also an argument in support of professional standards setting clear expectations and providing some measure for success. While Egan et al. (2018) warn against reducing the standards to a checklist and using them for performance management, this research suggests that staff benefit from knowing when they are achieving them and targeting next steps.

Similarly, staff commented on the positive impact having the freedom to trial pedagogical approaches within their classrooms has on their well-being, making teaching and supporting learning “enjoyable”, “exciting” and “interesting”, and on the positive impact of having shared curriculum documents and clear expectations from subject leads. This suggests that autonomy to deviate from school agreed practices for the purposes of conducting action research in line with the Professional Standards, or to trial findings from professional learning, has a positive impact on staff well-being, while the absence of any clear expectations and complete autonomy could create a feeling of stress and pressure. The desire for clear parameters within which to exercise a degree of autonomy supports Warr’s (1999) view that too much personal control can be problematic for workplace well-being.

Staff referencing the need for evidence as creating a time pressure and negatively impacting on well-being supports the view that accountability linked workload negatively impacts upon staff well-being (Brady and Wilson, 2021). Staff who perceived this recording of evidence to be important and purposeful for assessing learner progress and informing future teaching, did not feel that it had a significant impact on their well-being. 

When asked if this accountability reduced feelings of being trusted by leaders, staff responses were mixed. All felt trusted by leaders within the school, but some referred a lack of trust in professionals and “high stakes accountability” within the wider education community. However, they concluded that it was not this perceived lack of trust that impacted negatively on well-being or added to a sense of pressure, but rather the time taken to account for their actions and impact. As previously stated, this research was conducted by a school leader, so there is a risk that positive responses regarding the impact of leadership on well-being, could have resulted from a desire to please the interviewer.

Despite Ryan and Bourke (2003) cautioning that professional standards can narrow teaching practices and reduce autonomy, the standards developed by Welsh Government appear broad enough to allow for a degree of autonomy, actively encouraging staff to undertake action research to develop their own pedagogical practice and including descriptors that exemplify not how the standards must be applied but rather to suggest how they “could” be applied (Welsh Government, 2019a). The staff in this research sample felt a sense of autonomy regarding pedagogy and classroom practice but reflected that they had limited autonomy in managing their workload and time. In referring to the standards, Welsh Government themselves state: 

These are for practitioners to explore in a developmental way – not as a checklist – by showing what sustained highly-effective practice looks like and providing a focus for career-long professional learning (Welsh Government, 2019a)

4.5 Interconnectedness between themes

This research suggests that it is the interplay between the standards and the emerging themes of relationships, efficacy, time and autonomy (Graphic 2) that affects staff well-being. Staff spoke of the significant impact of relationships with colleagues and leadership, leading to positive collaboration experiences, a feeling of being supported, and a sense of autonomy to make decisions that impact learners. Staff commented on opportunities for professional learning, collaboration and developing pedagogy which deepen their sense of self-efficacy. Positive relationships with senior leadership team members allow staff greater autonomy. All staff stressed the importance of undertaking tasks efficiently to secure high impact on both the academic progress and well-being of learners. Time impacted upon every aspect, needed for supporting relationships and for creating a sense of autonomy and efficacy. Collaboration similarly impacted, both developing and depending upon professional relationships, contributing to feelings of efficacy and requiring a degree of autonomy to truly be viewed as purposeful. None of the four emerging themes stand alone: they are all connected and impact upon one another.

Graphic 2: Four key interlinked themes impacting staff well-being.
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Relationships with pupils, colleagues and leaders emerged as significant for all staff in this research sample. On average, good relationships with learners was rated as having the greatest positive impact on well-being (Graph A), supporting earlier findings by Split et al. (2011) and Aldrup et al. (2018), and demonstrating that this also true for support staff. The assumption that there would be a similarly significant feeling of pressure in dealing with challenging learner behaviour, a relational challenge, was false (Appendix A). This possible discord may result from the positive impact of collegial relationships, rated as having the second greatest positive impact on staff well-being by nearly all staff (Appendix A). Collegial support to deal with behaviour, to share the experience and reflect with some humour was referenced positively by staff members. Staff did not feel significant pressure following support and challenge from colleagues (Graph B). Collaborative working with these colleagues had a positive impact on well-being (Graph A) and created little or no feeling of pressure (Graph B), further evidencing good collegial relationships within the setting and the importance of these.

Collaborative working with colleagues in other schools was not rated as highly in terms of impact on well-being (Graph A). This could result from the lack of professional relationship with these colleagues, but also points to the impact of efficacy, autonomy and time. Staff viewed collaboration as positive for well-being when it occurred naturally and informally, within professional networks over which they have ownership, and with colleagues who have shared goals, or who are willing to offer support by sharing effective practice. This supports Hargreaves and Dawe’s (1990) findings that naturally occurring collaboration has a positive impact and enforced collaboration has a negative impact. In alluding to incidents where staff felt practitioners in other settings had been unfairly critical of their practice, this more negative response to external collaboration may arise from the staff members’ feeling of efficacy and professional confidence, and the need to trust the people to whom they are exposing their strengths and development needs.

The greatest feeling of pressure resulted from the need to secure learner progress (Graph B), linking to a sense of efficacy for staff, but also possibly to pressure resulting from the expectations of parents, senior leaders, improvement partners and inspectors. Seeing their learners make progress had a positive impact on well-being, with staff stressing that this progress must be appropriate for the individual child, a view supported by Welsh Government in the Professional Standards themselves with their emphasis on “appropriate levels of challenge and expectations for the range of student abilities and characteristics, motivating learners to achieve” (2019a). Similarly, while being involved in highly effective teaching practices created a high sense of well-being (Graph A), sustaining this highly effective practice created a high feeling of pressure (Graph B). 

For these staff an increased sense of efficacy, resulting from securing learner progress through highly effective practice, and also through dealing with challenging behaviour to promote the social and emotional health of the students, had a positive impact on their well-being, despite associated feelings of pressure (Graph A & Graph B). This research shows that a sense of achievement through learner progress, effective practice or improved learner behaviour, enhanced staff well-being, consistent with the findings of previous researchers (Butt et al., 2005; Collie et al., 2012; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2015). All staff agreed that a sense of doing well in their job and of being on top of most aspects gives them a sense of well-being.

Time emerged as another significant factor: the time pressure of dealing with challenging learner behaviour, engaging in professional learning and collaboration, and evidencing intervention work. This lack of time was raised by all staff in discussing their feelings around being “on top of the job”. Time pressure seems to reduce feelings of efficacy for staff, as does pressure linked to expectations on learners (Appendix B). In interviews, staff spoke of unnecessary evidencing and irrelevant professional learning activities which are not considered to have a meaningful impact of learners, and therefore impact negatively on staff well-being. However, staff were accepting of a generally heavy workload where this impacted positively on learners. This supports Arnold et al.’s (2007) view that meaningful work improves employee well-being and Brady and Wilson’s (2021) findings that high accountability workloads impact negatively on teachers’ well-being.

The perceived negative impact that their time away from the classroom had on their learners, was a concern for staff members and contributed to feelings of guilt and a sense of pressure to catch up, negatively impacting their own well-being. This negative impact of professional learning on both staff and pupils needs to be carefully considered by school leaders in planning for school improvement. All staff felt that any activity which takes them away from the classroom needs to purposeful and that the negative impact on learners is reduced when the cover provided allows learners to experience something that enhances their learning. 

Alongside relationships, efficacy and time, autonomy emerged as a theme within the interviews. Staff referenced an increased autonomy in managing their own time, determining the focus for their professional learning and action research, as a positive outcome from the lockdown periods of the Covid-19 pandemic. Staff felt that this control over their workload is usually limited by the constraints of the school day. Staff commented positively on continuing freedom to trial pedagogical approaches within their classrooms, but within the parameters of clear guidance from subject leads. Autonomy in determining their own professional networks, with colleagues who share their goals, also had a positive impact on staff well-being. Staff value purposeful joint working to share expertise and collaborative communities with shared goals, creating real openness and optimism. The positive impact these professional relationships ultimately have on the well-being and progress of learners is a significant factor for staff when determining how they impact upon their own well-being. There is a risk that the standards themselves could reduce autonomy, being abused by leaders and used as a checklist against which staff are held rigidly to account. This risk could have been mitigated with the inclusion of a standard placing a duty upon school leaders and colleagues to support the well-being of school staff. However, using the standards as a checklist would indeed be a misuse. While Welsh Government’s original intentions for the Professional Standards (2017a) includes supporting the performance management process, they also state that they are not to be used as a “checklist”, but rather for the practitioners themselves to consider and reflect upon. This supports the need for autonomy in setting goals and determining a focus for professional development, shown to improve well-being in this research and in research conducted by Sheldon and Elliot (1999) and Deci and Ryan (2021).

By enabling staff to experience a sense of self-efficacy when standards are met, and to set goals in relation to specific standards, reflectively working together with supportive colleagues to meet these goals, the standards could positively impact upon well-being. However, much depends on how they are implemented within individual schools, to ensure they do not create greater feelings of stress and pressure. As Bakker and Demerouti concluded in 2014, “supervisor support, innovativeness, appreciation, and organizational climate” are key job resources to maintain staff well-being and reduce the impact of stressors (2014, p12).

[bookmark: _Hlk129257255]5. Conclusions & Recommendations
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This research sought to determine the impact of the professional standards for teaching and leadership and assisting teaching on teaching and teaching support staff well-being. It stemmed from the viewpoint that a high standard of staff well-being is important in its own right, regardless of any associated positive impact on learners.

The expectations of the standards themselves did not impact solely positively or negatively upon teachers and teaching support staff in this sample. Workload created in fulfilling the professional standards while directly impacting on learners, was viewed as worthwhile and did not seem to have a negative impact on staff well-being. The impact of relationship, sense of efficacy, time and autonomy is significant in relation to perceived pressure from leaders. Staff need to feel supported, confident in their ability and in the impact they are having upon learners both academically and emotionally. They need to believe themselves capable of achieving goals which they perceive as meaningful and have been involved in setting. They need to believe that they have sufficient time to do their job well and are trusted to do so. 

For collaboration to impact positively, it needs to occur naturally as a result of growing professional relationships. School leaders need to invest time in allowing these professional relationships to flourish between staff with shared goals. Welsh Government call upon leaders to ensure the collaboration is “purposeful and worthwhile” and that support to develop practice is “flexible” and “high quality” (2019a).

Welsh Government’s call that progress should be appropriate for the individual child (2019a) must be shared and clearly understood by all stakeholders including senior leaders, parents, the inspectorate, consortia, and local authorities, to reduce unnecessary feelings of pressure upon staff.

Highly effective practice, which the standards aim to move schools towards (Welsh Government, 2019a & 2019b), is shown in this research to create a high feeling of well-being, despite also contributing to a sense of pressure. It is how staff are supported and how this pressure is mitigated that is the challenge facing school leaders. Feedback to staff must build upon staff members’ strong sense of responsibility towards their learners and not contribute to an accountability-led workload. Stakeholders at all levels working together to improve outcomes for learners will be crucial, with an acknowledgement that teacher and teaching support staff’s understanding of individual learners should be central in setting meaningful goals.

To maximise the positive impact of professional learning, school leaders should look to employ regular cover staff who can build on prior learning and with whom the children have positive relationships or arrange for specialist cover which provides learners with experiences their class teacher cannot facilitate.

School leaders must strive to create a sense of autonomy, seeking a greater balance between the constraints of the school day and staff members’ control over workload. Freedom to trial pedagogical approaches, advocated for with the professional standards’ call for action research (Welsh Government, 2019a), must be evident for all staff.

The addition of a requirement for school leaders to support the well-being of staff members would provide a lens through which to view the expectations of the standards, and frame professional conversations to effectively reflect upon and shape practice. 

Used effectively, the standards can ensure the education workforce feel valued, and provide meaning and purpose. Welsh Government’s themes of “trust, time, technology and thinking together” (OECD, 2016) must be evident in any learning organisation’s approach to applying the standards. For Welsh Government, there is a need to communicate their intended use of the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership and for Assisting Teaching, clearly and regularly to school leaders, and to ensure consistency from all external stakeholders around expectations of learner progress, the journey towards highly effective practice and what is meant by being “on top of the job” (Welsh Government, 2019a). As the standards place no expectation on school leaders to promote high standards of staff well-being, alongside that of learners, despite the clear connection between the two, this is something that Welsh Government should look to address through further publications.
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	Refining teaching… towards sustained highly-effective practice
Interacting with parents; Collegial support and challenge; Four purposes; Learning environment; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress
	Refining teaching… from vision to provision to impact
Interacting with parents; Collegial support and challenge; Four purposes; Learning environment; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress
	Refining teaching… assisting effectiveness and efficiency 
Interacting with parents; Collegial support and challenge; Four purposes; Learning environment; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress

	· Managing the learning environment
Organisation of learners, colleagues, routines and resources – building learning habits and behaviours, understood by learners, responsibility on learners.
· Assessment
Assessment for all and specialised – with colleagues and other agencies to meet needs.
· Differentiation
Learners recognise why they need support / extension and participate in planning.
· Recording and reporting
Analysis of data and evidence enables insight about provision. Records and reports allow others to act.
· Involving partners in learning
Parents and carers are given strong support in helping their children develop in terms of the four purposes. Employers and other stakeholders are actively encouraged to support the four purposes and, in particular, the commitment to build authentic experience as a natural part of learning.
	· Promoting the pedagogic vision for 2025
Ensuring ITE reforms are successful locally; school working effectively towards achievement of its vision.
· Sustaining highly effective teaching
Enthusiasm in all staff for fascination with learning and bettering themselves to benefit learners; highly effective teaching in all contexts.
· Ensuring that strategy and infrastructure are fit for purpose
Shared, challenged and communicated at all levels; contradictions between day-by-day organisation and strategic vision are addressed.
· Creating the effective and inclusive learning environment
Physical, social and emotional aspects of learning environment all used to reflect and enable 4 purposes; learners have a significant role in managing and influencing the environment.
· Advancing pedagogic approaches
Range of approaches from a range of sources regularly considered with a view to potential effective implementation; curriculum development and ambition drive the agenda for the quality of teaching.
· Listening to learners
School-wide ethos.
	· Managing the learning environment
Responsibility for maintenance and improvement to a high standard in line with school vision.
· Helping with assessment
Conversations and observations to inform assessment of progress for the teacher.
· Helping to provide the appropriate resources
Differentiated resources are systematically organised, appropriate to the needs of the different learners.
· Involving families in learning
Helps to develop strong and productive relationships – enabling understanding and support for learning.

	Advancing learning… through effective application of subject knowledge and discipline
Professional learning; Action research; Collaboration; Four purposes; Learning environment; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress
	Advancing learning… policy into practice
Professional learning; Action research; Collaboration; Four purposes; Learning environment; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress

	Advancing learning… enabling impact
Professional learning; Action research; Collaboration; Four purposes; Learning environment; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress

	· Four purposes for learners
Way 4 purposes have been embedded, developed and extended is clearly articulated, impact of pedagogy articulated to colleagues.
· Exploiting subject disciplines in areas of learning
Real-life applications across the four purposes
· Blended learning experiences
Wide repertoire of teaching methods skilfully employed and learners are able to bring discipline and organisation.
· Real life, authentic contexts
Learners initiate, drive and reflect – links to prior learning and context for further development.
· Progression in learning
Learners and teachers articulate next steps.
· Cross-curricular themes
Routinely employed, exploits complex learning.
	· Promoting Welsh language and culture
Leadership seeks out and uses every opportunity to promote Welsh culture and extend the use of the Welsh language in formal and informal situations.
· Ensuring the 4 purposes for learners
Embedded, developed and extended across the school.
· Exploiting subject disciplines in areas of learning
Consistently encourages and promotes a deep understanding of a disciplined approach to subject content within the 4 purposes and across areas of learning. 
· Driving real life, authentic contexts
Expects and enables learners to initiate, drive and reflect; supports colleagues in structuring authentic experiences.
· Using cross-curricular themes
Plans for and ensures that these are routinely employed, and exploit complex learning made explicit through effective reflection.
	· Four purposes for learners
Insights and suggestions result in improved impact on quality of teaching and learning and outcomes.
· Real life, authentic contexts
Uses initiative to link learning concepts, skills and knowledge to local community and wider world.
· Linking subjects and themes
Helps teaching which links subjects together in cross-curricular themes.
· Helping learners make progress
Promotes the school’s vision for learning and ensures progression for all learners across 4 purposes.

	Influencing learners… building positive learner disposition
Relationships with learners; Learner behaviour; Action research; Collegial support and challenge; Four purposes; Learning environment; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress
	Influencing learners… securing standards, well-being and progress
Relationships with learners; Learner behaviour; Action research; Collegial support and challenge; Four purposes; Learning environment; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress
	Influencing learners… assisting their positive outlook
Relationships with learners; Learner behaviour; Action research; Collegial support and challenge; Four purposes; Learning environment; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress

	· Challenge and expectations
Learners relish the opportunity to extend themselves and exploit previous skills whilst seeking to develop new ones.
· Listening to learners
Offer views to inform all stages of learning.
· Learners leading learning
Learners actively manage own learning agenda and set own high expectations.
· Sustained effort and resilience in learners
Teacher ensures learners reflect upon extent to which they have stretched themselves and been resilient.
· Reflection on learning
Evaluation looks at all aspects.
· Learning outcomes and well-being
Learners are enabled to understand how their focus upon personal well-being and their commitment for appropriate medium, outcome and quality have impact in terms of usefulness for the purpose and audience.
	· Accepting accountability for outcomes and learner well-being
Promotes collaboration with all partners; accepts professional responsibility for supporting and enabling success of others; promotes, demands and ensures learning success, achievement and well-being of all learners is evident throughout the school.
· Ensuring and protecting learner entitlement
Rights and needs of learners are paramount in all the school does, ensuring every learner benefits from an entitlement to the best possible experience of schooling in Wales.
· Monitoring and evaluating impact
Effective pedagogy is at the heart of the school and is the driving focus of leadership; effective systems to monitor and evaluate impact on learner progress and sustained improvement.
· Reporting on effectiveness
Highly sophisticated reporting on learning and well-being with refinement constantly sought and learners engaged in the process; recommendations from reports are effectively communicated, implemented and addressed.
	· Observing learners
Determine level of challenge and expectation to help teacher more effectively target learning.
· Listening to learners
Offers informed understandings to help teachers plan next steps.
· Learners leading learning
Use formal and informal conversations to enable learners to appreciate their suggestions and use their ideas productively.
· Helping to build effort in learners
Reflects with learners and recognises and encourages sustained effort.
· Learning outcomes and well-being
Planned learning interventions are clear for all in the teaching team – striving for the best outcomes for each learner; infectious enthusiasm for process of learning is consistently and continuously promoted.

	Collaboration
Relationships with colleagues; Collaboration; Action research; Collegial support and challenge; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress
	Collaboration
Relationships with colleagues; Collaboration; Action research; Collegial support and challenge; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress
	Collaboration
Relationships with colleagues; Collaboration; Action research; Collegial support and challenge; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress

	· Seeking advice and support
Proposed new approaches are clearly articulated to colleagues at all levels to elicit critical advice and support.
· Working with in-school colleagues
Actively promotes and facilitates collaborative opportunities for staff routine learning and innovative approaches.
· Supporting and developing others
Contributes to development of teachers and other staff for benefit of learners.
· Enabling improvement
Areas of concern are accurately identified and examined in their own and others’ practice. Support is sought and offered readily and a plan enacted to secure improved performance.
	· Seeking advice and support
Confident leadership represents all schools in positive collaboration or negotiation with interest groups to the benefit of learners across the education community.
· Sustaining a collaborative culture
Imaginative range of sustained high quality and flexible support to develop professional practice.
· Working productively with external agencies
Actively promotes and facilitates purposeful and worthwhile collaboration with employers, business, government and other educational professionals, both in routine aspects of learning organisation and innovative approaches.
· Engaging with the widest school community
Leadership engages with the local community and business to enable impact and continuous improvement in all aspects of schooling; effective and open relationships built and sustained with parents, carers and widest community, positively engaging partners with learners’ experience and progress. 
· Enabling continuous improvement
Actively promotes and facilitates collaborative opportunities for all staff, both routine and innovative, including embracing new technologies; areas of concern accurately identified, examined and diagnosed in own and others practice – plan to secure improvement.
	· Seeking advice and support
Regular and structured engagement in open and honest communication as part of the teaching team, to the benefit of learners.
· Working with in-school colleagues
Integral part of the teaching team and contributes perceptively to planning and evaluation.
· Supporting and developing others
Formal and informal contributions help to refine strategies and techniques to the benefit of all learners.

	Professional learning
Collaboration; Professional learning; Action research; Collegial support and challenge; Four purposes; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress
	Professional learning
Collaboration; Professional learning; Action research; Collegial support and challenge; Four purposes; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress
	Professional learning
Collaboration; Professional learning; Action research; Collegial support and challenge; Four purposes; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress

	· Wider reading and research findings
Structured engagement in an action research community and evidence of informed practice.
· Professional networks and communities
Active role in wider education community with contributions to journals, conferences or learning communities.
· Continuing professional learning
Carefully frames professional growth in context of 4 purposes and commitment to leading development of colleagues in school and beyond.
· Welsh language skills
Actively seeks opportunities to apply and extend understanding and skills.
	· Wider reading and research outlooks
Reservoir of knowledge and understanding about pedagogic reading and research and able to make connections for the teaching community linked to their working context; maintains and develops a constructive and relevant attitude to study in colleagues.
· Professional networks and communities
Ensures school plays an active role in widest education community with planned contributions to journals, conferences or learning communities.
· Supporting growth and system-wide leadership
Strives to build understanding, improved practice and better outcomes in other subjects, phases or learning environments; demonstrable commitment to engagement beyond the school.
· Supporting growth in others
Leadership enables all staff to become the best they can be, recognising and releasing potential in all learning contexts.
· Continuing professional learning for all staff
Ensures colleagues feel confident they are receiving guidance about appropriate career paths and development potential; ensures sustained and focused professional learning of staff with development opportunities within and beyond the school.
	· Reading and exploring research findings
Takes responsibility for extending understandings of practice through consideration of literature and research.
· Professional networks and communities
Extends understanding and practice by structured learning with colleagues in other schools.
· Welsh language and culture
Takes steps to increase their own Welsh language abilities and encourage enthusiasm among learners.

	Innovation
Relationships with colleagues; Collaboration; Professional learning; Action research; Collegial support and challenge; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress
	Innovation
Relationships with colleagues; Collaboration; Professional learning; Action research; Collegial support and challenge; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress
	Innovation
Relationships with colleagues; Collaboration; Professional learning; Action research; Collegial support and challenge; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress

	· Offering expertise
Expertise and experience is brought to bear by contributing professional skills to help other colleagues address new challenges.
· Developing new techniques
Evidence-based, disciplined techniques are used effectively to meet challenges and take learning forward.
· Evaluating the impact of changes in practice
Evidence deriving from innovative practice is collected and shared with others, both within and beyond the school community, to contribute to growing understandings and other related developments elsewhere.
	· Towards 2025
Ensures the school develops and refines 21st century systems to develop professional learning within and beyond the school community.
· Developing new techniques
Committed to structured use of pilot and prototype development in the most appropriate settings and to ensuring continuous and sustained success as far as possible.
· Seeking and extending best practice
Leadership sets out to identify schools with better practice, interrogates that practice and implements approaches and techniques that will ensure sustained improvement; expertise and experience are continually developed and shared within and across the school and beyond.
· Evaluating the impact of changes in practice
School takes part in controlled and relevant research to both learn from and contribute to evidence-based practice in Wales and beyond.
	· Extending expertise of the team
Makes expertise and support available to colleagues who are trying something new in their repertoire of teaching techniques; receptive to considering and trying new approaches in their own work.
· Evaluating the impact of changes in pedagogy
Supports new approaches in pedagogy and assists understanding of improvement in learning; fully involved in recording, reporting and reflecting upon changes in practice.

	Leadership
Collaboration; Professional learning; Action research; Collegial support and challenge; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress
	Leadership
Collaboration; Professional learning; Action research; Collegial support and challenge; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress
	Leadership
Collaboration; Professional learning; Action research; Collegial support and challenge; Highly effective teaching and learning; Learner progress

	· Taking responsibility for self
Sustained development of highly effective practices.
· Exercising corporate responsibility
Colleagues are supported to meet the policies and principles required by the school with suggestions for improvements being offered and acted upon.
· Leading colleagues, projects and programmes
Leadership is an integral part of teaching involving the support, guidance and demand necessary to achieve required outcomes. It takes account of the experience of other colleagues and encourages them to flourish.
· Supporting formal leadership roles
Perceptive and positive contributions are made where necessary to support the work of the school.
	· Promoting teaching and leadership in Wales
Optimism prevails and is reinforced with the resolve to ensure the achievement of the 4 purposes is a reality for all schools.
· Exercising corporate responsibility in all colleagues
Corporate responsibility is highly developed because a pride in being ‘on top of the job’ is fundamental to the culture of the team or school. The shared outlook of ensuring efficiency and regulation does not intrude upon vision but reinforces its effectiveness; agreed policies are checked for compliance in practice – shortcoming addressed and appropriate action taken.
· Empowering others
Generates an image of what it feels like to work in a well-led school; aspects of leadership are made explicit to inspire future leaders; leadership takes account of the experience of other colleagues, the challenges they face and encourages them to flourish.
· Delegation and empowerment
Leadership empowers colleagues to develop abilities in others, systematically encouraging reflection on practice and techniques for development; effectively delegates responsibility and employs appropriate skills in managing people to achieve effectiveness.
· Supporting other settings
Builds highly effective networks of knowledge, research and practical expertise to enable schools and settings to benefit through mutual collaboration; seeks to offer its strengths and support to others.
	· Taking responsibility for self
Extends knowledge, understanding and skills in order to become more proficient.
· Exercising corporate responsibility
Supports colleagues to understand and adhere to official policies.
· Leading colleagues, projects and programmes
Takes a leadership role with other assistants in specific projects and is seen to have a positive influence on the success of learning.
· Leading learning-related events
Organises events to promote the school and extend the reach of the learning to the wider community.



Impact on Wellbeing

Average Score	Good relationships with learners	Experiencing challenging learner behaviour	Good relationships with colleagues	Collaborative working with colleagues in school	Collaborative working with colleagues in other schools	Interacting with parents	Professional learning opportunities linked to my needs and interests	Professional learning opportunities linked to the school vision and CfW	Freedom to engage in action research in the classroom	Support and challenge from colleagues…	Opportunities to support and challenge others…	A shared vision realising the four purposes for all learners	A learning environment conducive to effective teaching and learning	Involvement in highly effective teaching and learning practices	Good (expected or better) learner progress	9.86	4.57	9.57	9.43	7.29	7.86	9.14	8.43	8.86	8.86	8.2899999999999991	9	9.14	9.57	9.2899999999999991	
Average Rating



Feeling of Pressure

Average Score	Establishing and maintaining good relationships with learners	Dealing with challenging learner behaviour	Establishing and maintaining good relationships with colleagues	Participating in collaborative working... in school	Participating in collaborative working... in other settings	Interacting with parents	Accessing professional learning opportunities linked to my needs and interests	Accessing PL opportunities linked to the school vision and CfW	Purposefully engaging in action research and undertaking professional reading	Receiving support and challenge from colleagues to improve…	Supporting and challenging colleagues to improve…	Enabling all learners to work towards realising the four purposes	Establishing and maintaining a learning environment…	Sustaining highly effective teaching and learning experiences	Securing good (expected or better) learner progress	2	5.67	1.5	2	2.33	3.33	3.83	4.83	5.33	1.83	2	4.67	4.83	6.33	7.17	
Average Rating
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