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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Holistically healthy humans: championing mental and physical wellbeing in education




Humans are at the heart of education and learning environments are active organisms. From an ecosystems perspective, each setting has unique dynamically interacting elements—students, educators, policies, resources, and wider community—with the potential to create optimal conditions for humans to learn, be healthy and thrive. The promotion of good health and wellbeing in education was declared a universal strategic goal by the United Nations in their 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (United Nations, 2015). Certainly, wellbeing is seen as both a requirement for learning and a product of a well-functioning education system. Holistic wellbeing is conceptualized as a multi-dimensional construct encompassing physical and mental health and socio-emotional and spiritual wellbeing. Existing literature suggests the interconnectivity of these elements and their combined contribution to optimal human wellness (Mullins-Owens, 2016). A healthy settings framework (World Health Organisation, 2025) envisages health as something created and experienced by people within the spaces of their everyday life, including heath promoting schools (HPS), and provides a relevant context to explore our Research Topic. In the current climate both global and local factors pose significant challenges for schools and other learning settings, and health and wellbeing concerns are growing. In the UK, school leaders are grappling with funding deficits alongside a teacher recruitment and retention crisis (McLean et al., 2024); while the education workforce from early years to higher education (HE) face unprecedented strain with high levels of stress and burnout common (Jayman et al., 2022; Solvason et al., 2025). Nonetheless, education settings are uniquely positioned to promote, nurture, and support holistic wellbeing, and our Research Topic brings together international research to investigate this central theme from a broad perspective. There is a strong emphasis on salutogenic approaches that focus on strengthening social and individual resources and harnessing these assets to help create holistically healthy education ecosystems in which everyone can thrive.

Setting the context for this Research Topic, Fraile-Martinez et al. reflect on the legacy of Ancient Greek Paideia, tracing the origins of holistic approaches and highlighting the urgency for contemporary education systems to proactively integrate and balance physical, emotional and intellectual learning into an inclusive curriculum. Despite a wealth of evidence showcasing the positive effects of physical activity on body and mind, including combating sedentary behaviors and obesity and reducing mental health symptoms (van Sluijs et al., 2021), modern education systems remain stubbornly singularly focused. International evidence indicates that traditional school cultures prioritize cognitive strengths and academic success over a more comprehensive care model (Pulimeno et al., 2020). Bentsalo et al.'s article on vocational schools in Estonia highlights this proclivity. Despite efforts of frontline staff who felt personally invested in their students wellbeing, teachers acted in isolation, without systemic support. Poor communication between staff and management and lack of guidance and training thwarted both students' and teachers' ability to thrive. Calcutt urges for a more collective approach and champions embedding evidence-led, mindfulness practice more widely in English schools to ameliorate universal wellbeing. In a similar vein, Suraswadi et al., investigated how students in rural Thailand could enhance their overall wellbeing through applying philosophical principles inspired by Japanese Ikigai. The authors concluded that this approach provides a useful framework for implementing universal positive education in a South East Asian context.

Case study findings from a primary school in a socially deprived area of France (Johnson et al.) echo the need for staff to receive better support from leadership. Furthermore, the authors advocate fostering transdisciplinary, community partnerships to capacity build schools. Pilot findings showed that co-created health promotion modules on nutrition could be successfully integrated into existing maths and science lessons. While similar health promotion partnerships could be cultivated across multiple sites to benefit more communities. Certainly, Hennessey et al.'s evaluation of the Well Schools whole school approach to pupil and teacher wellbeing demonstrated how a universal framework can be adapted locally, creating case studies of good practice for schools to share. Satellite Well Schools sites formed part of a wider network of like-minded institutions showcasing how prioritizing staff and pupil wellbeing was at the heart of an effective learning environment.

Health promoting schools (HPS) encourage learners to develop healthy habits such as following a nutritious diet and being physically active. Empowering young people to make healthy choices around diet and physical exercise boosts self-efficacy and encourages lifelong behaviors (Pekmezi et al., 2009). Notably, Coxon and Gibson found in their scoping review of school-based dietary interventions that most research was dedicated to examining cognitive benefits, while wellness outcomes including mental health were largely neglected. Furthermore, evidence from 60 international studies revealed that interventions typically targeted younger children (6–12 years) with fewer interventions for older adolescents, revealing a worrying gap in provision. Implementing holistic wellbeing into Equity, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) initiatives is essential for creating inclusive healthy education settings. Every learner, irrespective of their background, ethnicity, or personal identity, should have access to appropriate resources and support. Gudbrandsen and Jayman present participatory action research findings from a co-production project designed to foster more inclusive holistic wellness practices in UK mainstream schools. Working with young people with SEND (specifically 22q11.2 deletion syndrome) and their families, a ‘toolkit' was created offering actionable steps for educators, non-teaching staff, and non-SEND pupils to help provide support. Strong student voice is central to HPS and this study highlights how co-production in education and research can help reduce health inequalities among youth.

Recent attention has centered on the skills and resilience teaching staff need to mitigate the demands of the modern profession (Jingjing et al., 2025) and Ferreira et al.'s paper spotlights pre-teacher education. Study findings revealed a high percentage of trainees in Portugal met the criteria for student burnout. This exposes problems rooted early in a teacher's career journey and the urgent need for preventative action in teacher training programmes.

From a healthy settings perspective, organizations should be understood as complex systems able to support human wellbeing and flourishing (Newton et al., 2016). Geister et al.'s insightful contribution on fostering health promoting conditions in HE focuses on the physical setting. Research in Austria, Germany, Italy and Turkey, identified a common need for well-designed, inclusive “cozy spaces” on university campuses. These help to promote wellbeing and social integration among a post-COVID generation, especially students from marginalized groups. The primacy of the physical space in creating healthy settings is also highlighted in Khadka et al.'s research in Nepali Schools. The authors found that having a dedicated area for counseling was a key factor in effective service delivery, while one-to-one relationships with trusted adults were pivotal for guidance and counseling success.

Achieving the United Nations (2015) strategic goal for the universal promotion of good health and wellbeing in education by 2030 will be challenging. To do so requires significant capacity building, transdisciplinary knowledge integration, co-design with key stakeholders (including marginalized groups), and solution-implementation at local, national, regional, and global levels (Villanueva-Cabezas et al., 2022). Clearly, places and people are the cornerstones of holistically healthy, well-functioning education settings. However, healthy environments must be adequately resourced, accessible and inclusive; while healthy educators, including pre-service trainees, require appropriate training, regular supervision and on-going support for their own wellbeing needs. Adaptability, inclusion, and collaboration underpin effective ecosystems and there is a mandate for the wider education community to unite in a shared commitment to creating authentic health promoting settings and being active change makers. This requires generating the conditions at a local level—as some of our contributors to this Research Topic have showcased—and macro-level support for education leaders and policymakers in their efforts to promote and embed a culture of holistic wellbeing. Finally, there is the need for a robust research infrastructure, and on that note, we extend our sincere gratitude to the current authors. Moving forward there is work to be done to further improve our understanding of holistic health in an education context; and crucially, to gain empirical evidence to support policy changes and educational reform that improve both the learning and wellbeing outcomes of current and future generations of holistically healthy humans.
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School-based health promotion (HP) emerged from the settings-based approach. Children from disadvantaged neighborhoods benefit from HP in their school. Teachers deliver HP modules but need additional resources. This case study aimed to form a transdisciplinary partnership in a socially disadvantaged area to co-develop and embed HP modules into existing curricula. A 3-stage framework was used in this study. Stage 1 cultivated partnerships, reviewed evidence and existing data. Stage 2 generated ideas and co-developed HP modules. Stage 3 trialed the modules within primary school classrooms. Stage 1 resulted in a partnership between city authorities, a primary school and a comprehensive cancer center all located in the same community in France. The reviewed data and evidence provided 18 examples of school-based HP programs and showed that the school is in a highly disadvantaged neighborhood with a large immigrant population. Stage 2 developed 3 HP modules: “Taste and Science Week,” “Nutrition Weeks,” and “Breakfast Week,” each embedded as add-ins into existing math and science lessons and workshops. Finally, stage 3 trialed the modules in 10 first to fifth grade classrooms impacting 214 total students. Transdisciplinary partnerships help co-create and support evidence-driven HP programs. This collaborative approach enabled primary school teachers to effectively embed the HP modules into pre-existing math and science curricula. Families and volunteers are an integral part of successful HP programs however, limited participation was a challenge. Further research is needed to evaluate indicators such as student academic success and health behavior change.
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Introduction

Emerging from the settings-based approach to health promotion (HP), health-promoting schools (HPS) is a global concept to support healthy behaviors among schoolchildren and staff. With origins from the Ottawa Charter (World Health Organization, 1986), the “Schools for Health in Europe” (SHE) aims to increase HP activities at regional and local levels (Darlington et al., 2021). This framework highlights five factors of a health-promoting school: 1- “the school curriculum promotes health topics, 2- health is promoted through informal means, 3- staff are included in HP actions, 4- the HP curriculum is supported by health services, and 5- HP actions include student's families and the surrounding community” (WHO and UNESCO, 2021).

School-based HP can be particularly beneficial for schoolchildren in socially disadvantaged communities where social determinants of health (SDH) are often linked with factors such as poverty, high unemployment and low educational achievement (Gibson and Asthana, 1998; Lupton, 2004). Children in disadvantaged communities are at higher risk of experiencing poor housing conditions with safety concerns at home, unsafe neighborhoods, food insecurity, a lack of access to green spaces and racial/ethnicity bias (Marmot and Bell, 2019; Shonkoff et al., 2009; Thornton et al., 2016). These issues make it particularly difficult for children to participate in healthy behaviors such as physical activity and balanced dietary habits which can affect brain development and cognitive control (Marmot and Bell, 2019). Thus, schools can act as supportive environments and play positive roles to promote student health (Stattin et al., 2019). When designing school-based interventions it is crucial to consider the social and economic context of the target population considering they may influence an intervention's impact. For instance, parental commitment or availability to support their children during an intervention is often limited in disadvantaged families, whereas extracurricular HP activities may not fit into already overbooked agendas from advantaged families (Farias et al., 2023; Kalubi et al., 2023).

Previous research reports barriers and facilitators to successful school-based HP implementation. School reported barriers include lack of understanding about the concept of HP, overloaded schedules, lack of time or knowledge to develop HP curriculum, divergent political goals and few resources (Melo et al., 2013; St Leger, 2000). Other factors substantially contribute in facilitating successful HPS programs such as common goals, sufficient resources, parental involvement, school organizational environment, supportive leadership, health policies, implementation strategies and capacity building (Thornton et al., 2016; Fung et al., 2012; Hoover et al., 2021; Langford et al., 2015; McIsaac et al., 2015; Sánchez et al., 2014; Van Dongen et al., 2022; Viig and Wold, 2005; Whelan et al., 2018). Teachers play an essential role in the success of HP programs within their classrooms. Therefore, to overcome some barriers and operationalize the evidence-driven facilitators, incorporating HP lessons into existing curricula can be an effective solution (Bentsen et al., 2020; Burt et al., 2017). Although valid, teachers often require external support to plan and implement these HP lessons.

To improve health and wellbeing of schoolchildren within the SHE framework, it is important to build community capacity and foster collaborations with partners who support and participate in project development and implementation to sustain positive change WHO and UNESCO, 2021; van Dongen et al., 2023). Actions and support can come from many different actors including local governments, health agencies, community members or the specific setting itself (Deschesnes et al., 2003). Therefore, the aim of this study was to: (1) create a collaborative, sustainable partnership between city officials, a primary school in a socially disadvantaged neighborhood and a comprehensive cancer center located within the community and (2) co-develop and implement health promotion curriculum modules embedded into existing math and science classes.

The present paper describes a school-based case study using the concept of Transdisciplinary Action Research (TDAR; Stokols, 2006) to promote health within an underserved primary school. TDAR was created to guide multidisciplinary teams in the identification of social issues and foster collaborative efforts to develop practical solutions. A major strength is from the focus of identifying key stakeholders within a setting and including their participation during the conception, development, implementation and evaluation stages to increase acceptability and sustainability of interventions.

This project was part of and financed through the National Education Ministry of France under the comprehensive school-based program launched in 2022 called, “Notre école faisons-la ensemble—NEFE (We make our school together)” and approved under France's National Council for Education Reform (CRN #1505523). In July 2023, 4.4% of all primary and secondary schools voluntarily developed a project under the NEFE framework (https://www.education.gouv.fr/les-chiffres-cles-du-systeme-educatif-6515; Conseil National de la Refondation, 2023). In the Pays de la Loire region, NEFE projects focused on equal opportunities, student wellbeing and excellence at school.



Methods

A qualitative, iterative design with a participatory research methodology was used to develop the collaboration and HP curriculum modules. This case study used a 3-stage framework to co-produce content, resources and delivery using a convenience sample of one primary school in a disadvantaged neighborhood in France. Stage-1 consisted of cultivating a partnership and reviewing evidence and existing data. Stage-2 included idea generation and co-producing HP modules including curriculum add-ins and workshops (Bentsen et al., 2020; Barfod et al., 2021). Finally, stage-3 trialed the HP modules within the school's day-to-day curriculum (Hawkins et al., 2017; see Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 Project development stages.



Stage 1—developing partnerships and reviewing evidence and existing data
 
Developing partnerships

In France, the National Ministry of Education is “the authority for primary education, including curricula and teachers. Primary school buildings belong and are managed by municipalities” (European Commission, 2024). Therefore, the first stage of the project began with consulting city administrators to provide insight into the city of Saint-Herblain and health objectives for its disadvantaged neighborhoods and contacts with schools in these neighborhoods. Once these objectives were assessed, HP researchers from a comprehensive cancer center (ICO) within the city were identified by matching skills and interest in promoting community and school health.

Over a series of exchanges including, meetings, emails, telephone calls, and video conferences, stakeholders were identified; consequently a target school in a disadvantaged neighborhood was chosen. The school's needs were then assessed based on stakeholder capacities, interests and resources. Discussions were conducted with the school team including the director, teachers and the parent's association president to further define specific expectations, resources, classroom needs, and finalize partnership responsibilities (Crawford et al., 2008). Extensive notes were taken during all meetings and idea generation sessions.



Reviewing evidence and existing data

The ICO research team analyzed secondary data to understand the specific context, using local area indicators, including socioeconomic characteristics and children's health outcomes. In addition, this team conducted an evidence review to conceptualize HP initiatives within the school context. Evidence reviews are employed to advise researchers of the most current data; often used for targeted searching based on researcher's subject knowledge and previously used data (Haby et al., 2016). The evidence review protocol included establishing criteria to search for primary data sources focusing on HP programs that included nutrition, physical activity or gardening conducted in primary schools. The search included articles published in English from 2010 to 2023. Data were synthesized from both published peer reviewed articles from PubMed and Google Scholar and gray literature reports found on school and government websites in French and English. Last, based on the gathered data, a preliminary HP school-related project was drafted to initiate discussion with the local partners.




Stage 2—co-developing health promotion modules

Preliminary meetings were held with the school team to define objectives and discuss how HP topics could be designed into modules that align with France's National Education Ministry requirements (Ministrère de l'Education Natioale et de la Jeunesse, 2024). A module consists of all in-class lessons, workshops and supplementary teaching materials. Each module consisted of in-class HP curriculum add-ins and supplementary hands-on workshops. HP “add-ins” typically take the form of short lessons integrated into the current education curriculum rather than curriculum “add-ons” which are lessons that are in addition to current curriculum requirements. This approach has been successfully implemented in previous school-based HP programs (Bentsen et al., 2020).

A series of on-site meetings (2 per module) and online exchanges took place between June 2023 and May 2024 to develop HP modules to embed into the current math and science curriculum. The first meeting generated ideas for the HP lesson add-ins, with a second follow-up meeting conducted to plan coordinating workshops, validate the lesson content and finalize the module.

Work was divided among the team with the transdisciplinary team agreeing upon all HP subjects, the school teachers developed the HP lesson add-ins and members from the ICO team researched and provided support tools. The lead teachers have a scientific background, and experience with developing curricula for schoolchildren between 7 and 11 years old. Within the ICO team, two members have experience developing content for university level public health and health promotion courses. HP add-in module validation was necessary to ensure that content was accurate, age appropriate and aligned with French national education standards. HP add-ins to include in the curriculum were based on previous HP projects, the evidence review conducted during stage 1 along with the school's needs assessed as described above. Curriculum additions also took into consideration available support resources including human, material and financial. Therefore, the school requested a part-time math and science teacher dedicated to working with students during the in-class HP lessons. The project team recorded the development process through detailed field notes, participation records and communication with all partners. To reinforce HP curriculum add-ins, partners co-developed age-appropriate hands-on HP workshops which required additional support from partner volunteers, donations and dedicated time.



Stage 3—implementing HP modules

Partners tested the feasibility of embedding validated HP add-ins into existing math and science lessons with students. Although incorporating the modules was not obligatory, they were shared with teachers from 1st to 5th grade classes. The school team coordinated dates to integrate the HP lesson add-ins into the curriculum according to their yearly academic planning. While in-class dates were flexible, the workshops had pre-defined dates to allow student interaction with other classes and grade levels. Hands-on HP workshops were scheduled to take place shortly after the HP add-in lessons with the aim of reinforcing what students had learned in class. Parents were sent emails with information regarding each hands-on workshop inviting them to volunteer and/or attend. Additionally, a few days prior to each workshop, students were sent home with reminder flyers. Modules were supported with age-appropriate teaching materials (e.g., boardgames, books, videos, posters, and websites). Members from the ICO team were present during at least one workshop from each module. To assess the final workshop, a satisfaction survey was conducted on-site with parents via the Wooclap™ application. All in-class HP lessons and workshops were planned for implementation between October 2023 and June 2024.




Results


Stage 1—developing partnerships and reviewing evidence and existing data
 
Developing partnership

During the needs assessment with the city team from Saint-Herblain, the mayor expressed a need to focus on improving health conditions in socially disadvantaged neighborhoods with the objective to “improve health and education options such as green spaces, activities, test scores, and food choices for schoolchildren.” Therefore, the primary school Nelson Mandela, within the Sillon de Bretagne neighborhood, was identified as the partner school due to their favorable disposition toward the project and their location within a socially disadvantaged neighborhood.

The transdisciplinary team comprised members from ICO, Saint-Herblain's city administration and school staff from Nelson Mandela. The ICO team included three researchers: a professor of health economics who is also the HP and prevention department head, a research expert in HP through physical activity and a nutritionist holding a public health master's degree. This team was responsible for providing knowledge and expertise in the domains of science, nutrition and physical activity, conducting data collection, HP content idea generation and lesson validation, supplying tool resources, on-site workshop assistance and external team communication. The city administrator team consisted of two members from the mayoral office and three professionals from the local department of education. They provided administrative contact details for Nelson Mandela's school director and supplemental financial resources to support workshop implementation. Finally, the school team consisted of Nelson Mandela's director, two lead teachers, one from 2nd grade the other from 5th grade and the parent's association president. This team was responsible for idea generation, HP module development and delivery and internal school communication with other staff and student families.

Preliminary exchanges with the school team in May 2023 allowed the ICO team to share HP project ideas, solidify the partnership and conduct the school's needs assessment. In June 2023, agreement was made to co-develop a project and ideas were generated focusing on nutrition components that could be implemented within the school's NEFE project “equality through math and science,” as described in stage 2 (see Figure 1).

In September 2023, a kick-off workshop was implemented at the annual “Back-to-School Day” to launch the collaboration. This schoolwide event welcomes all school staff, students and their families, gives them an opportunity to meet their teachers, see classrooms and introduces them to school activities and extracurricular offers such as sports and arts clubs. This event offered an opportunity for the ICO team to be visible on the school campus, meet the parent's association and become familiar with students and families. Three interactive activities were conducted: (1) matching seasonality of fruits and vegetables, (2) adding weights of fruits and vegetables to match that of a fictional family, and (3) a jumping-jack challenge with a quiz based on physical activity recommendations for children.



Reviewing evidence and existing data

According to the National Institute of Statistics and Economic studies, Saint-Herblain has a population of about 50,000 inhabitants (2020 census; Insee, 2023). Within Saint-Herblain, one fifth of the neighborhoods, representing 15% of the population, are classified as “disadvantaged areas,” including Sillon de Bretagne. This neighborhood has 2,700 total inhabitants, half of whom live in a “priority area,” which is one of the 20th poorest neighborhoods in France. This community is largely composed of immigrant populations with a poverty rate of 64% (Observatoire de la pauvret é, 2022). The target school, Nelson Mandela, served 380 total students coming from over 35 countries in the 2023–24 academic year. Despite its sociodemographic composition, Nelson Mandela does not qualify for France's “reinforced priority education network (REP+).” This program targets schools with student populations from disadvantaged communities who often do not speak French. It reduces primary classroom sizes allowing more personal attention to students so they have the same opportunities as others (European Commission, 2024).

The investigation for evidence-driven HP programs in similar settings yielded 18 results: six gray literature sources, two university programs, and 10 peer-reviewed articles. The programs focused on nutrition (n = 14), physical activity (n = 3), or incorporated a mix of both (n = 2). Programs were implemented both during regular school hours and peri-scholar, with many incorporating a school-based garden as the primary intervention component (Hoover et al., 2021; Davis et al., 2015; Landry et al., 2021; Lohr et al., 2021; Monferrer et al., 2022) or adding physical activity options such as walking 1-mile before school (Breheny et al., 2020; Butler et al., 2011; Morris et al., 2019; Qi et al., 2021). In general, analysis of the programs showed that participants increased their fruit and vegetable intake and their willingness to try new foods at school and home, increased academic achievement, increased PA behaviors, better peer and teacher relationships, increased knowledge of nutrition and executive functioning improved (Landry et al., 2021; Lohr et al., 2021; Morris et al., 2019; Qi et al., 2021; Jenkinson Kate et al., 2014). Many of these programs were implemented in disadvantaged schools (see Supplementary material 1). From the initial multicomponent project the ICO team drafted, the school team suggested focusing on nutrition components to develop the HP modules.




Stage 2—co-developing HP modules

The teams from ICO and Nelson Mandela met over a series of seven meetings to brainstorm and plan HP modules which included curriculum add-ins and hands-on workshops. Based on the needs analysis conducted during stage 1, the modules allowed the teachers to develop equality through math and science and go further into scientific learning to engage their students and elicit a sense of curiosity through hands-on experimentation. The team developed and validated three different HP modules throughout the year to integrate into the curriculum (see Figure 2).


[image: Flowchart detailing three stages of a project methodology and results. Stage 1 involves consultations and stakeholder identification. Stage 2 focuses on needs assessment and module development. Stage 3 includes feasibility testing and parental satisfaction surveys. Results for each stage highlight project needs, modules developed, resources acquired, and student participation and satisfaction levels.]
FIGURE 2
 Project stages from methods to results.


The first module was titled “Taste and Science week” with the lead teachers developing the in-class lessons based on nutrition science of the cycle of life of apples. The ICO team researched age-appropriate support tools and educational resources including items such as a nutrition boardgame (Le p'tit toque), a child-based food pyramid and informative nutrition websites with interactive tools for children (mangerbouger.fr, www.lapomme.org, tabledesenfants.com) Three hands-on workshops were developed for this module: (1) a visit to an apple orchard, (2) blinded apple taste test, and (3) a cooking lab. The second module was titled “Nutrition Weeks” and spanned 5-weeks. The curriculum add-ins were developed for students to understand different types of diets, categories of foods, energy benefits of foods, and the concept of balanced diets. The coordinating workshop, in week 5, had students work in groups to classify foods based on the food pyramid and macro nutrients. Finally, the third module, titled “Breakfast week,” focused on creating healthy breakfasts. Add-in lessons were based around students moving through stations to discover common breakfast foods, create appetizing breakfasts with pictures and drawing what they eat for breakfast. This module's workshop invited student families to the school for a healthy breakfast (see Table 1). After each module, the transdisciplinary team met to discuss implementation feedback in order to improve subsequent modules. After validation by the team, all modules were made available to teachers from 1st grade (CP) to 5th grade (CM2) via the shared school drive (see Supplementary material 2 for modules).


TABLE 1 Health promotion modules.

[image: A structured table detailing educational modules focused on nutrition and food-related activities. The modules are divided into "Taste & Science week," "Nutrition weeks," and "Breakfast weeks," each with specific curriculum add-ins, hands-on workshops, and corresponding teaching tools. Activities include apple-related learning, food classification, diet education, and family breakfast events, supported by instructional materials like books, videos, recipes, and games.]



Stage 3—implementing HP modules

In total, 214 students from 1st grade (CP) to 5th grade (CM2) participated in at least one module throughout the 2023–2024 academic year. The “Taste and Science Week” module was implemented in all 10 classes with the two 1st grade teachers slightly modifying the curriculum to adapt to a younger age group (6–7 years old). The “Nutrition Weeks” module was conducted by eight classes with the 1st grade classes not implementing this module and the 4th and 5th grade classes modifying it to adapt to the higher grade level. Finally, the “Breakfast Weeks” module was conducted by three classes, 2nd, 3rd, and 5th grade, with families from all of the classes being invited to participate in the workshop. In order to welcome as many families as possible, these workshops were conducted over 4 consecutive Mondays with the children developing balanced menus during the lesson add-ins. In total, 49–55 people were registered for each of the four breakfast workshops. However, on average about half of those registered actually attended.

Each in-class lesson for the HP add-ins lasted between 30 and 45-min incorporated into the math or science classes while the hands-on workshops were scheduled for 60-min to complement math and science curricula. During each in-class lesson, at least one volunteer helped facilitate the add-ins. Because workshops were resource intensive, 4–5 volunteers helped and additional financial support was required, for instance, purchasing ingredients for cooking labs, breakfasts and teaching materials such as posters, games and handouts. A total of 20 responses were received from a workshop satisfaction survey reporting that, 85% were satisfied with the breakfast workshop experience. Only 10% of respondents thought that their typical breakfast was “always” balanced, whereas 45% responded “sometimes” or “rarely.” Sixty percent of the respondents said they were “missing fruits and vegetables” and 25% mentioned “protein” was missing from their daily breakfasts. Three quarters of participants responded that this was a learning experience, with comments such as “learning about food categories,” “adding oats into yogurt” and “not to forget fat” when planning meals. Only, one respondent mentioned that “their children already knew” the information. More than half of respondents (55%) said they would reproduce the breakfast at home, 35% responded with “maybe” and only 10% said “no.” One responded commented that “it is difficult to get children to like and try new things.” Finally, 100% responded that they enjoyed themselves during the breakfast.




Discussion

This case study provides insights into building collaborative partnerships to implement HP modules in a primary school located in a disadvantaged community in France. It adds to the growing body of evidence suggesting HPS needs support with development, implementation and capacity building (McIsaac et al., 2015; van Dongen et al., 2023, 2021). This is especially true when considering schools in disadvantaged communities which often have less resources and overtaxed teachers, proving to be barriers to HP implementation (St Leger, 2000).

Although the lead teachers were motivated to develop an HP project under the NEFE framework, they needed external assistance. Therefore, the current study created a collaborative partnership to help develop the school team's capacity and provide multiple resources for teachers to implement HP modules. This collaborative approach enabled the primary school teachers to effectively modify and embed the HP modules into math and science curricula, as reported in similar studies (Bentsen et al., 2020). This reflects the school's ability to strengthen its “capacity as a setting for healthy living, learning and working” as defined in the SHE framework (Darlington et al., 2021; WHO and UNESCO, 2021; van Dongen et al., 2023). Studies suggest that HPS, which benefit from external collaborations, gain outside perspectives, increase sustainability and community capacity building (van Dongen et al., 2023, 2021). Consistent with other studies (McIsaac et al., 2015; Boot et al., 2010), the school and city teams recognized that the contribution of external experts was vital in the planning and implementation of HP modules. Interacting with the schoolchildren allows them to benefit from scientific projects, which is not always as readily available in disadvantaged schools compared to advantaged counterparts (OCDE, 2012, 2019). According to the teachers, students reported increased interest in math and science lessons when incorporating real-world HP applications, such as those during group workshops. Working together and combining classes from several grade levels encourages an enriched learning experience, social interactions and allows older students to become peer assistants which increases the adoption of healthy behaviors (Bentsen et al., 2020; Jenkinson Kate et al., 2014; Dodd et al., 2022).

HP modules were successfully implemented in various forms in all 1st through 5th grade classrooms nevertheless, several classes had to modify certain aspects to better coordinate with their agendas and student's grade level. This finding reminds us that HPS is not “one-size-fits-all” approach (Judd et al., 2001) but rather HP modules should be flexible to fit with different timetables, interests, grade levels and vulnerabilities. Additionally, when planning modules, it helps to have both in-class learning followed-up by hands on activities (Bentsen et al., 2020) such as the developed workshops. Not only does this reinforce the classroom lesson but it touches on various learning styles which has proven to be important when learning new skills, especially for at risk children (Carbo and Hodges, 1988). During the final meeting, a lead teacher mentioned that some of the workshops “may be too disconnected from the students' everyday reality” and therefore promoting healthy behaviors need to be repeated and supported in many settings where children live to elicit long-term behavior change (Lewallen et al., 2015). For example, a systematic review suggested that increasing availability of healthy foods offered at schools combined with peer involvement and support from home may be an effective strategy for sustainable change (Calvert et al., 2019).

Unlike previous studies (van Dongen et al., 2023), the school team excelled at translating generated ideas into an action plan (lesson add-ins and workshops). This may be due in part to the implementation strategies, which are known facilitators (Langford et al., 2015; Whelan et al., 2018) when incorporating HP into school curricula. Similar to previous studies, this case study relied upon the strategy of embedding HP modules as lesson “add-ins” (Bentsen et al., 2020) to not overwhelm the teachers and increase burden on overloaded schedules, which was a reported barrier by teachers in the study by St Leger (2000).

Where this case study seemed to stall was active participation of parents and volunteers. This is a common issue with parental involvement being a resource and an important factor for successful HP implementation with their children but also a previously reported challenge (Clelland et al., 2013). Other settings, such as sports clubs have also encountered challenges of engaging volunteers during HP implementation (Donaldson et al., 2021). Some parents may face hesitancy to participate in school programs, due to language or education barriers (Kalubi et al., 2023) which could be amplified in disadvantaged communities such as Sillon de Bretagne. For example, during the “Breakfast Monday” workshops, parents were invited to attend by signing-up with an online form. Each workshop had 50 places available for students and family members with sign-ups showing full engagement but actual participation during the workshops averaged about half of them. It is worth noting that HP program development is iterative and adjustments must be made to ensure sustainability. An iterative process was necessary to improve from one module to the next. For example, during several hands-on workshops, it was discovered that implementing a workshop first thing in the morning early in the week was poor planning. To address challenges to parental involvement in HP school programs, tailoring the schedule to allow for timely reminders should be one of the implementation strategies to increase successful HPS programs (Thornton et al., 2016; Fung et al., 2012; Langford et al., 2014).



Practical implications and conclusions


Practical implications

Schools are a particularly relevant setting to promote healthy behaviors in at-risk children, especially those living in disadvantaged communities. HP programs in this setting must consider the specific nature of the targeted students (i.e., disadvantaged community), those who implement programs (i.e., teachers, volunteers), and how to ensure sustainability (i.e., multi-year program). To increase efficacy, they should reflect the five factors from the SHE framework (Darlington et al., 2021; WHO and UNESCO, 2021). For example, this case study embedded HP modules in math and science curricula which were reinforced informally though workshops. The school director and lead teachers played an intrinsic role in developing the HP modules and making them accessible throughout the school. They provided additional support to other teachers by responding to questions and helping them implement HP modules. This study was supported by community members including an apple farm, the parent's association and the city's mayor demonstrating the importance of collaborative work to develop and implement the intervention. Finally, families and volunteers were invited to participate in workshops to support the program. Sustainability is a concern when promoting health, especially in schools in disadvantaged communities. Using HP modules integrated into curricula is a previously used strategy to improve sustainability (Burt et al., 2017). Therefore, additional HP modules are planned to extend over 2-years with one module implemented in each academic period (5 per year). This allows for healthy nutrition reinforcement through multiple themes across grade levels.



Limitations

Several limitations to this case study should be noted. First, this study only included one school in a disadvantaged neighborhood to test the feasibility of embedding HP module into existing curricula. Future studies can benefit from scaling-up to increase the number of schools to overcome issues related to selection bias, sample size and transferability. Second, no formal evaluation was conducted outside of the final meeting with the lead teachers. Analyzing results through qualitative interviews with teachers, students and families and quantitative data such as academic performance and dietary changes, will help prove efficacy of HPS programs and allow for more evidence-driven result reporting. Finally, this study was limited to 1 academic year. However, the study to extend to the following academic year to reinforce learned knowledge and increase sustainability.



Conclusions

This case study reinforces the idea that school-based HP requires motivated partners willing to co-create HP initiatives. Partnerships between transdisciplinary teams help co-create and support evidence-driven programs. Results from this study strengthen the argument that teachers require additional resources and support from leadership within their school. Additionally, they can greatly benefit from experts to generate ideas and help develop flexible HP modules and embed them in daily curricula. Similar HP initiatives can go far beyond one school by reaching more families, multiple schools and including neighboring communities. Further research is needed to evaluate indicators such as sustainability, transferability, student performance and health behavior change in the short and long-term. From a global context, although this case study was developed and implemented within a French elementary school, elements and ideas were drawn from the evidence review which included several countries such as the United States, England, France, and Australia. Thus, it has increased the evidence that health promotion within schools can be a transdisciplinary, valuable undertaking for all stakeholders including the school's staff, community partners, students, and families.
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The ancient Greek educational system, based on paideia, sought to shape well-rounded citizens through the integration of physical and intellectual education, thus promoting a balance between body and mind. This educational philosophy, centered on holistic development, was embodied in institutions such as the gymnasium, where physical training not only strengthened the body but also enhanced the character and morality of young people. In the current context, scientific studies have shown that physical activity within the academic environment significantly improves both physical and mental health, enhances cognitive performance, and counteracts increasingly prevalent issues in our society, such as sedentary behavior, obesity, depression, and anxiety among students. Despite this evidence, current educational systems tend to prioritize intellectual learning over physical education, posing a challenge for modern education. Given that most students lack sufficient time for exercise, there is a growing need to reform school curricula to more effectively integrate movement and exercise. This review examines the educational value of paideia and the Greek gymnasium as fundamental historical antecedents for contemporary educational systems, exploring studies that support the need to place greater emphasis on physical activity and various models that can be implemented in the actual academic context. Likewise, different barriers, challenges and opportunities for a better integration of physical activity in modern educational systems will be summarized as well. Drawing inspiration from the Greek model of body–mind integration can offer a more balanced and health-oriented approach to student development, promoting not only their physical and mental well-being but also their readiness to face contemporary challenges.
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1 Introduction

Since ancient times, education has been conceived as a comprehensive process encompassing both intellectual and physical development. In ancient Greece, this concept was central to the ideal of paideia, an educational philosophy aimed at forming well-rounded citizens capable of actively contributing to society in mind, body, and spirit. The Greeks held a firm belief that academic learning and physical conditioning were inseparable components of education; this philosophy was embodied in institutions such as the gymnasium, where young people not only trained their bodies but also prepared in moral, social, and civic skills (Demirel and Yıldıran, 2013). Physical activity, within this framework, not only strengthened the body but also enhanced character and intellect, creating citizens equipped to face the challenges of public and private life (Tountas, 2009).

Currently, a growing body of scientific studies has begun to reaffirm the importance of this holistic vision of education. Numerous studies highlight the benefits of integrating physical activity into academic settings, indicating that movement and exercise not only improve students’ physical health but also enhance cognitive performance, concentration, and emotional well-being (Cappelen et al., 2017; Fraile-Martinez et al., 2024). Evidence suggests that, as in ancient Greece, modern educational systems can benefit from an approach that combines physical development with academic learning, promoting an education that fosters not only intellectual skills but also a healthy, balanced lifestyle (Tountas, 2009; Young, 2005). However, we currently face a radically different situation, as sedentary behavior has become a growing problem in our society, linked to a range of health issues, underscoring the urgent need to address these inactive habits from early childhood (Bull et al., 2020; Hanifah et al., 2023; Park et al., 2020).

This article argues that the ancient Greek concept of paideia provides valuable insights for modern education systems, particularly in the integration of physical and intellectual education to foster holistic student development. By revisiting the Greek approach, this study highlights the potential benefits of incorporating structured physical education within academic curricula to enhance not only physical health but also cognitive and socio-emotional skills. Having this aim, we firstly review the educational value of paideia and the Greek gymnasium as relevant historical antecedents for modern educational systems, examining the scientific evidence supporting the integration of physical activity within academic environments. In doing so, it aims to highlight how the Greek perspective on education and physical conditioning was not only revolutionary in its time but may also offer solutions to contemporary educational challenges. Finally, practical conclusions and a call for action will be drawn based on the insights that the Greek model of holistic education can offer for modern education.



2 Physical activity as a pivotal element of the Greek education (paideia)


2.1 The Greek idea of holistic education

Education in Ancient Greece promoted the holistic development of citizens through the balance of body and mind, an idea embodied in the concept of kalokagathia, meaning beauty and goodness. This ideal encouraged physical and moral excellence through activities designed to strengthen both body and character, encompassing physical activity, the arts, arithmetic, and other disciplines, with the gymnasium serving as the venue for these various pursuits (Demirel and Yıldıran, 2013).

For the Greeks, exercise contributed to the transmission of values as valuable as they were diverse, applicable both to the battlefield and to athletic practice, including discipline, courage (andreia), excellence (areté), balance (sofrosyne), competition (agon), and glory (kleos) (Echeverría Rey, 2010). Over time, gymnasiums grew increasingly central in the urban landscape, eventually becoming one of the essential public spaces in every Greek polis. Additionally, the aristocracy’s interest in the educational system grew, with the gymnasium emerging as a hub of civic education for future generations. During the Classical period, however, it was due to prominent figures like Hippocrates of Cos, Plato, and Aristotle that physical conditioning and intellectual training were integrated within an academic context, presenting a unified approach to exercising the body and enriching the soul. Beginning with Hippocrates, considered the father of medicine in the Western world, his focus was primarily on medicine rather than education per se; however, his writings contributed to a holistic view of well-being in Ancient Greece. Hippocrates, a strong proponent of humoral theory, emphasized the importance of moderate exercise as a way to balance the body’s humors, prevent disease, and support overall health. He recognized that both excessive and insufficient exercise could lead to health issues, suggesting that exercise should be tailored to individual needs and conditions. In Book I of Regimen, he noted, “Even when all this is known, the care of a man is not yet complete, because eating alone will not keep a man well; he must also take exercise, highlighting the integral relationship between diet and physical activity (Tipton, 2008). He categorized exercises as either natural, which included walking and basic movements, or violent, interpreted as excessive, as it is underlined in Nature of Man where he wrote [101, p. 25]

 Those due to exercise are cured by rest, and those due to idleness are cured by exercise.”



Or in a fragment of the Corpus Hippocraticum (composed by his students and later followers in the 5th and 4th century BC)


Exercises should be neither excessive nor rapid, but always moderate. Take morning walks, sufficient according to one’s personal condition, and after gymnasium exercises suitable to the effort expended. After dinner, one should not walk […] “(Hippocrates, De victu. 1. 82.)
 

Overall, Hippocrates prescribed specific exercise regimens based on patients’ conditions and believed that exercise contributed to physical benefits like increased stature, muscle tone, endurance, and digestion. These views were also shared by his disciples like Diocles, who advised children to visit the gymnasium twice daily for its exercise benefits, whereas older individuals were encouraged to take moderate walks or by another figures like Erasistratus, who similarly prescribed exercise, gymnastic activities, diet, and minimal medication, highlighting the value of lifestyle in maintaining health (Tipton, 2014). Collectively, these physicians underscored the foundational role of balanced physical activity in ancient Greek medicine.

Plato advocated for the importance of combining physical development with intellectual growth to promote a comprehensive education (Patel et al., 2022). Plato means in Greek “broad,” and was allegedly a nickname for the breadth of his shoulders. He was disciple of Socrates, who despite believing that cultivating the mind was the highest form of personal development, also recognized physical education as a necessary activity to strengthen the soul and support mental health. Plato expanded on this idea in The Republic, where he proposed an educational model that integrated gymnastics and music. For instance, in a passage from this work, Plato emphasizes the significance of state planning to ensure an educational system aligned with tradition, where gymnastics is already established as a widespread and appropriate practice among the Greeks.



In brief, this must be firmly instilled in those who are to guard the State, so that they do not inadvertently become corrupt. They must ensure that no innovations in gymnastics and music are introduced contrary to what has been prescribed, fearing when someone claims that the songs most esteemed by men are the most recent ones, sung by the aoidos, that traverse the air (Plato, Republic. 4.424b).

 

In his view, this combination promoted both physical strength and moral and intellectual clarity, which were essential for achieving balance in personality. He believed that neglecting any of these aspects led to disharmony, resulting in individuals who were either excessively aggressive or overly meek. In his vision of an ideal state, citizens—especially warriors—needed both mental agility and physical strength, enabling them to defend the polis and comprehend the philosophical principles underpinning their government (Stonehouse et al., 2011):



…are not intended the one to train body, the other mind, except incidentally, but to ensure a proper harmony between energy and initiative on the one hand and reason on the other, so we may venture to assert that anyone who can produce the perfect blend of the physical and intellectual sides of education and apply them to the training of character, is producing harmony of far more importance (Plato, Republic. 3. 411e412a).

 

Aristotle, a disciple of Plato who later established his own school in Athens, regarded physical education as an essential component of the Greek educational system. In fact, his philosophical school came to be known as the Peripatetics (from the Greek peripatētikós, meaning ‘walking around’), as Aristotle was characterized by teaching his students through deep learning and discussions while walking (Murphy and Mannion, 2021). Thus, Aristotle argued that exercise not only favored physical development but was also crucial for mental health, as good physical condition contributed to the well-being of the soul. In his work Politics, he posits that physical training should be prioritized, as a healthy and well-formed body produced robust youths capable of defending the city during times of war and contributing to its well-being in times of peace. He also believes that education should include a combination of moderate physical exercise and intellectual activities, tailored to the age and development of each individual. For example, in Book IV of Politics, he specifically refers to training, delineating the importance of paidotribia (the art of physical training) to adapt to the demands and requirements of students, thus ensuring beneficial rather than detrimental execution in youth:



In all the arts and sciences that do not limit themselves to one part, but comprehensively encompass a certain genre with the regimes of objects, it is proper for a single discipline to consider what corresponds to each genre: for example, which exercise is suitable for which body and what is the best (since the most perfect and naturally gifted necessarily deserves the best exercise), and what exercise, in general, is appropriate for the majority (as this is also the task of gymnastics); moreover, if someone does not desire the appropriate physical constitution or knowledge for competition, it will likewise be the duty of the gymnastics instructor and trainer to provide him at least with that capacity” (Aristotle. Politics. 4.1288b).

 

For Aristotle, therefore, education must balance physical, intellectual, and emotional development, thus ensuring a comprehensive formation of the individual.



2.2 Origin, evolution and structure of the gymnasiums. The integrated model of Greek education

While debated, the origin of the first gymnasiums can be traced chronologically between the late 7th century BCE and the mid-6th century BCE, during the Archaic period. These spaces, located outside city walls and lacking a fully defined architectural layout, were associated with two types of physical activities. First, closely tied to Greek mythological folklore and emerging from a martial culture, they served as tools for urban elites to maintain their warriors (hoplites) in good condition. The second possibility lies in the increasing popularity of athletic competitions in Greek society, such as the celebration of the first Olympic Games in 776 BCE, later joined by other prominent events belonging to the Panhellenic Games or the Herean Games (Scanlon, 2002). The prestige and recognition achieved not only by the athlete but also by the victorious polis underscored the importance of creating specialized infrastructure for training amidst growing competitiveness among the participating city-states. Furthermore, the Games were an integral part of religious life in Ancient Greece, honoring gods and heroes through their celebration. Major figures from mythology were associated with physical attributes such as Hermes’ speed or Heracles’ superhuman strength, and they were venerated by athletes in competitions like the Hermaia or the Herakleia. Although the military factor seems to have been the initial trigger for gymnasium development, the competitive performance aspect also became a major driver at the societal level. In any case, both aspects appear fundamental for understanding the foundations of Hellenic physical culture, which would progressively be incorporated and integrated into the Greek educational system.

With the diversification of populations across Europe and Asia following the conquests of Alexander the Great, a disciple of Aristotle, there was a search for a unified educational model that could integrate those aspects inherent to their culture and propagate them throughout the Greek ecumene. The objective was to enhance the mental and physical development of youth, which complemented one another. The paideia reflects Greek unity, symbolizing civilization in contrast to the barbarians, and the gymnasium should be considered its material representation (Appelboom et al., 1988).

The archaeological evolution of Greek gymnasiums highlights their transformation from informal training areas in rural spaces to well-defined architectural structures by the 4th century BCE. The Hellenistic gymnasium was equipped with infrastructure suitable for physical practice and intellectual training (Paganini, 2021): The palestra was the center for wrestling, combat sports and different types of strength training and the stadium (for running and other athletic events). These spaces were not merely for sports and these spaces could be often used for intellectual training. Thus, they embodied the Greek concept of paideia, which emphasized the harmonious development of body and mind. The xystos, a covered running track, and the paradromis, an open-air track, provided facilities for training under different conditions, while adjacent loutra (baths) and apodyteria (changing rooms) supported hygiene and recovery. They included exedras—semi-circular benches where philosophical and rhetorical discussions took place—along with ephebia (youth training rooms), acrotéria (lecture halls), and libraries. These spaces were essential for the education of young Greek men, particularly the ephebes, who underwent both military and philosophical instruction under the guidance of gymnasiarchs and scholars (García Sánchez, 2015). This integration of physical and intellectual training reflected the Greek ideal of a well-rounded citizen. As Hellenistic influence spread, gymnasiums became key urban institutions across regions like Asia Minor, Egypt, and Bactria, adapting to different cultural settings. Even under Roman rule, many gymnasiums merged with bath complexes, but their dual function as centers for both athletic and intellectual formation persisted, particularly in the eastern provinces of the Empire. Indeed, the gymnasiums can be considered authentic universities of the Ancient World, possessing specialized spaces and gathering the best educators for teaching and knowledge-seeking (Delvoye, 1960).

Although Greek education and the gymnasium represented a unified model, there were specific differences among the various regions of the Greek World. To pinpoint a prototypical model of this educational framework, one must refer to the Athenian efebía. It is worth highlighting Aristotle once again (Aristot. Const. Ath. 42.), who provides valuable information about its functioning. Once the Athenian adolescent reached the age of 18, he was required to undergo physical training applied to the military sphere, confirmed by the ekklesía as a representative of the demos. Skills in combat, proficiency with weapons, endurance running, wrestling practices such as pankration, and javelin throwing were part of the physical training the youths received (García Sánchez, 2015). In addition to military service itself, the ephebe was also expected to develop intellectually. The subjects covered ranged from grammar to arithmetic, including literature and philosophy, although the disciplines evolved over the centuries, always maintaining both a practical and theoretical foundation. Additionally, values such as discipline and commitment to the homeland were instilled in them, indicating the complex social, moral, and cultural training they underwent (Marrou, 1982). The ideals of the fully recognized citizen encompassed a love for knowledge, the pursuit of aesthetics, deep sensitivity, unwavering ethics, and exceptional physical ability—both body and mind were considered equally important.

On the other hand, inherited from a warrior culture, the Spartan agoge consisted of a complex and strict military training program from ages 7 to 30, aiming for physical excellence in the art of war, placing less emphasis on literacy and other academic disciplines (Although, similar to almost all educational systems, a wide variety of changes in its structure can be recognized throughout the time it was established, although the precise structure of these changes is not explored in this article). It is noteworthy that, while most Greek states included only males in the educational system, Spartan women received greater education compared to those from other states and were also physically trained. In general terms, they enjoyed more independence, and despite they were mainly educated to be mothers of warriors they had more responsibilities when the men were under military obligations (Demirel and Yıldıran, 2013; Tipton, 2014). Howsoever, physical activity formed an integral part of the educational and social process in Ancient Greece, consolidating a cultural ideal that valued the balance between physical abilities and the moral and spiritual training of the citizen. This evolution laid the groundwork for a culture in which the holistic development of the individual was seen as essential for the well-being of the polis.

Overall, the worship and training of the body and its interdependence with intellectual and moral education represent a characteristic sign of Greek civilization. This interest manifests in multiple dimensions, from mythology and the artistic idealization of the athlete to philosophy and medicine, reflecting a culture that understood that physical well-being was intrinsically linked to intellectual and spiritual development. For the Greeks, the balance between body and mind was essential both as a display of virtue and for fulfilling civic and military responsibilities in a society that valued both physical strength and mental acuity. The Greek educational ideal, later assimilated by Roman culture, embodies the ideal expression of the Latin phrase “mens sana in corpore sano” (Juvenal 4.10).




3 From paideia to the present times: the need to integrate physical activity into modern educational systems

The Greek paideia model illustrates how this civilization regarded the education of the body and mind as an inseparable entity. From a contemporary perspective, it is clear that this system was not perfect and should not be idealized, as it included aspects that modern society strives to overcome—such as the exclusion and limitation of women’s education and the restriction of learning opportunities for certain social classes. Additionally, one might argue that this educational approach was designed to foster a strong collective identity, potentially limiting an individual’s ability to develop according to their own ideas and needs; thus, providing the State significant power over the individual. These issues could lead to profound philosophical discussions, which, however, fall beyond the scope of this paper.

Our objective is solely to highlight how the ancient Greeks were pioneers in the Western world in integrating physical, mental, and spiritual education. Furthermore, we argue that adopting similar principles—adapted with modern strategies and approaches—could greatly benefit contemporary educational systems.

This section will discuss the role of physical education and physical activity (or rather the limited emphasis placed on them) within today’s educational landscape. It will present existing scientific evidence on the importance of incorporating physical activity in educational systems to promote health, cognitive functions, and academic performance. In parallel, we will explore various educational strategies and models that increasingly support physical activity as a key element in the education of young people. Finally, we will discuss current barriers and issues to address to integrate physical activity in modern educational systems.


3.1 Physical activity in the current educational system

For the Greeks, body and mind were to be understood and developed in tandem (primarily in the physical setting of the gymnasium), an approach also supported by various Eastern cultures in their historical traditions (Chan and Chow, 2001). However, Cartesian Thought came to dominate the Western World, asserting that the nature of the body and mind are entirely distinct and can exist and function independently (Thibaut, 2018). For Descartes, the body was an extended, material but unthinking substance subject to mechanical laws, while the mind was unextended, immaterial, and capable of thought, not bound by these same laws (Mehta, 2011). Despite the undeniable impact of the French philosopher on society and scientific methods, recent literature has largely refuted this claim, showing that the body and mind are interdependent entities (Soulé et al., 2022). In other words, the mind affects the body and vice versa, a concept increasingly emphasized by fields such as medicine to maximize health, prevent, and even treat a wide variety of conditions (Dossett et al., 2020), just as Hippocrates and other ancient physicians supported.

Beyond its medical implications, fitness is growing in importance and popularity worldwide. Numerous studies have highlighted that personal training, fitness certification, exercise as medicine, the use of certified fitness professionals, functional fitness training, small-group training, high-intensity interval training, senior fitness programs, rehabilitation classes, and bodyweight training (calisthenics) represent some of the most prominent global fitness trends in 2023 (Batrakoulis et al., 2023; Kercher et al., 2023; Thompson, 2023). However, the topic of physical training or fitness applied to young people in educational settings does not currently receive as much attention, despite a growing body of scientific literature supporting its significance within the educational system (Fraile-Martinez et al., 2024).

The 21st century is marked by significant changes, showcasing unique distinctions compared to other eras and Greek society. While wars and physical labor persist, they do so on a much smaller scale than in past centuries. Educational systems must adapt to our contemporary world, where physical training, though no longer as essential as in the past, remains necessary for many reasons in today’s landscape. Modern systems are often overloaded with essential subjects such as Mathematics, Language, Foreign Languages, and various branches of Science and Humanities. However, this structure often underestimates other areas crucial for students’ holistic development, such as physical education.

Recent scientific literature suggests that current levels of physical activity in schools are insufficient. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), children and adolescents (aged between 5 and 17 years old) should do, at least, 60 min of moderate to vigorous physical activity (Bull et al., 2020). A systematic review encompassing 29 studies conducted between 1987 and 2019 found that children and adolescents accumulated an average of only 14 to 68 min of moderate to vigorous physical activity during school hours, with adolescents achieving between 13 and 28 min. Less than a quarter of students met the recommended 30 min of moderate to vigorous physical activity during school hours, a gap particularly pronounced among girls and adolescent females (Grao-Cruces et al., 2020). Recess and extracurricular activities offer additional avenues for moderate to vigorous physical activity, but the limited time allocated to recess (around 30 min in many cases) and research findings indicate that these activities generally contribute insufficiently to overall physical activity levels (Daly-Smith et al., 2019; Grao-Cruces et al., 2019; Reilly et al., 2016). Moreover, studies suggest that students spend almost two-thirds of their school hours in sedentary behaviors (Egan et al., 2019), highlighting a major limitation of current educational systems.

The present situation poses a substantial challenge for educational systems, underscoring the need for changes at various levels (individual, family, school, and population) to enhance the quality and preparedness of education, equipping young people for life in the current world (Daly-Smith et al., 2019). The Greek system and conception of integrating body and mind into education is another example that could help improve society on multiple levels. Hereafter, the various effects and mechanisms by which physical activity benefits the educational system will be summarized.



3.2 Benefits from physical activity in educational systems

One of the primary reasons for promoting and implementing physical activity more extensively within our society is for its health benefits. Appropriate health at both the individual and population levels is fundamental for student formation and their development into functional adults. There exists a direct and bidirectional relationship between health and academic performance (Agnafors et al., 2021; Fraile-Martinez et al., 2024; Shaw et al., 2015). According to the biopsychosocial model (Bolton and Gillett, 2019), health results from the interaction of various biological, psychological, and social variables. Physical activity has demonstrated significant biological, psychological, and social benefits.

Biologically, physical activity protects against chronic diseases related to stress and inflammation by optimizing physiological and neuroendocrine stress responses, promoting an anti-inflammatory state, enhancing neuroplasticity, and facilitating the expression of various growth factors. These effects favor metabolic, cardiovascular, and behavioral resilience (Silverman and Deuster, 2014). Psychosocially, numerous studies (Donizzetti, 2023; John et al., 2020; Kanning and Schlicht, 2008; LaCaille and Marshall, 2020) have shown that physical activity can improve self-esteem, self-efficacy, and reduce symptoms of anxiety and depression. These benefits are observed across a wide range of populations, from young people to the elderly, regardless of physical ability level. Socially, physical activity often fosters social integration and improves interpersonal skills, as it frequently takes place in group or community settings, facilitating social interaction and a sense of belonging.

Furthermore, individuals who participate in exercise programs tend to report greater life satisfaction and subjective well-being, as physical exercise often generates a sense of achievement and personal control, both key for maintaining positive mental health. Additionally, physical exercise has shown its capacity to enhance cognitive functions, such as processing speed, memory, and executive function across ages, with the most noticeable benefits seen in children, youth, and older adults (Erickson et al., 2019). Finally, factors like resilience and stress management help people better face adversity. Adopting an active lifestyle is influenced by variables such as self-efficacy and enjoyment of exercise, suggesting that physical activity not only improves physical and mental health but also global quality of life and social well-being (John et al., 2020).

On the other hand, conditions like obesity, major depressive disorder (MDD), generalized anxiety disorder (GAD), or precursor stages such as overweight, depressive episodes, or anxiety are increasingly prevalent worldwide, not only among adults or older individuals but also in children and increasingly younger subjects (Lu et al., 2024; Phelps et al., 2024; Santomauro et al., 2021; Sørensen et al., 2022). Studies indicate that approximately 1 in 5 children and adolescents display or have displayed signs of depression, with a notable increase over time (Lu et al., 2024), while other studies report similar figures for anxiety and overweight (Racine et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2024). These conditions often coexist, as overweight and obesity are directly associated with depression and other mental health issues, which in turn also manifest in various bodily changes (Öz and Kıvrak, 2023), further supporting the previously mentioned body–mind integration.

The rise in obesity, overweight, depression, and anxiety among students has profound effects on the educational system. These conditions can impair academic performance due to cognitive difficulties, such as challenges in concentration and information processing, which translate to low academic results and a higher risk of school dropout (Lindberg et al., 2020). Additionally, mental health problems like depression and anxiety are directly linked to chronic absenteeism and social disconnection, complicating school integration and increasing dropout likelihood (Rogers et al., 2024).

Sedentary behavior or physical inactivity is not the sole cause of these conditions; however, it is a key contributing factor to these health issues (Hanifah et al., 2023). Sedentary behavior is any waking behavior characterized by an energy expenditure of ≤1.5 metabolic equivalents (MET) while sitting, reclining, or lying down (Tremblay et al., 2017). Physical inactivity, in turn, is defined as an insufficient level of physical activity to meet current physical activity recommendations. For children and adolescents aged 5 to 17, this entails an average of at least 60 min per day of moderate to vigorous physical activity, primarily aerobic, along with at least 3 days per week of vigorous activity, especially strength training (Bull et al., 2020). A 2016 systematic review showed that sedentary behavior, as well as excessive screen and electronic device time, is related to poorer self-rated health (Zhang et al., 2020). Although certain sedentary activities, such as reading, painting, or studying, are beneficial for cognitive development and have a positive educational impact, prolonged sedentary behavior, even in these activities, also has negative effects on cardiovascular and metabolic health (Chaput et al., 2020). Various countries across continents have established guidelines recommending limiting recreational screen time to less than 2 h per day, adjusted by age, along with ensuring minimum recommended levels of physical activity for children and adolescents (Liu et al., 2024).

All biopsychosocial effects on health also benefit students’ academic performance. Interventions in populations less exposed to physical exercise, including children and adolescents who are overweight or obese, with mental health problems, or particularly girls and female adolescents, show heightened responses and academic benefits from physical activity (Cadenas-Sanchez et al., 2020; Gordon et al., 2018; Van Dusen et al., 2011). Besides, the long-term impacts of integrating physical activity into education extend far beyond immediate academic and cognitive benefits, influencing lifelong health habits and overall well-being. Research suggests that early exposure to structured physical activity fosters a greater likelihood of maintaining an active lifestyle in adulthood, reducing the risk of chronic diseases such as obesity, cardiovascular conditions, and mental health disorders (Harold W. Kohl et al., 2013a). By embedding physical education into school curricula, educational institutions play a crucial role in shaping habits that persist into adulthood, ultimately promoting a healthier and more productive society.

In sum, physical activity influences students’ health and academic performance through various mechanisms, promoting physical, psychological, and social well-being. All of this is fundamental to developing active, well-adapted adults, which is (or should be) the goal of any educational system. Scientific literature has also collected important information regarding different strategies and education models for increasing physical activity and integrating as a part of an holistic education, as will be subsequently discussed.



3.3 Current educational strategies and models for integrating physical activity

Integrating education for both body and mind remains a fundamental yet largely unmet goal in most Western educational systems. As previously discussed, high-quality physical education fosters cognitive, affective, and social competencies, complementing the limitations of traditional academic models by enhancing psychomotor development and collaboration skills. These competencies are essential for comprehensive learning and an active, healthy lifestyle. Systematic reviews and meta-analyses (Dudley et al., 2022; Garciá-Hermoso et al., 2021) indicate that physical education interventions using pedagogical approaches, such as mastery learning and sports education, significantly improve cognitive and social development, as well as emotional and physical learning in students. These findings suggest that a hybrid model integrating PE can enhance academic performance and overall personal development, a particularly relevant outcome as holistic learning and healthy lifestyles gain importance in educational settings.

One key to achieving these benefits is giving greater emphasis to physical education and practice within academic institutions. Other strategies that increase physical activity throughout the day also represent valuable and impactful approaches. As Doherty and Forés-Miravalles accurately highlight, Western educational systems have tended to compartmentalize abstract thinking, emotions, health, and physical activity, despite their interconnected roles in learning (Doherty and Forés Miravalles, 2019).

In terms of recommendations for physical activity, it is advised that at least 50% of PE class time be allocated to moderate or vigorous physical activities. The benefits of dedicating more time to physical education and other opportunities for physical activity far outweigh those of limiting school time solely to academic tasks (Harold W. Kohl et al., 2013b). One potential strategy to be applicated is to enhance physical activity as part of the extracurricular curricula. Wang D et al. (2023) and Wang J. et al. (2023) investigated whether increasing extracurricular outdoor physical activity time affects children’s academic performance in a competitive educational environment. In a randomized clinical trial involving 2,032 children in China, they found that adding 2 h of after-school physical activity did not negatively impact academic scores while significantly improving physical fitness. These findings suggest that increasing outdoor activity time can enhance children’s physical well-being without compromising academic achievement. By enhancing the quality, quantity, and intensity of PE, educational policymakers can maximize children’s potential for an active, healthy, and fulfilling life.

Research also underscores the role of classroom movement breaks (CMB) and Physically Active Learning (PAL), which could be defined as the integration of movement with the delivery of academic content in the classroom. While more studies with consistent experimental designs are needed, a wide range of research suggests that these interventions improve physical activity levels, health, cognitive function, classroom behavior, and academic performance. It also aids in meeting daily physical activity recommendations (Daly-Smith et al., 2018; Martin and Murtagh, 2017; Norris et al., 2015; Watson et al., 2017). Because of this, systematic reviews and meta-analysis show benefits from these types of interventions in all ages. For instance, Norris et al. (2020) included 37 studies preschool or elementary school settings and randomized clinical trials, demonstrating significant benefits from including PALs in lesson-time physical activity small increases on overall physical activity, large improvement in lesson-time educational outcomes and a small improvement in overall educational outcomes, without observing effects on cognitive or health outcomes. A systematic review (Petrigna et al., 2022) examined how academic lessons incorporating physical activity can improve academic performance in primary school children. Findings suggest that these active lessons not only increase physical activity time but also improve motor skills and general academic performance. Muntaner-Mas et al. (2024) included 11 articles with 803 children and adolescents from 6 to 16 years and observed that PAL and active breaks increased academic outcomes, especially in mathematics and language. Lynch et al. concluded from 14 studies with 5,997 university students that PAL and CMBs were feasible in the tertiary setting and increased physical activity, reduce sedentary behavior, increase wellbeing, and reduce fatigue while increasing student focus and attention in class with no detrimental effects on academic performance (Lynch et al., 2022). In a similar way, a systematic review conducted by Martínez-López et al. (2020) including 29 school-based physical activity interventions in children between 6 to 12 years old found that incorporating movement into lessons, breaks, and recess enhanced cognitive and academic performance. A 30-min PAL improves intelligence, spelling, and literacy, with math benefits observed in fine motor-based. CMBs and active recess boost attention, concentration, and executive function, with greater effects when more sessions are included. Lastly, combined physical activity enhances various cognitive and academic skills, including mathematical abilities, inhibition, verbal fluency, working memory, and mental flexibility. Generally, PAAL sessions of at least 10 min of MVPA activate cognition and support long-term academic success. Younger children (under 10) and girls tend to experience broader cognitive and academic benefits, particularly in calculation, reading, spelling, and numeracy, compared to older children and boys. The observed heterogeneity in these systematic reviews indicates that the findings obtained should be interpreted with caution; however, preliminary evidence seems to support the potential role of these types of interventions.

Currently, more studies are being conducted in order to verify and compare interventions like CMBs and PAL in specific populations like adolescents (González-Pérez et al., 2024), whereas some preliminary findings also support significant benefits from these type of modalities in special-need children groups (Meijers et al., 2024). Implementing these strategies in educational settings shows promise in fostering a more active and effective learning environment, improving both physical well-being and cognitive and academic outcomes. Nonetheless, it is also true that to maximize the success of PAL programs, it is essential to address challenges at all levels of the socio-ecological framework: classroom, school, and national policy (Daly-Smith et al., 2019). At the classroom level, programs should enhance teachers’ competence and confidence, provide resources, and promote the use of spaces beyond the classroom, such as playgrounds or gymnasiums. At the school level, active learning should be embedded in the institution’s mission and vision, supported by leadership, governors, and parents. At the national level, educational and health policies should support active learning, and its inclusion in teacher training programs is essential for adequate preparation.

In regions like Norway and Finland, outdoor learning is promoted, integrating nature into lessons, which strengthen emotional well-being and cognitive development. This teaching style combines knowledge from various fields, promotes social skills, and reforce connections with the natural environment, serving to increase physical activity levels (Ratinen et al., 2023; Sarivaara and Uusiautti, 2017; Waite, 2020). In this sense, Wang D et al. (2023) and Wang J. et al. (2023) examined the relationship between outdoor time and academic performance among 3,291 school-aged children. Findings showed a non-linear association, where outdoor time positively correlated with academic performance up to 2.3 h per day, beyond which the effect became non-significant. Similarly, sleep duration and out-of-school learning time followed non-linear patterns, suggesting that promoting outdoor time within optimal limits does not negatively impact academic achievement. In a similar way, (Mann et al., 2023) examined the impact of a 6-month outdoor residential learning program on academic performance, physical activity, and 21st-century skills among 14-15 years old boys. Results showed that outdoor lessons and experiential learning significantly enhanced student motivation, engagement, and skills like communication and critical thinking, with physical activity playing a key role. While motivation declined upon returning to traditional schooling, the program’s benefits in academic engagement and personal development highlight the value of integrating outdoor education into standard curricula.

Furthermore, educational models such as the Waldorf approach, developed by Steiner, represent salutogenic approaches independent of mainstream systems that prioritize physical education, fostering a greater interest and engagement in academic activities such as science (Salchegger et al., 2021). Additional movement-based alternatives, such as Brain Gym, employ structured exercises that integrate eye, head, and cross-body coordination, helping improve stress management, sleep quality, self-esteem, and overall health (Thakre et al., 2024). Some studies have also documented academic performance improvements with such interventions (Ramos-Galarza et al., 2023), although further research is needed to clarify their precise effects (Simons et al., 2016).

Finally, there are some specific examples of academic institutions which have implemented physical activity as a central point of education. For instance, Naperville Central High School (Illinois, USA) in 2005 included the “0th period physical education class.” This program demonstrated that, before starting regular classes in the morning, physical activity leaded to significant improvements in brain function, concentration, memory, and overall classroom performance (Ratey and Hagerman, 2008). This strategy was also implemented in various schools and high schools in other countries like Korea, demonstrating similar benefits when compared to traditional education models (Jeon et al., 2021). Taiiku, in the context of Japanese educational institutions, refers to the integration of physical education as an essential discipline within the curriculum, encompassing both social, medical, and natural sciences, as well as the humanities. The Taiiku approach considers physical education to be fundamental for students’ overall well-being, promoting not only physical development but also emotional and social health. This model focuses on combining physical training with academic development, as seen in educational programs that, although not fully formalized across the Japanese school system, are being voluntarily implemented in various schools (Hayashi, 2022).

Overall, these diverse strategies, approaches, models and examples underscore the importance of physical activity within the educational system, as supported by current scientific literature. The Greeks, pioneers in recognizing these benefits, understood the indissoluble link and interconnection between body and mind in education. We can, therefore, draw valuable lessons from their legacy, which will be summarized below. But before this, it is essential to recognize the current limitations and existing barriers for implementing holistic education models based on the training of the body and the mind.



3.4 Challenges and barriers to successfully implementing physical education in modern educational systems

Despite the many benefits of physical exercise and the positive outcomes obtained from different models, available literature recognizes that the effects of physical activity interventions in schools or high schools are small, even when considering variables like gender and socioeconomic position (Love et al., 2019; Nagrale and Jiandani, 2024). This is explained by several structural, financial, and cultural barriers which impede its successful implementation. Addressing these obstacles is crucial to ensuring that holistic educational models are both feasible and effective across diverse educational contexts.

One of the primary challenges in incorporating physical education into school curricula is the lack of infrastructure and resources in many educational institutions. Schools in low-income areas often deal with inadequate facilities, outdated or insufficient equipment (Adebusoye et al., 2022) Financial constraints also limit the ability to implement comprehensive programs that require investment in sports facilities, extracurricular activities, and specialized training for educators (Nagrale and Jiandani, 2024) To address these structural and financial limitations, policymakers should consider allocating targeted funding for physical education programs, particularly in underprivileged areas. Partnerships with local sports organizations, community centers, or private sponsors can help supplement resources. Additionally, integrating movement-based learning within existing classroom structures—such as incorporating short, structured physical activities into daily lessons—can be a cost-effective alternative that enhances student engagement without requiring significant financial investment.

Beyond logistical issues, cultural perceptions regarding physical education play a significant role in its implementation. In some educational systems, physical education is still seen as secondary to intellectual development, leading to reduced instructional time and lower prioritization. In turn, the students do report that they have not enough time to perform physical activity due to this academic load (Payán et al., 2019). In a systematic review, Nathan et al. (2018) reported that insufficient support from parents, students, or administrators were the most important barriers to implement physical activity in educational settings, along with the lack of equipment, time, staff and facilities. These observations clearly highlight the need to raise awareness among students, families, and educational institutions about the benefits of physical activity, not only for health but also for instruction and development.

On the other hand, studies indicate that girls, particularly in adolescence, perceive more intensely different barriers compared to boys to engage in physical activity, including a lack of time, energy, and motivation; social and environmental obstacles, such as limited parental encouragement, safety concerns, and a preference for sedentary activities, often influenced by peers and smartphone use; and body image concerns, low self-esteem, and fear of judgment (Rosselli et al., 2020). Additionally, in certain cultures, societal expectations regarding gender roles may discourage female participation in sports and physical activities (Deaner et al., 2012; Rasmussen et al., 2021). To promote inclusivity, schools must actively challenge these stereotypes by ensuring that physical education curricula encourage equal participation for all students. Schools can introduce diverse activities that appeal to different interests, moving beyond traditional competitive sports to include dance, martial arts, yoga, and other forms of movement. Furthermore, gender-sensitive policies—such as offering same-gender physical education sessions in regions where mixed-gender activities are culturally discouraged—could help increase participation among girls.

Socioeconomic disparities also impact access to physical education. Students from low-income backgrounds report a confluence of barriers to participation in physical activities, including a desire to avoid potential physical or emotional harm, a perception of exclusion or a lack of inclusion within team environments, financial constraints or prohibitive costs associated with participation, and logistical challenges related to transportation accessibility (Tandon et al., 2021). To this fact it must be added that these children and adolescents tend to exhibit unhealthy behaviors (e.g., early initiation of smoking, exacerbating consumption of high-energy-dense food, altered sleep patterns and involvement in drug abuse) (Gautam et al., 2023). Governments and schools can mitigate this gap by offering free or subsidized sports programs, providing necessary equipment, and promoting school-based health and wellness initiatives that extend beyond the classroom.

Other students´ characteristics such as withdrawal, overweight/obesity, mental health concerns or suffering from bullying may also negatively influence engagement to physical activity in modern educational systems. However, it is more insightful to approach this issue from the opposite perspective. The inclusion of physical activity represents essential aid and support for people suffering from these situations. Available evidence show that students with higher levels of physical activity enjoyment had better grades and perceived higher levels of empathy and interest, better mental health and reduced risk for developing cardiovascular diseases, osteoporosis, and obesity later in life (Berki and Tarjányi, 2022). Besides, physical activity and fitness act as a protective factor against bullying, according to a broad number of studies (Benítez-Sillero et al., 2023; Galán-Arroyo et al., 2023; Garcia-Hermoso et al., 2019). Furthermore, integrating physical education into modern educational systems can foster social inclusion, enhance self-esteem, and improve students’ overall well-being. However, to fully leverage these benefits, it is essential to develop effective strategies that encourage children and adolescents affected by these conditions to engage in physical activity. This can be achieved by diversifying physical education programs to include a variety of activities beyond traditional sports, allowing students to choose options that align with their interests. Additionally, fostering a supportive environment with positive reinforcement, peer encouragement, and family involvement can enhance motivation.

In an increasingly digitalized world, technology presents both challenges and opportunities for physical education. While excessive screen time has contributed to a decline in physical activity among youth, innovative technologies can also serve as tools to encourage movement and engagement. Wearable fitness devices, mobile applications, and gamified exercise programs offer new ways to integrate physical activity into students’ daily routines (Sousa et al., 2023). To leverage technology effectively, schools should explore ways to incorporate digital tools into their physical education curricula. This could include using apps that track movement and set fitness goals, integrating virtual reality sports experiences, or adopting online platforms that encourage physical activity through interactive challenges. Studies suggest that gamified approaches—such as fitness challenges, virtual reality sports, or interactive movement-based learning games—can enhance motivation and participation among students who may not be inclined toward traditional physical education (Pérez-Jorge et al., 2024). However, it is essential to ensure that such technological solutions are accessible to all students, including those in low-resource settings, to avoid exacerbating existing inequalities.

Much of the existing literature on physical education focuses on Western educational systems, but global diversity must be considered when proposing holistic models. For instance, the Second Worldwide Survey on physical education in schools reveals a global disparity between policy commitments and actual implementation, with issues like insufficient curriculum time, underqualified teachers, and inadequate facilities, especially in underdeveloped regions. Rising obesity rates, declining youth fitness, and high dropout levels further highlight the need for action in these countries (Hardman, 2008). Moreover, in culturally distinct regions, the relevance of Western-style sports may be limited, requiring adaptations that align with local traditions and community practices. To ensure global applicability, education policymakers must adopt flexible, context-specific approaches to physical education. In regions with limited infrastructure, outdoor and community-based activities—such as dance or nature-based exercise—can serve as effective alternatives. Additionally, integrating physical education into broader public health initiatives, in collaboration with local organizations, can help promote active lifestyles even in areas where formal sports facilities are lacking.

Collectively, despite the well-documented benefits of integrating physical activity into education, several barriers—ranging from financial and structural limitations to cultural and technological challenges—complicate its implementation. Addressing these issues requires a multi-faceted approach that includes increased funding, inclusive and culturally sensitive policies, the strategic use of technology, and adaptations that consider global educational diversity. By tackling these challenges, schools and policymakers can create an educational model that truly embraces the holistic vision of paideia, ensuring that all students have access to the physical, intellectual, and emotional benefits of integrated education.




4 Practical lessons from the Greek educational system: a call for action

The Greek concept of paideia—a holistic education encompassing both intellectual and physical development—offers valuable lessons that can be adapted to contemporary educational systems. This holistic approach was crucial in a context where physical strength and military readiness were essential for the survival of polis, especially in times of political instability. History as a learning tool allows us to reflect on the achievements and mistakes of past civilizations, and Greek education is not an exception. This civilization showed us that character building, critical thinking, and the integration of body and mind are fundamental to the individual’s development. These lessons, explored throughout this manuscript, are supported by scientific evidence accumulated in recent decades.

Greek education provides a valuable perspective that applies to current challenges, especially regarding the promotion of healthy lifestyle habits. Nowadays, we face significant issues like sedentarism, which has led to alarming increases in physical and mental health issues, with notable biopsychosocial changes not only in the general population but also among students. A remarkable aspect of Greek education was its emphasis on harmony between physical and intellectual education, exemplified by the ideas of Plato and Aristotle. Both philosophers argued that a healthy body contributes to a healthy and well-developed mind and vice versa, underscoring the importance of a balanced curriculum that values not only academic knowledge but also the physical and emotional well-being of students. Besides and according to literature, childhood and adolescence represent a window of opportunity to inculcate healthy habits from early stages, aiding in the prevention of future diseases and ensuring adequate mental and physical development (Fernandez-Jimenez et al., 2018; Kumar et al., 2015).

This balance between intellectual and physical progress provided an education that prepared citizens to play active, responsible roles in society, contributing to character development and essential socio-emotional skills. Greek philosophy held that physical education not only strengthened the body but also cultivated valuable qualities such as discipline and resilience, applicable in both personal and social realms. In the current context, where issues like youth stress and anxiety are on the rise, well-structured physical education can help students better manage stress and develop skills such as self-control, patience, and teamwork. This need highlights the importance of including physical education and various movement-based strategies in school programs to foster more holistic student development. The inclusion of sports and exercise in the school routine, rather than serving merely as a break, could be seen as an essential space for emotional and social growth.

Integrating physical education with intellectual education in the modern educational system could also promote a sense of shared identity, instilling values of discipline, effort, and collaboration. In this way, sports and physical education contribute not only to individual development but also to a “human culture” that fosters a sense of belonging to a global community through universal values of competition and respect. In ancient Greece, the Panhellenic Games, which included the famous Olympic Games, were more than athletic competitions; they were a cultural unity space where all city-states, even those in conflict like Athens and Sparta, identified under a shared system of values and traditions. In this sense, sports competition was a neutral ground where the Greeks recognized their belonging to the same civilization, promoting values of honor, respect, and physical excellence—areté. This integrated approach helps students view sports not just as physical activity but as part of a holistic education that reinforces both character and a sense of identity and unity in a diverse global context.

Conversely, the mistakes of the past, such as the exclusion of certain social classes from the educational system, also provide important lessons. Education must be inclusive and accessible to all, regardless of origin or socioeconomic status, to avoid the inequalities that marked ancient Greece. In this sense, the benefits of unifying educational models independently from the sex — as seen in Spartan education— are well-supported by scientific literature, which even indicates that this approach would especially benefit girls and female adolescents, who currently tend to engage in less physical activity (Rosselli et al., 2020). Despite this, individualization and adaptation of physical activity to each person, as advocated by Aristotle, remain fundamental; and the sex is one of the key variables to consider, especially from adolescence onwards (Fraile-Martinez et al., 2024).

In summary, reflecting on Greek education reminds us that its legacy goes beyond mere knowledge transmission. It invites us to create an educational system that integrates physical and intellectual development, promotes inclusion, and uses history as a guide to building a more balanced and just future. Adapting these teachings to today’s context does not mean replicating the ancient model; rather, it means understanding its core principles and applying them to address the needs and challenges of the contemporary world.

To achieve this transformation, educators, policymakers, and researchers must take concrete steps to enhance the integration of physical education into modern curricula. Policymakers should advocate for the inclusion of holistic education programs in national curricula, emphasizing physical activity as an essential component of cognitive and emotional development. Schools and educators can implement pilot programs that combine academic learning with structured physical education, movement-based learning activities, and mindfulness practices to assess their impact on student well-being and performance. Some existing models or strategies like those discussed in this article could serve as a valuable reference for educational systems. Researchers play a crucial role in further investigating the long-term benefits of integrated education, providing empirical evidence that supports policy changes and educational reform. Collaboration between these sectors is essential to ensure that education evolves to meet the needs of 21st-century students, fostering well-rounded individuals capable of facing modern challenges with resilience, critical thinking, and a deep sense of well-being.
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Research has emphasized the importance of teachers developing their socioemotional competencies to effectively deal with the challenges associated with teaching, considering its impact on their occupational health and wellbeing, namely on the risk of experiencing burnout. However, there is a lack of studies on the relationship between these variables in initial teacher training courses for students. Therefore, explores students attending higher education programs for teaching certification burnout symptoms, examine differences in their burnout symptoms according to sociodemographic and academic factors, and analyze the predictive role of emotional regulation in the explanation of those symptoms. Data were collected using the Emotional Regulation Questionnaire and the Maslach Burnout Inventory—Students Survey. A total of 157 Portuguese students, attending bachelor's and master's degrees in initial teacher training courses, participated in the study. The results showed that students attending higher education courses for teacher training perceived low emotional exhaustion and cynicism and moderate academic efficacy. The criteria for burnout were met by 4.5% of participants, with high variability in burnout scores. Regression models explored how emotional regulation strategies were associated with burnout symptoms, controlling for socio-demographic and academic variables. Before conducting the regression models, we explored associations between both socio-demographic and academic variables and emotional regulation strategies, finding that study cycle and worker-student status were significantly associated with emotional exhaustion, with master's students reporting higher levels of exhaustion compared to bachelor's students, and worker-students reporting lower levels of exhaustion. Additionally, worker-students also exhibited lower levels of cynicism. Regarding academic efficacy, significant differences were found for gender, study cycle, and worker-student status, with females, master's students, and worker-students reporting higher levels of professional efficacy. The results suggest the importance of initial teacher training schools designing and implementing socioemotional learning programs that may promote effective emotional regulation competencies.
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Introduction

In the last few decades, education has experienced numerous challenges (Jennings et al., 2020) and has become more socially and emotionally demanding for students, but particularly for teachers (Jennings, 2011). To deal with these challenges, they must have a variety of skills, including socioemotional competencies such as emotional knowledge and emotional regulation (Goegan et al., 2017). Studies on teachers' emotional experiences have multiplied mainly due to two reasons. Primarily, teachers' emotions affect their relationship with students, the quality of their pedagogical practices, and the classroom climate (Hagenauer and Volet, 2014; Jennings and Greenberg, 2009). Second, teachers' emotions, particularly their emotional regulation competence, influence their wellbeing, job satisfaction, and risk of experiencing burnout (Gross, 2002; Hagenauer and Volet, 2014; Lee, 2019).

Burnout is particularly relevant when analyzing conditions that affect teachers' occupational health and wellbeing. Demanding work conditions and lack of training to deal with them have been highlighted as some of the factors responsible for altering teachers' wellbeing, contributing to a high risk of exhaustion and burnout (Carlotto and Palazzo, 2006; Gomes et al., 2006; Greenberg et al., 2016; Otero-López et al., 2008). This condition has numerous consequences for teachers at an individual level (Mesquita et al., 2013), but also for the organizations where they work, and, inevitably, for the relationships they establish daily with their students (Carlotto, 2002).

Emotional regulation has been identified as a key protection factor against the effects of stress that may be responsible for the development of teachers' burnout (Jennings, 2011). Teachers who have difficulties regulating their emotions in the classroom tend to experience more negative emotions and challenges associated with teaching (Frenzel et al., 2021). In contrast, teachers with higher levels of socioemotional competence can effectively regulate their emotions and maintain their wellbeing (Zaretsky and Katz, 2019) and motivation for the profession (Dung and Zsolnai, 2022), as well as maintain a positive classroom climate that is conducive to students' socioemotional development (Hagenauer and Volet, 2014; Jennings and Greenberg, 2009; Schonert-Reichl, 2017).

There is alarming evidence that teachers are one of the professional groups most vulnerable to burnout (e.g., Candeias et al., 2021; Gárcia-Carmona et al., 2019; Peláez-Fernández et al., 2022) and that its prevalence has increased in recent years, becoming a problem of extreme concern (Benevides-Pereira and Yaegashi, 2009). The initial teacher training period (i.e., the training received by teacher candidates before entering the teaching profession) is the foundation of their professional development (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009). As such, it is a favorable period in which to develop their socioemotional competencies, such as emotional regulation, which in turn may protect them against burnout (Jennings, 2011; Jennings and Greenberg, 2009). As such, this study sought to analyze the burnout experience of students attending higher education courses for becoming a teacher in Portugal and the predictive role of emotional regulation in the explanation of their burnout as students. We planned this study to analyze students' attending higher education courses for becoming a teacher scholar burnout, once authors argue that initial teacher training represents a pivotal period to develop future professionals competencies, including those who will allow future professionals to deal with emotional challenge situations that can lead to future professional burnout.


Teacher's burnout

Burnout is an occupational syndrome that arises due to continuous exposure to stress at work (Maslach, 1993; Maslach et al., 2001; Maslach and Leiter, 2016). This tri-dimensional condition may be characterized by increased emotional exhaustion and depersonalization (or cynicism) and diminished professional efficacy (or lack of professional accomplishment). Emotional exhaustion is the distress dimension of burnout and is characterized by feelings of being emotionally worn-out. Depersonalization represents the interpersonal dimension of burnout and refers to the negative and overly distant response to various aspects of work. Finally, diminished professional efficacy represents the self-assessment dimension of burnout (Maslach et al., 2001), and occurs in the presence of feelings of incompetence, and a lack of satisfaction and productivity at work (Maslach et al., 2001; Maslach and Leiter, 2016).

In recent years, teachers' demanding working conditions (e.g., low salaries, precarious working conditions, excessive bureaucracy, high number of students and classes, disruptive behaviors by students, time pressure to complete some tasks) and the lack of training to deal with them have been suggested as possible explanatory factors of the deterioration of teachers' wellbeing, contributing to the high risk of wearing out and burnout (Carlotto and Palazzo, 2006; Gomes et al., 2006; Greenberg et al., 2016; Otero-López et al., 2008; Peixoto et al., 2018).

Burnout has negative impacts on the individual (Mesquita et al., 2013), interpersonal, and organizational levels (Carlotto, 2002). At the individual level, teachers who experience burnout can see their wellbeing compromised, as well as their self-esteem and personal values (Gomes et al., 2006). Furthermore, they can also become more vulnerable to experiencing depressive symptoms and presenting psychosomatic complaints (Madigan et al., 2023), anxiety (Carroll et al., 2022), insomnia, ulcers, and headaches (Larrivee, 2012; Madigan et al., 2023). Professionally, teachers who experience burnout may show signs of decreased creativity, enthusiasm, and attention to detail in lesson planning. They may also be less friendly toward their students and feel more frustrated with problems in school and a lack of progress from students (Carlotto, 2002). This also has organizational implications. Teachers with burnout may consider leaving the profession (Carlotto, 2002) and show a decrease in work productivity. They may also increase absenteeism (Mesquita et al., 2013) and be more prone to use sick leave to avoid work (Carlotto, 2002). This situation can affect the normal functioning of schools and the education system (Carlotto, 2002). Finally, regarding the teacher–student relationship, teachers diminished occupational wellbeing may have undesirable consequences for their students' academic performance, as the difficulties they experience may be reflected in the quality of their teaching practices, reducing students' learning potential (Gomes et al., 2006).

Consequently, the phenomenon of burnout has become extremely relevant (Benevides-Pereira and Yaegashi, 2009) and has been the subject of research worldwide. Studies across the world (e.g., Arvidsson et al., 2019; Bozkuş, 2018; Gárcia-Carmona et al., 2019; Marić et al., 2020; Peláez-Fernández et al., 2022), including Portugal (e.g., Candeias et al., 2021; Gomes et al., 2010; Marques-Pinto et al., 2003; Oliveira et al., 2021; Varela et al., 2018), have revealed the presence of stress and burnout symptoms in teachers from different levels of education. With regard to other countries, for example, a study conducted with Swedish teachers from the 4th to 9th grades revealed that 15% reported considerable burnout symptoms, low perceived efficacy, and a sense of inadequacy (Arvidsson et al., 2019). A study conducted in Turkey with teachers from primary to secondary schools found that almost half of the teachers (44.3%) experienced symptoms of burnout (Bozkuş, 2018). Another study conducted in Bosnia and Herzegovina with a large sample of primary and secondary school teachers found that a significant percentage of participants reported high emotional exhaustion (5.1%), high depersonalization (3.8%), and low personal accomplishment (22.3%; Marić et al., 2020). According to the Eurydice Report, Portugal tops the list of European countries where teachers experience the highest levels of stress at work (European Commission., 2021). This indicates that many teachers in Portugal may be at risk of experiencing burnout (Mota et al., 2023). Various studies conducted in Portugal have revealed alarming indicators of burnout in the teaching profession (e.g., Gomes et al., 2006; Marques-Pinto et al., 2003; Varela et al., 2018). A recent systematic review aimed at analyzing the prevalence of burnout symptoms among teachers from primary to secondary education in Portugal showed that burnout affected 9.5% of participants. However, since different studies present varying percentages, the prevalence of burnout among Portuguese teachers remains unclear (Mota et al., 2021).



Emotional regulation

Emotional regulation was defined by Gross (1998) and Gross (2014) as the process by which individuals influence what emotions they feel, when they feel them, and how they experience and express them. This author characterized emotional regulation according to five processes: (i) situation selection, which implies that the individual engages and chooses his or her actions in such a way that he/she has an emotionally desirable outcome; (ii) situation modification, which refers to the intentional alteration of the environment in which a given situation occurs; (iii) attentional deployment, which implies that the individual directs his or her attention in a given situation and selects the aspects on which to focus; (iv) cognitive change, which corresponds to the modification of the evaluation of the situation in such a way that its emotional meaning is also changed—the most common form of the cognitive change process is cognitive reappraisal, which involves construing a potentially emotion-eliciting situation in a way that changes its emotional impact (Gross, 1999; Gross and John, 2003); and (v) response modulation, which occurs when the tendency to respond to emotion has already been initiated and directly affects the behavioral and/or physiological components of the emotional response—this includes the process of regulating the expressive behavior response known as emotional suppression, in which the person attempts to inhibit the expression of positive and negative emotions.

Research has revealed that the predominant use of cognitive reappraisal as an emotional regulation process is associated with an increase in favorable emotional experiences and a decrease in unfavorable emotional experiences without maladaptive physiological, cognitive, or interpersonal consequences (Gross, 1998; Gross and John, 2003). Conversely, research suggests that people who use more emotional suppression have an emotional regulation process that decreases their pleasurable emotional experiences (Gross, 1998), increases unpleasant emotional experiences (Gross and John, 2003), and increases the physiological response due to the effort that needs to be made to inhibit the emotional impact (Gross, 2002).

Emotional regulation has been identified as a key factor in protecting teachers from stress and burnout (Jennings, 2011). Teachers with difficulty regulating their emotions tend to experience more negative emotions (e.g., frustration, anger, guilt, and sadness) and lower self-efficacy and may also face more challenges in the classroom, particularly in managing students' behavior and completing tasks. In contrast, teachers who can effectively regulate their emotions are more prone to develop supportive relationships with students, promote students' motivation, manage conflict situations, and promote an appropriate communication model (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009). Furthermore, research has confirmed that teachers' emotional regulation skills are positively associated with job satisfaction, and greater personal fulfillment (e.g., Brackett et al., 2010). In addition, studies suggest that teachers who use more cognitive reappraisal as an emotional regulation strategy tend to have higher levels of wellbeing than those who employ emotional suppression (Yin et al., 2016).

Few studies have found higher education students emotion regulation strategies. Regardless, literature underlines that while attending higher education courses, it is important that students develop not only academic skills but also emotional regulation skills, particularly in higher education courses preparing students for emotionally challenging professions, as is the case of the teachers (Cristóvão et al., 2023).



Burnout in courses for initial teacher education

In addition to the concerning evidence that teachers are one of the professional groups most vulnerable to burnout, research has found that symptoms of burnout in initial teacher education can be seen as a predictor of burnout in the first 2 years of the profession (e.g., Goddard and O‘Brien, 2006). Several studies have also shown that students attending higher education courses for teacher training experience worrying levels of burnout (as students) during their initial training (e.g., Das and Pallai, 2019; Rodríguez-Hidalgo et al., 2014; Schorn and Buchwald, 2007). In the same line, higher levels of burnout among pre-service teachers were found to be associated with lower self-perception of their skills development (e.g., Rodríguez-Hidalgo et al., 2014; Taylor et al., 2019; and emotional exhaustion emerged as a common dimension of burnout that affects both students attending higher education courses to became a teacher as well as and teacher educators in the job (e.g., Taylor et al., 2019. Overall, these findings highlight the importance of addressing burnout not only as a problem that emerges during professional teaching practice but as a phenomenon rooted in the early stages/initial training of future teachers. The interplay between academic pressures, identity formation, and the emotional demands of becoming a teacher may contribute to the development of burnout during initial training.

Given this scenario, it is important to understand the role of academic variables, as well as of other variables such as study cycle and worker-student status, in students attending higher education courses for teacher training' wellbeing. With regard to the study cycle, and specifically for students attending higher education courses for teacher training attending the first year of their initial teacher training courses, the period of adaptation to higher education and the challenges associated with the new environment, new social relationships, and new responsibilities may favor the development of stress, anxiety, depression, and burnout (Fariborz et al., 2019). Conversely, being a worker-student may be associated with a higher risk of developing burnout, as they may face increased challenges in balancing their work and academic life (Drǎghici and Cazan, 2022).

The integration of socioemotional learning in initial teacher training courses will be a crucial factor in enabling future teacher to successfully implement socioemotional learning practices in the classroom (DePaoli et al., 2017) and to acquire the necessary skills to deal with the challenges of teaching (Zins and Elias, 2007). Several studies recommend that initial teacher training programs should incorporate training that enhances self-perception of skills and provides strategies to manage stress and burnout (Rodríguez-Hidalgo et al., 2014). In this context, a survey conducted in Portugal with coordinators of initial teacher training programs from Portuguese institutions concluded that most participants agreed that the inclusion of programmatic content on socioemotional learning for students attending higher education courses for teacher training is important or very important (Peixoto et al., 2021). However, a recent documentary analysis of the curricula of bachelor's and master's degrees that train early childhood educators and teachers in Portugal concluded that only one institution offered a curricular unit in this area (Cristóvão et al., 2021).

Overall, it cannot be assumed that all individuals currently in initial teacher training courses, who intend to enter the teaching profession, have the socioemotional competencies to deal with the challenges of teaching, including those associated with mental health. Thus, it is important to better understand how initial courses are contributing to ensure their students are being prepared to deal with professional emotional challenges, by supporting them, for instance, in the emotional regulation knowledge and socioemotional competencies. Note that initial teacher training is the core of teachers' development as professionals (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009); as such, it should focus on developing socioemotional competencies that may influence teachers' ways of thinking, communicating, and acting (Schonert-Reichl, 2019; Valente and Almeida, 2020), which in turn may act as factors for protection against the development of burnout (Jennings, 2011; Jennings and Greenberg, 2009).



Getting a degree in teaching in Portugal

In Portugal, for example, the legislation (Decree-Law Nr. 79/2014) that regulates initial teacher training for the early years (i.e., preschool education and the first 6 years of school), stipulates exactly what training components must be included in the study plans, as well as the number of European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) credits associated with them, thus setting strong restrictions to the possibility of taking into account socioemotional learning. The total number of credits required to complete both degrees is typically around 300 ECTS (European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System) credits: 180 ECTS for the bachelor's degree and 120 ECTS for the master's degree. This dual-degree structure ensures that future teachers are prepared for the classroom before entering the profession. Admission to these programs is typically based on students' secondary school performance and national higher education entrance exams. Each university sets specific entry requirements, including minimum grades. It is important to note that teacher training varies from country to country. In Portugal, initial teacher training requires both a bachelor's degree and a master's degree. During the master's degree program, students must complete a combination of coursework and practical teaching experience. This includes both theoretical subjects, such as education theory, curriculum development, and classroom management, as well as supervised internships in schools, where students gain hands-on teaching experience.

In fact, by assigning only 15 credits of the general education component in the 180 credits of the bachelor's degree in basic education and 6 credits of the 120 credits of the master's degree in the professional qualification for teaching, the Portuguese legislation greatly reduces the margin of autonomy of higher education institutions in defining the curricula of initial teacher training programs. As a result, there is little flexibility to integrate additional competencies, such as socioemotional learning, into the study plans, despite their recognized impact on teacher wellbeing and student development.



Study goals

In recent decades, more importance has been given to teachers' socioemotional learning, underlining that socioemotional competencies may play a protective role against mental health problems (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009), such as burnout. However, there is limited research on the role of socioemotional competencies, particularly emotional regulation, in the wellbeing of students attending higher education courses for teacher training in initial teacher training. Several studies underline that student burnout of students attending higher education courses to became a teacher, can predict later professional burnout (e.g., Goddard and O‘Brien, 2006). As such, this study aims to: (a) characterize the frequency of student burnout symptoms of students attending higher education courses for teacher training attending initial training; (b) examine differences in their burnout symptoms according to gender, study cycle, and worker-student status; and (c) analyze the predictive role of emotional regulation in the explanation of burnout symptoms of students attending higher education courses for teacher training attending initial training.




Method


Participants

Participants in this study were 157 Portuguese students attending higher education courses for teacher training attending initial teacher training courses. In Portugal, since 2007, following the Bologna Process, initial teacher training for early ages encompasses two sequential cycles: the first cycle of studies corresponds to a bachelor's degree in Basic Education, and the second cycle of studies corresponds to one of the master's degrees that provide professional qualifications for teaching. Of the 157 participants, 121 were enrolled in the first year of a bachelor's degree in Basic Education (77.1%), and 36 were enrolled in the first year of a master's degree that qualifies them to teach (22.9%). Most of them attended a public institution in the polytechnic subsystem (85.4%).

Participants were aged between 18 and 50 years old (M = 22.32, SD = 6.52) and the majority (n = 146 participants, 93%) were female. Most participants reported being single (90.5%) and not having children (90.4%). Only 20.4% of the participants had worker-student status, 51% had moved away from home to study in another city, and 44.6% had a scholarship. Regarding the educational level of the participants' parents, most of the fathers had concluded the second or third cycle of basic education or secondary education (22.9%, 28.7%, and 21.0%, respectively); only a small percentage had attended higher education (14.7%). As regards the education level of the participants' mothers, a smaller percentage had completed the second cycle (17.8%), while the majority had completed the third cycle of basic education, secondary education, or a higher education course (21.7%, 27.4%, and 20.3% respectively).



Measures

A Sociodemographic and Academic questionnaire (Peixoto et al., 2021) was used to collect information about students attending higher education courses for teacher training and was developed specifically for the research project.

The Emotional regulation Questionnaire (ERQ; Gross and John, 2003; translation and adaptation by Vaz et al., 2008), is a self-report measure that was used to assess students attending higher education courses for teacher training' emotional competence. It includes 10 items evaluated on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = totally disagree to 7 = totally agree) organized in two subscales of (a) cognitive reappraisal (6 items), which concerns the modification of the assessment of a given situation, changing its emotional impact (e.g., “I control my emotions by modifying the way I think about the situation I find myself in”; Gross and John, 2003); and (b) emotional suppression (4 items), which refers to response modulation involving the inhibition of emotionally expressive behavior (e.g., “When I am experiencing negative emotions, I do my best not to express them”; Gross, 1998). The score of each scale is obtained through the average of its items and the higher the score, the greater the use of that strategy (Vaz et al., 2008).

Regarding the original study, Gross and John (2003) reported adequate values of internal consistency, with Cronbach's alpha values of 0.79 for the cognitive reappraisal subscale and of 0.73 for the emotional suppression subscale. In the adaptation study of the questionnaire for Portugal (Vaz et al., 2008), the internal consistency was α = 0.76 for the cognitive reappraisal subscale and α = 0.65 for the emotional suppression subscale. The present study also found appropriate internal consistency values (α = 0.81 for the cognitive reappraisal subscale and α = 0.70 for the emotional suppression subscale).

The Maslach Burnout Inventory—Students Survey (MBI-SS; Schaufeli et al., 2002) is a self-report questionnaire used to measure higher education students' burnout. It includes 15 items evaluated on a seven-point Likert scale (0 = never to 6 = every day), organized in three subscales: (a) emotional exhaustion (5 items), which refers to the excessive use or depletion of emotional, moral, and psychological resources (e.g., “I feel emotionally drained from taking this course”); (b) cynicism or disbelief (4 items), regarding affective detachment or emotional indifference toward others and academic activity (e.g., “I lost enthusiasm for my course”); and (c) professional/academic efficacy (6 items), which refers to feelings of competence and accomplishment regarding academic activity (e.g., “I can effectively solve problems that arise related to my studies”; Marôco and Tecedeiro, 2009; Maslach, 1993; Schaufeli et al., 2002). The score of each scale is obtained through the sum of its items, and high levels of exhaustion and cynicism (i.e., above the 66 percentile) accompanied by low levels (i.e., below the 33 percentile) of professional/academic efficacy are indicators of the presence of burnout (Schaufeli et al., 2002). The study of the adaptation of the instrument with university students from Portugal, Spain, and the Netherlands revealed adequate internal consistency values, except for the professional efficacy subscale in the Portuguese and Dutch samples, which showed slightly lower levels (Schaufeli et al., 2002). In the study by Marôco and Tecedeiro (2009), developed with Portuguese university students, this instrument revealed adequate values of internal consistency for all variables (α = 0.84 in the exhaustion subscale, α = 0.88 in the cynicism subscale, and α = 0.79 on the efficacy subscale). The present study also found appropriate levels of internal consistency (α = 0.88 on the emotional exhaustion subscale, α = 0.71 on the cynicism subscale, and α = 0.76 on the professional efficacy subscale).



Procedures
 
Data collection

Data collection started after the consent of the Ethics Committee (PA16/CE/21) of the Center for Research and Innovation in Education (inED) of the Higher School of Education of the Polytechnic Institute of Porto, between February and June 2022 on an online platform. When accessing the platform, participants were given information regarding the framework of the study and its objectives, participation conditions, ethical issues (e.g., privacy, confidentiality, and anonymity), access and dissemination of results, and a contact to request clarification of doubts and additional information. Participants were then asked to give their informed consent before having access to the questionnaire. Emails requesting cooperation in disseminating the study were sent to coordinators of bachelor's degrees in Basic Education and master courses in professional education at various public and private universities and polytechnic institutions in Portugal. These emails were also sent to academic associations, students' associations, and students' groups that have easy access to this population.



Data analysis

Quantitative data analysis was performed with the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) software (version 28.0). Descriptive statistics were computed, namely means, standard deviations, and minimum and maximum values, to characterize the students attending higher education courses for teacher training' frequency of burnout symptoms. To examine the frequency of burnout symptoms of students attending higher education courses for teacher training according to gender, study cycle, and worker-student status, the non-parametric Mann–Whitney test was used, since the assumptions for using the parametric test were not fulfilled. Effect magnitude indices were calculated by converting the z values obtained from the Mann–Whitney test into r values (r = z/√N; Rosenthal, 1991 as cited in Field, 2005). The results obtained were interpreted according to the conventions of Cohen (1992). In addition, Pearson's Product Moment correlation coefficient and hierarchical multiple regression were computed to analyze the associations between emotional regulation and burnout symptoms of students attending higher education courses for teacher training.





Results

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for the three symptoms' dimensions of the MBI: a mean of 11.76 (SD = 7.70) was obtained for the emotional exhaustion dimension, a mean of 5.20 (SD = 4.77) for the cynicism dimension, and a mean of 26.30 (SD = 5.44) for the professional efficacy dimension. These results suggest that students attending higher education courses for teacher training attaining initial training courses experience, on average, a low frequency of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization and a moderate frequency of professional efficacy symptoms. It should be noted, however, that the minimum and maximum values obtained indicate variability among students attending higher education courses for teacher training regarding their perception of these dimensions of burnout.


TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics of burnout dimensions: emotional exhaustion, cynicism and professional efficacy.

[image: A table presenting burnout symptoms with categories: Emotional exhaustion, Cynicism, and Professional efficacy. Columns show Possible range, Mean (M), Standard Deviation (SD), Minimum-Maximum, and Percentiles 66 and 33. Emotional exhaustion has a possible range of 0 to 30, mean of 11.76, standard deviation of 7.70, range of 0.00 to 28.00, with percentiles 66 and 33 at 15 and 7, respectively. Cynicism ranges from 0 to 24, mean of 5.20, standard deviation of 4.77, range of 0.00 to 20.00, with percentiles 66 and 33 at 7. Professional efficacy ranges from 0 to 36, mean of 26.30, standard deviation of 5.44, range of 11.00 to 36.00, with 24 at percentile 33.]

Considering that a score above the 66 percentile in the emotional exhaustion and cynicism dimensions and, at the same time, a score below the 33 percentile in the professional/academic efficacy dimension is an indicator of burnout (Schaufeli et al., 2002), the results suggest the presence of burnout symptoms in a very low number of the participants (4.5%, n = 7).


Burnout symptoms frequency during initial teacher education: relations with gender, study cycle, and worker-student status

To analyze differences in burnout symptoms as a function of personal (gender) and academic-related (study cycle and worker-student status) variables, the Mann–Whitney test was used (see Table 2). Results did not show statistically significant differences between females and males (U = 883.00, p = 0.58, r = 0.04) regarding the emotional exhaustion dimension. Regarding study cycle, the results revealed statistically significant differences (U = 2,776.00, p = 0.01, r = 0.20), with master's students experiencing a higher frequency of emotional exhaustion (M = 2.98, SD = 1.62) than bachelor's students. As for the worker-student status, statistically significant differences were also found (U = 1,279.00; p = 0.01, r = −0.25), with those who were worker-students showing a lower frequency of emotional exhaustion (M = 2.54, SD = 1.52).


TABLE 2 Analysis of frequency differences in emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy according to personal and academic variables.

[image: The table presents data on emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy across different demographics. Categories include gender, study cycle, and worker-student status, with variables like sample size, mean (with standard deviation), range, U statistic, p-value, and rank correlation. Results indicate differences in scores such as higher emotional exhaustion scores for master’s students compared to bachelor’s, and lower cynicism scores for worker-students compared to non-workers, with some statistically significant differences.]

When analyzing differences in cynicism symptoms, no statistically significant differences were found according to gender (U = 994.50, p = 0.18, r = 0.11) or study cycle (U = 2,535.00, p = 0.13, r = 0.12), while statistically significant differences were found according to the worker-student status variable (U = 1,482.50, p = 0.02, r = 0.18), with participants who were worker-students reporting lower frequency of cynicism symptoms (M = 1.39, SD = 1.18).

Finally, the analysis of differences in professional/academic efficacy according to gender revealed statistically significant differences (U = 476.00, p = 0.02, r = −0.18), with females reporting higher frequency of professional efficacy (M = 4.44, SD = 0.87) compared to males (M = 3.68, SD = 1.14). Statistically significant differences were also found between bachelor and master's students (U = 2,763.00, p = 0.01, r = 0.20), with master's students reporting significantly higher frequency of professional efficacy (M = 4.70, p = 0.75) than bachelor's students (M = 4.29, SD = 0.93). Finally, results revealed statistically significant differences according to worker-student status (U = 2,786.50, p = 0.01, r = 0.27), suggesting that worker-student participants experienced a higher frequency of professional efficacy (M = 4.83, SD = 0.88).



The predictive role of emotional regulation in the explanation of burnout symptoms frequency of students attending higher education courses for teacher training attending initial teacher training courses

Associations between the variables were first explored to examine the predictive role of emotional regulation in the explanation of the frequency of burnout symptoms experienced by students attending higher education courses for teacher training attending initial teacher training. Pearson's product–moment correlation between the predictor variables of interest, namely cognitive reappraisal and emotional suppression, and the criterion variables emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy, were computed (see Table 3).


TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlations between emotional regulation strategies and burnout dimensions.

[image: Table displaying correlations and descriptive statistics for five variables: cognitive reappraisal, emotion suppression, emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy. The mean and standard deviation are shown for the first two variables. Correlation coefficients between variables are indicated, with statistical significance noted by asterisks. Significance levels range from 0.10 to 0.01, marked by †, *, and **.]

With regard to cognitive reappraisal, the results revealed a marginally significant, negative, and weak association with emotional exhaustion (r = −0.14, p < 0.10) and a statistically significant, positive, and weak association with professional efficacy (r = 0.27, p < 0.01). There was no significant association with cynicism. With regard to emotional suppression, only one statistically significant, positive, and weak association was found with cynicism (r = 0.26, p < 0.01). It should also be noted that there was a statistically significant correlation between cognitive reappraisal and emotional suppression (r = 0.34, p < 0.01). This association was moderate, suggesting that although the two variables are connected, they are not redundant.

Finally, to analyze the predictive role of emotional regulation in the explanation of burnout symptoms of students attending higher education courses for teacher training attending initial teacher training, three prediction models were tested through hierarchical multiple regression analyses, one for each criterion variable (see Table 4). The ANOVA results indicated that all three models were statistically significant, suggesting that the predictors explained a meaningful proportion of variance in burnout symptoms. Specifically, the model for emotional exhaustion was significant, F(5, 151) = 6.373, p < 0.001, as well as the model for cynicism, F(5, 151) = 4.914, p < 0.001, and the model for professional efficacy, F(5, 151) = 7.164, p < 0.001. It is notable that after controlling for gender, study cycle, and worker-student status variables, both the cognitive reappraisal (b = −0.13, p < 0.10) and the emotional suppression (b = 0.15, p < 0.10) variables were marginally significant predictors of the perception of emotional exhaustion, each explaining an additional 2% of the proportion of variance of this criterion variable. According to these results, the more regular use of cognitive reappraisal as an emotional regulation strategy was associated with a lower frequency of emotional exhaustion, while the more regular use of emotional suppression was related to a higher frequency of emotional exhaustion. With regard to cynicism, the results suggest that only emotional suppression seems to exert a statistically significant influence (b = 0.28, p = 0.001), explaining 7% of the variance of this dimension of burnout. This result indicates that students who use the emotional suppression strategy more regularly report a higher frequency of cynicism symptoms. As for professional/academic efficacy, only cognitive reappraisal (Block 4) made a statistically significant contribution to this criterion variable (b = 0.26, p = 0.001), explaining an additional 7% of the proportion of its variance. Thus, it appears that students who more frequently adopt cognitive reappraisal as an emotional regulation strategy tend to perceive professional efficacy more frequently.


TABLE 4 Hierarchical multiple regression analysis between sociodemographic and academic variables and the ERQ scales.

[image: A statistical table with five blocks, examining predictors of emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy. Each block progressively adds variables: gender, study cycle, worker-student status, cognitive reappraisal, and emotional suppression. The table reports coefficients (B, SE B, β), R-squared changes, and total R-squared values. Significance levels are indicated with asterisks. Gender is coded as 1 (female), 2 (male); study cycle as 1 (bachelor's), 2 (master's); worker-student status as 1 (no), 2 (yes).]




Discussion

Previous research suggests that the presence of burnout symptoms in initial teacher training can be a predictor of burnout in the early years of the profession (Goddard and O‘Brien, 2006), so it is important to know the frequency of burnout symptoms in students attending higher education courses for teacher training and the potential predictors that can be intervened early on in the initial teacher training, to prevent or reduce the risk of burnout in the profession. Thus, this research aimed to characterize the frequency of student burnout symptoms of students attending higher education courses for teacher training attending initial training courses, examine differences in their burnout symptoms according to gender, study cycle, and worker-student status, and to analyze the predictive role of emotional regulation in the explanation of those burnout symptoms. According to the results, students attending higher education courses for teacher training in initial teacher education seem to perceive, on average, a low frequency of emotional exhaustion and cynicism, as well as a moderate frequency of professional/academic efficacy. These findings are somewhat consistent with those of Schorn and Buchwald (2007), who reported that students attending higher education courses for teacher training may have low emotional exhaustion and cynicism because they have not yet had contact with the daily challenges of being a teacher. Nevertheless, the results of our study suggest the presence of burnout in about 4.5% of the participants, in line with other studies with this population (e.g., Das and Pallai, 2019; Engin, 2019; Rodríguez-Hidalgo et al., 2014; Schorn and Buchwald, 2007). These findings are particularly worrying, as experiencing burnout during university can be associated with numerous negative consequences for students (Marôco and Assunção, 2020), affecting their physical and psychological wellbeing (Watson et al., 2008) and, in extreme cases, leading to dropping out of school (Koeske and Koeske, 1991). Moreover, the fact that students attending higher education courses for teacher training are already experiencing burnout during their training, a period when they have not yet been confronted with the challenges of the teaching profession, is even more worrying (Nadon et al., 2020). Therefore, there is an urgent need to review the academic path of students attending higher education courses for teacher training and create the necessary conditions for them to develop fundamental skills, critical thinking, and positive attitudes that allow them to grow as professionals and human beings (Das and Pallai, 2019).

With regard to the analysis of burnout symptoms according to gender, no statistically significant differences were found for emotional exhaustion, in line with some studies in this area (e.g., Lopes and Guimarães, 2016; Okeke et al., 2020; Salgado and Au-Yong-Oliveira, 2021) or for cynicism. However, it should be noted that some other studies point to higher emotional exhaustion in women (e.g., Caballero, 2012; Marôco and Assunção, 2020; Shankland et al., 2019) and to higher cynicism in men (e.g., Caballero, 2012; Ilic and Ilic, 2021; Pamungkas and Nurlaili, 2021). This inconsistency in the literature suggests the need for further research on gender differences in these dimensions of burnout, ideally with more gender-equivalent samples. Finally, when analyzing professional efficacy by gender, statistically significant differences were found between females and males, with females showing higher perceived professional efficacy, in line with the findings of other research in this area (e.g., Shankland et al., 2019).

The results of the present study regarding differences in burnout symptoms according to the study cycle are particularly interesting. Statistically significant differences were found in emotional exhaustion, with students attending higher education courses for teacher training attending a master's degree having a higher frequency of emotional exhaustion symptoms than those attending a bachelor's degree. These results can be explained by the advanced stage of academic education, which master's students inevitably find more demanding and challenging, as well as by a greater confrontation with the reality of their future profession, namely through supervised teaching practice internship experiences. These factors may increase the pressure they put on themselves, increase their stress levels, and consequently increase the risk of experiencing burnout (Fogaça et al., 2012; Salgado and Au-Yong-Oliveira, 2021). Therefore, the findings of this study do not support the idea that undergrads experience higher symptoms of burnout during the initial period of adaptation to higher education (Fariborz et al., 2019). On the other hand, the present study found that master's degree participants had higher levels of professional efficacy than bachelor's participants. It is possible that as they progress in their academic careers, receive more specialized training, and acquire new knowledge and skills, they perceive themselves as more competent.

In turn, analyzing burnout levels according to worker-student status, it was found that those who were worker-students had significantly lower symptoms of emotional exhaustion and cynicism and significantly higher symptoms of professional/academic efficacy. Although it could be expected that worker-students experience higher symptoms of burnout because they must reconcile their academic and professional lives (Drǎghici and Cazan, 2022), some studies with university students have concluded, similarly to the present study, that working students have lower burnout symptoms than non-worker students. It has been suggested that worker-students may have better-developed mechanisms to manage their stress than those who face fewer challenges managing work and academic life (Drǎghici and Cazan, 2022; Salgado and Au-Yong-Oliveira, 2021).

Finally, results regarding the role of emotional regulation as a potential strategy for preventing students' burnout symptoms showed that, after controlling for gender, study cycle, and worker-student status, cognitive reappraisal and emotional suppression were marginally predictive of perceived emotional exhaustion. Specifically, more frequent use of cognitive reappraisal as an emotional regulation strategy was associated with lower perceived emotional exhaustion, and conversely, more frequent use of the emotional suppression strategy was associated with greater perceived emotional exhaustion. In addition, results also revealed that emotional suppression was the only statistically significant predictor of cynicism, suggesting that students attending higher education courses for teacher training who regularly use this strategy tend to experience more frequent symptoms of cynicism. On the other hand, cognitive reappraisal was the only statistically significant predictor of professional efficacy, suggesting that students attending higher education courses for teacher training who more frequently use this emotional regulation strategy tend to perceive professional/academic efficacy more frequently. In summary, the results confirm that the more regular use of cognitive reappraisal is associated with lower perceived emotional exhaustion and increased perceived professional efficacy. Inversely, the more frequent use of emotional suppression is associated with increased perceptions of emotional exhaustion and cynicism symptoms. This finding is congruent with research showing that the use of the cognitive reappraisal strategy is associated with increased favorable emotional experiences, and that emotional suppression is associated with increased unfavorable emotional experiences (Gross, 1998; Gross and John, 2003; Yin et al., 2016).



Limitations

Despite the important contributions provided by this study in an area with limited research, some limitations must be recognized and taken into consideration when interpreting its results. Firstly, it is important to mention that the sample size is small, thus caution is advised in the interpretation and generalization of results for students attending initial teacher training in Portugal. Furthermore, the imbalance in the number of participants in some study variables, namely gender (although in this specific case, it is consistent with the existing distribution in the population) and study cycle, recommend caution regarding the interpretation of their results. In addition, the use of self-report questionnaires for data collection may be a limitation, because although they are quick to apply, or they are susceptible to social desirability, which may bias the results.



Conclusion

The present study found that students attending higher education courses for teacher training in initial teacher training appear to perceive low symptoms of emotional exhaustion and cynicism, as well as moderate symptoms of professional efficacy. However, a relevant and worrying percentage of the participants in the present study met the criteria for student burnout. Note that even before our participants begin their professional activity, they are experiencing burnout, thus setting the stage for preventive interventions in initial teacher training courses that can prevent student burnout to becomes teacher burnout. Once again, we understand that being a teacher is an emotionally challenging profession, and the levels of teacher burnout are increasing. Thus, it is relevant to pay attention to higher education students attending courses to become teacher emotional regulation strategies, and levels of burnout as students, to conduct timely intervention to prevent professional burnout in teachers. In this regard, this study's results highlighted the role of personal and academic variables and, most importantly, of emotional regulation variables in explaining the variability in students' burnout symptoms. Results showed that emotional regulation is a variable of particular interest for the prevention of students attending higher education courses for becoming a teacher levels of burnout, given its main influence on this phenomenon after controlling for sociodemographic and academic variables.

Identifying that the initial teacher training years are fundamental to promoting the wellbeing of students attending higher education courses for teacher training, the present study results may inform the reflection of initial teacher training schools about the need to design and implement socioemotional learning programs, which integrate the promotion of effective emotional regulation skills during the students' academic training. These emotional regulation skills may have a protective effect against the stress responsible for the development of burnout, and their development during initial training courses can protect both current and students attending higher education courses for teacher training from burnout in their teaching careers, thus bringing benefits to their wellbeing and the students, as well as to the quality of the educational experiences (e.g., Jennings and Greenberg, 2009; Jones et al., 2013; Zins and Elias, 2007). Previous studies have shown that the implementation of programs with a focus on socioemotional competencies, particularly those aimed at emotional regulation/management, in initial teacher training have an impact on the effective development of these competencies (e.g., Aspelin, 2019; Tuyakova et al., 2022; Zych and Llorent, 2020). Therefore, the necessary measures must be taken to secure the reformulation of teachers' initial training, to ensure that they develop the socioemotional competencies that are fundamental to their wellbeing and success in developing appropriate educational environments and in promoting their students' socioemotional learning (Zych and Llorent, 2020).
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This qualitative study investigates how vocational teachers and support staff in Estonia perceive their roles in promoting student well-being. Through group interviews with 16 participants from vocational schools across the country, thematic analysis was conducted. During the analysis, patterns emerged that were closely linked to the aspects of school culture and climate. School culture is conceptualized as shared values and traditions, while school climate encompasses the everyday experiences of communication, emotional safety, and school atmosphere. A conceptual framework is used to illustrate how culture and climate may jointly influence students’ well-being. The findings reveal variations in how students’ well-being is supported across vocational schools, often shaped by institutional leadership, organizational fragmentation, and informal role expectations. Limited engagement from school leadership and poor internal communication were frequently reported, suggesting that staff often act in isolation without systemic support. These findings highlight the need for coordinated school-wide approaches to well-being that move beyond individual initiatives. The study underscores the importance of cultivating stronger institutional responsibility and leadership, as well as fostering a positive school culture in vocational education settings.
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Introduction

An increasing number of schools (Shaheen, 2023) are recognizing the importance of fostering a school culture that promotes students’ emotional wellbeing and social flourishing. According to the OECD (2023a) and OECD (2023b), students who feel a sense of belonging at school show greater interest in their learning process. In addition, it is widely acknowledged that the learning environment significantly impacts students’ holistic growth and educational outcomes (Berkowitz et al., 2017). Various studies (Stanton et al., 2016; Awartani et al., 2008) demonstrate that a positive school culture, characterized by support and encouragement, enhances students’ motivation and confidence, which in turn promotes their overall educational success and personal development. In addition, a positive school culture is associated with improved physical and mental health, providing a foundation for meaningful learning and personal fulfillment, as highlighted in various studies (Barrett et al., 2017; Fraser and Fisher, 2016; Weinstein, 2018; Berkowitz et al., 2017; Stanton et al., 2016).

The topic is relevant because mental health problems are becoming more common among young people around the world, including in Estonia. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), one out of six young people experience mental health disorders, which emphasizes the need to address the mental wellbeing of students in educational institutions (World Health Organization, 2021). A recent Estonian study (Bentsalo et al., 2024) focusing on the reasons for student dropout in Estonian vocational schools highlighted that, in addition to lacking academic motivation, low interest in the field of study, negative relationships, and communication difficulties in school, more and more young people are facing mental health issues. Different studies (Cohen et al., 2009; Barker et al., 2023) have found that positive school culture has a significant role in supporting students’ social and emotional development in school. It encompasses the school’s values, norms, practices, beliefs, and relationships within the school community and reflects the dynamics between students, teachers, and staff, as well as the school’s leadership style (Cohen et al., 2009; Schein, 2004).

The motivation for this study arises from the recognition that supporting students’ wellbeing is equally important as promoting their educational achievements in vocational schools. Educational strategies also increasingly highlight the importance of supporting student wellbeing in schools. The Estonian Education Strategy 2021–2035 (Ministry of Education and Research, 2021) emphasizes fostering students’ comprehensive development by promoting their physical, social and emotional wellbeing.

The study emerged from a training program held at Tallinn University from February to April 2023. The program,1 titled “Designing a Learning Environment That Supports Students’ Mental Health and Well-Being in Vocational Education Institutions,” focused on enhancing vocational school staff’s competence in supporting students’ emotional wellbeing. As part of this training, semi-structured focus group interviews were conducted with vocational teachers and other staff of VET schools to explore participants’ perceptions and experiences as well as school level practices.

The aim of this study is to understand the experiences of vocational teachers and support staff in supporting students’ wellbeing and to explore how these experiences and practices are related to elements of positive school culture and climate, with the goal of creating a supportive vocational school environment that fosters students’ wellbeing.

The following research questions were formulated:

	• How do vocational teachers and support staff perceive their roles in supporting the wellbeing of students in vocational schools?
	• What practices of teachers and support staff are associated with elements of positive school culture and climate to promote students’ wellbeing in vocational schools?


Students’ wellbeing and mental health challenges in vocational schools

Student wellbeing is a multidimensional concept encompassing emotional, mental, social, and physical aspects of students’ lives. It includes a sense of safety and belonging, positive relationships with peers and educators, engagement in learning, perceived self-efficacy, and access to support systems. Central to student wellbeing are mental health, life satisfaction, and the ability to cope with academic and personal challenges (OECD, 2017; Pollard and Lee, 2002).

In recent years, there has been increasing attention on the mental health and overall wellbeing of vocational students. A study conducted among Estonian vocational students revealed that they face distinct challenges – including academic pressure, unstable life circumstances, and the transition from education to the labor market – which place them at a heightened risk of psychological strain compared to their peers in general education. (Bentsalo et al., 2024). Recent global studies have highlighted the scale of these issues, especially during crises like the COVID-19 pandemic. A study in China with 3,049 vocational college students found a high prevalence of mental health problems post-pandemic, including poor mental health (21.2%), anxiety (9.7%), depression (14.1%), and insomnia (81.9%). Contributing factors included reduced physical activity, disrupted education and employment, and deteriorating social relationships (Gao et al., 2024). Similarly, a study conducted in Indonesia with 1,381 vocational high school students revealed that over 60% of respondents experienced mental health issues during the pandemic. Factors such as social restrictions and the shift to online learning exacerbated these challenges, highlighting the increased vulnerability of vocational students during crises (Julianto et al., 2023).

In Denmark, a study with 5,277 vocational students explored the relationship between mental wellbeing and physical activity. The study examined four aspects of mental health – wellbeing, self-esteem, self-efficacy, and life satisfaction - and found that adherence to the World Health Organization (WHO) recommendations for physical activity positively impacted students’ mental wellbeing (Jensen et al., 2022). However, the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted essential support services, including Personal, Social, Health, and Economic (PSHE) education. PSHE lessons, usually delivered during form time or special sessions, were delayed as exam subjects took priority, reducing face-to-face interactions and limiting support for students’ emotional and mental health (Jensen et al., 2022).

Another study conducted in Malta examined the mental health of vocational education students, including depression, anxiety, stress, and eating disorders. The survey, involving 422 students aged 18–24, revealed that 64.4% experienced at least one mental health issue, with depression affecting 43.3%, anxiety 48.8%, and stress 29.3%. Additionally, 36.7% were suspected to have eating disorders. The quality of life of the students was lower than the European norm, with only 13.5% seeking professional mental health support (Abela et al., 2024).

Also, the research conducted in Estonia among vocational students revealed concerning mental health issues, including anxiety, emotional exhaustion, low motivation and self-esteem, difficulties in social relationships, and a perceived lack of adequate support systems within schools (Bentsalo et al., 2024). Several students reported prolonged experiences of bullying, some dating back to primary school, which had lasting impacts on their mental health. Traumatic bullying experiences were linked to increased anxiety and depression, with some students perceiving staying at home as safer than returning to school. These ongoing issues have contributed to more severe mental health challenges (Ibid).



The Estonian vocational education system and student support services in its context

In Estonia, vocational education is available in both vocational education institutions and professional higher education institutions (Ministry of Education and Research, n.d.). The system provides free initial and continuing training for young individuals and adults, ensuring they acquire essential skills and competencies aligned with labor market demands (OECD, 2023a; OECD, 2023b).

As of 2024, Estonia has 34 vocational education institutions, collectively enrolling approximately 27,600 students (Statistics Estonia, 2024). These institutions offer programs at various levels, including upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education, following the Estonian Qualifications Framework (Eurydice, 2023). However, around 25% of young people in Estonia choose the upper secondary vocational track, a proportion lower than in many OECD countries (OECD, 2023a; OECD, 2023b).

The vocational education system serves a diverse student population, including individuals from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds and those seeking to upskill or retrain (Ministry of Education and Research, 2020).

According to the Estonian Vocational Educational Institutions Act (Riigiteataja, 2013), vocational schools in Estonia are required to provide support services to students. These services include career counseling, academic support, special education, social pedagogy, and psychological services (Ministry of Education and Research, 2024). The availability of psychology services and school counseling in schools has become increasingly important. Although the number of support specialists in Estonian vocational education institutions increased slightly during the 2022/23 academic year (from 35 in 2021/2022 to 41 in 2022/2023), not all vocational education institutions have enough support specialists (Ibid).

The workload of support specialists in Estonian vocational schools has increased significantly over the years. Data from the 2018/19 to 2022/23 academic periods indicate that support specialists in vocational schools have consistently carried the heaviest workload compared to their counterparts in other educational settings. This increased burden, coupled with the growing number of students with special educational needs (SEN) and a shortage of trained professionals, has created a challenging environment for vocational schools to effectively support student wellbeing (Ministry of Education and Research, n.d.; Haaristo and Kirss, 2018).

Vocational schools in Estonia vary significantly in terms of support systems: some have a dedicated support unit, others rely on a single specialist to fulfill multiple roles, and in some cases, teachers themselves take on the responsibilities of a support person. In that case, support structures are often insufficiently organized and may not always be adequately recognized by staff (Haaristo and Kirss, 2018). According to a 2018 survey (Ibid), support services in vocational education institutions can be categorized into four types: (1) Support by vocational teachers, (2) Support by designated staff, (3) Support by hired specialists, and (4) Support by a team of specialists.

The first type indicates that no dedicated support specialists are employed, and vocational teachers typically provide support when problems arise. This approach is adopted by about a quarter of institutions. The second type involves a broader group, including teachers and group leaders, also school boarding-house staff, head of extracurricular activities, school nurses, librarians, youth organizers, etc. Four institutions use this type of support services. The third type involves hiring support specialists, such as social pedagogues or psychologists, to provide services. About a third of institutions follow this approach. The fourth type features a team of specialists and a dedicated support unit providing a range of services. This type is also used by about a third of vocational education institutions (Haaristo and Kirss, 2018). These types highlight the varied structures of support services across institutions. Most often one person in a school fulfills multiple roles. (Ibid) For instance, a group supervisor or teacher may take on the responsibilities of a social pedagogue, even if they lack formal qualifications in social pedagogy.



Defining school culture and climate

This article explores the concepts of school culture and climate. To understand their interaction, it is important to define each term and examine their impact on the educational environment. School culture is often described as a complex set of norms, beliefs, values, behaviors, and traditions that shape a school’s identity and guide its members (Barth, 2020; Lindhal, 2006; Barnett and McCormick, 2004). It influences how individuals perceive their roles, interact with others, and contribute to the school’s mission, affecting both academic and social dynamics. While the terms “school culture” and “school climate” are sometimes used interchangeably, they represent distinct yet interconnected concepts (Barker et al., 2023).

School culture functions at a deeper, often implicit level, shaping attitudes and behaviors through enduring practices, shared norms, and collective experiences (Barker et al., 2023; Lindhal, 2006). It evolves gradually over time, embedding itself within the core values and traditions of the institution. In contrast, school climate is more observable and fluid, shaped by daily interactions, relationships, and leadership dynamics (McGiboney, 2016). It reflects the collective emotions, perceptions, and experiences of individuals within the school (Ibid). Because school climate responds to present conditions, it can shift due to changes in policies, leadership, or significant events (Vandana and Anubhuti, 2019). Ultimately, it influences how individuals experience their environment – whether they feel safe, supported, and valued.



The impact of positive school culture and climate in supporting the wellbeing of students in vocational schools

The concept of positive school culture refers to an environment that fosters the wellbeing of students, teachers, and staff, supporting their academic and personal development (National School Climate Center, 2024). Rooted in open communication, trust, collaboration, and respect, a positive school culture encourages active learning, enhances self-confidence and social skills, and lays the foundation for both academic success and personal growth. Additionally, research indicates that a positive school culture and climate helps reduce bullying, conflicts, and behavioral issues, while increasing overall satisfaction and productivity (National School Climate Center, 2024; Rhodes et al., 2011; Vandana and Anubhuti, 2019).

A positive school culture, climate, and wellbeing are deeply interconnected, as the overall school environment directly influences the emotional, social, and mental health of both students and staff (Barnett and McCormick, 2004; Turan and Bektas, 2013; Jessiman et al., 2022).

A strong sense of belonging fosters higher wellbeing, enabling students to thrive academically and socially within a supportive community. For staff, a positive school culture enhances job satisfaction and reduces stress, leading to improved emotional and mental health. School leaders play an important part in maintaining this atmosphere by prioritizing shared values, open communication, and strong relationships (Turan and Bektas, 2013). A culture of care and mutual respect benefits both teachers and students, creating an environment that supports learning, personal development, and emotional resilience (Barnett and McCormick, 2004; Turan and Bektas, 2013).

The interplay between school culture and climate contributes to a unified, adaptable school environment. The interrelationship between school culture, school climate, and student wellbeing in vocational education is illustrated in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
 The interrelationship between school culture, school climate, and student wellbeing in vocational education.


Applying this conceptual framework, the empirical analysis explores how the experiences and practices of vocational schoolteachers and support staff align with the elements of school culture and climate. Additionally, it examines how these dynamics shape the overall school environment and, more specifically, how fostering a positive school culture contributes to student wellbeing in vocational schools.




Methodology

This study is based on data from focus group interviews with vocational teachers and support staff conducted as part of a training program titled “Designing a Learning Environment That Supports Students’ Mental Health and Well-Being in Vocational Education Institutions.” The training program aimed to gain insights into how vocational schools can effectively support the wellbeing of young people and formed a component of the broader research project “X.” The training took place from February to April 2023. A purposive sampling strategy was employed to recruit participants who demonstrated a specific interest in student wellbeing and who actively work with vocational school students in their daily practice. Only vocational teachers and support staff who expressed interest in the training program and its theme were eligible to participate. Invitations to the training were disseminated through professional networks and vocational school e-mailing lists. This intentional sampling approach aimed to include individuals who were likely to provide relevant insights into the research. While the study focuses exclusively on the perspectives of vocational school teachers and support staff, this was a deliberate choice. These professionals are often the first-line actors in recognizing and responding to students’ wellbeing needs. The exclusion of students and school management reflects the scope and design of the training program from which the participants were drawn. Nevertheless, their absence narrows the range of perspectives and represents a limitation that should be addressed in future studies.

To investigate participants’ perceptions and experiences regarding student wellbeing and school practices, semi-structured focus group interviews were conducted. A total of 16 participants, including social pedagogues, vocational teachers, educational technologists, and other support specialists from vocational schools across Estonia, participated in four focus groups. Sampling continued until thematic saturation was reached, meaning no new themes emerged from additional data. Each group interview lasted 30–40 min, was recorded, transcribed verbatim, and systematically coded for thematic analysis. Ethical research practices were followed, with informed consent obtained from all participants prior to the study. Participants were informed about the purpose of the research, the intended use of the data, and their right to withdraw at any time without consequences. The sample size of 16 participants is considered sufficient for thematic saturation, as no new insights emerged after conducting the four focus groups. To support the adequacy of the sample size, saturation grids were used as recommended in qualitative research methodology (Guest et al., 2006; Fusch and Ness, 2015), indicating the point at which data collection can be concluded due to data redundancy.

This study employed a hybrid analytical approach, beginning with inductive text-based analysis followed by thematic analysis as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). The thematic analysis consisted of six stages–(1) Become familiar with the data; (2) Generate initial codes; (3) Search for themes; (4) Review themes; (5) Define themes; (6) Writing up (Maguire and Delahunt, 2017). First, the transcribed interview texts were read thoroughly, and initial notes were made. This was followed by text-based coding based on the research questions, where each meaningful thought unit was given a label as close as possible to the original text. The systematic coding focused on themes related to supporting young people’s wellbeing within vocational schools. Our research centered on teachers’ and support staff’s perceptions and experiences regarding their roles in enhancing student wellbeing and the practices they have implemented to support it. While the analysis began with inductive coding, a deductive approach was applied in the later stages. School climate and school culture served as conceptual frameworks to guide a more focused interpretation of the patterns emerging from the data. By linking these elements to student wellbeing, we gained a more nuanced understanding of how school culture and climate may influence the wellbeing of students in vocational schools.

In the next stage, the interview texts and the initial codes were reviewed, and thematic categories were formulated. During this phase, several patterns related to elements of school culture and climate began to emerge. The code tree developed during the process served as a foundation for analyzing subsequent interviews, providing a consistent framework for assigning each meaningful unit to an appropriate category or code. As the analysis progressed, the initial codes (Table A1) were grouped and refined into three overarching thematic categories: the dual role of teachers, the role of school leaders, and activities and traditions that support students’ wellbeing. These categories reflect the main dimensions through which participants described their practices and perceptions related to supporting student wellbeing in vocational schools.

The findings are supported by interview quotes that illustrate the themes. To ensure confidentiality, vocational teachers’ names are replaced with identifiers (e.g., EG1Õ1, EG1Õ2, PG2Õ2).


Findings

The following section outlines the experiences, challenges and perceptions faced by vocational teachers and support staff in Estonia regarding the support of students’ wellbeing in vocational schools. In line with the research questions, the findings are presented under three main topics: The Dual Role of Teachers in Supporting Students, The Role of School Leaders (School Management) in Shaping the School Environment to Promote Student Well-Being, and Inclusive Activities and Traditions that Support Students’ Well-Being in Vocational Schools.



The dual role of the teachers in supporting students

According to focus group interviews, teachers see their role as multifaceted and important for supporting the well-being of students in vocational school. They understand that in addition to imparting subject-specific knowledge, they are the first point of contact for students at school. This position enables them to build trusting relationships with students. Interview participants emphasized that teachers should be the ones who notice when something is wrong with a young person at vocational school.

 "Students often perceive us as someone they can trust. And if you can create that situation there, where they open up and if they don't want to go to the school counselor, I often take aside those young people who are afraid to ask.. I see the role of the teacher who has created a trust relationship with the student as very significant… the teacher even has some advantages like between parents and child who also have responsibility, right, the child is afraid to talk, immediately there will be some trouble or misunderstanding, but if the teacher is aware of this, then they could help by referring them to someone. For students, a psychologist is often intimidating." (EG2Õ2)



According to participants the trust between teachers and students has an important part in supporting student wellbeing. Teachers who establish strong, trusting relationships with their students may provide significant emotional support, at times even surpassing the role of parents or school counselors, as students may feel more comfortable and less judged by teachers.


"I feel that now I have the peace to listen to the students’ concerns, no matter how sad or problematic they may be, and I dare to listen to them. Earlier, however, I realized that perhaps I was not ready to listen to them. On one hand, the workload now allows me time for them, but I should not become a psychologist; that means I must not step outside my limits. I see a lot in the case of my colleagues how the role of a psychologist is actually fulfilled, but it leads to trouble, and it must not be abused either, precisely the ethical boundaries." (EG2Õ3)
 

While teachers recognize that responding and listening to students’ concerns is important for supporting their wellbeing, they also highlight the importance of involving a professional counselor or psychologist when necessary. This distinction is essential for preventing emotional burnout and maintaining a clear division of responsibilities within the school environment. There are vocational teachers who view themselves not only as transmitters of knowledge but also as trusted contacts for students, enabling them to create safe and supportive environments for open dialogue. In the interviews, some schools were described as having weaker collaboration and communication, leading to situations where teachers struggle to maintain boundaries and feel overwhelmed by the dual expectations placed upon them.


“I have had students come to tell me their personal stories, in a way I am flattered that they trust me, tell me that their parents are getting divorced, their mother drinks too much alcohol and they ask what they should do, but what advice should I give, or could I give them, pedagogically?.. I can't recommend anything in my opinion, for example, tell him that I would do this or that in your place. But there have been cases where I have been able to save some students who wanted to leave vocational school at all. (EG3Õ3)
 

According to teachers and support staff, it is important for educators to recognize early signs when students show signs of struggling. Also, by understanding students’ fears of seeking professional help, teachers can help them overcome obstacles. Based on the interviews, it is suggested that teachers should be mindful of their limitations and avoid assuming roles, such as that of a psychologist, for which they are not trained. In their opinion, maintaining ethical boundaries and referring students to appropriate support services, when needed, can help teachers effectively support students during challenging times and keep them engaged in their vocational education. The school’s daily processes influence how effectively student wellbeing is supported. In the interviews, it was highlighted that some schools, lacking adequate support staff or flexible systems, struggled to provide necessary assistance.


“In Estonia, there is a national shortage of support staff in vocational schools. Actually, it doesn't matter which institution you go to in Estonia, it can be a general education institution, a preschool or a vocational school, there are simply not enough employees to support students.” (EG4Õ2)
 

Interviews indicate that supporting staff in vocational schools is very necessary for helping students with various challenges. However, when the demand for assistance exceeds the available staff, significant issues arise.


One participant commented: “I am both a support specialist and I am a teacher. This means that I perform both roles, and sometimes it can overlap. However, these roles are different. Perhaps I have now acquired more skills that I can apply to meet the needs of the students.


In school, being the link between students and teachers, I can contribute to ensuring that teachers feel important. Sometimes we don't feel that teachers feel involved enough.” (PG2Õ2)

 

Participants emphasized the need for adequate resources and staffing to effectively support students, but the current situation shows these resources are limited. Vocational teachers often feel they are in a dual role, acting both as educators and counselors, which can be overwhelming, especially when professional counselors are lacking.


“And actually, where we ourselves as support staff, when we work, we must not forget ourselves, because burnout happens imperceptibly.. The Ministry of Education should value support specialists more in vocational schools, and create more working positions, if possible, because we should be able to support each other in terms of burnout. It's like walking on very, very thin ice. “(EG4Õ1)

“In this work, it is this sense of mission that carries forward” (EG4Õ3)
 

According to the interviews, most of the vocational teachers and support staff recognize their responsibility to provide guidance and support to students facing various challenges. However, they acknowledge that the shortage of support staff across Estonia limits their ability to assist all students effectively. In addition, there are vocational teachers who see their role as more than just imparting academic knowledge, they feel a deep personal commitment to supporting students’ overall development. This “sense of mission” highlights the emotional and ethical dedication that teachers bring to their work, often extending beyond their formal duties. Teachers with a strong sense of mission are not just focused on academic outcomes but also on nurturing students’ personal growth. However, participants were also of the opinion that when this sense of mission is not supported by school leadership (management), it can lead to burnout or frustration, as teachers feel they are carrying a heavy burden without sufficient institutional support.

The study emphasized that effective cooperation between teachers and support staff is important and necessary to ensure student wellbeing and academic success, as argued by one if the participant:


"..significantly more attention should be given to young people with school problems like absences and falling behind. Teachers should inform vocational group leaders, who will direct support staff to monitor the student. This shared responsibility of teachers, vocational school group leaders, and support staff must be addressed promptly”. (PG3Õ1)
 

The quote underscores the need for collaboration among teachers, vocational school group leaders,2 and support staff in addressing students’ challenges, such as absences and academic difficulties. Participants expressed the opinion that open communication and shared responsibility within the school are very important and should be addressed promptly.

On the other hand, in some vocational schools, the language barrier faced by support staff can significantly impact the effectiveness of student support services. One of the participants highlighted this issue by sharing their experience:


"We have a social pedagogue from Ukraine employed at our vocational school who does not understand Estonian at all. But half of our school is made up of Estonian students, and I asked at work how Estonian young people get support if the support specialist doesn't speak any Estonian? And well, it turns out that they can't get any.." (PG3Õ2)
 

This quote highlights the challenges that arise when the language skills of support staff do not align with the linguistic needs of students. Language barriers can obstruct effective communication and limit the assistance available to students, underscoring the need for schools to ensure that support staff have the necessary language skills to meet the diverse needs of the student population. This situation emphasizes the importance of inclusion and adaptability in the educational environment.



The role of school leaders (school management) in shaping the school environment to support student wellbeing

Teacher professional development and training are necessary to keep teachers up to date with the latest educational practices. However, there are challenges associated with encouraging experienced teachers to participate in such training. One participant shared their observations on this issue:


"Those who have been teaching for years without any training, they do listen to what you have to say about this topic (topic: supporting students wellbeing in vocational school), but they are not interested, because, they know that changes mean they have to start changing themselves, which doesn't suit them, and at the same time, you see, it is very complicated to change things in school environment, as well." (PG1Õ3)
 

This quote refers to some experienced teachers showing resistance to professional development in this area. Interviews suggested that although they may recognize the importance of supporting student wellbeing, the prospect of changing long-standing practices may be difficult for them as it requires them to step out of their comfort zone. In addition, some had an opinion that if the school management does not support this idea (supporting students wellbeing in vocational school) or does not consider it important enough to bring it up to the teachers and staff, then it becomes difficult to create a school-wide culture of prioritizing this topic. Without clear leadership on this matter, teachers may not feel motivated to actively engage in professional development related to student wellbeing, and it can lead to a fragmented approach where only a few teachers take initiative, leaving the broader school community disconnected. Therefore, the resistance of some teachers or staff indicates that implementing changes in a school can be difficult if it is not driven at the leadership level and clearly communicated to all.


"..Different generations within the vocational school give an indication that people who have been working in the same school, in the same position, for a very long time have a certain comfort zone. Any kind of innovation initially causes protest, and therefore the older generation cannot be included. In the end, if you force them, their mental health suffers when they must do things against their will. Yes, up to a certain point, you just have to let them be." (PG2Õ3)
 

This quote illustrates the challenges of implementing new practices in a vocational school environment where there are significant generational differences among staff. Long-term employees can develop a comfort zone that makes them resistant to change.


“Let's say that there have been some clashes with older colleagues in our vocational school, for example they have argued that it's been done this way for a thousand years, basically, these students are like snowflakes, you know, older colleagues also have this attitude.. but since we have a new school leader, I gradually see new directions and new ways of thinking, this situation in school is now getting better." (PG1Õ2)
 

Innovations and new approaches may initially be met with protest from the older generation, who may find it difficult to adapt. Forcing these staff members to change against their will can negatively impact on their mental health, leading to increased stress and dissatisfaction. It emerged from the interviews that there is an opinion that the role of vocational school leaders, their decisions and leadership styles significantly shape the general culture and environment of the school. And therefore, it was noted that the vocational school leaders have an important role in supporting student wellbeing, as well: “And the organization also has so much influence on that, the environment, and how much I as a person can do there if I’m not a leader.” (PG4Õ1) This statement emphasizes the impact of school culture and leadership on individual outcomes in vocational school. In a school with effective cooperation and strong leadership, teachers may also effectively support their students. Interviews revealed that some vocational schools are actively considering ways to improve the wellbeing of their students, recognizing the importance of mental health and supportive practices; however, this commitment can vary significantly from school to school.


“I can say that among our teachers, it is perceived that this is a problem among youth (mental health issues), and it is not just some passing trend among young people.” (PG2Õ4)
 

These quotes illustrate several key points about the challenges and opportunities of addressing mental health in schools. There is a clear understanding among some teachers that mental health issues are a significant concern for students, not just a passing trend.


“…I even had a student at our vocational school who actually came and asked why we talk so little about mental health in our school, which means we really don't know what young people are talking about.” (PG2Õ3)

“Noticing and perhaps the skill to notice.. most of them want to communicate. Maybe that’s the issue, I see some students sitting in the dorm all the time, on their computers… the electricity bill is also such that… since I also handle bills on the dormitory side, I see that they live only on the internet and don't even notice when someone walks in. So maybe we should pay more attention to such things.” (PG1Õ4)
 

These quotes highlight significant gaps in awareness and communication regarding students’ wellbeing and mental health within the vocational school. One of the quotes emphasizes a student’s observation about the lack of discussion surrounding mental health issues, suggesting that both educators and support staff may not fully grasp the concerns and conversations relevant to young people today. This indicates a need for increased awareness of and education about mental health topics among school personnel to better understand and support students.

This concern about students’ social engagement and wellbeing highlights how essential schools are in creating an inclusive environment that fosters social connections and mental health awareness. Interviews revealed that when students spend excessive time isolated in their dormitories, often absorbed in internet activities, it indicates a potential gap in the school’s ability to encourage interaction and detect signs of emotional distress. Participants suggested that schools need to ensure staff are adequately trained and supported to recognize early signs of disengagement and mental health issues. Without such proactive measures, students may lack the necessary support for their academic and personal success, highlighting the school’s responsibility in building a supportive and attentive community.

On the other hand, vocational school staff (teachers and support staff) emphasized in their interviews that school leadership should also invest in and consider the wellbeing and mental health of staff within the vocational school environment.


One participant shared, "Our mental health is also not good; we would wish to be more included in decision-making processes, but they only do it superficially and don't really involve us" (PG2Õ4).
 

This statement highlights a significant concern regarding the wellbeing of vocational school staff. In the interviews, it was mentioned that the school leadership is not supportive. One of the participants said the following: “I feel like I either have to educate myself to become a leader or choose a new school with a new leader because things do not seem to work any other way in vocational schools. I do not even understand where the school values are…” (PG2Õ2).

From this statement, it can be concluded that there may be a sense of frustration with the leadership (school management) in vocational schools. The individual feels a lack of support and clear direction, suggesting that leadership may not be effectively fostering a positive school culture or providing the necessary resources for professional growth. Interviews also revealed that according to vocational school staff, there is a need for school leadership that focuses on establishing clear values, providing professional development opportunities, and ensuring that the school environment is supportive for both staff and students.

Furthermore, interviews with vocational school staff brought out several areas where teachers and support staff feel excluded from important decision-making processes. Many participants expressed frustration over not being involved in discussions about vocational school values, strategic planning, which creates a sense of disconnection from the school’s direction. There is also a perceived lack of inclusion when it comes to initiatives aimed at supporting student wellbeing, with staff feeling that their insights and expertise are often overlooked.

Additionally, participants emphasize that the mental health and wellbeing of staff are often overlooked, which can result in burnout, decreased motivation, and ultimately a negative impact on the quality of support provided to students.



Inclusive activities and traditions that support students’ wellbeing in vocational schools

The study intended to identify good practices and methods used by vocational schools to support student wellbeing. However, the results revealed that such practices or methods are often used infrequently and by only a small number of vocational schools in Estonia. While vocational schools employ various ideas to promote wellbeing, their implementation tends to be inconsistent and limited. One notable practice in one vocational school is the orientation camp for first-year students, a tradition that has been going on for nearly 5 years at one vocational school. It is a two-day camp, including spending the night on tourist farms. According to the teachers, it has helped the students to quickly and safely adapt to the school environment. During camp, vocational school group leaders,3 teachers and support staff work together to help freshmen overcome initial fears.

Another participant shared her perspective on how regular events, celebrations, and community-building practices contribute to creating a supportive and welcoming environment at their school. She mentioned the following: “Our school’s regular events, celebrations, and community-building practices help to create a welcoming and supportive environment. We have thoughtfully integrated these traditions into the school year, and they provide opportunities for students to engage with their peers and teachers, which, in our opinion, strengthens the overall sense of community.” (PG4Õ2).

In addition, it was also pointed out that in one vocational school, inclusive activities such as group projects, cooperative lessons and peer tutoring have become central to fostering a sense of community. These activities are designed to engage students in teamwork and encourage them to develop essential skills such as communication, problem-solving, and self-regulation – skills that are important to their personal and professional growth.

One school emphasizes individualized support through mentorship and counseling programs. Students can participate in one-on-one mentoring sessions, where they can discuss personal challenges, career aspirations, and academic goals. This support system is designed to help students build resilience, manage stress, and develop confidence in their ability to succeed academically and in their future careers.

Inclusive activities such as games and evening campfire talks foster strong social interactions, helping students build new friendships and feel more connected to their school community. These experiences boost students’ confidence, making it easier for them to return to school. Additionally, teachers and support staff agree that induction traditions, such as “icebreaker” activities, are necessary in helping both new students and staff feel welcomed and integrated into the school environment. In addition, according to teachers the positive effect of these camps is evident, as the students participating in them show greater cohesion and self-confidence. However, the two-year hiatus due to the COVID-19 lockdown highlighted the challenges and disparities faced by students who missed out on that experience. Their experiences have shown that without the camp it is more difficult for teachers to achieve the same positive results in regular classes.


As one teacher explains, “For the past five years, we've had a tradition of a two-day freshman orientation camp, including an overnight stay at tourist farms. This camp, which helps students adapt quickly and safely, was canceled for the last two years due to COVID-19. The camp includes group leaders, teachers, and support staff who help freshmen overcome their initial fears. After the camp, students feel more confident and connected, greeting everyone and forming new friendships through activities like games and evening bonfire talks. The absence of the camp for two years has clearly affected the cohesion and confidence of the students. Teachers also find it difficult to achieve the same positive results in regular classes as they did during the camp.” (PG3Õ3)
 

In the interviews, the importance of a physical environment that supports wellbeing was highlighted as an important component. Creating a healthy, safe and inclusive physical environment was considered important for promoting mental health. Some of the support specialists brought out their plan to create a space for vocational school group leaders that would provide a very comfortable and pleasant environment. They envision having bean bag chairs where they can sit and relax while discussing world affairs. They emphasized that such a physical environment should support comfort and safety, ultimately fostering better communication and student wellbeing in the classroom.


As one teacher explains, "I would like to create a room for the group leader and the students with a very comfortable and pleasant environment. There could be beanbag chairs where you can sit and relax and talk about the world. In a regular classroom, where the teacher talks and students listen, it doesn't give the same feeling." (PG1Õ2)
 

This quote shows a teacher’s desire to create a space that goes beyond the traditional classroom setup, aiming instead for an environment that fosters open dialogue, comfort, and emotional connection. Traditional classrooms, focused on academic structure, may lack flexibility for informal, supportive interactions. Such a classroom would encourage students to share their thoughts openly, which could promote social wellbeing and trust within the group.

Another perspective raised by participants from vocational schools was the need for a more comprehensive focus on mental health within the curriculum or through dedicated subjects. One participant mentioned that such a curriculum was only present in one of the vocational schools in Estonia. Participants pointed out that integrating regular discussions about mental health could have an important part in creating a more supportive and understanding school environment. In their opinion and experience, by including these topics, students would not only feel more supported but also develop better emotional strength, which is essential for managing stress and overall wellbeing. Furthermore, equipping students with practical tools to handle mental health challenges would benefit them both during their studies and in their future careers, where mental health and stress management are increasingly important.




Discussion and conclusion

The study’s findings indicated that the understanding of the role of supporting students’ wellbeing in vocational schools in Estonia can vary significantly from one institution to another. Educators perceive themselves as playing a broader role in recognizing the importance of addressing students’ emotional and mental health needs alongside their academic development. The analysis highlights that teachers’ ability to support student wellbeing is closely tied to their own wellbeing, professional conditions, and access to systemic support. Teachers and support staff experience significant demands in their roles, while also facing structural constraints such as staff shortages and resource limitations. According to the interviews, some vocational teachers actively invest in the wellbeing of students, and they view themselves not only as knowledge transmitters, but also as trusted contacts for their students. Therefore, they see themselves in a dual role. The same study results were highlighted in the study in the year 2018, one person in a school often fulfills multiple roles (Haaristo and Kirss, 2018). For instance, a group supervisor or teacher may take on the responsibilities of a social pedagogue, even if they lack formal qualifications in social pedagogy.

The presence of burnout risk, heavy workload, and everyday challenges shows that teachers are expected to do a lot, but they may not always have enough energy or support to manage it in a healthy way. Despite these challenges, many teachers still feel that their work is meaningful and rewarding, and they stay motivated from within. However, this inner motivation alone is not enough to keep them going in the long run. A positive school culture is reflected in teachers’ professional commitment, ethical orientation, and their willingness to support students – elements evident in codes such as Sustaining Sense of Mission, Professional Satisfaction, and Teacher Ethical Boundaries (Cohen et al., 2009; Schein, 2004). Complementing this, Hoy and Tarter’s concept of Academic Optimism emphasizes that teachers’ trust in students, sense of efficacy, and belief in the value of their work are core components of a positive school climate that fosters student success (Hoy et al., 2006. p. 426; McGuigan and Hoy, 2006).

In the study participants also highlighted systemic challenges such as Resource Limitations in Schools and the National Shortage of Support Staff indicating that cultural values do not always translate into consistent and effective practice. Another important issue is that many vocational schools in Estonia still lack proper access to mental health and support services. Teachers reported that they do not always have clear guidance or enough training to recognize and respond to students’ mental health needs.

Although wellbeing strategies are becoming more accepted, skepticism and limited awareness among staff remain challenges. To address this, teachers should receive appropriate training with clear guidance and practical tools for identifying and responding to students’ mental health needs. Developing targeted professional development modules such as training based on Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) principles adapted specifically for VET personnel could strengthen staff capacity to support students’ emotional wellbeing more effectively.

In addition, the lack of support staff and limited resources in schools mean that teachers often carry too much responsibility for student wellbeing. Although they are willing to help students, they need better support from the school system and their colleagues to do it well. The findings also align with theories of school culture and school climate, as examined in various studies (Stanton et al., 2016; Awartani et al., 2008). These perspectives emphasize the significance of both value-based leadership and everyday interpersonal dynamics in shaping a positive and supportive school environment. Therefore, vocational schools should create structured support systems that integrate mental health services into daily school life, ensuring students know where to seek help. Vocational school leaders should promote campaigns to emphasize the importance of mental wellbeing and foster a school culture where mental health is prioritized alongside physical health. Furthermore, this topic should be represented as a subject in vocational school curricula, ensuring that students are equipped with the knowledge and tools to understand and manage mental health issues.

The second research question in the study aimed to identify the practices of teachers and support staff that are related to elements of positive school culture and school climate to promote student wellbeing in vocational schools. The results revealed that practices specifically designed to support student wellbeing and mental health are rarely implemented in Estonian vocational schools. When such practices are applied, their implementation is often inconsistent and limited to only a few institutions. However, some vocational schools introduced inclusive practices to strengthen student cohesion and personal development. For example, one school organized a camp for first-year students, which teachers noted improved students’ social skills, self-confidence, and sense of belonging. Group projects, cooperative lessons, and peer tutoring were also highlighted as important methods for fostering teamwork and developing essential skills such as communication, problem-solving, and self-regulation.

These activities also support students’ emotional wellbeing and social integration, and, in terms of school climate, are also considered important aspects and values in developing a positive school culture in a vocational school (Durlak et al., 2015; Ismail et al., 2022). These activities are important for building a supportive environment where everyone feels valued. Existing literature highlights the importance of social–emotional competencies in general education (Durlak et al., 2015), yet few studies address how these principles translate into VET contexts. This study contributes by illustrating how VET-specific SEL training could respond to the distinct emotional demands vocational teachers face.

In addition to that, the results show that time and wider events influence how school culture and climate develop. For example, during the two-year break caused by the COVID-19 lockdown, important activities like first-year student camps could not take place. Teachers noticed that without it, it was harder to create the same sense of unity in regular classes. This suggests that Bronfenbrenner’s chronosystem could be a useful lens for interpreting how wider social events, like the COVID-19 lockdown, influence school life and students’ experiences over time (Guy-Evans, 2024).

According to study, induction traditions, such as “icebreaker” activities, help new students integrate into the school community, foster a supportive environment for open communication and strong relationships. Encouraging collaboration among teachers, students, and staff strengthens school culture by reducing social isolation and promoting mutual respect. Creating safe, accessible learning spaces is also key to supporting students’ academic and social success, as highlighted by Cohen et al. (2009) and Barker et al. (2023).

On the other hand, the study also found that vocational schools face significant internal challenges that hinder their ability to create a supportive environment and promote students’ wellbeing. From the perspective of school climate, the data reveal considerable concerns related to workload and emotional strain, seen in codes like Workload and Stress and Burnout Risk Awareness. These results show the need for a school environment that supports and safeguards teachers’ mental and emotional wellbeing (National School Climate Center, 2024; Rhodes et al., 2011). In addition, internal challenges such as ineffective communication and limited leadership involvement were found to conflict with the principles of positive school culture (Rhodes et al., 2011; Barnett and McCormick, 2004; Turan and Bektas, 2013; Jessiman et al., 2022). Interview data revealed that communication between vocational school staff and management was often insufficient, which hindered collaboration and reduced staff involvement in decision-making. For instance, some vocational schools did not prioritize students’ wellbeing, and there were instances where the school management disregarded suggestions from employees on this issue. At the same time, the overall school environment is affected by this lack of open communication and staff engagement. When teachers feel excluded from major decisions, it weakens their sense of belonging and collective responsibility, which are essential for a positive school climate, as highlighted by Vandana and Anubhuti (2019). It was also emphasized that teachers often operate independently, without adequate systemic support or coordinated guidance in this topic. This finding is consistent with previous research suggesting that, in the absence of strong institutional leadership or collaborative structures, individual staff members may carry a disproportionate burden in supporting student wellbeing (Hargreaves, 2000, p.165) While prior research (e.g., Cohen et al., 2009) emphasizes the central role of leadership in fostering school climate, the present findings suggest that in vocational settings, staff wellbeing efforts often evolve despite limited leadership engagement. This raises questions about how support structures can be sustained without strong top-down guidance.

According to another research (Oppi et al., 2020), hierarchical structures often limit teachers’ involvement in leadership. This issue is prevalent in many schools where communication between staff and management is ineffective and without effective leadership and good communication, schools face challenges in addressing students’ needs, which hinders the creation of an environment where both teachers and students can thrive (Oppi et al., 2020). In addition, the limited involvement of vocational school staff in leadership and decision-making, as highlighted in the interviews, also aligns with critiques posed by distributed leadership theory (Spillane, 2005), which argues that sustainable school improvement relies on leadership practices distributed across various actors. The findings align with Complexity Leadership Theory (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007), which highlights the need for leadership in schools to go beyond administrative control and foster adaptive and collaborative processes. Complexity Leadership Theory (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007) argues that leadership in complex environments such as schools – should not solely focus on hierarchy and administrative control but should also facilitate adaptability, collaboration, and innovation. In cases where leadership restricts communication and participation, schools may struggle to address students’ evolving needs effectively. Moreover, inclusive decision-making enhances staff wellbeing, strengthens a positive school climate, and fosters innovation, ultimately benefiting both educators and students. By creating open communication channels and encouraging shared leadership, schools can develop sustainable support systems that respond proactively to challenges, ensuring a more effective and responsive learning environment for all stakeholders.



Limitations, implications and future directions

While this study provides valuable insights into the role of school culture and climate in supporting student wellbeing in vocational schools, several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings. Firstly, the sample includes vocational schools from different regions, but not all areas were represented, which may restrict the generalizability of the results to other types of schools or regions. Secondly, the study relies on qualitative data collected primarily through interviews with teachers and support staff, which, although rich in detail, may not fully capture the complexity of student experiences or the broader institutional context. Additionally, it is likely that teachers and support staff who participated in this study were those with a particular interest in the topic, which, while valuable, also means they shared their views based on their unique perspectives and experiences within their schools. Data collection took place during a period of post-pandemic recovery, a factor that may have impacted school dynamics and communication practices.

Future research could expand on the findings of this study in several ways. To address the geographic and institutional diversity limitations, future studies could include a more representative sample, encompassing a wider range of schools from various regions and types. This would facilitate a broader understanding of how cultural and structural factors influence student wellbeing across diverse educational settings. Moreover, integrating a mixed-methods approach that combines quantitative surveys with qualitative interviews could provide a more comprehensive view of the relationship between school culture and student wellbeing. This could allow researchers to capture broad trends through quantitative data while also exploring the deeper, more nuanced experiences of students and staff.

In addition, there is potential for future studies to explore digital interventions aimed at improving student wellbeing. These could include mobile applications for mental health monitoring, online counseling, or peer-support platforms. Investigating such digital solutions would be valuable in understanding how technology can be integrated into existing school cultures to support students more flexibly and effectively. Another important direction for future research would be to evaluate leadership development programs for school leaders, focusing on enhancing their capacity to foster supportive, inclusive school culture. Finally, research could examine the impact of social and emotional learning (SEL) programs, specifically tailored for vocational education settings, to assess how these programs could enhance both staff and student wellbeing.
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Footnotes

1   The training program also contributed to the broader research project “X.”

2   A vocational school group leader is an educational professional responsible for overseeing and guiding a specific group of students within a vocational education setting.

3   A vocational school group leader is an educational professional responsible for overseeing and guiding a specific group of students within a vocational education setting.
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Appendix



TABLE A1 Schematic code tree.
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Mental health remains a pressing and persistent concern within educational discourse, influencing the decisions of policymakers, practitioners, and school communities alike. A growing number of children and young people are presenting with symptoms of anxiety, depression, and behavioral difficulties within school settings. Despite the implementation of various wellbeing initiatives, access to appropriate mental health support services across England remains inconsistent and often inadequate. As a result, teachers are frequently left to manage complex mental health needs without sufficient training or resources. While interventions such as mindfulness programmes aim to foster mental wellbeing, they are not always rigorously evaluated or effectively integrated into broader approaches that consider the holistic relationship between body and mind. This paper investigates the multifaceted and interconnected nature of wellbeing, with a particular focus on the dynamic interplay between physical and mental health. It further explores the role of mindfulness practices in educational contexts, considering how such initiatives might extend their impact beyond emotional regulation and metacognitive development. The analysis aims to identify opportunities for developing holistic, inclusive, and sustainable strategies that empower young learners to make healthier, more informed life choices. Ultimately, this paper poses critical questions about prevailing research priorities and the methodological approaches used to define and assess the effectiveness of school-based interventions designed to support and enhance children's wellbeing.

Keywords
holistic wellbeing, mental health, physical activity, mindfulness, inclusion, promotion


Introduction

Recent data highlights a continued rise in mental health issues among children and young people, especially since the pandemic. According to NHS Digital (2023), around 20% of those aged 8–25 are likely to have a mental health condition. Globally, UNICEF (2025) reports a steady decline in child wellbeing across high-income nations. Using data from OECD (2024), UNICEF assesses wellbeing through six indicators: mental health (life satisfaction and youth suicide rates), physical health (child mortality and obesity), and skills (academic and social competencies). Among 36 OECD and EU countries, the UK ranks 27th in mental health, 22nd in physical health, and 15th in skills, highlighting the urgent need for stronger national efforts to support young people's wellbeing. Although mental health is increasingly acknowledged in policy and educational discourse, this article brings together recent research on mental health provision, physical activity, and mindfulness. Grounded in the first-hand experience of a former teacher, it anchors the discussion in the day-to-day realities of classroom life. The aim is to explore how schools can move beyond narrow, outcome-focused mental health initiatives toward more integrated, holistic strategies that genuinely nurture pupil wellbeing.

The following review of literature employed a systematic approach to identify, evaluate, and synthesize research and policy related to school-based mental health interventions primarily within the UK. Comprehensive searches were conducted across ERIC, PsycINFO, Scopus, and Google Scholar using a combination of keywords, including mental health, wellbeing, school interventions, mindfulness, physical activity, children and adolescents. Key data including research objectives, methodologies and findings, were extracted and thematically analyzed to identify recurring patterns and trends. Although all studies underwent quality appraisal, inclusion criteria merits further reflection to ensure transparency and rigor.

My positionality, shaped by 25 years of experience as a primary school teacher, informed the lens through which this review was conducted. With a background in leading Physical Education, PSHE (Personal, Social and Health Education), and initiating whole-school wellbeing strategies, I bring a perspective that values the integration of theory, classroom practice and implementation within school settings. Priority was given to peer-reviewed empirical studies, systematic reviews, and policy documents employing diverse methodological approaches however practitioner-led research and gray literature were also included to offer valuable insights into lived experiences and challenges. This inclusive strategy aimed to balance academic rigor with practical relevance, supporting a nuanced and contextually informed synthesis of the evidence. This article critically examines school-based mental health and wellbeing initiatives, with a particular focus on their inclusivity, effectiveness, and long-term sustainability. Although centered on the English education system, the findings may offer broader insights, aligning with global efforts to enhance the wellbeing of children and young people (World Health Organisation, 2018).



Critical considerations for supporting mental health and wellbeing in schools

While mental health services are fundamentally designed to prevent, manage, and support mental health challenges (Norwich et al., 2022), they remain inadequate for many children and young people in England (Lowry et al., 2022). Children's Commissioner (2025) reports that the NHS in England can only meet the needs of around one-third of diagnosed children, with regional inequalities in access, funding, and waiting times further compounding the problem. Teachers, alongside GPs and social workers, are responsible for early identification and referral however limited specialist care has led to growing reliance on educators to support a wide range of needs (Lowry et al., 2022). While NHS England (2023) emphasizes the importance of early support for emotional distress, even in the absence of a formal diagnosis, teachers' daily interactions with pupils uniquely position them to identify and respond to emerging concerns (Lowry et al., 2022). Research also links strong pupil-teacher relationships to improved long-term health outcomes (Kim, 2021). Consequently, educators must be equipped not only to address mental health challenges but also to actively foster wellbeing through a comprehensive, whole-school approach (The Association for Child Adolescent Mental Health, 2024).

The Whole School Approach to Mental Health and Wellbeing (Public Health England, 2021) is a widely utilized model (Mentally Healthy Schools, 2025) actively endorsed by the UK government. The approach outlines key factors including identification of need, targeted support, and appropriate referral pathways. Additional priorities highlight the role of active leadership, staff development for personal and pupil wellbeing, meaningful engagement with parents and carers, pupil voice in decision-making, and the cultivation of an inclusive school culture that values diversity. The final dimension relates to teaching and learning, specifically the promotion of resilience and social and emotional learning. In this context, mental health is framed through the lens of emotional wellbeing, with an emphasis on prevention, early identification, timely support, and access to specialist services. While schools are increasingly called upon to support pupils' mental health, this expanded role should not overshadow their core educational mission to integrate academic learning with the development of skills and dispositions necessary to lead flourishing, meaningful lives (Norwich et al., 2022). The following model serves as a valuable guide in this regard.



Concepts of holistic wellbeing for supporting both body and mind

Swarbrick's (2013) Wellness Model (Figure 1) illustrates eight interrelated dimensions of wellbeing. While some aspects naturally progress as a child grows, and others may be significantly shaped by external factors, each dimension is meant to be recognized, cultivated, and developed over time. When used as a guiding framework, this model illustrates how many components of a broad, balanced and creative school curriculum can nurture holistic wellbeing.


[image: Cycle illustrates seven wellness dimensions: emotional, financial, social, spiritual, occupational, physical, and intellectual. Each dimension includes a description, such as emotional involves coping with life and relationships, while financial pertains to financial satisfaction.]
FIGURE 1
 Dimensions of wellbeing (adapted from Swarbrick, 2013).


Literature emphasizes the interconnectedness of wellbeing, particularly the relationship between mental and physical health. NHS England (2022) identifies five key actions to promote wellbeing: connecting with others, being physically active, learning new skills, giving to others, and practicing mindfulness, the latter discussed in more detail below. These actions align with UNICEF's (2025) three core domains of wellbeing: mental, physical, and cognitive/social. Mind (2025) highlights the positive impact of physical activity on mental health, advocating for inclusive, non-competitive approaches tailored to individual preferences. Wolf et al. (2021) demonstrate that regular exercise can reduce anxiety and depression, improve sleep, and enhance both cognitive and emotional functioning. Reflecting on Swarbrick's (2013) model, physical activity can also contribute to social connection, a sense of belonging, creativity, and learning, reinforcing the multi-faceted nature of wellbeing.

Although regular physical activity is widely linked to positive health outcomes (World Health Organisation, 2019), sedentary behaviors are on the rise (Guthold et al., 2018). While adult-focused interventions often show limited long-term success (Macali et al., 2025), school-based programmes targeting children tend to yield more promising results (World Health Organisation, 2021). Despite clear guidelines, over 80% of school-aged children globally fall short of the recommended 60 min of daily moderate-to-vigorous activity (World Health Organisation, 2022). Contributing factors include reduced outdoor play, increased screen time (Palmer, 2015), and barriers such as low confidence, peer pressure, and body image concerns (Youth Sport Trust and University of Manchester, 2025). Although students recognize the benefits of physical activity, persistent digital distractions and self-esteem issues hinder participation. The report calls for more curriculum time, funding, and staff training. Complementary strategies like mindfulness may help boost motivation, confidence, and long-term engagement in healthy behaviors.

Mindfulness, often referred to as present-moment awareness, is identified as one of the five key actions for enhancing wellbeing (NHS England, 2022). While gaining significant prominence across scientific, educational, and public domains, conceptual clarity remains limited, with understandings often appearing vague or inconsistent (Roychowdhury, 2021). Originating in ancient Eastern spiritual traditions and cultivated through disciplined practice, mindfulness has more recently been critiqued for its commodification, superficial application and portrayal as a universal solution to a wide range of issues (Purser, 2019). These tensions remain the subject of ongoing debate (Konishi et al., 2024) and will be explored in more depth later in this article. Nevertheless, mindfulness programmes are increasingly being adopted in educational settings worldwide, supported by a growing body of evidence (Mindfulness in Schools Project, 2024a). A widely accepted definition describes mindfulness as “the awareness that arises through paying attention, on purpose, in the present moment and non-judgementally” (Kabat-Zinn, 2005, p. 45). This framing highlights the intentional and reflective dimensions of mindfulness, aligning closely with educational aims to foster self-awareness, emotional regulation, and metacognitive development in learners. A more nuanced understanding may suggest that intentional living, cultivated through self-awareness and self-regulation, has the potential to enhance all dimensions of wellbeing.



Recent initiatives and reported evidence of effectiveness

The UK government expects schools to select, implement, and evaluate mental health interventions based on robust evidence, ensuring they are effective and contextually appropriate (Department for Education, 2021). This guidance promotes a whole-school approach and recommends appointing a designated mental health lead. Although the government has committed to providing Mental Health Support Teams in all schools by 2030 (Department for Education, 2025a), training funding is currently paused. While resource hubs and toolkits are available, they can be overwhelming and time-consuming to navigate, especially for busy staff, making it difficult to identify tools tailored to specific school needs. Additionally, questions remain around what constitutes a valid evidence base.

Two major quantitative studies currently shape the UK's understanding of mindfulness in education. The MYRIAD project (Kuyken et al., 2022) was an eight-year study that implemented a 10-lesson mindfulness curriculum in secondary schools, delivered by classroom teachers using structured instructional manuals. The results found negligible benefits compared to standard social and emotional learning. Weare and Ormston (2022) critique these findings heavily, highlighting that the teachers involved were not adequately trained. More recently, a large-scale evaluation by the UK Government Social Research team (Department for Education, 2025b) examined mindfulness interventions across primary and secondary schools. While some small positive effects were observed in secondary settings, the overall impact on pupils' mental health and wellbeing was not statistically significant or consistent. Weare and Bethune (2024) highlight numerous qualitative research projects that illustrate contrasting perspectives in both detail and results.

Considering the interrelated dimensions of physical and mental wellbeing, Weare and Bethune (2024) emphasize that while mindfulness is often framed as a mental discipline, its core practices are rooted in bodily and sensory awareness. Techniques such as breath-focused attention, body scans, mindful eating, and walking cultivate a deeper connection to physical sensations, highlighting the embodied nature of mindfulness. An expanding body of research supports the role of regular mindfulness practice in fostering healthier behaviors (Howarth et al., 2019; Allen et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2021). Present-moment awareness helps individuals pause before reacting to impulses, such as cravings or avoidance of activity, enabling more intentional choices. Enhanced bodily awareness also improves recognition of internal cues like hunger, fatigue, or tension, promoting healthier responses. Given the strong link between chronic stress and unhealthy behaviors, mindfulness may reduce stress, improve sleep, and support emotional regulation. Fully engaging in activities like eating, resting, or exercising can also increase enjoyment and motivation, encouraging sustained participation in health-promoting behaviors. Further studies link higher mindfulness levels with increased physical activity (Sala et al., 2019), healthier eating (Murphy et al., 2012), better sleep (Bogusch et al., 2016), and greater self-efficacy for behavior change (Gilbert and Waltz, 2010). However, the majority of existing research focuses on adult populations. Within school settings, mindfulness studies have primarily examined emotional and mental health outcomes although systematic reviews are beginning to explore mindfulness interventions for children with physical health conditions (Hughes et al., 2023).



Mindfulness developments in school—Connecting mind and body

The Mindfulness in Schools Project (2024b) offers a range of training programmes for educators to deliver mindfulness curricula to children and young people aged 3–18. Alongside pupil-focused content, there are courses designed to support staff wellbeing. Classroom modules typically span 6–12 h and combine PowerPoint presentations, video clips, discussions, and experiential practices. Activities include mindful movement such as stretching and walking, body scans, and sensory exercises like mindful eating, all aimed at enhancing bodily awareness. A growing body of research in both secondary (Sanger and Dorjee, 2016; Wilde et al., 2018; Volanen et al., 2020; Kennedy et al., 2022) and primary schools (Thomas and Atkinson, 2017; Wimmer and Dorjee, 2020; Calcutt, 2021; Crompton et al., 2024) highlights a range of benefits associated with these programmes. Delivery by trained facilitators is recommended, with the long-term goal of embedding mindfulness into school culture. However, challenges such as limited funding and inconsistent staff engagement may hinder sustainable implementation. When successfully introduced, mindfulness can be integrated throughout the school day. Simple yoga poses can support flexibility, balance, and focus, while practices like Tai Chi or mindful walking help children connect breath with movement (Fabian and Davila, 2023). In physical education, mindful breathing and body scans can enhance awareness and readiness for activity (Rohan, 2025). Once foundational principles are established, schools can explore creative ways to embed mindfulness into daily routines.



Embodied mindfulness: integrity and impact

The core principles of mindfulness require thoughtful consideration, particularly when applied in educational settings. Within the context of the Whole School Approach (Public Health England, 2021), large-scale quantitative studies may frame mindfulness as a mental health intervention. This framing underscores the importance of critically examining how wellbeing is both defined and assessed. Rather than treating wellbeing as a static or uniform state, it should be recognized as dynamic and context-sensitive, with variations across different domains. Relying solely on single-point, quantitative assessments overlook this complexity and fail to capture the evolving, lived experiences of pupils.

As previously discussed, ongoing tensions persist around the application of mindfulness in education (Konishi et al., 2024). Both secular-therapeutic and religious-spiritual interpretations present distinct challenges (Calcutt, 2021). The therapeutic model, which dominates current school-based programmes, often relies heavily on quantitative metrics and frames mindfulness primarily as a tool for building resilience. However, when stripped of its ethical and philosophical foundations, secular mindfulness risks becoming a transmission-based teaching model, vulnerable to appropriation by neoliberal agendas (Forbes, 2019). As Ergas (2019) notes, scientific discourse has redefined mindfulness in terms that align with market-driven priorities, eschewing traditional Buddhist language in favor of economically palatable narratives that fit within constrained educational timeframes.

Flor Rotne and Flor Rotne (2013) and Gilbert (2017), conceptualize mindfulness in education as a holistic way of being; one that nurtures both individual growth and collective transformation within school communities. This perspective aligns with McCaw's (2019) advocacy for a more relational, culturally responsive, and transformative approach to mindfulness. However, Nhất Hạnh et al. (2017) emphasize that meaningful mindfulness must begin with educators themselves. Their personal embodiment of mindfulness not only supports personal wellbeing (Emerson et al., 2017) but also serves as the ethical and relational foundation from which it can evolve into a pedagogical stance, characterized by noticing, reflecting, and responding calmly and effectively with present moment awareness. Dispositional mindfulness, also referred to as trait mindfulness, describes a sustained form of awareness or consciousness that extends beyond formal practice (Tomasulo, 2020; Rau and Williams, 2016). In this view, mindfulness is not merely a temporary state achieved during practice, but a consistent quality of being. It involves recognizing and expanding the space between perception and response, a space that becomes more accessible once acknowledged. Cultivating dispositional mindfulness in everyday life invites individuals to notice and widen this gap, fostering greater intentionality in thought and action.

In educational settings, this approach aligns with Cotton's (2013) emphasis on deliberate teacher behaviors, such as modeling empathy, attributing positive traits to pupils, and articulating alternative perspectives along with their possible outcomes. Similarly, Dix (2017) advocates for a calm and consistent teacher presence, encouraging practices like active listening, restorative dialogue, and problem-solving conversations throughout the school day. These behaviors reflect a mindful stance that supports both teacher wellbeing and the social-emotional development of pupils.



Conclusion

The mental health of children and young people continues to be a global concern, with wellbeing levels in the UK notably lower than in many other countries. This article offers recommendations for schools, researchers and policy makers. As access to specialist services remains limited, schools are increasingly expected to identify and support pupils experiencing emotional distress. However, a broader, more proactive approach to wellbeing is needed, one that moves beyond reactive interventions. Although the terms mental health and wellbeing are often used interchangeably, their relationship is rarely defined (Ereaut and Whiting, 2008). If schools recognize wellbeing as a multifaceted concept, this understanding should meaningfully influence both curriculum design and school culture.

Mindfulness, as a voluntary and intentional practice, requires thoughtful integration into the daily life of a school. When aligned with a school's culture and ethos, as outlined in the Whole School Framework (Public Health England, 2021), it becomes a gradual process of exploring and understanding emotions, thoughts, attitudes, and behaviors to support personal development and human flourishing (Konishi et al., 2024). However, for mindfulness to be fully embedded, it must be explicitly taught and consistently practiced, helping children develop healthier, more integrated relationships between body and mind. While initial resistance may be encountered within school communities, programmes such as the Jigsaw PSHE scheme (Wolstenholme et al., 2016), and Mindfulness in Schools curricula (Thomas and Atkinson, 2017; Calcutt, 2021) receive positive feedback for including mindfulness within a broader framework of social and emotional learning. This integration enhances both conceptual understanding and practical application, potentially marking the beginning of a school's journey toward authentic and sustainable practice.

Given the time and resource constraints faced by schools, the use of evidence-based strategies is essential to ensure both impact and efficiency. Although some large-scale quantitative studies have questioned the effectiveness of school-based mindfulness, a growing body of research presents a more nuanced view, highlighting a range of potential benefits. This underscores the need for researchers to reflect on how wellbeing is defined and measured. Rather than being seen as a fixed state, wellbeing should be understood as dynamic and context-dependent, fluctuating across different domains. Single-point assessments, particularly in quantitative research, can fail to capture this complexity. To fully understand the impact of mindfulness in education it is crucial to incorporate and synthesize qualitative research that explores pupils' lived experiences across multiple dimensions of wellbeing. Such insights can provide policymakers with a richer, more holistic understanding of how mindfulness supports children's emotional, social and physical development within real-world school contexts.
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The global mental health crisis, intensified by the post-pandemic context, calls for holistic approaches to wellbeing in higher education. While prior research highlights the relevance of physical learning environments for health, limited attention has been paid to how these spaces foster social and psychological outcomes. This study examines how informal learning spaces (ILS) contribute to student wellbeing through the mediating role of social integration, with a focus on students facing personal challenges (FPC). Drawing on Tinto’s social integration model and the person–environment fit theory, this study explores two key questions: (1) Does social integration mediate the relationship between ILS availability/accessibility and student wellbeing? (2) Does FPC moderate the relationship between ILS and social integration? A cross-sectional survey was conducted with 932 university students from Austria, Germany, Italy, and Türkiye. Results showed that social integration mediates the relationship between ILS and wellbeing (β = 0.09). Moderation analysis indicated that the relationship between ILS and social integration was stronger for students FPC (β = 0.12), who reported significantly lower social integration when ILS were less accessible. Our findings present novel empirical evidence linking the physical learning environment to social integration and wellbeing, particularly for students facing personal challenges. These findings call for ILS to be intentionally designed as inclusive, welcoming, and supportive spaces that promote equity and wellbeing in higher education.
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1 Introduction

In recent years, student wellbeing in higher education has become a focus of concern due to the increasing prevalence of mental health problems among university students (Brown, 2018; Khatri et al., 2024; Ribeiro et al., 2024). Students face a range of stressors, including academic, social, financial, cultural and environmental challenges, which can be overwhelming and detrimental to their wellbeing making them a ‘high risk population’ for psychological distress and mental disorders (Baik et al., 2019; Brett et al., 2023; Brown, 2018; Liu et al., 2022). The EUROSTUDENT 8 Survey conducted in 22 countries includes a special section focusing on mental health and wellbeing. Results indicate that student wellbeing is widespread concern: between 37 and 58% of students report poor wellbeing, with this being the majority experience in eight of the 22 nations examined. Younger students and those facing financial hardship report significantly lower wellbeing compared to their older and financially stable peers. Among students reporting mental health issues, depression and anxiety are the most common diagnoses. In Austria 44% of the students report low sense of wellbeing (Cuppen et al., 2024). In a representative German survey, 15.9% of students reported experiencing impairments that hinder their studies, with mental illnesses accounting for the majority (65%) of these cases. In other words, around one in 10 students suffers from a mental illness that negatively impacts his or her academic success (Kroher et al., 2021). A cross-national study by Ochnik et al. (2021) found high prevalence rates of mental health problems among university students in the Czech Republic, Türkiye, Israel, Slovenia, Germany, Poland, Ukraine, Russia, and Colombia during the COVID-19 pandemic. Turkish students reported the second highest levels of stress (70%), and the highest levels of anxiety (51.3%) and depression (62.3%) of all countries surveyed.

In addressing these mental health challenges, universities recently are focusing on structural interventions for health-promoting learning environments, but interventions on physical environments are underexplored compared to pedagogical interventions (Konstantinidis, 2024; Olsson et al., 2024). Recent research has increasingly recognized that the physical learning environment, particularly informal learning spaces (ILS), can serve as a protective factor supporting student wellbeing (Agg and Khimji, 2021; Makaremi et al., 2024; Neves and Hillman, 2017; Pepper, 2024; Scannell et al., 2016; Stanton et al., 2016). Informal learning spaces refer to areas where students use without direct teacher oversight, usually beyond the structure of formal class time. These spaces include hallways, university libraries, communal lounges, cafés, outdoor settings, and digital space (Cerasoli et al., 2018; Ninnemann and Jahnke, 2018). According to Berman (2020) ILS not only support academic engagement but also foster social interaction and overall wellbeing. In response, universities have begun reimagining campus spaces to balance social and academic needs and meet the growing demands for personalized learning (Berman, 2020). A holistic approach to campus design—integrating physical, social, and pedagogical dimensions—has been emphasized by Beckers et al. (2016) and Papaioannou et al. (2023), reinforcing the need to consider both the physical and social environments in higher education as well as the role of built-in environments of student wellbeing.

There exists some research that has examined various dimensions of physical learning space and their impact on learner wellbeing. Some studies examined the role of natural elements and biophilic design in stress reduction, to promote restorative experiences and to improve wellbeing (Agg and Khimji, 2021; Liu et al., 2022; Peters and D’Penna, 2020; Ribeiro et al., 2024). Research on acoustic thermal comfort, furniture, availability of food and drink facilities and lighting has shown that these physical elements impact students stress level and wellbeing (Amasuomo and Amasuomo, 2016; Muhammad et al., 2014; Ricciardi and Buratti, 2018; Scannell et al., 2016).

Despite these insights, the specific role of ILS in supporting student wellbeing remains insufficiently explored, particularly in relation to availability, accessibility, and characteristics contribute to students’ overall wellbeing and campus experience. While availability, accessibility and flexibility of ILS have primarily been investigated in relation to learning experiences and student engagement (Beckers et al., 2016; Costa and Steffgen, 2020; Guney and Al, 2012; Wang and Han, 2021; Wu et al., 2021), connection to wellbeing outcomes remains underexplored. This study addresses this gap by investigating the role of ILS in supporting student wellbeing, with the aim of promoting the development of more inclusive and wellbeing-oriented learning environments.


1.1 Informal learning spaces

The influence of physical learning environments on various dimensions of learning, both in compulsory and post-compulsory education, is widely acknowledged across educational science, design, and architecture (Higgins et al., 2005; Melhuish et al., 2008; Sivunen et al., 2014). However, research specifically addressing spatial use in higher education remains limited and highly fragmented (Ellis and Goodyear, 2016). Wilson’s (2009) Places for Learning Spectrum presents campuses as interconnected networks of diverse learning environments, emphasizing that learning occurs across a mix of spaces, activities, and technologies. His student-centered model spans a continuum from informal, self-directed settings to formal, teacher-led ones. It highlights three key components from the learner’s perspective: physical spaces, learning communities (e. g., staff, peers), and learning modalities that support various outcomes. In this model, informal learning spaces (ILS) constitute the majority of spaces in higher education institutions. ILS are areas where students gather without teacher supervision, typically outside scheduled classes. These spaces often take the form of redesigned university libraries, student lounges, cafes, outdoor areas, and even virtual spaces. Research highlights that the effective design of these spaces should reflect learning principles and support the different modalities of learning (e. g. active learning, focused learning, and collaborative learning) by structuring ways students interact with resources, technology, staff, and peers (Clark et al., 2007; Dovey and Fisher, 2014; Skerlak et al., 2014).

The role of ILS can also be understood by applying the Person–Environment (P–E) Fit Theory (Gilbreath et al., 2011). P-E Fit Theory suggest that individuals experience greater wellbeing, satisfaction, and performance when there is a good fit between their personal characteristics, (needs, values, abilities) and the environment they are in (social context, physical space). ILS in this account can address students’ social and academic needs (Pepper, 2024) that encourage peer interaction, reduce isolation, and foster informal social support and learning.

ILS are also central to the concept of the “sticky campus,” which encourages students to spend more time on campus (Ellis and Goodyear, 2016). A “sticky campus” environment blends spaces for living, learning, and leisure (Berman et al., 2024). This concept integrates study, relaxation, eating, and socializing areas, prioritizing flexibility, and variety to support both academic and recreational needs (Acker and Miller, 2005; Berman et al., 2024; Groves, 2017). In this concept, ILS provide opportunities for students to connect, collaborate, and engage in self-directed learning beyond the formal curriculum (Chattaraj and Vijayaraghavan, 2021; Matthews et al., 2011). These spaces contribute significantly to the development of a sense of community and belonging, which are essential for students’ social and emotional wellbeing (LeGrow et al., 2023).

Thus, ILS play a crucial, yet often underestimated, role in fostering social integration and enhancing the overall health and wellbeing of students within higher education institutions, moving beyond the traditional focus on formal classroom settings (Halupka and Li, 2023; Konstantinidis, 2024). The growing importance of learning spaces and technologies has attracted attraction from researchers focused on the design and utilization of these spaces to optimize teaching, learning, and research outcomes (Papaioannou et al., 2023). To achieve this, understanding the design and effective use of ILS requires a holistic perspective that accounts for the interplay of physical, social, and psychological factors influencing student behavior and learning outcomes.



1.2 Availability and accessibility of ILS

In environmental psychology and architecture, rooms are predominantly assessed based on physical criteria, such as light, climate, acoustics, temperature, furniture, and size (Keser Aschenberger et al., 2022; Ninnemann, 2018). Overarching criteria relevant to the appropriation and use of learning spaces include availability and accessibility of the space as well as the quality of the facilities (Ninnemann, 2018). Although, no comprehensive model currently focuses solely on availability and accessibility of learning spaces, related conceptual frameworks exist. For example, Tomaševski’s (2001) 4-A Model outlines key educational criteria—availability, accessibility, acceptability, and adaptability—primarily focused on human rights obligations in education. While originally designed to address access to schools and teachers, these criteria can be meaningfully applied to learning spaces. Availability is defined as the opportunity to use ILS in terms of sufficient existence of spaces and knowledge about ILS. Accessibility covers the possibility for actual usage of ILS, which might be hindered by barriers, such as restricted access, physical barriers, or lacking information about ILS.

Spatial Justice Theory by Soja (2010) emphasizes that space is socially produced and inherently related to power and inequality. He identifies that ‘space is filled with politics and privileges, ideologies and cultural collisions, utopian ideals and dystopian oppression, oppressive power and the possibility for emancipation’ (p. 103). He shows how the organization of space (physical, social, political) produces and reproduces inequalities, and how the design and distribution of learning spaces can either reinforce or reduce exclusion and marginalization. Applied to ILS, the theory urges institutions to consider how spatial arrangements affect access, inclusion, and wellbeing of diverse student groups. Sen’s (1980, 1993, 1999) Capability Approach compliments this by shifting from resources to what individuals are actually able to do and be. Capability approach is a normative framework for evaluating individual wellbeing. It emphasizes what individuals are actually able to do and be (their capabilities) rather than merely the resources they possess or their subjective satisfaction (Walker and Unterhalter, 2007). Key concepts include capabilities (real opportunities to achieve valuable states of being and doing), functionings (the actual achievements, e. g., being literate, being healthy), and agency (the ability to pursue goals and values). Educational spaces, physical, social, and institutional, can either enhance or restrict students’ capabilities. For example, access to space can enhance students’ real freedoms to learn, participate, and thrive. Together, these perspectives position ILS not just as material settings, but as critical enablers (or barriers) of students’ wellbeing, agency, and educational outcomes—especially for those facing personal challenges (FPC).

Research showed that ILS can accommodate diverse types of learning activities. Beckers et al. (2016) identified four main learning configurations: autonomous learning, instructional learning, interactive/small group learning and network learning. These configurations yield to nine learning activities such as independent study, collaborative learning, attending classes, or social learning activities. Scott-Webber (2015) presents another model bringing together types of learning needs and activities and form of ILS, a two-by-two matrix with four quadrants—Private/Alone, Public/Alone, Private/Together, and Public/Together—each representing different learner behaviors and spatial needs. Private/alone spaces support individual focused work, public/alone spaces offer individual work alone in the presence of others, private/together spaces support group learning with analogue and digital co-creation capabilities and public/together offers open group learning with peers, faculty, or supporting public venues. Based on these frameworks, in this study we centered on focused (individual) learning activities and collaborative (group) learning activities. Focused learning activities are conducted individually and usually undisturbed. Examples are reading, writing and repetition or studying for exams alone. Collaborative learning activities are conducted in groups. These can be the following learning activities: group work, preparing a group presentation and repetition or studying for exams in groups (Beckers et al., 2016).

Empirical studies show that students’ preferences for ILSs are closely linked to their learning activities, with convenience, proximity, and comfort being critical factors (Chin et al., 2021; Cui and Ahn, 2024; Harrop and Turpin, 2013; Ramsden, 2011). Quiet, secluded spaces are preferred for focused study, while open, flexible environments support collaboration, highlighting the importance for adaptable designs that accommodate diverse learning strategies and allow students to manage their own space effectively (Beckers et al., 2016; Guney and Al, 2012; Scoulas and De Groote, 2019; Shouder et al., 2014; Wang and Han, 2021). Building on this framework we hypothesize that availability and accessibility of ILS are significant predictors of student wellbeing.



1.3 Wellbeing

Wellbeing is a multidimensional construct encompassing biological, psychological, and social aspects. Diverse disciplines and contexts offer unique perspectives and insights that enrich our understanding of mental health and wellbeing (Hernández-Torrano et al., 2020). In the literature, two dominant conceptualizations of wellbeing have emerged, rooted in hedonic and eudaimonic traditions: subjective wellbeing and psychological wellbeing. Subjective wellbeing, rooted in the hedonic tradition, was described by Diener (1984) as consisting of three elements: frequent experiences of positive emotions, rare occurrences of negative emotions, and cognitive assessments of overall life satisfaction. On the other hand, psychological wellbeing is grounded in the eudaimonic tradition and includes six aspects of wellbeing: self-acceptance, autonomy, life purpose, positive relationships, personal growth, and mastery of one’s environment (Ryan and Deci, 2001; Ryff, 1989). Furthermore, Keyes (1998) introduced the concept of social wellbeing, referring to individuals’ perceptions of the quality of their relationships with others. In addition to these definitions, the World Health Organization (WHO) offers a holistic definition of mental health and wellbeing as ‘a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing, and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity’ (World Health Organization (WHO), 2020, p. 1). In higher education, student wellbeing typically includes emotional wellbeing, which involves experiencing positive feelings and being satisfied with life; psychological wellbeing, which encompasses having a sense of purpose, personal growth, and self-fulfillment; and social wellbeing, which relates to the quality of relationships and a sense of belonging (Li, 2025). This study adopts the WHO’s salutogenetic definition, focusing on the mental, emotional, and social aspects of wellbeing, and emphasizing enjoyment, happiness, and life satisfaction.

Student wellbeing and mental health have gained increased attention due to rising reports of mental health concerns, particularly depression and burnout (Brown, 2018; Khatri et al., 2024; Ribeiro et al., 2024). Numerous studies have employed the WHO-5 Item index to assess the wellbeing of students. For instance, Kuehner et al. (2020) reported an index of 57 in 2018 and of 56 in 2020 for German students. In 2021, Holm-Hadulla et al. (2021) reported a WHO-5 Item index of 37 for German students. Therefore, it is necessary to understand which factors drive wellbeing of students.

The body of research is growing, investigating the factors influencing student wellbeing. Broad models identify a variety of factors, grouping them into demographics, pre-university experiences, supportive college climate, social and academic interactions, and confidence and sense of belonging (Fink, 2014). Recently, studies have turned to structural approaches which are carried out by universities to find answers for policy advisors and instructors how to improve student wellbeing. Olsson et al. (2024) focused on structural interventions for health-promoting learning environments in higher education. They identified four categories of institutional intervention: (1) inclusion and diversity approaches, (2) adaptations to the physical environment, (3) teaching health-related skills and behaviors and (4) adaptations to pedagogical practices and teaching approaches. Only two studies looked at the physical environment (category 2), whereas nearly two-thirds of the interventions identified belonged to pedagogical practices and teaching approaches (category 4). Similarly, in an integrative review Konstantinidis (2024) identified four overarching factors: the instructor, course design, class climate, and available resources. In this review majority of the interventions belonged to the instructor, the course design or class climate with only a few studies addressing resource-related factors. There is a notable gap in understanding how structural approaches in the learning environment affect student wellbeing (Cooper et al., 2009). Furthermore, students mostly were favorable to the interventions to which they were exposed (Olsson et al., 2024), but evidence on the effectiveness of the interventions remains mixed (Konstantinidis, 2024; Olsson et al., 2024). Mostly, interventions improving competence/confidence and sense of belonging as well as supportive college climate are successful (Brooker and Vu, 2020; Fink, 2014), but there are no studies looking at the interplay between the physical environment as a resource and their effects on wellbeing, sense of belonging, connectedness, and supportive college climate. This study addresses this gap by exploring how ILS can improve social integration and wellbeing. In the next section the Social Integration Model by Tinto (1975) will be explained.



1.4 Social integration

Social integration, encompassing students’ interactions with peers, faculty, and the broader university community, is a key determinant of student wellbeing and success in higher education. It fosters interpersonal connections, shared attitudes and values, and personal development of students (Berger and Milem, 1999). Tinto’s (1975, 1993) Social Integration Model is foundational in this field, positing that students with higher levels of social and academic engagement reduce the risk of student dropout (Tinto, 1975). Tinto’s (1993) model shifted attention from individual student characteristics to institutional factors, emphasizing the interactive relationship between students and their educational environments (Tinto, 1986, 1993).

While the model has evolved with later revisions (Tinto, 1993) and competing theories (Allen, 1999), academic and social integration remain central components. Empirical evidence consistently shows that the lack of academic and social integration leads to higher dropout rates of students (Bers and Smith, 1991; Klein, 2019; Tinto, 1975). Social integration not only mitigates dropout risks, but also enhances other positive outcomes such as student satisfaction and wellbeing. For example, Merola et al. (2019) demonstrated that students who feel socially integrated report greater overall satisfaction. Other research indicates that close social ties foster mental wellbeing. Zheng et al. (2004) revealed that international students reported higher subjective wellbeing when they felt socially integrated at their new university. Imaginário et al. (2013) likewise found out that all aspects of social integration in higher education, such as interpersonal relationships, emotional balance, and personal wellbeing, appear to have significant impact on students’ subjective wellbeing.

In addition to physical characteristics, spaces that facilitate social connection and collaboration are essential elements of students’ preferences for ILS (Berman, 2020; Webb et al., 2008). According to Neves and Hillman (2017), students expect effective learning spaces for social engagement and need more and better-quality ILS’s that are accessible to all students. Research has shown that learning in collaborative settings, social connectedness and integration are crucial for student wellbeing (Chaudhry et al., 2024; Crawford et al., 2024; Pepper, 2024). ILS function as facilitators of social integration by providing areas where students can interact informally and build relationships, which promotes student wellbeing. For instance, McFarland et al. (2008) discovered that students who frequently use campus green spaces were more likely to experience social interactions with their peers and reported a high quality of life. The results of a qualitative study by Stanton et al. (2016) noted that spaces which encourage social engagement can reduce feelings of isolation and improve student wellbeing. A study by Pepper (2024) showed that students highlighted the importance of ‘socially engaging environment’ as the most crucial factor influencing their wellbeing, pointing out the crucial role of social interaction in maintaining mental health. As the research shows, the availability, accessibility, and quality of ILS that foster a sense of social connectedness and integration play a crucial role in student wellbeing in higher education. To summarize, social integration is proven to reduce dropout rates of students. Furthermore, social integration leads to other positive outcomes, especially fostering health, and wellbeing.



1.5 Facing personal challenges

Research indicates that disadvantaged students continue to face substantial challenges in accessing and succeeding in higher education, despite overall increase in enrolment rates (OECD, 2023; Palmisano et al., 2022). The European commission adopts a broader conceptualization of participants with fewer opportunities, describing them as individuals who, due to economic, social, cultural, geographical or health reasons—as well as those with migrant backgrounds, disabilities or other educational difficulties—face obstacles that prevent their full access to and participation in education (European Commission (EC), 2025). Students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds face structural, financial, and technological barriers which limit their access to and engagement in university life. Additional groups that experience difficulties in higher education include individuals with disabilities, students balancing work and study commitments, those with caregiving responsibilities, and individuals from migrant or transient backgrounds. These groups frequently experience reduced social integration, limited engagement in extracurricular activities, and increased time devoted to academic pursuits (Fernández-Batanero et al., 2022; Sachs and Schreuer, 2011). Such barriers not only limit educational participation but also exacerbate feelings of isolation, creating a compounding effect on wellbeing and academic success. To address these disparities higher education institutions must implement inclusive policies and strategies that promote equitable access and success for all students.

In line with the European Commission’s broad definition, our study adopts an inclusive view of “students facing personal challenges” (FPC) identifying them as those facing at least one of the challenges. This framing allows us to better understand and address the multifaceted barriers these students encounter, particularly in relation to their access to ILS and the implications for their social integration and wellbeing.



1.6 Current study

Students’ wellbeing is recognized as a critical outcome in higher education, influenced by a range of academic, social, and environmental factors. While the relation between wellbeing and social integration is well-established, the role of ILS in student wellbeing is underdeveloped. Building on the literature reviewed and gaps in the literature, we have theorized a model to explore how physical learning environments, particularly informal learning spaces (ILS), contribute to student wellbeing through social integration processes.

We adopt Tinto’s (1975, 1993) Social Integration Model as a foundational framework. This model is well-established in higher education research and emphasizes that students who are more socially integrated into the academic community are less likely to dropout and more likely to succeed (Tinto, 1993). However, a key limitation of Tinto’s framework is that it does not specify the mechanisms or environmental factors that can actively enhance social integration. In this context, we theorize that the availability and accessibility of ILS function as environmental factors facilitating social interaction and thus increasing social integration. This aligns with broader research indicating that supportive environments contribute to positive students’ outcomes, including wellbeing and commitment (Beckers et al., 2016; Costa and Steffgen, 2020; Wang and Han, 2021).

By combining these theoretical streams, we hypothesize a mediated relationship, where social integration mediates the link between availability and accessibility of ILS and student wellbeing. This conceptual model is illustrated in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
 Conceptual model of mediation hypothesis.


In addition, we extend the model by considering students facing personal challenges (FPC). This status was identified as facing challenges due to socio-economic, health related, or cultural barriers (European Commission (EC), 2025). We hypothesize that for students FPC, ILS can play an even more critical role in fostering social integration, as these spaces can provide essential opportunities for interaction and inclusion that might otherwise be limited. Therefore, we propose a moderation hypothesis, predicting that the relationship between availability and accessibility of ILS and social integration is influenced by students FPC status. This hypothesis is depicted in Figure 2.
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FIGURE 2
 Conceptual model of moderation hypothesis.


Based on these models, following research questions and hypotheses guide the study:


1.6.1 Research question 1: mediation

Does social integration mediate the relationship between the availability and accessibility of ILS and students’ wellbeing?

Hypothesis:


H1a (Direct Effect): The availability and accessibility of ILS are positively associated with students’ social integration.
H1b (Direct Effect): Social integration is positively associated with students’ wellbeing.
H1c (Indirect Effect): Social integration mediates the relationship between the availability and accessibility of ILS and students’ wellbeing.




1.6.2 Research question 2: moderation

Does the relationship between the availability and accessibility of ILS and social integration differ according to FPC status?


H2a (Main Effect): The availability and accessibility of ILS are positively associated with students’ social integration.
H2b (Moderation Effect): The positive relationship between the availability and accessibility of ILS and social integration is stronger for students FPC compared to students without such personal challenges.






2 Method

This study employed a quantitative, cross-sectional survey design to investigate the relationships between the availability and accessibility of informal learning spaces (ILS), social integration, facing personal challenges (FPC) and students’ wellbeing. The study aimed to test both mediation and moderation effects and was conducted within the framework of a European project with four partners from Austria, Germany, Italy, and Türkiye. A cross-sectional survey was selected as data collection method, as it is appropriate for understanding and assessing associations among variables at a single point in time and for testing hypothesized pathways (Creswell and Creswell, 2017).


2.1 Data collection and procedure

Data was collected through an online survey administered between May and July 2022. The survey was originally developed in English and translated in the language of the participating countries. Translation was done by the project team and then checked by the experts in the area for the accuracy. Data from four universities was included in the analyses. Participants were recruited through a combination of digital (e. g. circular e-mails, university newsletters, QR codes) and printed (e. g. poster, flyers, handouts) outreach strategies. In some cases, instructors involved in the project, distributed the survey during classes and encouraged students to share the link with peers.

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from Akdeniz University (Approval No: 174, date: 20.04.2022). The survey questions did not include any personally identifiable information. Prior to participation to survey, participants were presented a consent form on the first page of the survey which outlined the voluntary nature of their participation, and the right to withdraw any time without consequences, and the confidentiality of their responses. Given the sensitive nature of questions particular care was taken to ensure anonymity. No IP addresses were collected through the online forms. The data was stored on the researchers’ password-protected computers.



2.2 Sample

According to Fritz and MacKinnon (2007) a minimum sample size of n = 558 is required to detect mediation effects when assuming small-to-moderate effects. For moderation effects, which generally require larger sample sized due to range restrictions, Judd et al. (2014) emphasize the importance of including reliable variables to increase statistical power. Our sample meets these requirements.

A total of N = 932 students from four partner universities took part in the online survey: University for Continuing Education Krems in Austria (UWK), HTW Berlin University of Applied Sciences in Germany (HTW), Sapienza University of Rome in Italy (SAP), and Akdeniz University in Türkiye (AKD). Bigger universities (AKD and HTW) contributed a slightly larger sample size than the other universities (SAP and UWK). Sample characteristics are depicted in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Descriptive sample characteristics (N = 932).


	Variable
	Response categories
	
f

	%

 

 	University 	Akdeniz University, Türkiye 	334 	35.7


 	HTW Berlin, Germany 	327 	35.1


 	La Sapienza University of Rome, Italy 	156 	16.7


 	University of Continuing Education Krems, Austria 	115 	12.3


 	Gender 	Female 	525 	56.3


 	Male 	375 	40.2


 	Diverse 	4 	0.4


 	Prefer not to say and no indication made 	28 	3.0


 	Age 	Up to 20 years 	173 	18.6


 	21–25 years 	492 	52.8


 	26–30 years 	135 	14.5


 	31–35 years 	44 	4.7


 	36–40 years 	34 	3.6


 	41–45 years 	24 	2.6


 	46–50 years 	18 	1.9


 	51–55 years 	7 	0.8


 	56–60 years 	5 	0.5


 	More than 61 years 	0 	0.0


 	Study degree 	Associate’s degree 	64 	6.9


 	Bachelor 	541 	58.0


 	Masters 	304 	32.6


 	PhD 	14 	1.5


 	No indication made 	9 	1.0


 	FPC 	Students FPC 	656 	70


 	Students not FPC 	276 	30




 

The majority of respondents identified as female (56.3%), followed by male (40.2%), with a small proportion identifying as diverse (0.4%) or choosing not to disclose their gender (3%). Most participants were between 21 and 25 years old (52.8%), with 18.6% under 20 and 28.6% older than 25. Regarding degree, 58% were enrolled in bachelor’s programs, 32.6% in master’s programs, 6.9% in associate’s degree programs, and 1.5% were pursuing doctoral studies.



2.3 Measures

To examine the hypothesized relationship in our model, we used self-developed instruments to assess the availability and accessibility of ILS, and validated instruments to assess social integration and student wellbeing. We also included a variable to capture FPC status All subscales and items are listed in Appendix.


2.3.1 Availability and accessibility of ILS

The term availability refers to the extent to which informal learning spaces (ILS) are present, diverse, and known to students as usable options. This includes the quantity and variety of available spaces—such as quiet zones, collaborative areas, and social settings—along with adequate furnishings like seating and workstations. Availability also depends on transparent communication tools, such as signage, booking systems, and real-time occupancy updates. High availability empowers students to choose environments that best align with their specific learning needs (Ellis and Goodyear, 2016; Morieson et al., 2018; Wu et al., 2021).

Accessibility refers to how easily students can physically and psychologically reach and use ILS without facing barriers. It encompasses physical aspects like ramps and adaptable furniture, as well as organizational features such as opening hours, access regulations, and the provision of specialized equipment or technologies. These features aim to ensure that students can find comfortable, functional spaces to study or collaborate (Devlin et al., 2012; Halupka and Li, 2023; Vidalakis et al., 2013). Equally critical is the perceived inclusivity of these spaces—whether they are experienced as safe, welcoming, and socially supportive by a diverse student population (Kassab et al., 2024; Morieson et al., 2018; THRIVE Project, 2025).

Since no standard instrument exists measuring ILS availability and accessibility, self-developed items were used. Separate scales were developed for focused (individual) and collaborative learning activities for Availability and Accessibility of ILS. Sample items are:


	• Availability (Focused): “If I want to study on my own, I know where I can go in my university.”

	• Availability (Collaborative): “If I want to study together with my fellow students, I know where I can go in my university.”

	• Accessibility (Focused): “Places for focused learning activities are open to all students at my university.”

	• Accessibility (Collaborative): “Places for studying in groups are open to all students at my university.”



Items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale (ranging from 1 = totally disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 = agree, 5 = totally agree). Full item list is presented in Appendix.

Reliability analyses indicated that all four scales demonstrated good internal consistency, with all Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients ≥0.81. Descriptive statistics showed that students perceive similar levels of availability and accessibility for focused vs. collaborative learning activities with scale means ranging from MCLAvail = 3.33 an MFLAccess = 3.46. The assumption of normality was supported by visual inspection and sample size. High Pearson correlation coefficients were observed among the four scales (ranging from r = 0.59 to r = 0.80), indicating that students did not as strongly differentiate between types of ILS for different learning activities as we assumed. Further analyses on the impact of ILS for focused and collaborative learning activities show only small effects (see Geister et al., 2024). These suggest that students may visit the campus for a blend of focused and collaborative learning activities rather than a specific type of activity, which is in line with the concept of “sticky campus” (Berman et al., 2024) and flexible design and use of ILS supporting diverse learning needs (Guney and Al, 2012; Wang and Han, 2021).

Since we conceptualize availability and accessibility as overarching variable and to prevent multicollinearity, we merged all four scales. The resulting scale “Availability and Accessibility of ILS” consisted of 14 items with high reliability (α = 0.94). An exploratory factor analysis supports a one-factor solution. All factor loadings on factor 1 are at least 0.68. Therefore, we proceeded with the summarized scale. The mean of this scale is MAvAcc = 3.37, standard deviation is SDAvAcc = 0.84.



2.3.2 Social integration

To measure social integration, we used the subscale peer-group interaction of the Institutional Integration Scale (IIS; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1980). The IIS, based on Tinto’s (1975) theoretical framework, was developed to assess student self-reported levels of social and academic integration. French and Oakes (2004) showed evidence for high reliability for the peer-group interaction scale (α = 0.84) and proved construct validity for differentiating between student and faculty integration as separate factors. Klein (2019) showed satisfying reliability (α = 0.72), construct validity by factor analyses for subscales of social integration with peers and faculty and predictive validity for student dropout by the subscales. Paine (2008) used the IIS, again showing high reliability for the subscale peer-group interaction (α = 0.81). In this study social integration with peers was measured using six items adapted from Paine’s (2008) subscale peer group interaction (e.g., “My interpersonal relationships with students have positively influenced my intellectual growth.,” “I have developed close personal relationships with other students”).

All items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = totally disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 = agree, 5 = totally agree). In our study the six items show a satisfying reliability (α = 0.89). The mean of social integration is MSI = 3.57, standard deviation is SDSI = 0.87. Items for the Social Integration Scale, specifically for Peer Group Interactions, are listed in Appendix.



2.3.3 Wellbeing

The WHO 5-item index was used to assess students’ subjective wellbeing. Participants rated how frequently they had experienced five wellbeing indicators over the past 2 weeks. Responses ranged from 0 (At no time) to 5 (All of the time) with a total score ranging from 0 (no wellbeing) to 100 (highest level of wellbeing) after multiplying the raw score by 4. It encompasses five items, which are related to the two facets of wellbeing (e.g., “I have felt active and vigorous.,” “My daily life has been filled with things that interest me”).

The WHO-5-item index is very well developed and shows excellent quality criteria. Interpretation objectivity is high: scores can be interpreted as follows: scores >50 no depression, scores between 30 and 50 slight depression and scores <30 medium depression (Blom et al., 2012). In a study with a German sample (n = 2.456) Brähler et al. (2007) showed high internal consistency (α = 0.92), high split-half-reliability (rtt = 0.87), and convergent validity by correlating the WHO-5 with EUROHIS-QOL (r = 0.60). Several studies support the validity of the WHO-5-item index as a sensitive and specific screening instrument for depression and a valid predictor for burnout (Blom et al., 2012; Krieger et al., 2014; Topp et al., 2015). Items for the Wellbeing scale are listed in Appendix. In our study the five items show a satisfying reliability (α = 0.89). The mean of wellbeing is MWB = 50.75, standard deviation is SDWB = 22.77.



2.3.4 Facing personal challenges (FPC)

To measure different challenges students might have to deal with, participants were asked “Are there any personal challenges you are facing as a student?” Eleven categories were created based on European Commission (EC) (2025) framework of participants with fewer opportunities due to economic, social, cultural, geographical or health reasons. Our items included physical impairment, chronic illness, mental illness, learning difficulties, cultural and financial barriers, family responsibilities and an “other” option including a free text box was given. Multiple selections were allowed. Respondents were coded as FPC if they selected at least one of the 11 categories.





3 Results

This section presents the results of our study in three parts. First, we report the descriptive analyses of the key constructs, including students’ perceptions of the availability and accessibility of informal learning spaces (ILS), perceived social integration and wellbeing and their self-reported personal challenges. Second, we address the first research question which examines whether social integration mediates the relationship the availability and accessibility of ILS and student wellbeing. Third, we explore the second research question, testing whether the strength of the relationship between ILS and social integration is moderated by facing personal challenges (FPC). The findings are based on mediation and moderation models using the PROCESS procedure (Preacher and Hayes, 2004). Together, these results provide insights into the role of informal learning environments in promoting student wellbeing and integration, with particular attention to students facing personal challenges.


3.1 Descriptive analyses


3.1.1 Facing personal challenges (FPC)

Figure 3 shows the distribution of self-reported challenges (n = 932). The most frequently cited challenges were the “need to work for living while studying” (34%) and “financial obstacles” (28%). Notably, 20% reported suffering from “mental diseases.” Every other challenge is experienced between 3 and 11% of the participants. In the “other” option 25 students (3%) mentioned specific problems (e. g. anxiety, mobbing, or pressure to find a flat). Students reporting at least one of the 11 challenges were classified as FPC. This resulted in 70% of the sample being students FPC (n = 656) and 30% being students who are not FPC (n = 276).

[image: Bar chart showing personal challenges faced by students, with 34% needing to work while studying, 29% facing none, 28% with economic obstacles, and 20% experiencing mental disease. Other challenges include geographic and language barriers, cultural differences, and family-related issues.]

FIGURE 3
 Personal challenges of students. Personal challenges to define students facing personal challenges (n = 932). Item: “Are there any personal challenges you are facing as a student?” Different answers were listed and could be tagged, multiple selection of challenges was possible.




3.1.2 Availability and accessibility of ILS, social integration and wellbeing

Means and standard deviations of key variables are shown in Table 2. The assumption of normality was supported by visual inspection and sample size. Pearson correlations revealed significant associations among the variables with small and medium effect sizes (see Table 2).


TABLE 2 Descriptive analyses and correlations between key constructs.


	Variable
	Number of items
	Mean
	SD
	1
	2
	3

 

 	Availability and accessibility of ILS 	14 	3.37 	0.84 	(0.94) 	 	


 	Social integration 	6 	3.57 	0.87 	0.24** 	(0.89) 	


 	Wellbeing 	5 	50.75 	22.77 	0.25** 	0.38** 	(0.89)





Reliability of scale (Cronbach’s Alpha) is written in brackets, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01 (two-tailed).
 

Table 3 presents the means and standard deviations of key variables grouped by FPC status. Descriptive analyses revealed differences across all key variables between student FPC and those who do not FPC. Students who do not FPC report slightly higher mean scores for availability and accessibility of ILS (M = 3.47, SD = 0.87) compared to the FPC group (M = 3.32, SD = 0.82). Similarly, students FPC report lower levels of social integration (M = 3.49, SD = 0.89) in comparison to students who do not FPC (M = 3.78, SD = 0.79). A notable difference was also observed in wellbeing scores. Students FPC reported lower levels of wellbeing (M = 48.71, SD = 22.91), while students who do not reported higher levels of wellbeing (M = 55.66, SD = 21.69).


TABLE 3 Means and standard deviations of key variables grouped by FPC status.


	Variable
	FPC
	No FPC



	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD

 

 	Availability and accessibility of ILS 	3.32 	0.82 	3.47 	0.87


 	Social integration 	3.49 	0.89 	3.78 	0.79


 	Wellbeing 	48.71 	22.91 	55.66 	21.69




 




3.2 Hypotheses testing


3.2.1 Research question 1: mediation

The first research question aimed to investigate the influence of availability and accessibility of ILS on social integration and wellbeing. It was hypothesized that social integration mediates the relationship between availability and accessibility of ILS and wellbeing (see Figure 1). To test for the mediating effect of social integration we used the Process Procedure proposed by Preacher and Hayes (2004). By bootstrapping, weaknesses of the mediation analysis described by Baron and Kenny (1986) are overcome. The results of the mediation model are presented in Table 4. The indirect effects of social integration (MV) calculated by bootstrapping are shown in Table 5.


TABLE 4 Mediation analysis: direct effects in the model.


	Effect
	Estimate (B)
	SE
	Standardized Estimate (Beta)
	95% CI
	
t

	
p




	LL
	UL

 

 	Direct effect of availability and accessibility of ILS (IV) on social integration (MV)1


 	Constant 	2.73 	0.12 	 	2.50 	2.96 	23.50 	<0.001


 	Availability and accessibility of ILS 	0.25 	0.03 	0.24 	0.19 	0.32 	7.53 	<0.001


 	Direct effect of availability and accessibility of ILS (IV) on wellbeing (DV)2


 	Constant 	27.76 	3.02 	 	21.84 	33.68 	9.20 	<0.001


 	Availability and accessibility of ILS 	6.81 	0.87 	0.25 	5.11 	8.52 	7.83 	<0.001


 	Effects of availability and accessibility of ILS (IV) and social integration (MV) on wellbeing (DV)3


 	Constant 	3.54 	3.60 	 	−3.52 	10.60 	0.98 	0.33


 	Availability and accessibility of ILS 	4.31 	0.84 	0.16 	2.65 	5.96 	5.12 	<0.001


 	Social integration 	9.18 	0.81 	0.35 	7.59 	10.78 	11.31 	<0.001





N = 904, SE = Standard Error, CI = confidence interval, LL = lower limit, UL = upper limit.

1 Model Summary: F (1, 902) = 56.63, p < 0.001, R2adj. = 0.06.

2 Model Summary: F (1, 913) = 61.34, p < 0.001, R2adj. = 0.06.

3 Model Summary: F (2, 901) = 96.83, p < 0.001, R2adj. = 0.18.
 


TABLE 5 Mediation analysis: indirect effect of social integration (MV) analyzed with bootstrapping.


	Indirect effect
	Effect
	BootSE
	Boot 95% CI



	LL
	UL

 

 	Indirect effect of social integration (MV) 	2.31 	0.42 	1.54 	3.17


 	Completely standardized indirect effect of social integration (MV) 	0.09 	0.01 	0.06 	0.12





Number of bootstrap samples for percentile bootstrap confidence intervals: 5,000, process procedure by Hayes (2022) version 4.2.
 

The findings indicate that all direct effects in the model are significant (see Table 4). Hypothesis 1a is supported: the availability and accessibility of ILS (IV) is significantly associated with social integration (MV) (β = 0.24; p < 0.001, R2corr. = 0.06). Hypothesis 1b is also confirmed: Social integration (MV) is significantly related to student wellbeing (DV) with (β = 0.35; p < 0.001; R2corr. = 0.18). Furthermore, the direct effect of availability and accessibility of ILS (IV) on wellbeing (DV) is also significant (β = 0.25; p < 0.001, R2corr. = 0.06). Next, the indirect effects of the social integration as MV are analyzed. By this we test hypothesis 1c, which assumed that social integration mediates the relationship between the availability and accessibility of ILS and students’ wellbeing. The bootstrapping procedure as proposed by Hayes (2022) was used (see Table 5).

There is a significant indirect effect of availability and accessibility (IV) on wellbeing (DV) mediated by social integration (MV) (b = 2.31, percentile bootstrap 95% CI [1.54, 3.17]). The completely standardized indirect effect of social integration (MV) was β = 0.09, Percentile Bootstrap CI [0.06, 0.12]. The CI does not include zero. Therefore, the data support the hypothesized mediation process (Hypothesis 1c).



3.2.2 Research question 2: moderation

The second research question investigated whether the availability and accessibility of ILS is more critical for students FPC compared to those who do not face personal challenges (no FPC). It was hypothesized that students experiencing personal challenges may rely more heavily on ILS to achieve social integration with their peers. To test this assumption, we established a conceptual model as seen in Figure 2 and a moderation hypothesis testing whether FPC status moderates the relationship between ILS availability/accessibility and social integration. To test the moderation hypothesis the Process Procedure for SPSS by Hayes (2022) was used with mean centered variables for all variables that define products. Results of this analysis are depicted in Table 6.


TABLE 6 Moderation analysis: direct effect of availability and accessibility of ILS (IV) on social integration (DV).


	Effect
	Estimate (B)
	SE
	95% CI
	t
	p



	LL
	UL

 

 	Constant 	3.58 	0.03 	3.53 	3.64 	128.56 	0.001


 	Availability and accessibility of ILS 	0.24 	0.03 	0.18 	0.31 	7.35 	0.001


 	FPCa 	−0.25 	0.06 	−0.37 	−0.13 	−4.15 	0.001


 	Interaction term (AvAcc * FPC) 	0.12 	0.07 	−0.02 	0.26 	1.70 	0.0894





N = 906, SE = Standard Error, CI = confidence interval, LL = lower limit, UL = upper limit, Model Summary: F (3; 902) = 25.77, p < 0.001, R2corr. = 0.08.

a FPC is coded 0 = no challenges (no FPC), 1 = facing at least one challenge (FPC).

Mean centered: all variables that define products (FPC, availability and accessibility of ILS).
 

The results indicate an ordinal interaction, allowing for interpretation of both main effects and the interaction effect within the model. The first main effect shows higher availability and accessibility of ILS is significantly associated with increased social integration, whereas lower availability and accessibility corresponds with reduced social integration. The second main effect pertains to FPC status: students not facing personal challenges report higher levels of social integration compared to those who do.

Additionally, there is a small interaction effect between the availability and accessibility of ILS and FPC status: students who both face personal challenges and report low availability/accessibility of ILS exhibit the lowest levels of social integration. In other words, these two risk factors appear to have a compounding negative impact. Notably, when ILS availability and accessibility is high, the difference in social integration between FPC and non-FPC students is minimal. However, under conditions of low ILS availability/accessibility, the gap between the two groups becomes substantially wider (see Figure 4).

[image: Line graph showing social integration levels increasing with higher availability and accessibility of ILS. Two lines compare groups: "no FPC" (lighter gray) and "FPC" (darker gray). The FPC group starts lower but converges with the no FPC group at high availability.]

FIGURE 4
 Simple slopes analysis to visualize the interaction effect. Simple slopes analysis to visualize the interaction effect. Values for Availability and Accessibility of ILS are mean-centered and categorized in three groups (low = –0.80, medium = 0.09, high = 0.76), Social Integration can range between 1 to 5, FPC as the moderator variable is discrete. β (FPC) = 0.28***, β (no FPC) = 0.16**.


These findings suggest that the availability and accessibility of ILS is particularly vital for students facing personal challenges, to promote social integration. In contrast, students without such challenges appear to be less affected by variations in ILS accessibility.





4 Discussion

This study contributes to the growing body of research on how informal learning spaces (ILS) influence student wellbeing in higher education. It offers an understanding of how the availability and accessibility of ILS are associated with social integration and wellbeing, especially for students facing personal challenges (FPC). Drawing on Tinto’s (1975) model of social integration, our findings extend its theoretical scope by empirically demonstrating the mediating role of social integration between physical learning spaces and psychosocial outcomes.


4.1 Informal learning spaces and student wellbeing

Our findings are consistent with the hypothesized mediation mechanism: the positive effect of availability and accessibility of ILS on student wellbeing is mediated by social integration. ILS provide opportunities for peer interaction, exchange, and a sense of belonging which are crucial factors for fostering social integration. This in turn positively influences students’ wellbeing.

The results corroborate with and extend the Social Integration Model proposed by Tinto (1975, 1993), which focuses on academic and social integration in relation to dropout. By including physical and spatial elements such as availability and accessibility of ILS, we contribute to a novel perspective. Our findings suggest that physical and spatial elements, can play a crucial role in mediating social integration, especially for students FPC.

Our results also contribute to the Person–Environment (P–E) Fit Theory (Gilbreath et al., 2011), which posits that wellbeing improves when individuals interact with environments that meet their needs. ILS support students’ social needs by offering flexible, socially engaging environments (Pepper, 2024) that encourage peer interaction, reduce isolation, and foster informal social support. This psychosocial support helps to buffer stress and enhance mental health reinforcing the findings of earlier studies emphasizing the importance of social integration for student wellbeing (Imaginário et al., 2013; Zheng et al., 2004). Thus, our findings highlight recent calls for more inclusive, student-centered campus environments (Stanton et al., 2016). In face of increasing numbers of students facing mental health problems (Brown, 2018; Khatri et al., 2024; Ribeiro et al., 2024), it is especially important to know how to improve wellbeing and which measures are effective in supporting mental health.

Furthermore, our study addresses a notable research gap identified in recent reviews by Olsson et al. (2024) and Konstantinidis (2024): the lack of interventions targeting physical learning environments. While most structural wellbeing interventions target curriculum, pedagogy or support services, our findings demonstrate that well-designed and accessible ILS serve as crucial resources for fostering social integration and wellbeing. By showing how ILS (as physical resources) support social connectedness our study provides a tangible link between previously disconnected categories of structural interventions, positioning ILS as structural levers for promoting wellbeing and inclusion.



4.2 Vulnerable groups and role of inclusive ILS

The moderation analysis further reveals that the relationship between ILS and social integration is stronger for students facing personal challenges. These students, who experience structural, health-related, or social disadvantages, report significantly lower levels of social integration when ILS are not available or accessible highlighting the disproportionate importance of such spaces for vulnerable groups.

The findings emphasize that environmental constraints can exacerbate personal challenges reinforming social and psychological exclusion. This aligns well with theories of spatial justice (Soja, 2010) which highlight that campus environments can either reproduce or disrupt inequalities. Soja (2010) argues that the physical layout, accessibility, and inclusivity of spaces carry social meaning and affect students’ opportunities for participation and belonging. Our findings confirm this theoretical perspective by showing that students with personal challenges are more sensitive to environmental barriers, thus benefit more from ILS. From the perspective of Sen’s Capability Approach (Sen, 1993), ILS function as enabling resources that expand students’ real opportunities to participate, connect, and flourish within the university environment. Our findings extend the concept of capabilities and suggest that accessible ILS enhance students’ capabilities for social integration and wellbeing, particularly for students FPC, by creating equitable conditions for engagement and belonging.

Our results also support the P-E Fit Theory (Gilbreath et al., 2011) and the Social Fit Model (Walton and Cohen, 2007) suggesting that student wellbeing and belonging are contingent on how well environments accommodate individual needs and social identity. Students who perceive themselves as misaligned with dominant institutional norms or lacking the resources to access shared spaces may experience exclusion, which can negatively impact their academic and emotional wellbeing. Our study also corroborates with the results of Harrop and Turpin (2013) which emphasized the importance of creating learning environments that facilitate both academic participation and communication, recognizing the critical role of space in fostering a sense of belonging. Similarly, Beckers et al. (2016) demonstrated that students’ preferences for learning spaces are influenced by the potential for social integration, which subsequently affects their social integration.

Furthermore, our study highlighted that students with different challenges may use or have to use the facilities of the campus or university more. Evidence from Habashi et al. (2023) during COVID-19 pandemic illustrates how students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, minorities, and first-generation college students depended more on campus facilities due to their inadequate home learning environments. This underscores the role of accessible ILS, especially for students with fewer technological and physical resources.

Additional studies highlight the structural barriers that underrepresented and disadvantaged students face in higher education. Trowler and Trowler (2010) emphasize that while engagement benefits all students, non-traditional and disadvantaged groups, such as those who are academically underprepared, from low-income backgrounds, racial and ethnic minorities, first-generation college students, LGBTQ+ individuals, students with disabilities, and international students, encounter significant barriers to meaningful engagement, often resulting in negative experiences as alienation, cultural dissonance, and isolation. However, when engagement is effectively nurtured, it can compensate, for these disadvantages and improve academic and personal outcomes.

Wong’s (2024) framework of spatial belonging stresses the importance of inclusive educational environments that are accessible and welcoming, promoting a sense of belonging and connectedness among students, particularly for students from underrepresented groups. Fernandez et al. (2025) show that perceived social status, shaped by visible markers as clothing, accent, and activity participation, strongly influences students’ sense of belonging. For those from lower-status backgrounds, ILS may either support or hinder this belonging depending on their inclusivity. This underscores the need for ILS to promote inclusive signals that affirm diverse student identities and alleviate feelings of uncertainty about belonging (Walton and Cohen, 2007). Meeuwisse et al. (2010) further reveal that while formal relationships foster belonging for ethnic minority students, informal peer connections more strongly enhance both belonging and academic performance for majority students.

Our study confirms and expands these findings by demonstrating that ILS play a significant role in fostering integration for students FPC. When access to ILS is limited, these students experience significantly lower levels of integration. On the other hand, when ILS are accessible, the integration gap between vulnerable and non-vulnerable students narrows. This interaction supports wellbeing as well as theories of spatial justice (Soja, 2010) and P-E Fit (Gilbreath et al., 2011) by showing that inclusive spatial design can mitigate structural disadvantages.

By linking physical environment, social integration and wellbeing, our study contributes new empirical evidence to the literature, underscoring the need for ILS to be intentionally designed as inclusive spaces that foster wellbeing, belonging and promote equity in higher education. It highlights how ILS act as equity mechanisms—buffering the disadvantages of limited home resources, digital inequality, or social exclusion.



4.3 Limitations

Despite the valuable insights offered by this study, several limitations should be acknowledged. First the cross-sectional design limits the ability to draw causal inferences. While the sample size is substantial and includes participants from four universities across four different countries, the findings may not be generalizable to other institutions or national contexts. Moreover, the study employed a voluntary participation, which precludes the use of random sampling and may include self-selection bias. In addition, the measurement of availability and accessibility of ILS was based on a self-developed instrument. Although the scale was carefully constructed and demonstrated strong internal consistency, it lacks prior validation in other research contexts. Future studies should seek to refine and validate this scale to enhance its robustness and comparability of findings. While mediation and moderation analysis were appropriate for exploring complex relationships among variables, the use of cross-sectional data limits the ability to confirm temporal or directional causality. Longitudinal or experimental designs are recommended to establish causal pathways and examine change over time. Finally, the study relied on self-reported data, which represents subjective perceptions of participating students and may be influenced by social desirability or recall bias. Future research could benefit from incorporating objective data (e.g., square meters of ILS per student) or observational data to measure availability and accessibility of ILS to triangulate findings.



4.4 Implications for practice and future research

The findings of this study highlight the importance of ILS as a structural resource for enhancing student wellbeing through social integration. Learning spaces can be seen as the “third teacher,” environments that shape behavior, interaction, and learning outcomes. While ambience and comfort are important, our results emphasize the significance of organizational aspects such as availability, accessibility, and ease of use. ILS should be clearly marked, barrier-free, and accompanied by transparent guidelines for use to ensure all students can engage with them meaningfully. When students can easily locate and utilize these spaces, ILS are more likely to foster informal interactions, strengthen peer networks, and contribute positively to social integration and wellbeing. For universities, this underscores the need to intentionally design and manage ILS to serve not only academic functions but also social and emotional needs (Ninnemann et al., 2024). Three key areas of institutional focus, enhancing awareness, taking action, and strengthening communication, can contribute to this aim.

First, increasing awareness is essential to ensure students and staff understand the purpose and benefits of ILS. Institutions can integrate ILS into student orientation programs, promote them through visual and digital communication, and share success stories to illustrate their impact. Tools like the NIILS mapping platform can help make ILS more visible and accessible. Second, universities must take concrete action by forming task forces to guide ILS development, allocating funding for inclusive design, and supporting innovation through research and pilot projects. Engaging cross-functional teams, including students, staff, and designers, can help ensure ILS reflect diverse needs. Recognizing individuals and teams that contribute to ILS initiatives can further embed these efforts institutionally. Finally, strengthening communication and networking is key to sustaining progress. Institutions should foster dialogue through online platforms, feedback channels, and regular events that bring together students, faculty, and external partners. Collaborating with alumni and industry stakeholders can expand support for ILS initiatives and ensure their long-term relevance. By aligning these strategies with broader goals of inclusion and wellbeing, universities can transform ILS into accessible, socially engaging environments that support academic and personal success for all students.

Future research could build on our findings by employing longitudinal, participatory and mixed-method designs to explore how students’ sustained engagement with ILS influences their learning behavior and wellbeing over time. Comparative studies across different institutional and cultural contexts may further clarify how spatial and social factors interact with students’ diverse needs. In addition, examining the role of digital and hybrid ILS would deepen our understanding how learning spaces can support inclusive and equitable learning outcomes especially for students who face challenges. Future research can also disaggregate the category of students FPC to identify how diverse groups (e.g., students with disabilities, first-generation students, migrants, older students) experience and utilize ILS.




5 Conclusion

Student wellbeing is declining globally, forcing higher education institutions to seek structural solutions that support mental health and academic success. Among these, informal learning spaces (ILS) represent a promising yet underexplored area. While recent reviews categorize structural interventions (see Konstantinidis, 2024; Olsson et al., 2024), the mechanisms by which physical environments influence wellbeing remain insufficiently understood.

This study integrates multiple streams of research (education, architecture, psychology, and business administration) to explain the link between physical spaces and health of students. It is demonstrated that availability and accessibility of ILS significantly enhance students’ social integration, which in turn positively impacts their wellbeing. Our findings support Tinto’s (1993) model of social integration and the person-environment fit theory (Gilbreath et al., 2011) as well as spatial justice (Soja, 2010), confirming that well-designed inclusive environments foster behaviors and relationships that fulfill students psychological and social needs and also creating a more just environment.

Crucially, our study shows that students facing personal challenges (FPC) benefit most from accessible ILS. These students, who often experience higher risks of exclusion, report markedly lower social integration when access to ILS is limited. When access improves, the integration gap between them and their peer narrows significantly. This highlights ILS as an effective equity-oriented strategy and aligns with calls for inclusion-focused campus interventions.

To translate these insights into practice, universities should invest not only in creating new ILS but also in upgrading existing ones. Equally important is ensuring transparency and awareness as students need to know where ILS are located and how they can be used. When ILS are both accessible and socially engaging, they serve as structural levers that promote integration, reduce dropout risks, and foster academic and emotional resilience.
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This study investigates the status and effectiveness of guidance and counseling (G&C) practices in Nepali schools, focusing on three domains: learning strategies (LS), self-management (SM), and social skills (SS). Through a quantitative survey of 384 teachers, counselors, and headteachers across seven provinces of Nepal, we assessed G&C practices using a validated 30-item questionnaire adapted from the American School Counselor Association (ASCA) 2021 standards. We evaluated four school performance indicators—school environment, student behavior (e.g., social/emotional conduct), academic achievement, and post-school success—using teacher-reported 3-point scales (i.e., Good, Normal, and Needs Improvement). Using binary logistic regression, we tested four hypotheses. We found that SS were a strong predictor of better student behavior [odds ratio (OR) = 2.371, p < 0.05], as evidenced by fewer conflicts and better ethical behavior. Infrastructure (dedicated counseling rooms: OR = 2.838) and trained counselors (OR = 2.929) strongly enhanced school environments. LS and SM interventions did not have a significant impact on academic outcomes (e.g., test scores, dropout rates). Critical gaps include inadequate training in LS/SM strategies (e.g., only 9.6% of schools had counselors; teachers struggled with goal-setting and coping skills guidance). The findings emphasize the importance of conducting teacher workshops focused on delivering Learning Support and Student Mentoring (LS/SM). Additionally, there is a need for institutional support to improve counseling infrastructure and to integrate structured G&C frameworks. This study offers practical suggestions, such as creating specific areas for counseling and setting up uniform training programs to improve G&C services in places with limited resources.
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1 Introduction

Guidance and counseling (G&C) are integral to the educational process, fostering students’ holistic development by addressing academic, career, and socio-emotional needs (ASCA, 2021; Yuen et al., 2007). In Tanzania, for example, Chilewa and Osaki (2022) found that insufficient resources, untrained personnel, limited government and parental support, and logistical constraints hindered these services, prompting recommendations for specialized counselor training and increased financial investments to improve outcomes. As G&C is an inseparable part of the wholistic educational process, it is important for children’s all-round harmonious development that provides remedial support, assists in solving problems, enhances academic achievement, develops social/emotional behaviors or selects career (ASCA, 2021; Diponegoro and Agungbudiprabowo, 2020; Kinra, 2008; Parveen and Akhtar, 2023; Shrivastava, 2003; Yuen et al., 2007). All schools are responsible for enhancing educational performance, which eventually concerns their students’ success and personality development. Besides normal teaching and learning activities, G&C has emerged as a key element in determining students’ overall academic, moral, and social development (Shaheen et al., 2023). Student G&C programs prevent issues like socio-emotional problems, dropouts, substance use, criminal offenses, or failure to keep jobs (Hrisyov and Kostadinov, 2022). Parents ‘counseling is the most influential aspect for young people. However, it might be delivered by their friends, teachers, school staff, or voluntary agencies (Ali and Graham, 2001). G&C provides a collaborative effort to ensure every child’s total personality development, encompassing self-reliance and self-development (Kinra, 2008). Otherwise, G&C “is likely to be not only ineffectual but harmful and misleading” (Shrivastava, 2003).

Considering the impact of G&C, some developed countries, such as the United States, Hong Kong, and Botswana, have incorporated G&C into school programs to acquire academic, career, self-awareness, and interpersonal communication skills, thereby gaining and employing lifelong skills (Nyutu, 2006; Ziomek-Daigle, 2016). In South Asia, countries like India incorporated G&C in schools as early as the early 20th century, laying a strong foundation of research about human development and learning (Shrivastava, 2003). However, in Nepal, G&C is still fragmented and unsystematic, organizationally incoherent, and policy incoherent, having been included in the National Education System Plan (1971–1976) without institutional support or infrastructure, despite informal support (Shah, 2015). Indeed, challenges such as low academic achievement and psychosocial problems are faced by scores of children in Nepali schools (Poudel, 2017; Shah, 2015). However, in Nepal, despite the inclusion of G&C in the National Education System Plan (1971–1976), implementation remains fragmented and unsystematic, lacking policy coherence, institutional support, and dedicated infrastructure (Shah, 2015). There are some challenges, including academic underachievement and psychosocial problems, among many children in Nepali schools (Poudel, 2017; Shah, 2015). In some private schools of the capital city, school leaders, teachers, and counselors address G&C related to psychosocial issues, academic underachievement, or personal development (Shah, 2015). Some of this evidence is insufficient to inform about G&C practice in the schools of Nepal. This disparity emphasizes a critical gap between policy intent and practical execution, necessitating an exploration of contextual challenges and opportunities.

With all of the above, the education system of Nepal faces multifaceted issues, including high dropout rates, academic underachievement, and psychosocial problems among students (MOEST, 2022; Poudel, 2017). One marginalized community, the Dalit (untouchable caste), also faces heightened vulnerability, and their primary level enrollment is at only 20% (CEHRD, 2024). Some private schools in urban areas such as Kathmandu have already adopted G&C services to address behavioral and academic problems; however, these initiatives are not uniform (Shah, 2015). Furthermore, in the case of Nepal, G&C is mostly taught by teachers, which raises concerns about its effectiveness due to inadequate training and excessive work pressure due to a lack of specialist counseling (Kandel, 2020). Because there are no dedicated spaces, using the classroom or administrative office for counseling compromises privacy and effectiveness (Lunenburg, 2010). Three key domains of G&C are identified in the literature: academic, career, and socio-emotional guidance (ASCA, 2021; Kinra, 2008).

However, in Nepal, research reports that connect anecdotal evidence to practice are limited, and studies on the effectiveness of these elements are scarce. Although social skills (SS) development is often emphasized, the even greater impact of G&C on learning strategies (LS) (e.g., goal setting, critical thinking) and self-management (SM) (e.g., goal engagement and focus) has been well-documented in the context of learning self-regulation. However, documenting these G&C outcomes (coping styles, adaptability) is under-investigated (Shaheen et al., 2023). Further systemic obstructions in terms of cultural sensitization, resource paucity, and inadequate training also restrict the implementation of G&C frameworks, which in turn perpetuate cyclical issues in student outcomes (Bhatta and Mehendale, 2021). Against this background, the present study fills the lacuna with a quantitative study involving 384 teachers, counselors, and headteachers from seven different provinces in Nepal.

We focus on three G&C domains:


	• Learning strategies (LS)

	• Self-management (SM)

	• Social skills (SS)



And examine their impact on four school performance indicators:


	• School environment (e.g., safety, inclusivity)

	• Student behavior (e.g., social–emotional conduct)

	• Academic performance (e.g., achievement scores)

	• Post-school success (e.g., further education/employment)



Three research questions guide the research:


	• What is the current status of G&C practices (LS, SM, SS) in Nepali schools?

	• How effective are these G&C practices in improving school performance indicators?

	• What infrastructural (e.g., counseling spaces) and personnel (e.g., trained counselors) factors influence G&C effectiveness?



Based on the literature review, objective, and research question, the following hypotheses were tested:


H1: Distributions of LS practices do not differ by educator gender/school type.
H2: Distributions of SM practices do not differ by educator gender/school type.
H3: Distributions of SS practices do not differ by educator gender/school type.
H4: G&C practices positively affect overall school performance.


This study aims to influence policy reform, campaign for specific teacher training, and raise awareness of the requirement of counseling infrastructure by embedding international G&C frameworks in the local socio-educational context of Nepal. The implications are far-reaching for actors working to enhance educational practices in response to the international scenario, while also considering the challenges that are particular to the context in Nepal and beyond.



2 Guidance and counseling: the context of Nepal

Nepali schoolteachers, counselors, and headteachers spend around six hours with children in their schools every school day. Therefore, the G&C provided by teachers, counselors, and headteachers can improve students’ problem-solving skills (Diponegoro and Agungbudiprabowo, 2020) to enhance academic performance, develop social/emotional behaviors, or select a career. In Nepali schools, student concerns are increasingly dominated by academic performance pressures and social–emotional and career-related issues rather than purely disciplinary or resource-based challenges (Karki et al., 2024; Li et al., 2023). For example, in student performance data from the Flash Report 2021, MOEST reports a gross enrollment rate in Early Childhood Education is 87.6%. In 2020–21, the girl enrollment rate was 49.7% at the lower basic level, whereas it was 50.0% at the secondary level. It is more vulnerable in Dalit communities (so-called untouchable caste) in 2020/21, where the enrollment of total Dalit students at the lower basic level is 20.0%. Similarly, the Education Review Office’s 2015 NASA report shows that the average learning achievements in grade 5 were 48.0, 46.0, and 47.0% in Mathematics, Nepali, and English, respectively. In contrast, in grade 5, they are 35.0, 48.0, and 41.0% in Mathematics, Nepali, and Science subjects, respectively. This evidence suggests that schools are underperforming. In addition to academic challenges, Shah (2015) identified a wide range of behavioral and psychological issues among students, including class disruptions, peer conflicts, hyperactivity, learning difficulties, disciplinary problems, bullying, career-related concerns, conversion disorders, multicultural and parenting issues, dropout rates, poor peer relationships, academic underachievement, truancy, classroom mismanagement, substance abuse, school violence, interpersonal difficulties, challenges faced by gifted students, gender-based violence, disabilities, and more (Kandel, 2020; Poudel, 2017). Further, Shah (2015) suggests providing training to schoolteachers in G&C, which is to be initiated or led by the Ministry of Education or its organization in a systematic and organized order, as counseling services influence students’ academic, social, emotional, personal behavior, and further study and career success as well (Amat, 2019).

In recent years, several initiatives have been undertaken by the government and non-government agencies. For example, the Centre for Education Human Resource Development (CEHRD) has been promoting life-skill learning through some school-level courses (Kandel, 2020). At the university and college levels, G&C courses, such as Foundation of Education, Curriculum, and Educational Psychology, are included as part of the curriculum (Shah, 2015). Generally, individual and group counseling sessions are conducted for students planning to pursue board exams or study abroad, typically after completing school-level examinations or at the end of each academic level in higher education. Private educational counseling centers and colleges have taken the lead in offering these services, often driven by commercial or business-oriented motives. However, Kathmandu University School of Education offers academic programs in G&C, including a Master of Education (M. Ed.) in School Counseling (launched in 2023 as a one-year program and expanded to 2 years in 2024) and an MPhil/PhD in School Counseling and Psychological Wellbeing focusing on transformative practices, critical praxis, and evidence-based strategies to address mental health, holistic development, and social justice in educational settings, with emphasis on interdisciplinary research and leadership in policy or institutional roles. Likewise, the Nepal Open University offers a master’s program in Pedagogical Sciences, which includes a 3-credit course on Guidance and Counseling (G&C). This program is conducted in collaboration with a project involving another university in Nepal, as well as Hamk and Jamk Universities of Applied Sciences in Finland. As part of the same initiative, a short training module is being developed and implemented through a Massive Open Online Course (MOOC), which could represent a pioneering step toward establishing school-based G&C in Nepal (Kandel, 2020).



3 Guidance and counseling: theory and practice

Guidance and counseling are analyzed from different perspectives in terms of content and context, although the intent of G&C is almost similar in that it concentrates on students’ overall development. For example, the ASCA (2021) states that school counselors are expected to provide G&C in different ways, such as culturally sustaining instruction, appraisal and advice, assisting the students in demonstrating LS, SM, and SS. In the school context, school counselors’ responsibilities are divided into three domains of GC: academic, career, and social/emotional, ensuring comprehensive accountability and cohesion of the program components (Ziomek-Daigle, 2016). In line with Ziomek-Daigle (2016), a modern trend in the guidance movement, many scholars, such as Kinra (2008) and Shrivastava (2003), have emphasized the importance of G&C in the forms of vocational, educational, and personal guidance. In vocational guidance, a guidance counselor provides services to the clients (students in the school context) to prepare them for job selection and job preparation, whereas in educational guidance, students get advice/service that encourages them to increase their results in schools across different curriculum offerings, or G&C makes adjustments with the school, curricula, and school life. In personal guidance, counselors address students’ concerns, including maladjustment issues, child and adult welfare, and aspects of mental hygiene. Mental hygiene is the science and practice of maintaining and improving mental health, an approach to mental well-being that focuses on developing and using life skills to optimize emotional and intellectual competence, prevent mental health problems, and enhance psychological resiliency. In the context of primary schools in Hong Kong, the comprehensive G&C programs and G&C activities were categorized into four groups: guidance curriculum, individual planning, responsive services, and system support (Yuen et al., 2007). In the activities, guidance counselors concentrate on students’ whole-person development through different activities like extracurricular activities, experiential learning, assisting students in working out their study and career plans, keeping achievement records, counseling students with their problems, teacher development activities relating to G&C knowledge and skills, and many more activities (Yuen et al., 2007).

In the G&C process, Kinra (2008) states that counseling is paramount in guidance, where a counselor collects detailed information about the counselee and uses different techniques, such as psychological tests or non-standard tests, for diagnostic purposes before making decisions. Education is intended to be the means to direct and guide students at the individual level through instruction or a conscious effect of society, enabling them to sustain their lives (Shrivastava, 2003). In the twenty-first century, due to insecurity, instability, and continuous change. In a professional context, Di Fabio and Bernaud (2018) stated a narrative paradigm that focuses on post-modern G&C interventions. This narrative approach provides opportunities for the participants to construct a self-story for creating meaning in their personal and professional lives. Guidance counselors generally use advice-oriented, informative, and clinical approaches (Kandel, 2020). In the training manual of G&C in Nepali Schools, three major approaches (socio-cultural, problem-solving, and inquiry-based approaches) are discussed, and further, the school, parents, and community partnership is suggested for the G&C in the Schools, which is expected to bring desirable results (Khadka, 2024; Shrestha Rajbhandary, 2019; Parveen and Akhtar, 2023).

A brief review of the literature on school G&C indicates that three major domains are considered: academic/educational, career/vocational, and social/emotional/personal G&C. As part of the chain of G&C skills, this study discusses advice, guidance, and counseling in the three aforementioned domains, rather than therapeutic counseling (Ali and Graham, 2001), which is also discussed.



4 Methods


4.1 Research design

This study employed a quantitative survey research design to investigate G&C practice and effectiveness in Nepali schools. The design aimed to generate generalizable findings (Cohen et al., 2018) by collecting data from schoolteachers, counselors, and headteachers across seven provinces of Nepal.



4.2 Participants

A sample of 384 teachers, counselors, and headteachers (63% male, 37% female) was drawn from 97 schools stratified across public (75.8%) and private (24.2%) institutions. The participants included teachers, headteachers, and counselors, with the majority (55.5%) reporting involvement in addressing students’ social, emotional, and behavioral issues. Data collection targeted 563 teachers, counselors, and headteachers from 138 schools, yielding 402 responses. After screening for incompleteness and outliers, 384 valid responses were retained for analysis.



4.3 Instrument

A structured Guidance and Counseling Survey Questionnaire (GCSQ) was adapted from the ASCA, 2021 and translated into Nepali using a translation-back-translation method. Permission was granted by ASCA to use it. This study was delimited to the Behavior Standards stated by ASCA (2021), and it was found to be systematic by design, with decision-making influenced by data (Ziomek-Daigle, 2016). The GCSQ includes learning strategies, self-management, and social skills, where the LS consist of 10 items, SM skills include 10 items, and SS include 10 items, and altogether 30 items that were validated using confirmatory factor analysis as presented in Table 1. First, the questionnaire was developed in English and translated into Nepali using the translation-back-translation method. Then, the researchers conducted a short round table discussion with four participants—a teacher, two counselors, and a headteacher to contextualize language issues, difficulty levels, and item relevancy. Each item used a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree). For assessing the schools’ performance, four statements: school environment, student social, emotional, and personal behavior, students’ success after school education, and schools’ academic performance were asked of the teachers, counselors, and headteachers, who were on 3-point scales (good, normal, and to be improved) as dependent variables. Demographic variables (teacher gender, school type, G&C provider, and location of counseling) were also included. Furthermore, the gender of teachers, counselors, and headteachers, types of schools, guidance counselors in the schools, place of counseling, and subjects of counseling in the schools were additional questions. The details of the sample characteristics are presented in Table 2.


TABLE 1 Reliability and validity of the variables.


	Latent variables
	Items coding
	Convergent validity
	Internal consistency reliability
	Discriminant validity



	CFA: factor loading >0.50
	AVA≥0.50
	Cronbach’s Alpha (α≥0.70)
	CR
 (α≥0.70)
	HTMT analysis
 <0.90

 

 	Learning strategies (LS) 	LS1 to LS10
 (10 items) 	Range: 0.64–0.75 	0.50 	0.90 	0.90 	Accepted


 	Self-management (SM) 	SM1 to SM10
 (10 items) 	Range: 0.67–0.79 	0.54 	0.92 	0.92 	Accepted


 	Social Skills (SS) 	SS1 to SS10
 (10 items) 	Range: 0.70–0.78 	0.55 	0.93 	0.93 	Accepted




 


TABLE 2 Teachers, counselors, and headteachers’ demographic status.


	Variables
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid percent
	Cumulative percent

 

 	Gender 	Male 	242 	63.0 	63.0 	63.0


 	Female 	142 	37.0 	37.0 	100.0


 	School type 	Public 	291 	75.8 	75.8 	75.8


 	Private 	93 	24.2 	24.2 	100.0


 	Guidance and counseling personal 	Teachers 	145 	37.8 	37.8 	37.8


 	Counselors 	22 	5.7 	5.7 	43.5


 	Headteachers 	49 	12.8 	12.8 	56.3


 	Teachers, headteachers, and counselors—all roles 	168 	43.8 	43.8 	100.0


 	G&C place 	Classroom 	252 	65.6 	65.6 	65.6


 	School’s office 	71 	18.5 	18.5 	84.1


 	Separate room 	37 	9.6 	9.6 	93.8


 	Outside classroom 	24 	6.3 	6.3 	100.0


 	Subjects of GC 	Student’s study 	124 	32.3 	32.3 	32.3


 	Student social, emotional, and personal behavior 	213 	55.5 	55.5 	87.8


 	Future study and career 	46 	12.0 	12.0 	99.7


 	Others 	1 	0.3 	0.3 	100.0




 



4.4 Reliability and validity of the items assessing G&C practice in Nepali schools

For the quality assurance of the reliability and validity of the variables, Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) and Average Variance Extracted (AVA) were observed for the convergent validity, Cronbach’s Alpha and Composite Reliability (CR) for the internal consistency reliability, and Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) for discriminant validity were employed (Masa’deh et al., 2022) as follows:

From Table 1, the CFA: factor loading on LS, SM and SS is above 0.50, and AVE is also above the cut-off value 0.50. Similarly, Cronbach’s Alpha and CR both are more than 0.70, and HTMT (Heterotrait-Monotrait) is in the interval of 0.84 to 0.90. These all results normally affirm the reliability and validity of the questionnaire (Cohen et al., 2018; Hair et al., 2014; Masa’deh et al., 2022).



4.5 Data collection

Data were collected between June 2024 and July 2024, using both online surveys (Google Forms), sent via email, and paper-based questionnaires distributed at different schools. We primarily recruited participants through university email lists and social media networks, such as Facebook, X, and LinkedIn. Two different methods of communication were used: one involved contacting participants through direct email invitations and survey links, while the other was face-to-face interactions conducted by researchers at designated sites. Researchers obtained informed consent and guaranteed participant anonymity prior to distribution. However, researchers administered paper-based questionnaires at their respective schools. We obtained ethical approval and anonymized institutional affiliations and identities. The questionnaire took approximately 10 min to complete for all participants, whether they used the online or paper version.



4.6 Data analysis

Demographic and G&C practice data were descriptively summarized (mean, standard deviation, frequency). Non-parametric tests (Mann–Whitney U) were used to compare responses across gender and school types. Likewise, frequency and percent are used to describe the sample characteristics and the status of schools’ performance. Mean, standard deviation, skewness, and kurtosis are employed to analyze the status of the components of G&C (LS, SM, and SS). The components of G&C (LS, SM, and SS) are also examined to determine whether they are significantly different across the genders of teachers, counselors, headteachers, and types of schools using the Mann–Whitney U test. The questionnaire’s reliability and validity were assessed using statistical methods, including Factor analysis, Cronbach’s Alpha, and others. Upon testing the assumptions, a binomial regression analysis is performed to investigate the impact of G&C on school performance. The effects of LS, SM, and SS on school performance indicators were examined with binary logistic regression with counseling location and provider as covariates. Model fit was assessed through Nagelkerke R2, the Hosmer-Lemeshow test, and multicollinearity, as indicated by tolerance (> 0.20) and VIF (< 5.0) statistics.



4.7 Ethical considerations

The study adhered to ethical standards, including informed consent, confidentiality, and anonymization of participant and school identities. Data were stored securely and were accessible only to the research team.




5 Results


5.1 Teachers’ demographic status and schools’ G&C-related information

In this section, the respondents’ gender and their school’s type, as well as the G&C person, place, and subject of G&C, are analyzed. In Table 2, male teachers have a dominant presence, which is 63%, nearly double the percentage of female teachers, which is slightly different from the male teachers’ percentage in the population (57.04%) (CEHRD, 2024). More than two-thirds of teachers from public schools (funded by the government) participated. The percentage of teachers working in public schools is 76.36% (CEHRD, 2024).

As the teachers, counselors, and headteachers responded, they guided and counseled their students, followed by headteachers or both teachers and headteachers in the schools. A small number of teachers (5.7%) agreed that counselors also guide and counsel them. Regarding the subjects of G&C, as revealed by Shah (2015), the majority of teachers (55.5%) agreed that they counsel or guide their children on issues of social, emotional, and personal behavior, followed by study counseling for students (32.3%). Only around 12% of the teachers report that they counsel for further study and career, which is also supported by the opinions of Sangroula (2024). The teachers mostly use the regular classrooms for GC. It means they guide their study, behavior, or career in the classroom and the office. Only a small number of teachers (9.6%) reported having separate rooms for G&C. The teachers’ responses suggest that Nepali schools lack a separate counseling room and other infrastructure, despite effective G&C generally requiring physical infrastructure, adequate space, the privacy of the person and subjects of counseling, accessibility to problems, and other essential elements (Lunenburg, 2010).



5.2 Status of school guidance counseling in the schools

The status of school guidance counseling is analyzed using means, standard deviation, skewness, and kurtosis to observe the nature of normality. In Table 3, the status of school guidance counseling is presented.


TABLE 3 Status of school guidance counseling.


	Variables
	N
	Mean
	SD
	Skewness
	Kurtosis



	Statistic
	Statistic
	Statistic
	Statistic
	SE
	Statistic
	SE

 

 	*LS_ 	384 	3.763 	0.655 	−1.195 	0.125 	2.315 	0.248


 	*SM 	384 	3.796 	0.687 	−1.157 	0.125 	2.442 	0.248


 	*SS 	384 	3.810 	0.659 	−1.236 	0.125 	2.818 	0.248





*G&C on LS, Learning Strategies; SM, Self-management; SS, Social skills.
 

Out of five scales (strongly disagree to agree with codes from 1 to 5, respectively, strongly), teachers, counselors, and headteachers’ average rating is nearer to 4 (from 3.763 to 3.810), which represents “agree.” This means the teachers, counselors, and headteachers agree with the positive statements related to providing G&C on LS, SM, and SS. The standard deviation also indicates similar responses across the respondent teachers, counselors, and headteachers. Out of these areas of G&C, they provide G&C that focuses on SS, which aim to improve communication, listening, and SS to foster positive relationships, ethical decision-making, and social responsibility. It also fosters collaboration, leadership, advocacy, and cultural awareness, promoting social maturity and responsiveness in diverse groups. However, the responses (data) are not normally distributed as none of the values of Skewness and Kurtosis lie between −2 and +2, distorting the normality (Meinert, 2011). Responses of teachers, counselors, and headteachers were further analyzed based on their gender (male and female) and type of schools (public and private) using the Mann–Whitney U test. The result is presented in Table 4.


TABLE 4 Mann–Whitney U Test on the components of G&C across teachers, counselors, and headteachers’ gender or school types.


	Hypotheses
	Gender as grouping variable
	School type as grouping variable



	Sig.a,b
	Decision
	Sig.a,b
	Decision

 

 	The distribution of LS is the same across categories of teachers, counselors, and headteachers, regardless of gender or school type. 	0.006 	Reject the null hypothesis. 	0.001 	Reject the null hypothesis.


 	The distribution of SM is the same across categories of teachers, counselors, and headteachers, regardless of gender or school type. 	0.005 	Reject the null hypothesis. 	0.001 	Reject the null hypothesis.


 	The distribution of SS is the same across categories of teachers, counselors, and headteachers, regardless of gender or school type. 	0.002 	Reject the null hypothesis. 	0.004 	Reject the null hypothesis.





aThe significance level is 0.050. bAsymptotic significance is displayed.
 

From Table 4, as perceived by the respondents, by gender (male and female) and types (public and private), LS, SM, and SS are significantly different at 1% level of significance (p-values: 0.006, 0.005, 0.002, 0.001, 0.001, 0.004 < 0.01). From the descriptive analysis using means, in all components (LS, SM, and SS), mean values for female teachers, counselors, and headteachers is higher that shows as perceived by the female teachers, counselors, and headteachers, the practice of G&C on each component is better. However, both types of teachers rated the statement above as “3” and closer to “4.” Similar to the findings of this study, in the context of secondary schools in Southwest Ethiopia, Arfasa’s (2018) study revealed that teachers from public schools perceived effective counseling, whereas females perceived it at a higher level. However, it contradicts that there was no significant difference between the perceptions of public and private school teachers, counselors, and headteachers in the Nepali context, and ‘so does it in the Kenyan context’ (Ngeno, 2022).



5.3 Schools’ overall performance

Regarding the schools’ overall performance in terms of environment, student behavior, academic performance, and student success after school, a 3-point Likert scale (“Good,” “Normal,” and “To be improved”) was administered among the teachers, counselors, and headteachers. The frequency on each scale is as follows in Table 5.


TABLE 5 Schools’ overall performance.


	Scale of rating
	School environment
	Student behavior
	Student success after schools
	School academic performance



	Frequency
	Percent
	Frequency
	Percent
	Frequency
	Percent
	Frequency
	Percent

 

 	Good 	197 	51.3 	102 	26.6 	26 	6.8 	158 	41.1


 	Normal 	159 	41.4 	212 	55.2 	298 	77.6 	184 	47.9


 	To be Improved 	28 	7.3 	70 	18.2 	60 	15.6 	42 	10.9


 	Total 	384 	100.0 	384 	100.0 	384 	100.0 	384 	100.0




 

Table 5 shows that the school environment emerged as the strongest area, with over half of the respondents (51.3%) rating it as “Good,” while 41.4% considered it “Normal,” and only 7.3% felt it needed improvement. This implies a positive perception of the school’s physical and social aspects. On the other hand, the behavior of the students was considered average, with 55.2% rating as “Normal,” 26.6% as “Good,” and 18.2% indicating that it needed “Improvement.” The results suggest some acceptability and potential for behavioral change. Student success after school was identified as the most problematic aspect, receiving the lowest rating of “Good” at 6.8% and the highest rating of “Normal” at 77.6%, while 15.6% indicated that it does not work. This means they are least confident in the school’s ability to prepare students for life beyond education. In the school performance results, the ratings were cautiously good, with 41.1% rated “Good,” 47.9% “Normal,” and just 10.9% in the category “Needs improvement.” “Normal” was rated most frequently overall across everything from student behavior to what the student did after school. However, for the environment and academics, “Good” was the more typical rating. In conclusion, Stakeholders view the school climate most positively and are most concerned about student post-graduation success. Student behavior is generally average with some issues, and academic performance is considered reasonably good. These insights point to key areas—especially student behavior and post-school readiness—where targeted improvements could be beneficial. Despite remarkable progress in school education in Nepal, student learning outcomes tend to regress and stagnate, with some issues of equitable education or internal efficiency indicating poor quality of education (Comba et al., 2023; Bhatta and Mehendale, 2021).



5.4 Effect of school guidance counseling on schools’ overall performance

Binary logistic regression was employed to analyze the effect of G&C (LS, SM, and SS) on schools’ overall performance. For this, dependent variables, student behavior, student success after school, and school academic performance were recoded into a dichotomous scale where the scale “Normal” was merged to “to be improved” as there are some aspects of the normal situation that are supposed to improve for transforming into the status of “Good.” The scale “Good” was coded by “1” and the “To be improved” by “0.” The alternative hypothesis states, “The practice of G&C is more likely to be effective on the schools” overall performance, which has “Good: 1” status as compared to the status of “To be improved: 0.”

Two additional variables (place of G&C and the person providing G&C) were used as control variables. The “separate place for G&C” and “counselor” examined whether they affected the school performance with reference to other places like classrooms and offices, and other persons like teachers, counselors, and headteachers. From the analysis of data using SPSS, model fit and collinearity were examined before the analysis of the coefficient of binary logistic regression as follows:

The Omnibus Test on the effects of G&C components (LS, SM, and SS), including two control variables (place of G&C and G&C person) on four different components of schools’ overall performance shows the significant results whose p-values are less than 5% level of significant only for the school environment, student behavior, and schools’ academic performance. The models show a good fit only for the dependent variables: school environment (p = 0.042), student behavior (p = 0.000), and schools’ academic performance (p = 0.000).

In the Model Summary yielded from the SPSS computation, the values of Nagelkerke R Square are 8.6, 8.9, 4.0, and 4.5% for the GC: LS, SM, and SS that explain school environment, student behavior, school academic performance, and success after school education, respectively at low to very low level. Further, the Hosmer and Lemeshow test is also used to test model fit. The p-values for the school environment and student behavior are 0.940 and 0.425, indicating that the model adequately fits the analysis. The p-values for the remaining variables (school academic performance and student success after school) are less than 5%, indicating a poor fit of the model.

For testing multicollinearity among the independent variables (LS, SM, and SS), tolerance and VIF were used. The tolerance values are 0.292, 0.245, and 0.316, which are not less than 0.20. The VIF values are 3.429, 4.085, and 3.163, which are not more than 5 and do not show the issue of multicollinearity (Belsley, 1991) among three components of G&C (LS, SM, and SS) to explain the schools’ overall performance.

For the final analysis, based on the acceptance of assumptions for the fit of the models, two components of schools’ overall performance (school environment and student behavior) and the control variables (place and person of G&C) are used.

From Table 6, G&C on LS, SM, and SS are not significant in explaining the school environment (p = 0.229, 0.276, and 0.064) at the 5% level of significance; however, they are positive in explaining the school environment, except for G&C on SM skills. Wald’s criterion suggests that the place of G&C and G&C persons significantly affects the school environment. When G&C is conducted in a ‘Separate Room’ other than the office, classroom, or other places, the odds ratio (OR) is 2.838, indicating that the school environment is 2.838 times more likely to improve. Similarly, when G&C is conducted by a ‘Guidance Counselor’ other than teachers, headteachers, or others, the OR is 2.929, so the school environment is 2.929 times more likely to improve.


TABLE 6 Effect of school guidance and counseling on the school environment.


	Variables
	B
	S.E.
	Wald
	df
	Sig.
	Exp(B)

 

 	Step 1a 	LS 	0.375 	0.312 	1.446 	1 	0.229 	1.455


 	SM 	−0.369 	0.339 	1.188 	1 	0.276 	0.691


 	SS 	0.553 	0.298 	3.433 	1 	0.064 	1.738


 	Place of GC 	1.043 	0.416 	6.283 	1 	0.012 	2.838


 	Guidance counseling person 	1.075 	0.544 	3.895 	1 	0.048 	2.929


 	Constant 	−2.214 	0.702 	9.953 	1 	0.002 	0.109





aVariable(s) entered on step 1: LS, SM, SS, Place of GC, guidance counseling person.
 

From Table 7, the Wald criterion indicates that G&C on SS significantly affects student behavior. When G&C on SS is increased by one unit, the OR is 2.371, indicating that student behavior is 2.371 times more likely to improve. G&C on LS, SM, places, or persons are not significant predictors of student behavior. However, apart from G&C on SM skills, other positive factors exist. One of the components of G&C (Social Skills) is positive and significant in explaining students’ social, emotional, and personal behavior. The places of G&C (separate room) were also significant in positively explaining the school environment. While analyzing the items of each component of G&C, the mean values of statements 7, 8, and 9 under LS, statements 5, 7, and 10 under SM, and statements 4, 5, and 9 under SS were comparatively lower. In providing G&C on LS, as perceived by the respondent teachers, the existing guidance counseling persons (teachers, counselors, and headteachers) are comparatively not able to deliver G&C on the following subjects:


TABLE 7 Effect of school guidance counseling on student behavior.


	Variables
	B
	S.E.
	Wald
	df
	Sig.
	Exp(B)

 

 	Step 1a 	LS_ 	0.535 	0.386 	1.915 	1 	0.166 	1.707


 	SM 	−0.398 	0.413 	0.929 	1 	0.335 	0.671


 	SS 	0.863 	0.373 	5.353 	1 	0.021 	2.371


 	Place of GC 	0.329 	0.396 	0.690 	1 	0.406 	1.389


 	Guidance counseling person 	0.801 	0.486 	2.710 	1 	0.100 	2.227


 	Constant 	−4.983 	0.984 	25.659 	1 	<0.001 	0.007





aVariable(s) entered on step 1: LS, SM, SS, place of GC, guidance counseling person.
 

LS7: Provides long- and short-term academic, career, and social/emotional goals.

LS8: Provides engagement in challenging coursework.

LS9: Facilitates informed decision-making by gathering evidence, getting others’ perspectives, and recognizing personal bias.

Similarly, they are not adequately able to deliver the G&C on SM skills that:

SM5: Enhances perseverance to achieve long- and short-term goals.

SM7: Develop effective coping skills.

SM10: Enhances ability to manage transitions and adapt to change.

In Social Skills, the least focused areas of G&C were identified as:

SS4: Helps students develop empathy.

SS5: Helps ethical decision-making and social responsibility.

SS9: Demonstrates social maturity and behaviors appropriate to the situation and environment.

The findings of this study are comparable to and contrasted with those of previous studies. A few studies, such as Shaheen et al. (2023) and Hrisyov and Kostadinov (2022), have found that G&C emerged as a positive predictor of academic, moral, and social development in the contexts of Islamabad and Bulgaria, respectively. This finding is partially consistent with the results of the current study. However, G&C on LS and SM was not a significant predictor in the Nepali school context. For the separate counseling place (room), the findings of the study are comparable to the study of Yuca et al. (2017), which found a correlation between infrastructure and G&C services. Butler (1987) also opines that a multi-purpose room can also be used for counseling. However, it is necessary to ensure students’ privacy and confidentiality when a counselor conducts an emotional interview with students, and the students may want to do it separately. In this study, only a small number of teachers reported that they had counselors in their schools who had a significant positive effect on the school environment as compared to others (teachers and headteachers). This may be due to the lack of systematic or formal training in guidance work in Nepali schools (Yuen et al., 2007).




6 Discussion

The results of this study reveal the complex efficacy of G&C practices in Nepali schools, revealing strengths and pressing needs. The main effects analysis of G&C interventions targeting SS significantly predicted improvements in students’ social, emotional, and behavioral outcomes. This finding is consistent with international research results, highlighting the significance of G&C for developing SS and ethical decision-making (ASCA, 2021; Yuen et al., 2007). Meanwhile, the absence of the main effects for LS and SM indicates contextual difficulties. These findings were in opposition to studies in Bulgaria and Pakistan in which extensive G&C programmes were positively associated with academic and self-regulation outcomes (Hrisyov and Kostadinov, 2022; Shaheen et al., 2023). The variation may be due to systemic issues within Nepal, such as a lack of teacher training in LS/SM strategies or G&C frameworks that properly target these areas. A dedicated counseling room and trained counselors were strong predictors of a positive school environment. This result aligns with previous studies that favor privacy and proper installations to improve counseling effectiveness (Yuca et al., 2017; Butler, 1987). However, only 9.6% of schools have them, representing systemic neglect of infrastructure. Moreover, the low proportion of professional counselors participating (5.7% of respondents) reflects a situation where unqualified teachers and head teachers are used in the delivery of G&C, which could compromise the quality of services. This finding aligns with Shah (2015) criticism of the ad hoc G&C policy implementation in Nepal, where policies are framed but not implemented, and resources are allocated. The study also exposed gender and institutional disparities.

Also, the ambiguity of Ethiopian and Kenyan teachers regarding G&C practices is reflected in the present study, where female teachers expressed more positive perceptions on G&C practices than their male counterparts (Arfasa, 2018; Ngeno, 2022). The results could indicate gender-specific expectations for caregiver roles or variations in training experiences. At the same time, no other substantial advantage of private schools over PS in effective G&C was observed with respect to PS, and PS made up 75.8% of the sample at that (the former) level. In other words, the underwhelming performance of many public schools (PS) was due to systemic issues rather than a lack of response advantages, suggesting that there are universal problems in education, such as overcrowding or bureaucratic inefficiency. Significant deficiencies were noted within certain G&C subsystems. Long-term goal setting (LS7–LS9), coping (SM7–SM10), and ethical decision-making (SS4–SS5) were particularly difficult for teachers to address. These voids may result in Nepal’s low educational achievement and high dropout rates (Bhatta and Mehendale, 2021). The small size of the Nagelkerke R2 (4.0–8.9%) also indicates that unobserved variables (e.g., socioeconomic barriers, parental support, and economic hardships) significantly influence school outputs. Based on the results of the study, inferences were drawn to address the research questions and hypotheses.

Regarding the current situation of G&C facilities in schools in Nepal (RQ1), teachers generally agreed that they were providing G&C support in LS, SS, and SM, with mean ratings of 3.76, 3.80, and 3.81, respectively, on a five-point scale. Characteristic skills were emphasized the most. Yet significant voids emerged, particularly in CTC outcomes such as long-term planning, taking challenging courses, and using data to inform decision-making. (2010) SM demonstrated deficits in persistence, coping, and flexibility. Infrastructure was particularly weak; just 9.6% of the schools had counseling rooms, and most sessions were held either in classrooms or with the counselor’s desk being shared in the office. There were also clear gender differences, with female teachers evaluating their G&C practices as significantly stronger than those of males, although no significant differences were found between public and private schools. For effectiveness (RQ2), SS interventions significantly increased the students’ positive behavior, decreased conflicts, and contributed to ethical behavior. Nevertheless, the interventions associated with LS and SM did not have a significant impact on school achievement or later academic success. According to the school performance indicators, the school environment was the most highly rated category (51.3% “Good”), and student behavior was average (55.2% “Normal”) with some degradations. Ratings of academic achievement were slightly more positive, while post-school outcomes were the lowest across the domains, with just 6.8% rating it as Good. Regarding infrastructure and staffing (RQ3), having designated counseling rooms and school counselors made a significant difference in the school climate, with these factors tripling the odds of good outcomes. Nevertheless, only 5.7% of schools had counselors; teachers or headteachers provided the majority of G&C services. Social/emotional concerns dominated the majority of counseling, while academic and career counseling received relatively little attention. Similarly, testing the hypotheses indicated that differences by gender and type of school (H1, H2, H3) were rejected, as significant differences were found in G&C practices when compared by the gender of the teacher and the type of school. H4, which hypothesized that G&C improves school outcomes, was partially supported in that student behavior (but not academic or post-school outcomes) improved following LS and SM. Infrastructure and trained staff, however, were found to have a positive association in the school environment.



7 Conclusion

Guidance and Counseling (G&C) is essential for supporting the holistic development of students of Nepali schools. Overall, this study reveals that while teachers actively use G&C in practice across LS, SM, and SS, the effectiveness of interventions in all areas remains unclear. The social domain was identified as the most interfering domain, and students’ behaviors improved through a decrease in conflicts and an influence on moral conduct. However, LS and SM did not have a significant impact on academic achievement and senior secondary success. Some critical areas, including goal setting, coping strategies, flexibility, and adaptability, were also laid bare. Structural constraints also restrict G&C efficacy in schools with separate counseling rooms and professional counselors. But those resources made all the difference; schools with dedicated counseling spaces were three times as likely to have favorable environments, and trained counselors had a comparably large effect. This is greatly compounded by the use of tired and undertrained teachers in the public schools. To better leverage G&C, Nepal must invest in professional development focused on LS and SM, establish infrastructure for counseling, create a preservice preparedness model (similar to the ASCA model that is being adopted by counseling in the United States), and recruit counselors with clearly delineated responsibilities. This systems logic is essential for closing the theory–policy–practice gap and enhancing academic resilience, socioemotional wellbeing, and post-school success for all students, thereby safeguarding their status as citizens in a democratic society and promoting positive youth development.



8 Limitations of the study

We must acknowledge the limitations of this research, which has provided valuable insights into the practice and efficacy of G&C in Nepali schools. First, the sample primarily consisted of public schools (75.8%) and male teachers (63%), which may limit the generalizability of the results to private schools and female teachers. The gender disparity in participants may also bias the perception of G&C effectiveness. Second, the use of self-reported teacher data, rather than objective indicators (e.g., student performance records, observational assessments), may introduce social desirability bias and subjectivity. For example, school performance indicators (e.g., environment, student behavior) relied on teachers’ reports, which may not completely reflect objective circumstances. Third, binary logistic regression models for all outcomes collectively showed low levels of explanatory power (Nagelkerke R2 ranged from 4.0 to 8.9), indicating that unmeasured controls (e.g., socioeconomic factors, parental involvement) will likely be at Work behind school performances. Along with confounding factors, the study design does not allow strong causal inferences to be made, and longitudinal data would be useful for demonstrating the long-term effects of G&C practices. Fourth, structural barriers in the Nepali schools, for example, the absence of a specific counselor (5.7%) and a special counseling room (9.6%), were observed but not thoroughly discussed. These infrastructural disparities may intervene in the association between G&C components and school performance. Furthermore, although a back-translation method was followed, there may also have been semantic errors during translation of the questionnaire from English to Nepali, which could have potentially impacted the reliability of the instruments. The cultural specificity, such as caste-based disparities (e.g., the ″untouchable caste″), also impedes generalizability to other settings. Finally, the study did not thoroughly examine why certain G&C components (e.g., LS, SM) did not significantly impact behavior, leaving a lack of understanding of the contextual barriers to their implementation. Future studies could overcome these limitations through the use of mixed methods, further sampling, and the establishment of collaborations between urban and rural schools for more longitudinal studies, enabling stronger causal claims and qualitative investigations into contextual barriers (such as cultural stigma toward counseling or resource disparities between urban and rural schools) to seeking assistance.



9 Recommendations

Based on the findings, several important recommendations have been suggested to improve G&C practices in Nepal. First, the teachers need training. It involves introducing compulsory short-term workshops and long-term certificate courses for teachers and headteachers to develop their competencies in providing life skills (LS) and social management (SM)-based counseling. Furthermore, we should include G&C modules in preservice and in-service teacher education, with a focus on evidence-based academic and career guidance policies. In terms of infrastructure, the provision of special counseling rooms in schools to maintain privacy, confidentiality, and the effectiveness of services should be paramount. Government, INGO, or NGO funding should support the establishment of these multi-functional G&C spaces in resource-constrained schools. Equally important are policy changes and institutional reforms. Education policy at the national level should also be changed to require the presence of counselors in schools who have specific roles and duties. A mandated G&C structure that parallels global models (e.g., ASCA) would be established to provide uniformity and accountability throughout schools. Community and academic partnerships should be encouraged to increase the impact of G&C programs. Collaboration among schools, universities, and NGOs could facilitate the development of context-specific training programs. Furthermore, developing online platforms, such as Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs), can provide scalable and low-cost opportunities for professional development in remote locations. Ways to assess the impact of gender and G&C services should be implemented to ensure that systems to monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of G&C services are implemented, using a range of both qualitative and quantitative indicators. Post-counseling records at schools can be maintained to track the effectiveness of peer counseling; however, bureaucratic record-keeping has yet to be actively pursued. Finally, education and awareness-raising are also key. Sensitization campaigns should be initiated to educate stakeholders, including parents, policymakers, and students, about the vital role of G&C in holistic education. In doing so, schools can develop comprehensive G&C programs as a foundation for academic achievement, sound mental health, and lifelong success for all children.
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Introduction: It is important for life chances and schooling outcomes that students have a positive approach. The Japanese Ikigai philosophy aims at improving well-being and life purposes much as Western Positive Youth Development does. This study examined how a student positive development, based on IKIGAI, was used to develop agentic qualities in students. The study was carried out in rural Thailand where students are highly disadvantaged and experience poor schooling outcomes. The project encouraged the students to develop projects based on their own interests and contexts.
Methods: Content analysis was conducted against the a priori structure of the Ikigai framework (i.e., passion, mission, profession, and vocation).
Results: Data about impact were obtained from two student camps during the project and two group discussions at the end of the project from students (n = 66) in two secondary schools.
Discussion: The students gained greater passion and showed small gains in mission, profession, and vocation, with the latter two content areas only becoming visible at the end of project school discussions. The IKIGAI principles are an attractive framework for conducting youth development activities in Southeast Asia.
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Introduction

Despite extensive investment by Thailand that has increased school attendance, the average performance of students in rural areas outside Bangkok has not improved, and indeed performance on the Grade 6 Ordinary Test declined from 2011 to 2020 (Durongkaveroj, 2023). Factors contributing to the low performance of rural students include the lack of qualified teachers, insufficient educational resources, and poor physical infrastructure (Durongkaveroj, 2023; Lathapipat, 2018). Rural children living in households whose head does not speak Thai or is not Buddhist tend to have worse health conditions (Waleewong and Yueayai, 2022). Those with only one parent also have poor educational outcomes (Pholphirul and Teimtad, 2018). Hence, rural children with minority backgrounds are likely to have both health and educational outcome challenges.

Thailand’s Second National Education Act (Office of the National Education Commission, 2003) specifies in Section 22 that education depends on the principle “all learners are capable of learning and self-development … the teaching-learning process shall aim at enabling the learners to develop themselves at their own pace.” Thus, schooling is to maximize the personal and individual development of all children in light of their potential and circumstances. In 2023, Thailand introduced a campaign of “Students Study Hard with Happiness” (Ministry of Education, 2023), with the aim of raising the quality of education by starting teaching and learning with the happiness of students, teachers, and parents. The policy requires teachers to act as coaches who help students achieve life goals, including having appropriate skills for life and have a curriculum that responds to the interests and needs of learners, so that they can earn income while studying and have jobs that are in line with the needs of the labor market after graduation.

These policy priorities show that a focus on students’ individual development for success in adult life really matters in Thailand. Attention to a curriculum and a pedagogy that generates learning that supports employment and addresses local challenges allows for projects that focus on developing the autonomy and self-esteem of students. This creates opportunities to assist teachers as well as students to develop a learning ecology where positive psychology is applied (Boonsue, 1997, Pordee, 2021). This focus echoes the Western educational idea of student agency (Popkewitz, 2005).

Ikigai, a Japanese philosophy, is a universal concept consisting of passion, mission, profession, and vocation (Mogi, 2017). Ikigai focuses on the life purpose through the self-realization of human beings (Hall et al., 2023). Ikigai is used as a framework of a metacognitive tool, implying individual self-motivation and self-awareness (Hall et al., 2023). It can be applied with any concepts, models, processes, and research methodology for self-empowerment and life purposes in participants individually and as community building in schools, universities, and organizations (Sartore et al., 2023). In this research, Ikigai was adopted because of its focus on life purpose, happiness, and self-empowerment as the basis for students’ approaches to problems in their own schools. The framework of Ikigai opens to exchange ideas among students regarding self-exploration for students’ life purpose. Ikigai fosters students to see beauty and values in simplicity, together with being aware of daily activities (Rodrangsee et al., 2024). Its universal, yet adaptable nature makes Ikigai suitable as a framework for activities resonating students’ agency through self and community empowerment. This is in contrast to top-down models of development from the Thai administrators or purely abstract Buddhist beliefs. Ikigai framework also provides for smaller scale projects, focused more on life-purpose and self-development, and thus aligns well with Western Positive Youth Development.

This paper describes a case study in which activities based on the Japanese Ikigai framework contributed to greater student agency and autonomy in rural Thailand. The paper demonstrates that agency can be enhanced in a South-East Asian nation through a culturally appropriate mechanism. The research question of the project is whether the Ikigai framework, passion, mission, professions, and vocations can foster life purpose and self-empowerment in students participating in the project.



Literature review

At the start of the century, Thailand strengthened the school and community as part of students’ learning process (Office of the National Education Commission, 2003). The 20-year Ministry of Education (2017) National Strategy on Education focused on the development of human potential and resources in the 21st Century and lifelong learning, giving importance to opportunities and equity in Thai society, specifically aiming for self-reliance and self-sustainability in rural Thai communities. This education policy states that students can learn anywhere and anytime through any innovation or technological platform, and the teacher becomes the students’ coach (Ministry of Education, 2023). Schools have to provide diversity in learning together with appropriate technologies, ensure learning is active, stimulates critical thinking, within a competency-based approach. Thai education policies always place students at the center of learning, giving an agentic quality to students. The Office of the Basic Education Commission (2024) required schools to encourage student autonomy and agency for greater learning with happiness. For example, in 2023, Thailand introduced a campaign of “Students Study Hard with Happiness” (Ministry of Education, 2023) in an attempt to ensure all Thai students are placed at the center of the learning process with intrinsic motivation to learn (Minister of Education, 2024). The policy echoes a holistic and positive psychology approach in developing learners, by placing the learners at the center of schooling.

Unfortunately, despite policy initiatives, Thai administrators do not provide concrete action plans for teachers to give them the skills and knowledge to empower and enhance student agency and holistic self-growth. Furthermore, rural children regularly perform poorly on national measures of learning and are subjected to a teacher-centric, didactic, authoritarian schooling that diminishes their well-being and sense of agency or autonomy (Durongkaveroj, 2023; Lathapipat, 2018). While focusing on the psycho-emotional and social aspects of education may seem counterintuitive, overcoming negative experiences requires action that focuses on developing agency and autonomy, by focusing on the strengths young people have, even if such are indirectly linked with greater performance. Hence, positive youth development activities can be legitimately viewed to build success in schooling.


Positive youth development

Positive Youth Development (PYD) positions young people as active agents in their own development able to influence and be influenced by their environments (Bandura, 2003; Lerner et al., 2018). Social skills, including agency and autonomy, increase when children are given opportunities to experience and demonstrate care and compassion, social competence, connection to peers and school, and their own character (Lerner et al., 2018). Thus, school contexts are instrumental in supporting (or hindering) the development of social skills and prosocial behaviors (Benson et al., 2007; Fernandes et al., 2021). The core idea of PYD is a focus on the strengths youth have and their inherent capacity for growth and development, such that they are able to change and control their contexts, with appropriate support from their family, social, and school environments (Benson et al., 2007; Shek et al., 2019). PYD emphasizes strengths and positive growth in youth, which contributes to greater resilience in the face of challenges and leads to greater life satisfaction, which is important for positive coping behaviors in adolescence (Park, 2004).

The Five Cs (i.e., competence, confidence, connection, caring, and character) model of positive youth development (Lerner et al., 2018) conceptualize a core set of characteristics that lead to youth well-being. Through enhancement of the Five Cs, youth develop competence to contribute to themselves, their family, their community, and broader society (Travis and Leech, 2013). Connection is how youth are accepted, cared for, and affirmed through bonding with family, friends, and the broader community (Travis and Leech, 2013; Fernandes et al., 2021). Caring and compassion represent an individual sense of empathy, sympathy, and response to others (Travis and Leech, 2013). Character shows an individual’s sense of respect for morality and values (Fernandes et al., 2021). Confidence refers to satisfaction, self-efficacy, and self-worth in one’s circumstances and future possibilities (Travis and Leech, 2013). Competence is recognizing and developing one’s abilities, achievements, and performance (Travis and Leech, 2013; Fernandes et al., 2021).

Coherent with PYD, Bandura (2006) identifies four elements of human agency (i.e., intentionality, forethought or motivation, self-reactivity or self-efficacy, and self-reflectiveness or self-regulation). Agency underpins all students’ abilities and would affect their cognitive, affective, and behavioral processes as they interact with the learning ecology (Code, 2020) The Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD, 2019) states that students can set up their goals reflecting changes in themselves, their school, and their community, and act responsively to effect these changes. Hence, agency is an effective short form for youth who have the 5Cs and positive outlook on themselves and their future. PYD has been used extensively in Thailand, especially among underprivileged and grassroots perspectives, as PYD promotes personal growth, community development, and fosters civic responsibility in youth (Authaisa, 2024).



Ikigai

Ikigai is a Japanese philosophy related to well-being and finding a life purpose. Ikigai refers to the ability to choose how one spends one’s time in order to find purpose in life (Kumar, 2022). Thus, at the individual level, Ikigai is related to people’s sense of self and personal value since Ikigai encourages motivation and agency in the journey toward one’s inner self (Kono and Walker, 2020; Mayer and Vanderheiden, 2021) Societally, Ikigai can help to build organizational values and a culture of common vision, based on finding each individual’s meaning in life while working together to create consciousness and inner life awareness in work and responsibility (Mayer and Vanderheiden, 2021). Ikigai has been applied in transformative learning and social engagement in educational settings. Because Ikigai focuses on the development of human potential and strengths through understanding of oneself and attempting growth, it can be used in a self-reflexive process, in which people engage intensely in social issues to find meaning and purpose in life (Mayer and Vanderheiden, 2021). The five elements of Ikigai include minimalism, initiating, self-awareness, flow or optimal state, finding happiness in what one is doing, and achieving happiness through recognizing consciousness or here and now through the flow experiences (Mogi, 2017; Csikszentmihalyi, 1991). These elements do need to occur in any sequence.

Kono and Walker (2020) studied Japanese university students’ perceptions of Ikigai’s goal of a life worth living and found that life affirmation depended on diversity and balance in life values. The sense of Ikigai occurred through personally valued experiences and interpersonal relationships, which gave a sense of meaning. Sartore et al. (2023) argue that Ikigai can be integrated with a cognitive-motivational model of the workplace to enhance self-determination, fundamental needs, and mindfulness. Self-determination fosters intrinsic growth, including altruistic goals. Ikigai leads to well-being and performance at work. Ikigai was used to foster self-leadership skills among university graduates during Covid 19 in Malaysia (Hall et al., 2023). Ikigai has been used to guide career planning activities for secondary school students (Rodrangsee et al., 2024). As Ikigai is associated with recognizing purpose in one’s life, this study uses the Ikigai-inspire framework as a metacognitive tool, including self-reflection to discover personal values and life purpose.

Ikigai has been interpreted into a Western lens, simplifying the framework to what you love to do (passion), what you are good at (mission), what the world needs (profession), and what you can be paid for (vocation; Garcia and Miralles, 2016). Passion arises from knowing what one enjoys doing to attain self-achievement, while mission implements passion into some highly skilled profession that delivers something the world needs, which hopefully becomes something that earns a living (Tamachiro, 2019). Kono and Walker (2020) state that applying Ikigai reflects the person’s interpersonal relationships in ways that people gain social support and related needs, which is close to the relationship aspect in PERMA. This version of Ikigai has been implemented as a positive youth development framework that aligns well with the cultural and policy framework of Thailand.



The Ikigai/PYD experiment

The Project focused on developing and training teachers to deliver authentic learning within a context of believing that all students could learn. The project placed students at the center of the learning process by encouraging them to initiate projects based on their own interests and contexts. Having students act purposefully, effectively, and reflectively on real-world problem-solving should develop their agency through an authentic activity (Benson et al., 2017). The project required students to approach a problem or issue in their own school or community, while their teachers functioned as coaches supporting students individually through problem-solving and reflection processes throughout the entire project.

The main intervention or training occurred in two concentrated day camps where mentors from Ging Gan Bai Learnscape used Ikigai principles to foster life purpose and self-empowerment. The first camp took place within the school grounds in July 2023 and lasted 3 days. The second camp was 2 days approximately 2 months later. Between camps, students carried on with developing their self-designed project while doing their regular school activities and learning. The mentor group helped students inquire into and discuss their own dreams, concerns, hopes, and wishes for themselves and their social circumstances. Multiple activities were used to achieve this aim.

Camp 1. The first day began with ice-breaking activities to welcome students and prepare them for the more reflective work. The mentors introduced students to important characteristics of selected professions and people to stimulate a vision for what the students might like to do as adults, encouraging them to identify their own capabilities and skills that might support those professions or vocations, and requiring students to state explicitly an ambition for their future careers. The team then encouraged students to identify and relate to the various issues and crises in society that they observed and experienced. Students were asked to identify their social strengths, such as respecting other people, self-control, self-expression, and so on. Then, students created a treasure box in which they stored the papers on which they had written their self-reflections and strengths. Note that this process of recording self-reflections was done at the end of each day.

On the second day, students were divided into groups according to the vocations (i.e., arts, farming, mechanics, sports, crafts, music, or cooking) they had identified on the first day. Team building began with a stock-take of resources in their communities (e.g., places, culture, people, and traditions) for that vocation. The mentors encouraged students to include their own strengths, identified in Day One, as part of the community resources. Students were encouraged to analyze urgent problems and consequences in their school or community, resulting in a project that they then decided to address. To help them think about that problem Augusto Boal’s Theater of the Oppressed (1979) technique of using their own bodies to create an image of the story was introduced. Students then used body sculpture and image theater activities to explore, exchange, and discuss goals and hopes for the selected problem. The mentors showed the students an inspiring clip from Klongtoey Dee Jung, a PYD project teaching music skills to underprivileged youth in Klongtoey, the biggest slum in Bangkok. The clip told how the youth in the project were developed and empowered through music practice as a team. The mentors then invited students to create a musical performance as an orchestra with different kinds of musical instruments, to enact the importance of teamwork and student initiative.

On day three, students started planning activities, places, people involved, time frame, and their roles for their project. The camp ended with students presenting their projects to the Ging Gan Bai mentors and teacher coaches and the fellow participants.

The two secondary schools created 11 projects, which included:Two projects to decrease smoking among teenagers

	• environmental issues topics

	• P1-a campaign for garbage management and recycling.

	• P2-a campaign to reduce open-air garbage burning in the community),





	• self and community well-being projects

	• P3-bicycle repairing to reduce drug use.








	• P4 farming and

	• P5 mechanics.

	• stress management and self-empowerment

	• P6 team cooking





	• self-awareness and empowerment

	• P7-peer-listening.





	• two projects against bullying

	• P8, playing music

	• P9 playing music.

	• P11-content making; and





	• Developing self-understanding

	• P10-arts making with moto-punk teenagers.







Camp 2. Two months later, a second camp continued the Ikigai intervention. On Day One, self-reflection was stimulated through the arts. In pairs, students drew a flower to represent their feelings about their project’s story. Students then molded clay figures to represent the obstacles they experienced in their project. In pairs, students shared their thoughts and feelings around the clay figures and how they were able to cope with the challenges. Students were encouraged to write coping words and strategies to empower themselves. In a circle, the students shared their coping words with all the participants in that school, and with the peers providing active listening and by echoing the words back to each speaker.

On the second day, the mentors focused on communication and creativity. Students were introduced to a simple model of communication (i.e., Sender, Message, Context, and Receiver; SMCR). In their project groups, including their teacher coach., students designed and made a one-minute TikTok. Student TikToks were shared with the whole group, with group feedback and team reflection. The activities ended with students writing supporting words to their peers and their coach. Students then returned to complete their projects over the next month, at which time the LSED team collected the various artefacts for analysis.

Given that the project was designed around the four Ikigai themes, we wanted to know from the perspective of the students themselves whether there was any insight or evidence that the project had worked as intended. The research was approved by the Social Science Institutional Review Board, Thammasat University August 2023. The participation was voluntary, had informed consent, parental approval, and school leader and teacher approval.




Methodology

This study arises from a multi-month experimental intervention, funded by Jai Krating Foundation and run by the Faculty of Learning Sciences and Education, Thammasat University, to improve student agency and autonomy in four schools in Pichit and Uttradit provinces of Thailand. To determine the impact of the intervention on students themselves, content analysis of student comments and discussions at two intervention camps and two post-intervention discussions was conducted. Analysis examined student discourse against the four themes of ikigai (i.e., mission, vision, profession, and vocation). Hence, the study attempts to reveal the impact of the intervention at early and final stages of the intervention.


Participants

In this study, only secondary school data were analyzed, which were Wangtagu and Baan Noi Prek Utit in Pichit province. Within each school, participants were selected from students who joined the community theater and short film camp in the first-year project, giving a total of 66 students. Of these 40 were young women, 30 came from single-parent homes, 45 lived in households where their real parents had to work outside their hometown or abroad, and eight were involved with drugs due to their usage in the family. The average age was between 12 and 16 years old.



Instrumentation

In Camps 1 and 2 and at the end of the project, students generated written reflections as per instructions. The students wrote reflections about what aspects of this project caused the most significant changes in students based on the most significant change evaluation (Intrac, 2017). These questions have been used in the Teacher Movement project of the Faculty of Learning Science and Education (2022). These data were available to the research team for secondary, non-reactive analysis (Webb, 1981). The responses were not influenced by the presence of the research team or the project treatment team.

At the end of the project, two semi-structured group discussions were conducted, one in each school. All the students participating in each school were asked to take part in an open forum semi-structured discussion. The outline of the questions was related to the reflections that the students wrote based on their most significant changes, of which the researcher went into more detail in the discussions. The researcher also asked about the challenges the students faced in doing the project, and how they coped with these challenges, or which aspect supported them through these challenges. The research team directed the content of the discussion on if and how participants believed the project had helped them change.



Content analysis

Data from sources were subjected to a content analysis against the a priori structure of the Ikigai framework. That means texts were coded in semantic units and grouped into insights related to the impact of the project upon student passion, mission, profession, and vocation. Verbatim quotes from reflections and discussions were coded C1 and C2 for the two camps and DA and DB for the two discussion groups. The Project number is added to the code to further instantiate the comments. To identify individual contributors a sequential number is added to anonymously identify individual students. Hence, C1P3_11 means camp 1, Project 3, person 11, and so on.

To illustrate the projects more fully, details are given of what Project P10 was about. This group worked with the Moto punk teenagers who ride motorcycles at night. The Project students used art to create a welcoming and friendly atmosphere to work together, rather than judging and criticizing them. The common activity of creating art helped create shared conversations. These activities helped change the students’ perceptions of the participants.

For example,

	• “I recognized that the Moto punk teenagers drive motorcycles at high speed at night because they need attention. They said that they did not look as cool as when they drove at high speed. When they drove at night, people paid attention to them.” DAP10_65



Listening to the moto punk teenagers’ insights, such as lack of attention from their family, and using moto biking as their identity were the reasons why they had become moto punks. Working together in the activities, the students in this group perceived new perceptions from the moto punk teenagers. This project made the moto punk teens recognize another ability and concentration through artwork. The project might not eliminate the fast driving of the Moto punk teenagers, but at least they had less time to go out driving as they built new identities through artwork. For example:

	• “I realized that the moto punk teenagers were also kind-hearted human beings who needed love, attention, and a place to show their abilities.” DAP10_62

	• “Even though the moto punk would keep continuing their speedy driving at night, they recognized new choices and values to spending their free time through art making.” DAP10_64






Results

Table 1 provides an overview of Ikigai themes and subsets detected in the data according to the data source (i.e., Data Camps 1 and 2 and Discussion Groups at School A and B). A total of 388 comments were classified into the four major Ikigai themes. Across all data sources, comments related to Passion constituted the most comments (i.e., range: 65% in Discussion B to 86% in Camp 2). Comments concerning Mission were the next common type of result (i.e., range: 13% in Discussion B to 20% at Camp 1). Interestingly, only students in Discussion A and B provided comments related to Vocation (i.e., range: 7% in Discussion A to 15% in Discussion B) and Profession (i.e., range: 2% in Discussion A to 7% in Discussion B).


TABLE 1 Frequency of Ikigai themes and subthemes by data source.


	Ikigai themes and sub-themes
	Data source



	Camp 1
	Camp 2
	Discussion school A
	Discussion school B

 

 	Passion


 	
Self-expression



 	

	• Expressing and sharing their thoughts and ideas



 	20 	 	21 	9


 	

	• Sharing their insights and acknowledging peers’ perceptions of the project



 	 	 	9 	4


 	

	• Supportive as a group, group dialog made them find their group solutions or group process



 	5 	 	4 	2


 	

	• Talking and associating with other people more



 	5 	 	8 	6


 	
Self-confidence
 	 	 	 	


 	

	• Self-assurance as feeling creative, fun and flow



 	2 	 	 	1


 	

	• No judgments or right or wrong in working in the activities



 	6 	 	4 	4


 	

	• Presenting their project to their peers and teachers made students conquer their shyness and self-criticism



 	 	 	6 	2


 	

	• Self-reflections made students recognize their strengths and inner values



 	 	 	3 	2


 	
Self-awareness and self-love



 	

	• Self-love as stop caring about other people too much and caring more about yourself in aspects of pursuing what students liked to do



 	 	6 	 	


 	

	• Being courageous



 	 	1 	 	


 	

	• Acknowledging their good values



 	 	6 	 	


 	

	• Students acknowledged their negative feelings, which were worries, stress, fear, and sadness



 	 	6 	 	


 	

	• Self-empowerment and positive thoughtsa:



 	 	17 	 	


 	

	• Students wanted to quit smoking cigarettes and marijuana since they could have been better without using drugs



 	 	11 	 	6


 	

	• A relaxed, comfortable, trusting, safe and opened atmosphere together with time and trust were very important in creating a safe space for students to speak out their stories and insights



 	 	 	8 	


 	
Self-adjustment



 	

	• Arts to create a welcoming and friendly atmosphere to work together and share conversations



 	 	 	7 	


 	

	• Perceiving new perceptions from the moto punk teenagers through listening to their stories



 	 	 	4 	


 	
Working as a team



 	

	• Students were related to others and caused them to be aware of others thoughts and opinions more



 	 	4 	4 	


 	

	• Asking for advice and group agreement before and after any activities in the Project



 	6 	 	7 	2


 	

	• There was no one absolute idea in working on the project



 	5 	 	 	


 	

	• Taking action seriously in designing the project



 	 	 	4 	


 	

	• Listening to other people’s problems and issues provided empathy quality



 	2 	 	14 	


 	
Self-responsibility



 	

	• Concentration and focus



 	 	 	15 	


 	

	• Self-motivation as the process encouraged them to think of what they like to do and wanted to use those skills in their project



 	6 	 	5 	8


 	

	• Solving problems as a team in the projects



 	 	 	17 	


 	

	• Taking their part in the activities seriously as students got to do what they liked and chose to do themselves



 	 	 	5 	3


 	

	• Students gained leadership from working as a teamwork



 	 	 	4 	


 	Sub-total Passion 	57 	51 	146 	44


 	Mission


 	

	• The experiences achieved in the project were valuable and helped alleviate the problems of their peers



 	 	 	1 	


 	

	• Their activities made their peers more resilient and they were able to cope with themselves when they were faced with bullying situations



 	 	 	3 	


 	

	• To provide a comfortable space for listening and giving advice to their peers as this would alleviate their problems with their low self-esteem and lack of support from their family



 	 	 	1 	


 	

	• Feel proud with how their peers were able to cope with their problems of being bullied more and their art projects enhanced moto punk teenagers’ senses of positive self



 	 	 	2 	


 	

	• Students were able to quit drugs by joining the farming and mechanic project



 	 	 	 	4


 	

	• Gaining friendships and relationships with peers



 	7 	 	8 	


 	

	• Getting positive and supportive relationships with their teacher was one of the key successes of the projects



 	7 	8 	10 	5


 	

	• Success in the project came from the strengths of each member’s skills and competency



 	 	 	1 	


 	Sub-total Mission 	14 	8 	26 	9


 	Vocation


 	

	• Students Recognize one’s self-worth for society or community found their purpose in life



 	 	 	12 	10


 	

	• Apply knowledge and skills with peers and younger students in school



 	 	 	2 	


 	Sub-total Vocation 	0 	0 	15 	10


 	Profession


 	

	• Students applied knowledge and experiences from the activities in their lives together with gaining payment backb



 	 	 	4 	5


 	Sub-total Profession 	0 	0 	4 	5


 	Total comments 	71 	59 	190 	68





Ikigai themes in italics; sub-themes underlined; sub-totals in bold.

a E.g., keep doing what they were doing, not giving up, being relaxed, being brave, keep smiling, being patient, needing support from parents, and keep looking at the goal and life purpose.

b Making herb juices, Cooking for members of their families, Selling vegetables from their farming, and the flowerpots they made from car tires for people in their community.
 

Within each theme, the different data sources seemed to elicit comments related to different sub-topics. For example, within Passion, Camp 1 had 38 comments related to self-expression and self-confidence, with no comments for self-awareness and self-love. In contrast, the complete reverse was seen in Camp 2, with 47 comments on self-awareness and self-love. To ascertain if the source of the comments mattered, the number of comments between the two data camps and between the two school discussions were tested across the four major themes instead of the sub-themes. The distributions were statistically equivalent between each pair of sources (i.e., Camp 1 vs. Camp 2 [χ2(4, 130) = 0.90, p = 0.82] and School A vs. School B for Discussions [χ2(4, 259) = 7.38, p = 0.06]). Consequently, the source of the comments concerning these four themes was ignored in subsequent analysis.


Passion

The students exhibited many instances of self-expression across Camp 1 and both Discussion groups. The project work required students to work together each week with their friends and peers, allowing them to express and share their feelings, thoughts, and ideas in the project work. Several students reflected that the entire process encouraged students to express their thoughts, ideas, and opinions before they did their projects. For example:

	• “Participating in the project, encouraged me to share many new ideas with my peers. I became more expressive, liked to speak out my ideas, and was always part of the project.” C1P10_63

	• “The experiences gained from this project were talking to other people more, being more expressive, and sharing, and my opinions to the team.” DAP6_28

	• “The activities made me feel confident to express my feelings and ask questions to my peers. In the activity, I liked to share my thoughts and ideas and became more confident with myself.” DBP11_57



Within the project process students participated in dialog, asking questions, and listening as a team. Sharing insights and acknowledging peers’ perceptions of the project were critical processes in the project. For example:

	• “Sharing and accepting peer’s ideas and thoughts were very important. The Students Agency Project encouraged me to listen to other people more and not to take one’s own thoughts and opinions too seriously.” DAP2_7

	• “Working on the Students Agency Project encouraged me to share my thoughts and ideas while listening to others’ opinions well. I became both a good speaker and listener. I recognized the challenge of accepting others’ ideas and needed to listen to others well. It was hard to do at the very beginning, however, when we knew how to cope with this through our awareness, it was possible to do so.” DAP8_54



These comments showed that working in the Students Agency Project enhanced good relationships among participants since working as a group required them to carefully think and speak in order not to cause conflicts in working.

When students were faced with problems, stress and doubt, or different ideas, group dialog helped the students find solutions and solve conflicts. For example,

	• “I needed to express my thoughts and ideas, together with listening to people in my groups to find the solutions together.” C1P8_56

	• “After each session of the activities, my group would sit as a circle and have a dialog about what made us satisfied or unsatisfied. We always talked about the problems that caused us not to be happy with the project. These group dialogs helped us to solve conflicts in our groups.” DAP1_4

	• “In the project, everyone had the right to speak and share their ideas as everyone was equal. … Talking among peers in the group made us know how to solve problems and conflicts in our group.” DBP11_58



Rather than being isolated, shy, passive, and nonchalant as before, participants gained interpersonal skills since they talked and associated with other people more. For example, C1P_22 explained, “The activities in Camp 1 introduced me to and work with new friends from another school. Working outside my school was fun.” In Camp 1, students gained new experiences working with friends from another school. Working with other people made them realize that each person had different skills and abilities. However, group support made their project successful. In this project, the students felt that they could express themselves and be accepted by their peers and teachers. For example:

	• “I used to be shy and did not like being in front of other people. However, in this project when I practiced and rehearsed the script, I became better at expressing myself to my peers in school and no longer felt shy in front of my friends.” DAP1_4

	• “I talked to other people more and became more self-expressive while working on the content-making project as I used to be shy, and quiet, and dared not to speak or express myself in front of others.” DBP11_60

	• “The activities enhanced my talking with people better and to try and do new skills in the project, which made me able to give consultation to my peers.” DAP7_36



The students became more self-assured. At the end of Camp 1, students reflected that the activities in the camp and the project made them feel creative, fun, and experience flow in the working process. For example, C1P9_48 said “I got to do activities I liked, which were taking photographs, movements, singing, and acting.” The students gained confidence through practicing skills that they liked.

Others stated:

	• “We had rehearsals before making our content. Even though we rarely were free at the same time to rehearse together, we tried hard to practice individually, speak out, and ask questions as a character in our content. We worked hard and felt proud of ourselves.” DBP11_59

	• “I participated in the Partnership School project in the first year to practice community theater. I liked acting but did not dare to be expressive at that time. However, this year I got to do acting again in this Student Agency Project.

	• Rehearsing and adapting my role with peers was fun and made me feel assured in myself and acting.” DAP1_5.



Sharing their thoughts and ideas with the team made students feel there were no judgments or right or wrong as in their regular classrooms. However, students took actions seriously as they got to do what they liked and chose to do themselves. Unlike the regular classroom setting, the lack of judgment gave the students the freedom to try and do the activities that they liked. For example:

	• “I became more expressive and shared my thoughts with other people better without worrying whether my ideas would be right or wrong.” DAP1_2

	• “We gained the freedom to decide the activities usually prohibited in our school to increase participation with our peers for self-improvement, such as playing snooker and game cabinets.” DAP7_40



The Project process provided opportunities for the students to present their project to their peers and teachers during both camps and at the end of the project. The students conquered their shyness and self-criticism and became closer to their teachers. Being supported by the teachers empowered the students to do their projects. For example:

	• “Presenting my idea to and talking with our teacher in the activity made us closer to our teacher. Now we feel easy to speak our thoughts and ideas in class.” DBP3_15

	• “My group did a project about mental health issues at school. We had to present the causes, the effects, and how to alleviate the problems of mental health in school to our teacher. The teacher always gave us suggestions about the project, which helped us to be less worried about ourselves and our projects.” DAP7_39

	• “When I had to lead the youngsters and friends in the activity, these experiences made me able to speak my thoughts and will in front of people. I became more open to my faults and was open to the teachers’ and peers’ advice.” DAP7_36



In Camp 1 and 2 students were required to write a self-reflection on what they did at the end of the activity every day. Writing their strengths and self-reflections, and storing them in a treasure box at the end of their group activity made students recognize their strengths and inner values. Through these reflections, the students recognized that they had learned new skills, knowledge, happiness, and friends from the project and at the school. For example:

	• “I had made new friends by joining both camps. The reflections that I wrote at the end of each activity made me recognize that I gained confidence from being in this activity and felt less worried when I made furniture in the project.” DBP4_17

	• “Through activities and self-reflection, I recognized and knew myself better. I became a more positive person.” DAP1_2



In Camp 2, a self-healing process was applied to the students for self-reflection regarding the problems and obstacles of the project and positive changes. Self-awareness and self-love were two key messages in students’ reflections in Camp 2. Students reflected on self-love that would happen when they stopped caring about other people too much and cared more about themselves in aspects of pursuing what they liked to do. For example:

	• “Let go of the problems so I would not be too serious and put pressure on myself too much. I would like to try solving the problems little by little at a time.” C2P3_15

	• “Let it go. Stop listening to other’s words and be myself.” C2P8_57

	• “Wish my grandmother understood what I am doing. I want her to stop putting pressure on or blaming me but rather support me.” C2P5_27



Students also reflected on being courageous as one of the qualities of self-love, as C2P5_1, said “Do my best in what I think. Do it with confidence and courage without worrying and hesitation.”

Acknowledging their good values was very important for them to work in the Student Agency Project. For example, C2P8_53, said “Being self-assured was very important. No matter what they thought about me, it was their problem, not mine.”

The project raised students’ awareness of their negative feelings, including worries, stress, fear, and sadness. Students molded clay in the shape representing their negative feelings and acknowledged it through different negative feelings. For example:

	• “This was just one piece of sadness. I would get through it because I was good.” C2P10_66

	• “Decreasing my fear. Try opening up to the fear and try to be more careful.” C2P7_35



Students also wrote about self-empowerment and positive thoughts in their reflections, which were keys for their being able to be successful in the project. For example:

	• “Keep doing what they were doing and do not give up, I would pass through the obstacles.” C2P10_64

	• “How to live my life to pursue my goal and life purpose?” C2P11_58

	• “Do not let go of my dream.” C2P9_47

	• “While working on this Project, we had to understand other people and ourselves. I had to have self-talk and felt more interested and in-depth in what we were doing in the project.” DAP7_37



Students who used drugs such as cigarettes and marijuana expressed in this process that they wanted to quit because they could have been better off without using drugs. For example:

	• “I wanted my uncle to quit smoking marijuana since [his smoking] would make me want to be addicted to marijuana again. I wanted to spend my free time helping my parents sell merchandize in the community and go fishing.” C2P3_14

	• “I wanted to tell myself that I wanted to quit smoking cigarettes and marihuana.

	• “Now that I could do one. I would be able to quit both eventually since I was good.” C2P5_26

	• “I wanted to quit smoking electric cigarette.” C2P9_11



Through their arts and reflections, self-love, self-awareness, self-empowerment, and support from their peers, teachers, and their family were seen to be very important for them in life and in the projects.

A key feature of the activities the students created as their projects was an informal and relaxed atmosphere. The activities helped students become aware of their feelings.

Students used cooking, games playing, and live music to create informal, relaxed, and safe spaces for the participants. As project leaders, the students had to be focused and patient when they listened to their peers’ stories. Nevertheless, participating students felt fun and flowed with the project. For example:

	• “Times and trust are very important in creating a safe space for participants to speak out their stories and insights. We used cooking as a medium to connect to the participants who had issues and joined the activity. We tried to cook and talked without any specific topics. Listening to the participants’ talk was the key for them to share their stories.” DAP6_30

	• “It took 2–3 times for the participants who continuously joined our cooking project to start sharing some insights and deep talk with us. Our project happened every Friday. Our group used informal conversation and a relaxed atmosphere through cooking to create a comfortable, safe space and trust.” DAP6_29



Activities in both camps helped students to relate better to others and caused them to be aware of others thoughts and opinions as they worked as a team. The mentors facilitated the activities in both Camps, which encouraged the students to work with other people from their own and another school. For example:

	• “I made new friends and the mentors were very supportive of them.” C1P1_4

	• “I had got to exchange ideas and thoughts. This made me aware of others’ problems and feelings better.” C1P8_56



Students recognized the importance of asking for advice and group agreement before and after any activities in the Project. Students recognized how important it was to work, ask everyone’s opinion, and wait until they got the agreement of the entire group. The studentshad changed from working alone to working as a team and became better at listening and sharing their ideas. For example:

	• “There was no one absolute idea in working on the project.” C1P6_30

	• “Each member shared an important part and took action seriously in designing the project.” DAP8_55

	• “Even though I learned to wait and listen to my peers’ opinions, everyone on the team tried our best in our part and the responsibility that we got in the project.” DAP2_10



Group agreement and working as a team helped the students improve how to work together better the following time.

Listening to other people’s problems and issues developed students’ empathy. The students practiced deep listening (i.e., listening without judgment and responding until people who shared the stories ended). This helped them became more comfortable in sharing stories. The students learned empathy through these practices. For example:

	• “I cared for and empathized with other people more. I listened more than they spoke and became more patient with the people around me.” DAP6_32

	• “I felt connected and understood the feelings of my friends who joined the activities of peer listening for self-empowerment. When I interviewed my friends about their reasons and needs for joining the activity, their stories, backgrounds, and hopes for being better made me no longer judge my friends but empathize with them more.” DAP7_40



Problem-Based Learning in the Student Agency Project made students thrive in terms of self-regulation and self-responsibility. Students reflected that they gained concentration and focus, and patience through practicing arts, and crafts. For example:

	• “Through the activities, I became focused, patient, and concentrated on the project. My group paid attention to the activities and gained experiences and new knowledge through this hard work.” DAP6_31

	• “The members in my group became more patient and focused on the activities. Before joining this project, we did not like any detailed and neat activities. From then on, when I was assigned to do drawing or painting in my class, I felt more concentrated and focused on what I was doing.” DAP10_64



The projects encouraged student to think of what they like to do and allowed them to use those skills. This helped develop students’ personal motivations. Students were more self-regulated through the activities than in their regular classroom. For example:

	• “I had got to practice many skills in this project. First, I did not think that the team would make it successful. I got many new ideas, thoughts, and skills from being in this project.” DAP10_63

	• “The activity was self-learned. My friends and I had to use our creativity, analytical thinking, and research in the process.” DBP9_51

	• “The activities enhanced us to talk with people better and to try and do new skills in the project, which made us able to give consultation to their peers.” DAP7_39 Being self-motivated and regulated through practicing what they liked to do, students grew in responsibility and resilience because they took their part in the activities seriously. For example, DAPP10_63 said “I became more on time in working on the projects with my peers and people who joined our activities.”



Teamwork and problem-solving as a team were key aspects of the overall project. Students solved problems as a team in their own projects. They relied on a growth mindset and positive attitude to get over disappointments and mistakes. They learned to respect each other and themselves and they realized that they had learned many new skills and gained new perceptions about themselves and skills. For example:

	• “We had a self-talk for self-adjustment and attitudes. Then, each student in our group decided to say sorry to all the members. The students talked and set up the goal of the project together again. We worked on the new schedule and kept to the goal. Finally, we were able to interview participants and make our campaign against garbage burning in the community.” DAP2_8

	• “When we made mistakes in the activities, talking with all team members and our teachers made us change ourselves rather than blaming other people. We looked for the roots of the problems, and tried to adjust ourselves to make the project successful.” DAP7_36



Students gained leadership from working as a teamwork. For example, DAP7_35, said “I gained leadership qualities by joining this Project as I was the oldest in school. We had to lead the younger ones in the activities to make the younger ones work together.”

Involvement in the projects had a positive effect on students’ personal life challenges. For example:

	• “I was able to quit drugs by joining the farming and mechanic project because I spent my free time more on making flowerpots and sinks from car tires.” DBP5_23

	• “Concentration and friendships gained in participating in the project caused me to decide to quit using drugs and focus more on practicing sports for my future studies.” DBP5_26



Getting positive and supportive relationships with their teachers was one of the key successes of the projects because students had to do self-reflection frequently with their teachers as coaches. Students gained better positive relationships with their teachers. For example:

	• “I had worked with my teachers more in the activities in the Camps. The teacher became more friendly with me.” C1P3_16

	• “Our teachers had supported us both mentally and practically in doing the activities. Our teachers suggested we use a local Thai traditional song in the activity to sing about garbage management. The teacher listened to our team when we felt stressed as we found it very hard to find the same free time to work on the project.” DAP1_4

	• “I gained support from my teacher throughout my entire project. At the very beginning, I had so many problems with the project, however, we wrote our script, and songs and had rehearsals with support from the teacher.” DAP2_6





Mission

Completing the projects the students had created for themselves helped them achieve a valuable goal by helping alleviate the problems of their peers. For example, DAP8_52 said “During the lunch break, our group performed music at the activity space in our school twice a week. People who came to listen to our songs told us that they felt less worried about their problems and felt happier as they could share their problems with others.”

The activities the students had engaged in as listeners empowered them to support their peers through sharing their stories and problems. Students liked to provide a comfortable space for listening and giving advice to their peers as this would alleviate their problems with their low self-esteem and lack of support from their family. For example, DAP7_39 said “The participants were able to accept their issues better as they could share their problems with someone else.”

Students recognized their strengths from participating in the Student Agency Project. Success in the project came from the strengths of each member’s skills and competency. For example, DAP10_62 said “In this project, we had and were good at different skills. However, we tried to support each other, using different skills to make the project successful.”

Students felt proud of how their peers were able to cope with their problems of being bullied more and their art projects enhanced the participants’ senses of positive self as part of their self-transformation. For example, DAP10_63 said “This art project was successful and we continued the project because our teacher supported us with the funding to do the project.”



Vocation

As the Student Agency Project let the students choose the activities based on their preferences, students explored and did their project to serve their school and community. For example, DAP1_1 said “I could use knowledge and experiences in this Project in real life to support and mitigate my friends who had suffered from depression.” Students recognized one’s self-worth for society or community and set up a purpose in life. For examples:

	• “I realized that I wanted to pursue my study in mass media doing performance arts and acting for my future study and self-development.” DBP11_60

	• “I wanted to further my study in marketing or business from the skills gained in participating in the project such as selling crafts that I made. DBP5_23

	• “The skills gained in participating in the project, which was playing music made me want to further my study in music.” DAP8_52

	• “At the end of the project, I recognized that I liked to perform and dance and want to continue practicing performing and dancing more in the future.” DAP2_8

	• “I wanted to take care of the environment to help stop global warming in the future.” DAP1_3



Students reflected that they would apply experiences gained in the project in their own lives to support peers and younger students in school to cope with depression or low self-esteem. For example:

	• “I practiced many new skills in the project such as making furniture. I could share and teach these skills to the younger students at my school.” DAP1_5

	• “We had many rehearsals for our project. We became better at expression. Now we could do the drama activities with our peers and younger students at school.” DAP1_2



The activities in the Student Agency Project improved the participants and made the students recognize their skills and values, which became the students’ life purpose.



Profession

Many fewer comments were made that could be aligned with the idea of profession. Students applied knowledge and experience from the activities in their everyday lives as a way of earning income. Students earned money by making crafts, farming, planting, and cooking together and selling their products to people. For example:

	• “I made herb juices as my vocation and cooked for members of my families.” DAP6_30

	• “I sold vegetables from my farming and the flowerpots that I made from car tires to people in their community.” DBP5_25

	• “I practiced planting vegetables like water spinach, and bok choy, painting plant pots, and selling these items at the booth in the community market.” DBP5_27






Discussion/conclusion

This study explained how the IKIGAI/PYD experiment built agentic qualities in students. Students in this project became active agents in their own development (Bandura, 2003; Lerner et al., 2018). The IKIGAI/PYD framework focuses on the development of human potential and strengths through understanding oneself and attempting growth, through the use of a self-reflexive process, in which people engage intensely in social issues to find meaning and purpose in life (Mayer and Vanderheiden, 2021).

The evidence assembled here from the high school participants shows considerable growth under the notion of Passion, and much smaller changes in terms of mission, vocation, and profession, although the evidence for changes in those three areas was positive. The low frequencies for comments related to Vocation and Profession and their restriction to the post-intervention discussion groups suggest that there may be a progressive process underlying the tendency of these students to talk about those aspects of positive development. It may be that they needed to experience Passion and Mission, before they could begin to think about life as an adult. Alternatively, the shift in discourse may reflect a developmental process among adolescents as they aged through the school system.

In terms of Passion, the experiment built up a positive sense of self in students, which led to greater social skills and sense of community with peers and teachers. In the projects, students demonstrated care and compassion, social competence, connection to peers and school, and developed their own character (Lerner et al., 2018). The study showed students gained self-expression, self-confidence, self-awareness and self-understanding, self-adjustment, self-regulation, and self-responsibility. The students revealed that they had developed in themselves better coping with problems at home and school and with their peers. They also showed large gains in terms of understanding and managing themselves. There is evidence of greater ability to manage setbacks and negative emotions, leading to choices that resulted in healthier lives. On that basis, having students engage in real world, authentic projects in the rural, impoverished, challenging context of Thailand has been a success. These are young people who believe in themselves and are willing to contribute to their own communities.

Although there was not much evidence about enhanced mission, vocation, or profession, it may well be too soon given the age and stage of schooling to see those aspects of Ikigai developing. Longer term follow-up is needed to see if the participants of these interesting team-building and potentially commercial projects have the desired impact. Nevertheless, this study shows that young people can develop through the framework of projects that address concerns in their own environment. The Ikigai framework allows a full range of developmental processes to grow.

In terms of policy implications, this study suggests the Ikigai framework is a useful human development model and could be used in any school’s development for enhancing student agency and life purpose. The Ikigai model engaged students to work as a team in real problems and project-based learning. Students gained a sense of passion and the ability to implement self-defined projects. The Student Agency Project guided by the Ikigai approach seems to have helped the students learn innovatively and acquire knowledge with happiness while giving due consideration to the environment. Apart from the competency the students gained (e.g., working with the community and friends, communication, and self-learning), they became change agents concerning the problems within their community.

The Ikigai plus project-based learning combination contributed to the students’ personal development processes from selecting a topic, setting goals, choosing working methods, persevering through obstacles, and working as a team. The model emphasized that happiness in learning truly comes from students’ and teachers’ own autonomy, where learning could happen outside the classroom and where teachers provided mental support as their coaches within the projects. The Ikigai model could be applied in other parts of Thailand in project-based learning, which is consistent with the recent Thai Educational Policy goals. Consistent with the Office of the Basic Education Commission (2024), the project helped the schools by providing appropriate inner growth development techniques for encouraging student autonomy and agency. It seems that Ikigai helps such students develop a sense of self, autonomy, and inner growth. The evidence here, around Ikigai as a conceptual analysis and as a framework for positive youth development suggests further use of Ikigai is warranted.
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School-based dietary interventions are implemented to improve health outcomes in children and adolescents, yet their impact on mental health and wellbeing remains underexplored. This mini-review synthesized findings from seventeen interventions assessing behavioral functioning and mental health symptoms in children (6–12 years) or adolescents (13–18 years). Most studies were conducted across multiple sites, enabling recruitment of large, diverse populations. More studies were conducted in children compared to adolescents. Behavioral outcomes such as hyperactivity, inattention, and oppositional behavior were commonly assessed in younger children via parent or teacher reports, while adolescent studies more frequently measured mental health symptoms, including depression and anxiety, through self-report. Supplementation, particularly in the context of nutrient deficiencies, was associated with modest improvements in behavioral functioning in children and mental health symptoms in adolescents. However, outcomes varied by the assessor (parent or teacher), and some studies showed placebo effects. In contrast, food reformulation interventions showed no significant impact on mental health outcomes. Despite the use of validated tools, methodological limitations, and variation in participants’ nutritional status limit interpretation. Overall, school-based dietary interventions show potential to improve mental health by reaching large, diverse populations. Further research is needed using standardized, age-appropriate measures and incorporating assessment of nutritional status to understand how diet can support and improve mental health in children and adolescents.
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Introduction

Poor mental health among children and adolescents is an increasingly urgent global concern: mental disorders are among the leading causes of disability in young people worldwide, with onset typically peaking at about age 14 (Kieling et al., 2024). Growing evidence suggests rising trends in anxiety, depression and psychological distress among school-aged children (Baranne and Falissard, 2018). In the UK, happiness among 10–15-year-olds has declined since 2013 (Collet et al., 2024), and globally mental health in children further declined because of the Covid-19 pandemic (Racine et al., 2021). In 2022, the UK had the highest proportion (25%) of 15-year-olds reporting low life satisfaction among 27 European countries (Collet et al., 2024). These challenges not only compromise individual wellbeing but also affect academic achievement, social relationships, productivity, and long-term health outcomes (Zhang et al., 2025).

Diet and nutrition play a vital role in the physical growth and cognitive development of children and adolescents (Moore Heslin and McNulty, 2023; Norris et al., 2022). Recent research has also highlighted the importance of diet for mental health (Khalid et al., 2016; O’Neil et al., 2014). A high-quality diet, characterized by the consumption of nutrient-dense foods such as fresh fruits and vegetables, whole grains, legumes, and lean sources of protein, has been associated with lower levels of depression, anxiety, and stress (Jiménez-López et al., 2024; Sinclair et al., 2016). In contrast, a low-quality diet, characterized by a high intake of highly processed, energy-dense foods, has been associated with poor mental health outcomes (Mesas et al., 2022). In fact, adherence to healthy Mediterranean-style dietary patterns appears to have a protective effect, with studies showing associations with reduced symptoms of inattention, hyperactivity, depression, and anxiety (Camprodon-Boadas et al., 2025).

Similarly, deficiencies in key micronutrients may impact mental health outcomes (Kris-Etherton et al., 2021). In children and adolescents, for instance, inadequate levels of omega-3 fatty acids and Vitamin D have been linked to increased risk of depression (Föcker et al., 2017; Saji Parel et al., 2022). Low iron status is associated with internalizing symptoms among adolescents (Fiani et al., 2024), while zinc deficiency has been implicated in both child and maternal mental health (DiGirolamo and Ramirez-Zea, 2009). Furthermore, deficiencies in iron and zinc have been associated with higher severity of inattention and hyperactive symptoms in children with Attention Deficient Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) (Granero et al., 2021).

These issues are compounded by poor dietary behaviors which are observed in children and adolescents. These include a high intake of confectionery, high-sugar beverages, fats, processed meats, refined grains, and ready meals (Moore Heslin and McNulty, 2023). Recent evidence has demonstrated dose–response relationships between diet and common mental health symptoms, where individuals who reported healthier dietary behaviors, such as high consumption of fruit and vegetables and low consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages, alongside other positive lifestyle habits, reported lower levels of mental health symptoms (Smout et al., 2023). Furthermore, low consumption of fruits and vegetables has been consistently associated with depressive symptoms in low-middle income countries (Liu et al., 2020), while unhealthy dietary patterns have been found more commonly among adolescents reporting psychological distress (Shawon et al., 2023). Poor mental health can also influence eating behaviors, where female adolescents experiencing depression or anxiety were found to be more likely to consume higher amounts of sweet and fatty foods (Aparicio et al., 2017). Taken together, these findings highlight the importance of targeting diet, nutrition, and eating behaviors as key strategies for improving mental health outcomes in children and adolescents.

Schools play a vital role in shaping children’s health and offer an ideal setting for delivering nutrition interventions to diverse student populations. As key platforms for health promotion, they can scale interventions to improve diet quality and reduce health inequalities (Woodside et al., 2024, 2021). Evidence indicates that school-based interventions can yield physical and psychosocial benefits, especially for disadvantaged groups (Kristjansson et al., 2015) and may generate long-term cost savings for health and education systems (Wellander et al., 2016). This approach aligns with global strategies outlined by the World Health and Organization (2021).

School-based dietary interventions are diverse and widely implemented. Interventions include the provision of universal school meals (Cohen et al., 2021; Kristjansson et al., 2015), or school breakfast programs (Adolphus et al., 2017; Cueto, 2001), micronutrient supplementation (Kedir et al., 2024; Samson et al., 2022) food fortification (De-Regil et al., 2017), and nutrition education (Medeiros et al., 2022; Peralta et al., 2021). Collectively, these studies show that school-based dietary interventions can improve physical health, cognitive function, and academic performance, particularly among disadvantaged children and adolescents.

Despite the breadth of these interventions, the focus has been on understanding how dietary interventions can impact cognitive and/or academic outcomes. While these outcomes are important, there is a growing recognition of the mental health challenges faced by school-aged children, including anxiety, stress and depression (Fu et al., 2024; Sood et al., 2024). Poor nutrition may also affect cognitive health, behavioral outcomes, and social functioning, which can influence overall school performance and long-term wellbeing (Bellisle, 2004; Benton, 2008; Taras, 2005).

There is a growing recognition of the link between nutrition and mental health, yet current research rarely includes validated assessments of mental health. Therefore, it is unclear how these interventions may influence emotional and behavioral wellbeing of children and adolescents. This mini-review aims to address this gap by synthesizing evidence from school-based dietary interventions that have assessed cognitive, emotional, behavioral, or psychological outcomes. This literature review evaluates what has been measured, how studies have been designed and implemented, and what findings have emerged. It is guided by the following research questions:


	(1)What types of mental health-related cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and psychological outcomes have been assessed in school-based dietary interventions, and how have these outcomes been measured across different study designs, populations, and intervention types?

	(2)What findings have been reported, and what limitations or methodological issues have been identified?

	(3)What gaps exist in the current evidence base, and how can these inform the development of future school-based nutrition interventions that aim to support mental health and wellbeing in children and adolescents?






Methods

The present review followed the PRISMA-ScR framework (Tricco et al., 2018) and employed a systematic search across five electronic databases: PsycINFO, CINAHL, PsycARTICLES, Academic Search Complete (via EBSCOhost), and PubMed. The search was limited to peer-reviewed articles published from 2000 to 2025.

The search was completed on 8th March 2025. Titles and abstracts were screened using Rayyan (Ouzzani et al., 2016). Screening followed predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Articles were included if they met the following criteria:


	•Population: School-aged children or adolescents (6–18 years)

	•Exposure: Dietary or nutritional interventions, including but not limited to diet, nutrition, food intake, dietary patterns, school meals, eating habits, micronutrient supplementation, sugar intake, fortified or functional foods, meal/diet reformulation, overall dietary quality, and or school food policy or nutrition programs changes

	•Outcome: Mental health outcomes, including but not limited to internalizing symptoms (e.g., anxiety, depression, stress) emotional wellbeing, and behavioral functioning (e.g., hyperactivity, inattention, oppositional behavior)

	•Context: Intervention delivered in a school-based or educational settings




Studies were excluded if they


	•Focused on clinical, early-childhood (<6 years) or adult populations

	•Were conducted outside of school environments or focused on non-dietary interventions or broader lifestyle interventions without a dietary component

	•Did not assess mental health outcomes

	•Were not intervention studies (e.g., observational or cross-sectional studies, or were reviews, editorials, dissertations, or non-peer-reviewed materials




A PRISMA flow diagram summarizes the screening process (Figure 1). Initial screening yielded 2,499 records; after duplicate removal and full-text review, 17 intervention studies were retained for analysis. Risk of bias was not formally assessed, consistent with scoping review methodology (Tricco et al., 2018). For this review, outcomes were grouped into two categories: behavioral outcomes and mental health symptoms. Behavioral outcomes refer to observable behaviors and emotional functioning, such as hyperactivity, inattention, impulsivity, emotional lability, and oppositional behavior, typically assessed through teacher or parent ratings using tools like the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) or Conners Comprehensive Behaviour Rating Scales (CBRS). Mental health symptoms refer specifically to internalising symptoms such as depression, anxiety, and stress, assessed using validated scales such as the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI-II) or adapted anxiety and stress inventories. A narrative synthesis was then conducted and structured into two thematic categories: (1) Dietary intervention types and outcomes assessed, (2) patterns and trends across intervention, outcomes, and study contexts. Table 1 presents key study characteristics, including author and date, country and setting, study design, population characteristics (including sample size and gender), intervention type, outcomes assessed (cognitive, physiological, academic, and mental health), and the tools used to assess mental health outcomes. Table 2 summarizes findings by author, population group (children/adolescents), geographic region and country income level, intervention type, outcomes assessed, main findings and interpretative notes.
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FIGURE 1
PRISMA-ScR flow diagram illustrating the screening and selection process for school-based dietary intervention studies assessing mental health symptoms in children and adolescents.



TABLE 1 Study design, country and setting, population, intervention type, outcomes assessed, and measurement tools related to mental health of reviewed studies.


	References
	Country, setting
	Population characteristics
	Study design
	Intervention type and details
	Outcome assessed
	Assessment tools





	Al-Ghannami et al., 2019
	Oman, Muscat | Primary schools
	9–10 years, males and females
	Open label
	Participants randomized into receiving fish oil capsule (500 mg DHA) (n = 66) or 100 g grilled fish (n = 66) | daily, 12 weeks
	Physiological, cognitive, mental health: emotional and behavioral functioning
	Vanderbilt assessment scales, teacher assessment



	Bin Sayeed et al., 2014
	Bangladesh, Rangpur | Boarding school
	14–17 years, males only
	RCT – double-blind/placebo
	Participants randomized to receive intervention (n = 24) 500 mg Nigella sativa capsule or control (n = 24) Psyllium seed husk | daily, 4 weeks
	Cognitive, mental health: state and trait anxiety, mood
	State-trait anxiety inventory (STAI), bond-lader scale, self-assessment



	Chung et al., 2012
	Korea | Jeonju | One high school
	16–17 years, males only
	RCT (Standard)
	Participants randomized to receive mixed grain diet (n = 28) vs. regular diet (n = 28). Mixed grain product (germinated non-glutinous and glutinous brown rice, polished rice, black rice, kidney beans, walnuts) 120 g of mixed-grain product or regular diet (control) served 3 times per day | daily, 9-weeks
	Physiological, cognitive, mental health: symptoms of Stress
	Stress arousal checklist (SACL), self-assessment



	DiGirolamo et al., 2010
	Guatemala, Guatemala City | Five public schools in low-income areas
	6–11 years, males and females
	RCT – Double-blind/placebo
	Participants randomized to receive intervention (n = 378) 10 mg Zinc or control (n = 372) 10 mg glucose | daily (5 days/week), 6 months
	Physiological, mental health: symptoms of depression and anxiety
	Spanish version of the children’s depression inventory, Spanish version of the revised children’s manifest anxiety scale, parent-reported child Behavior assessment system for children (BASC)



	(Kim et al., 2021)
	Korea, Jeonju-si Wanju-gun, Jeollabuk-do | regional middle and high schools
	12-18 years, males and females, participants consumed breakfast less than 3× per week
	Open, randomized, parallel group
	Participants randomized to rice-based (n = 35), wheat-based (n = 35), or general meal (n = 35, control) breakfast. Diet based on the 2015 Korean dietary reference intake | daily, 12-weeks
	Physiological, cognitive, mental health: symptoms of stress
	Adapted stress tool, self-assessment



	Kirby et al., 2010
	United Kingdom, Wales | Primary schools in Newport area
	8–9 years, males and females
	RCT – double-blind/placebo
	Participants randomized to receive active (n = 225) Omega-3 + multivitamin supplements (DHA (200 mg), EPA (28 mg), vitamin A (400 μg RE), vitamin C (30 mg), vitamin D (2.5 μg), and vitamin E (1.5 mg α-TE), or placebo (n = 225) capsules filled with olive oil matched for appearance and flavor | daily, 16 weeks
	Academic, cognitive, mental health: emotional and behavioral functioning
	Swanson, Nolan, and Pelham-IV (SNAP-IV), strengths and difficulties questionnaire (SDQ), parents and teachers’ assessment



	Mhurchu et al., 2013
	New Zealand | 14 schools in low socioeconomic areas
	mean (SD) age 9 ± 2 years, males and females
	RCT – Cluster, Stepped Wedge
	Schools randomized to cross over from control to intervention in different terms during the school year. Total n = 424. Number of participants per cluster ranged from 69–146. Free school daily breakfast program. Breakfast provision varied between schools | daily, from 1 term to 1 year (depending on cluster)
	Academic, mental health: emotional and behavioral functioning
	Strengths and difficulties questionnaire (SDQ), teacher’s assessment



	Murphy et al., 2011
	United Kingdom, Wales | 56 schools targeted low-income areas first
	9-11 years, males and females,
	RCT – Cluster, with repeat cross-section design and 12-month follow-up
	Schools randomized into control (n = 2425) and intervention (n = 2463). school breakfast meals provided during academic years 2004–2005 and 2006–2007 | breakfast provided daily, 1 year
	Cognitive, mental health: emotional and behavioral functioning
	Strengths and difficulties questionnaire (SDQ), teacher’s assessment



	Neumann et al., 2007
	Kenya, rural Embu District | 12 schools
	Same cohort as Sigman et al. (2005)
	RCT - Cluster
	same as Sigman et al. (2005)
	Physiological, academic, cognitive, mental Health: Behavioral functioning
	Subjective behavioral observation of leadership, percentage time spent in high and low physical activity, and initiative during free play by trained assessors



	Parletta et al., 2013
	Australia, Northern Territory | four schools
	6–12 years, males and females
	RCT – Crossover/Within-Subjects
	Participants randomized to receive placebo (n = 202: palm oil) or fish oil capsules (n = 206; 750 mg DHA + EPA and 60 mg gamma-linolenic acid per school day). Phase 1 lasted 20 school weeks, followed by a one-way crossover in Phase 2 where all participants received fish oil | Daily, 20 school weeks + crossover phase
	Academic, cognitive, mental health: emotional and behavioral functioning
	Conners comprehensive Behavior rating scales (CBRS), teachers’ assessment



	Richardson et al., 2012
	United Kingdom, Oxfordshire | Recruitment from 74 schools
	7–9 years, male and females
	RCT – double-blind/placebo
	Participants randomized to receive active (n = 180) 600 mg DHA (algal oil) or placebo (n = 182) corn/soybean oil | Daily, 16 weeks
	Physiological, cognitive, mental health: emotional and behavioral functioning
	Conners comprehensive Behavior rating scales (CBRS), teachers and parent’s assessment



	Satyanarayana et al., 2024
	India, Rural Kolar | 20 schools randomly selected
	14–19 years, males and females
	RCT – Cluster
	Schools randomized to Intervention (n = 235) 60,000 IU vitamin D3 once/month for 2 months followed by daily supplementation with 250 IU vitamin D3 + 500 mg calcium for 9 weeks, or Control (n = 216) daily supplementation with 250 IU vitamin D3 + 500 mg calcium for 9 weeks.
	Physiological, mental health: symptoms of depression
	Beck Depression inventory (BDI-II). clinician-administered interview



	Sigman et al., 2005
	Kenya, rural | 12 schools
	7–8 years, males and females
	RCT – Cluster
	Schools randomized to one of four breakfast interventions: githeri + meat (meat; n = 126), githeri + milk (milk; n = 143), githeri only (Energy, n = 130), or no supplementation (Control, n = 141) | daily, 21 months
	Physiological, mental health: behavioral functioning
	Subjective behavioral observation of activity levels, emotional state (positive, negative, neutral), social interactions (peer involvement, leadership, solitary play, aggression) during free play by trained assessors



	Sørensen et al., 2015
	Denmark | 9 Danish municipal schools
	8–11 years, males and females
	RCT – Cluster, with cross-over design
	Cluster randomization of year group within schools. Intervention-Control group (n = 398) received intervention, followed by control. control-Intervention group (n = 425) received control, followed by intervention. Intervention diet: healthy new nordic diet school meals provided during school hours. Control diet was child’s habitual lunch/snacks | Daily, 3 months,
	Academic, cognitive, mental health: emotional and behavioral functioning
	Learning rating scale (Danish) teachers and self-assessment



	Tammam et al., 2016
	United Kingdom, London | Large comprehensive secondary school
	13–16 years, male and female
	RCT – double-blind/placebo
	Participants randomized to receive active (n = 98) condition: 1× multivitamin/mineral tablet and 2× n-3 PUFA capsules (EPA 165 mg; DHA 116 mg) or placebo (n = 98) tablet containing dicalcium phosphate with potato starch and placebo capsule containing sunflower oil matched for color, odor and flavor| daily, 12 weeks
	Physiological, mental health: emotional and behavioral functioning
	Conners comprehensive Behavior rating scales (CBRS), teachers’ assessment



	Üçkardeş et al., 2009
	Turkey | Low-income district 1 primary school
	8–9 years, males and female
	RCT – double-blind/placebo
	Participants randomized to receive study condition (n = 109) 15 mg/day elemental zinc syrup or placebo (n = 109) syrup containing no zinc | Daily, 10 weeks
	Physiological, mental health: emotional and behavioral functioning
	Conners comprehensive Behavior rating scales (CBRS), teachers and parent’s assessment



	Zhang et al., 2013
	China, rural Shaanxi Province | 54 schools of the poorest regions were selected
	10–12 years, male and female
	RCT - Cluster
	Schools randomized to intervention (n = 1446) or control (n = 1757). Intervention participants received multinutrient tablet containing 20 vitamins and minerals including 5 mg iron as ferrous sulfate. Control school participants received no intervention or placebo | Daily, 5 months
	Physiological, mental health: symptoms of anxiety
	Adapted general anxiety test







TABLE 2 Population characteristics, region, country and income level, intervention type, outcomes assessed, main findings and interpretative notes of reviewed studies.


	Author
	Population
	Region/country income level
	Intervention type
	Outcomes assessed
	Main findings
	Interpretative notes





	Al-Ghannami et al. (2019)
	Children (6–12 y)
	Asia, High-income
	Supplementation
	Behavioral functioning
	Improvements in Teacher rated behavior scores for both groups, however large effects observed in fish meal group compared to supplement group
	No control group. Low levels not reported, however significant increases in red cell omega-3 fatty levels in both groups



	Bin Sayeed et al. (2014)
	Adolescents
 (13–18 y)
	Asia, Lower-middle income
	Supplementation
	Anxiety
	Supplementation was associated with improvements in mood and trait anxiety within the treatment group; however, no statistically significant differences were observed between the treatment and control groups.
	Conducted only in males, small sample size and short duration.



	Chung et al. (2012)
	Adolescents
 (13–18 y)
	Asia, High-income
	Food Reformulation
	Stress
	No effect
	



	DiGirolamo et al. (2010)
	Children (6–12 y)
	Latin America & Caribbean, upper-middle income
	Supplementation
	Depression, Anxiety
	No significant group differences in mental health outcomes, however, increases in serum zinc were associated with reductions in depression, anxiety, and internalizing symptoms.
	Zinc deficiency in ∼20% of population



	Kim et al. (2021)
	Adolescents
 (13–18 y)
	Asia, Upper-middle income
	Food Reformulation
	Stress
	No significant changes over time. Following treatment, WMG (wheat) group had higher stress scores compared to other groups. No differences at baseline
	Participants habitually skipped breakfast



	Kirby et al. (2010)
	Children (6–12 y)
	Europe, High-income
	Supplementation
	Behavioral functioning
	Differences between group in parent rated prosocial behavior: remained steady in treatment but declined in control group. Not confirmed in teacher ratings. Placebo effect observed.
	Measured cheek cell sampling. EPA and DHA levels increased in treatment and control groups



	Mhurchu et al. (2013)
	Children (6–12 y)
	Oceania, High-income
	School Meals
	Behavioral functioning
	No effect
	



	Murphy et al. (2011)
	Children (6–12 y)
	Europe, High-income
	School Meals
	Behavioral functioning
	No effect
	



	Neumann et al. (2007)
	Children (6–12 y)
	Africa, Lower-middle income
	Food Reformulation
	Behavioral functioning
	Meat group showed largest gains in physical activity, leadership, initiative behaviors (compared to other groups)
	Vitamin B12 deficiency, anemia, stunting and underweight



	Parletta et al. (2013)
	Children (6–12 y)
	Oceania, High-income
	Supplementation
	Behavioral functioning
	Behavioral data could not be analyzed
	Evidence of poor-quality diet



	Richardson et al. (2012)
	Children (6–12 y)
	Europe, High-income
	Supplementation
	Behavioral functioning
	Placebo effect observed, however parent rated improvements in hyperactivity, oppositional behavior, mood swings and impulsivity were reported (ITT analyses)
	Study targeted children performing below the 33rd percentile on a UK-standardized word reading test



	Satyanarayana et al. (2024)
	Adolescents
 (13–18 y)
	Asia, Lower-middle income
	Supplementation
	Depression
	Significant reduction in depression scores
	Vitamin D deficiency reported in both groups. Only 2000 IU/day treatment group showed clear improvement in Vitamin D status. Blinding not explicitly stated.



	Sigman et al. (2005)
	Children (6–12 y)
	Africa, Lower-middle income
	Food reformulation
	Behavioral functioning
	Over time meat group had less of a decline in leadership and initiative. All supplemented children demonstrated more leadership and initiative. Meat group showed smallest decline in high activity compared to other groups.
	Stunting and underweight reported for between 15%–30% of population



	Sørensen et al. (2015)
	Children (6–12 y)
	Europe, High-income
	Food Reformulation
	Behavioral functioning
	No effect
	



	Tammam et al. (2016)
	Adolescents
 (15–18 y)
	Europe, High-income
	Supplementation
	Behavioral functioning
	Supplementation improved teacher assessment of disruptive behavior in treatment group but worsened in control group. High-misbehavior subset appeared to improve after treatment, but not sig different.
	Baseline levels of EPA, DHA, total n-3 fatty acids, and the n-3 index were low, while the total n-6 fatty acids and the n-6 to n-3 ratio were elevated. Baseline disciplinary offence rate was 2.5 × higher in control group than active group



	Üçkardeş et al. (2009)
	Children (6–12 y)
	Europe, Upper-middle income
	Supplementation
	Behavioral functioning
	Behavior improvements found in both treatment and control groups. Zinc supplementation significantly reduced the prevalence of clinically significant parent-rated symptoms of attention deficit and hyperactivity. Effects were stronger in children of mothers with low education. No significant changes in teacher-rated scores.
	No zinc deficiency was observed in the study; however, this may be due to limitations in the testing methodology. The authors noted a potential risk of zinc deficiency amongst broader population



	Zhang et al. (2013)
	Children (6–12 y)
	Asia, Upper-middle income
	Supplementation
	Anxiety
	Significant reduction in self-reported anxiety scores
	Multiple nutrients may impact outcomes. High anemia rate ∼ 45% at baseline






Geographic regions are defined according to the classifications provided by Our World in Data (https://ourworldindata.org/world-region-map-definitions) Income levels are based on the World Bank’s country classification by income (https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/906519). ITT: intention-to-treat analyses; EPA: eicosapentaenoic acid; DHA: docosahexaenoic acid.






Results


Study characteristics: intervention types, study designs and outcomes assessed

The studies included in this review investigated school-based nutrition interventions for children and adolescents across a wide range of countries and regions (see Table 1). Many studies were conducted across multiple sites, and there was a noticeable trend toward targeting rural areas or low-income areas. For instance, Mhurchu et al. (2013) and Murphy et al. (2011) targeted schools in low-income regions, while Neumann et al. (2007), Sigman et al. (2005), Satyanarayana et al. (2024), and Zhang et al. (2013) targeted schools in rural settings. This enabled recruitment from diverse populations, particularly in settings where diet quality is likely to be poor and where interventions may yield the greatest potential benefits (Pradeilles et al., 2019). Eleven studies focused on children aged 6–12 years and typically recruited larger sample sizes ranging from around 100 to over 2000 participants. In contrast, studies involving adolescents were fewer (n = 6) and generally smaller in scale, with sample size of approximately 20–200 participants. This pattern may reflect a broader preference for targeting younger populations, who may be more vulnerable to nutritional deficiencies and more responsive to early dietary interventions (Ares et al., 2024).

Interventions included micronutrient supplementation, food reformulation, and school meal provision, each targeting a specific nutrition concern. Supplementation was used to address nutritional deficiencies, such as iron (Zhang et al., 2013), vitamin D (Satyanarayana et al., 2024), or zinc (DiGirolamo et al., 2010; Üçkardeş et al., 2009), or examine the effects of specific nutrients such as omega-3 fatty acids (Al-Ghannami et al., 2019; Kirby et al., 2010; Parletta et al., 2013; Richardson et al., 2012; Tammam et al., 2016). Food reformulation studies aimed to improve dietary intake through varied approaches, such as aligning meals with national dietary guidelines (Healthy New Nordic Diet; Sørensen et al., 2015), modifying the type of grain provided at breakfast (Kim et al., 2021), offering mixed grain diets (Chung et al., 2012), or enriching a local vegetable stew with either meat, milk or vegetable oil (Neumann et al., 2007; Sigman et al., 2005). School meal programs focused on improved nutrition, improved school attendance and addressing consequences of food insecurity (Mhurchu et al., 2013; Murphy et al., 2011).

Of the 17 studies, supplementation was the most common intervention (n = 10) with a preference for double-blind, placebo Randomized Controlled Trial (RCT) design (n = 6). In contrast, food reformulation (n = 5) and school meal interventions (n = 2) were less common and typically used cluster RCT designs (see Table 1). The emphasis on supplementation and RCT study designs reflects its alignment with nutrition research, where RCTs offer the strongest method for establishing cause-and-effect relationships (Weaver and Miller, 2017).

Across studies, mental health outcomes were assessed using standardized measures, although the approach varied by age group. In children, behavioral outcomes, such as hyperactivity, attention, and conduct, were commonly assessed via parent and teacher reports using tools such as the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) (Mhurchu et al., 2013; Murphy et al., 2011), Conners Rating Scales (Richardson et al., 2012; Tammam et al., 2016; Üçkardeş et al., 2009), and the SNAP-IV for ADHD and oppositional symptoms (Kirby et al., 2010). In contrast, adolescent studies focused on internalizing symptoms, such as anxiety and depression, relying on self-report questionnaires such as the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI) (Bin Sayeed et al., 2014), an adapted stress scale (Kim et al., 2021), and an adapted General Anxiety Test (Zhang et al., 2013) (see Table 1). Only one study employed clinician-administered interviews (Satyanarayana et al., 2024). This trend may reflect developmental differences in assessment practices, where younger children may be less able to self-report reliably (Johnston and Murray, 2003).

Overall, the studies reflect a strong emphasis on early intervention in younger, at-risk populations, particularly using supplementation strategies. This may indicate a preference for targeted and controlled nutritional intervention approaches. More broadly, these patterns also reflect evidence that schools are a critical setting for addressing nutritional concerns and promoting healthy eating behaviors in children and adolescents, enabling access to large, diverse populations (O’Brien et al., 2021).



Patterns and trends in findings

Across the studies, findings varied depending on outcome type and participant age group. Below, an overview of the findings are presented by outcome type; a summary is included in Table 2.


Behavioral outcomes

Improvements in behavioral and emotional functioning were reported following supplementation and food reformulation interventions. In supplementation studies, parents reported improvements in symptoms such as hyperactivity, emotional lability, oppositional behavior, and impulsivity following supplementation with omega-3 (Kirby et al., 2010; Richardson et al., 2012), or zinc (Üçkardeş et al., 2009). Following omega-3 supplementation, teachers’ reported reductions in disruptive behavior (Tammam et al., 2016), enhanced attention and reduced hyperactivity (Al-Ghannami et al., 2019). However, discrepancies between parent and teacher reports were common, and several studies demonstrated placebo effects. For example, the improvements reported by parents following omega-3 supplementation in studies by Kirby et al. (2010) and Richardson et al. (2012) were not corroborated by teacher assessments, and some improvements were also evident in the control groups, indicating potential placebo effects. A similar pattern was observed for zinc supplementation, where parents reported reductions in symptoms of inattention and hyperactivity; however, these improvements were not confirmed in teacher ratings (Üçkardeş et al., 2009). These patterns highlight the challenges of relying on subjective behavioral assessments and potential influence of expectations and contextual factors (Lapalme et al., 2020).

Behavioral improvements were also observed in food reformulation studies conducted in low-income countries, where children showed improvements in activity levels, leadership, and initiative behaviors (Neumann et al., 2007; Sigman et al., 2005). These populations had high rates of stunting and underweight, suggesting that the intervention may have addressed moderate to severe nutritional deficiencies, which likely contributed to the observed improvements. In contrast, no measurable behavioral improvements were reported after one year of school breakfast programs in high-income countries, despite targeting low-socioeconomic regions (Mhurchu et al., 2013; Murphy et al., 2011). These patterns indicate that interventions may have greater impact in settings where undernutrition and poor diet quality are more prevalent.



Mental health symptoms

In studies assessing mental health symptoms, improvements were reported for symptoms of depression and anxiety following supplementation. Satyanarayana et al. (2024) reported significant reductions in depressive symptoms among adolescents following daily Vitamin D3 supplementation (2,000 IU) over 2 months. Similarly, Zhang et al. (2013) found reduced self-reported anxiety in children following supplementation with a multinutrient formulation containing 5 mg iron as ferrous sulfate. However, findings were not consistent across all studies. DiGirolamo et al. (2010) found no group-level differences in mental health symptoms between zinc-supplemented and control groups, although increased serum zinc was linked to improved parent-rated symptoms. Bin Sayeed et al. (2014) observed within-group improvements in mood and trait anxiety following supplementation with Nigella Sativa, but no differences between treatment and control groups, suggesting possible placebo effects or time-related changes. Importantly, supplementation appeared to address nutritional deficiencies reported in several studies (Vitamin D deficiency, anemia), suggesting that improvements in mental health symptoms may be more likely when interventions are targeting underlying deficiencies.

Food reformulation studies did not report improvements in mental health symptoms. However, this finding is based on two studies, one with a small sample size (Chung et al., 2012), and the other comparing multiple breakfast types rather than testing against a true control condition (no intervention) (Kim et al., 2021). This limits the strength of the conclusion that can be drawn.

Overall, findings suggest that supplementation may offer modest benefits for behavioral and mental health outcomes, particularly in populations with nutritional deficiencies. However, inconsistencies across studies and methodological limitations highlight the need for more rigorous and context-sensitive research to clarify the impact of dietary interventions on mental health.




Research gaps and future directions

School-based dietary interventions show promise in supporting the mental health and wellbeing of children and adolescents. This review highlights the unique role schools can play in recruiting large, diverse populations and targeting at-risk groups. It also demonstrates that rigorous research designs, including RCTs, can be successfully implemented in school settings across varying contexts. However, several important gaps remain.

The evidence is weighted toward studies in children, with adolescents underrepresented overall. This leaves a gap in understanding how school-based dietary interventions may impact adolescent mental health and wellbeing, especially as adolescents may be vulnerable to poor dietary habits and the mental health consequences of inadequate nutrition (Chaudhary et al., 2020; Devine et al., 2023; Samad et al., 2024). Furthermore, relatively few studies assessed mental health symptoms such as depression, anxiety, and stress, and inconsistencies in outcome measurement limit comparability across trials. Given the rising prevalence of these conditions, future research should prioritize the assessment of mental health outcomes in child and adolescent populations using validated, standardized, and age-appropriate measures (Deighton et al., 2014).

Overall, fewer studies included routine assessment of dietary intake or biomarkers of nutritional status, limiting conclusions about whether interventions effectively addressed nutrient deficiencies or the pathways through which nutrition may influence mental health (Gillies et al., 2025; Young et al., 2020). Notably, positive outcomes were more common in studies involving participants with baseline nutritional deficiencies or in those using broad-spectrum formulations (DiGirolamo et al., 2010; Satyanarayana et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2013). Evidence also suggests that multinutrient approaches may be more effective than single-nutrient supplementation, suggesting that strategies aimed at improving overall nutritional adequacy hold greater potential (Rucklidge et al., 2021).

Despite the popularity of supplementation, few studies investigated whole-diet approaches, even though these have become a major focus in broader nutrition research (Bamber et al., 2007; Chopra et al., 2021; Staudacher et al., 2025). Furthermore, fewer studies employed longitudinal designs or included follow-up data, limiting understanding of the long-term impact of these interventions (Langford et al., 2014). Whole-diet interventions may be more closely aligned with the principles of health-promoting schools, as they are better positioned to address the complex social and contextual factors shaping dietary intake (Woodside et al., 2024, 2021). These approaches may offer more sustainable and meaningful improvements in mental health and wellbeing.

In conclusion, research is needed to evaluate the impact of school-based dietary interventions on mental health across both child and adolescent populations (Zhao et al., 2025). Future work should prioritize whole-diet strategies within school settings, incorporate measures of nutritional status, and include long-term follow-up to capture their sustained potential for improving mental health and wellbeing.
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Children and young people with 22q11.2 deletion syndrome (22q) face unique educational and wellbeing challenges that are often poorly understood in mainstream schools. This participatory action research (PAR) aimed to produce a practical, school-based toolkit to support the needs of pupils with 22q with a focus on wellbeing and inclusive practice. Participants included educational professionals (N = 7), young people with 22q and their parents (N = 9), and staff in schools (N = 3). Data were collected through questionnaires, a co-production workshop, and a focus group, and analyzed thematically. Participants collaboratively designed three resources; an infographic poster, a pocket guide for staff, and a short, animated video aimed at peers. Survey findings identified key gaps in staff knowledge, inconsistent provision, especially for transition, and limited wellbeing support, in line with the authors’ previous research. These findings helped to inform the development of the resources, which were praised by staff in schools for clarity, adaptability and alignment with existing practices. This study demonstrated how co-produced, low-cost resources can enhance awareness, promote inclusion and support the holistic wellbeing of pupils with 22q. This approach offers a scalable model for addressing similar gaps across wider SEND.
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1 Introduction

Children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) represent a significant proportion of the school community. There are approximately 9 million pupils in England, and over 1.7 million have SEND (GOV.UK, 2005). Evidence suggests significant variability in the quality, availability, and type of support and resources offered to pupils with SEND across different settings, with many experiencing unmet learning and wellbeing needs due to inadequate provision and limited specialist support (Children’s Comissioner, 2022; GOV.UK, 2023). In line with evidence supporting the benefits of promoting both mental and physical wellbeing in education (Well Schools, 2023), a genuinely inclusive, holistic approach must tackle the full spectrum of needs experienced by pupils with SEND. Current challenges, intensified by systemic pressures, have contributed to rising levels of alternative provision referrals and exclusions among the SEND population (Thomson, 2023). Despite legislation supporting inclusive education (Children and Families Act 2014), evidence from research with children and young people (CYP) strongly suggests that their voices often go unheard; especially those with SEND (House of Commons Education Committee, 2019). Nonetheless, studies have shown that pupils with SEND can actively contribute to positive change and drive more inclusive practice in schools (Dimitrellou and Male, 2020). The current participatory action research (PAR) is underpinned by this ethos and focused on supporting the holistic wellness of a subpopulation of SEND pupils: CYP with 22q11.2 deletion syndrome (22q).


1.1 Characteristics and challenges associated with 22q

Children with 22q face unique educational challenges and support needs due to a combination of overlapping factors. They have complex developmental challenges, including cognitive, language and motor delays (Swillen and McDonald-McGinn, 2015), and face socio-emotional difficulties (Cohen et al., 2017). These overlapping challenges highlight the importance of integrated support systems that consider not only academic progress but also emotional resilience, social inclusion and physical components of wellness. The 22q condition affects approximately 1 in 2148 individuals (Blagojevic et al., 2021) and presents with a highly variable profile, distinct facial features such as a small mouth, wide-set eyes, drooping eyelids, and a rounded nasal tip, as well as physical health complications, such as palatal abnormalities, congenital heart disease, immunodeficiency, and low muscle tone (McDonald-McGinn et al., 2015; McDonald-McGinn et al., 2022). In the UK, the socio-emotional needs of CYP with this condition are largely overlooked in the classroom due to lack of staff knowledge, or the focus of support being directed primarily on academic progress (Cohen et al., 2017). A recent study highlighted the importance of parental perspectives in shaping inclusive planning.

Communication difficulties are common among the 22q population (Solot et al., 2019). Many also have a mild- to-moderate intellectual disability (Fiksinski et al., 2022) and may attend either a mainstream or special school depending on severity. UK data is limited, but one study suggested that 76% of CYP with 22q attend mainstream schools, and overall, 74% had a statement of special educational needs (Reilly and Stedman, 2013). However, international studies suggest a trend toward special education during secondary schooling and beyond, when the curriculum demands higher cognitive skills and more abstract understanding (Mosheva et al., 2019; Cutler-Landsman, 2020). In addition, physical challenges hinder participation in activities like physical education (PE) and group sports, and CYPs often have numerous appointments with health professionals due to the range of medical issues which leads to frequent absence (Reilly and Stedman, 2013). Combined with learning challenges, this can greatly impact CYP’s educational journey (McDonald-McGinn et al., 2015) and consequently, result in feelings of inadequacy and a lack of belonging.

In addition to medical and educational challenges, CYP with 22q are at increased risk of neurodevelopmental and psychiatric conditions, including autism, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and phobias (Schneider et al., 2014). Mood and anxiety disorders are particular common and linked to developmental milestones that demand greater independence and social integration. These difficulties may be exacerbated by low self-esteem and a growing awareness of their differences (Fabbro et al., 2012; Tang et al., 2015). Moreover, daily challenges with social cognition can make it difficult to form and maintain peer relationships and many CYP with 22q experience bullying or exclusion by peers which can lead to anxiety and social withdrawal (Angkustsiri et al., 2014). Combined, these cognitive, behavioral and socio-emotional difficulties significantly affect the educational experiences of CYP with 22q.



1.2 Gaps in support for learning and wellbeing

Lack of awareness of 22q among school staff often results in variation in the level of provision, poor communication between educators and families, and a failure to address individual needs (Cohen et al., 2017). A recent co-production study echoed these concerns, highlighting that schools prioritized academic performance over holistic support while CYP’s socio-emotional needs were often ignored (Jayman et al., 2025). Moreover, the authors reported several triggers for poor mental health, including bullying, peer rejection and social isolation (Jayman et al., 2025). Despite these challenges, CYP with 22q can thrive when provided with appropriate learning and socio-emotional support as shown by data from the US (Cutler-Landsman, 2020). Jayman et al.’s (2025) research identified a range of protective school factors including strong relationships with knowledgeable staff, supportive peers, and inclusive environments. Building on this evidence, further co-production research is needed to tackle the existing gaps in holistic wellbeing support in the UK education system.



1.3 Championing co-production and inclusion in education and research

The current study aligns with educational priorities that champion inclusive, health-promoting environments (GOV.UK, 2021; Schuelka, 2018) where all pupils can thrive academically, socially, and emotionally. Key to this is authentic collaboration with CYP, their families and other key stakeholders. As such, this study aimed to bridge knowledge gaps and facilitate more inclusive practice by designing an educational toolkit comprised of practical resources. Crucially, development was led by young people with 22q and their families. Their voices and experiences were prioritized throughout the research process.




2 Methodology

This study used a participatory action research approach (PAR), involving educational professionals, young people with 22q11.2DS, and their parents. Data were collected through questionnaires, a co-production workshop, and a focus group, and analyzed thematically to inform toolkit development.


2.1 Design

The study design was participatory-action research (PAR) (James et al., 2007) (see Figure 1). PAR recognizes participants as active collaborators throughout the research journey (Kindon et al., 2009). Any health evaluation, either physical, mental, or other, should involve the individuals whose health is being addressed (Fetterman et al., 1996). Thus empowering participants to have greater control over their lives (Baum et al., 2006).
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FIGURE 1
 The PAR design process (adapted from James et al., 2007).


PAR aims to be democratic, reducing the top-down, expert-driven nature of traditional evaluation research (Kindon et al., 2009), and is particularly suitable for research involving marginalized groups such as CYP with 22q and the wider SEND population. PAR principles were embedded throughout the research process (see Table 1).


TABLE 1 Summary of the PAR research process.


	PAR Stage
	Aim
	Data collection methods
	Form of analysis

 

 	Diagnose 	To establish the key issues to be addressed and identify solutions 	

	• Review of existing literature

	• Prior primary co-production research with 22q population (Jayman et al., 2025)

	• Online questionnaire completed by education professionals



 	Thematic analysis


 	Act 	Development of a co-produced toolkit for schools 	 	


 	Measure 	Gage preliminary feedback on feasibility 	

	• Focus group with school staff



 	Thematic analysis


 	Reflect 	Discuss research findings, implications and next steps 	 	




 



2.2 Participants

The coproduction team comprised: Educational professionals (questionnaire respondents); CYP with 22q and parents, Educators (focus group participants); and researchers from the University (see Table 2). Purposive sampling was used to recruit professionals and CYP with 22q and their families.


TABLE 2 The co-production team.


	Group
	Key details

 

 	CYP with 22q 	N = 3; 1 male, 2 female (mean age 23 years)


 	Parents 	N = 5; 1 male, 4 females (including 3 x parent-YP dyads)


 	Educational professionals (questionnaire respondents) 	N = 7 (headteachers N = 2; headteachers/SENDCOs N = 2; SENDCOs, N = 2; classroom teacher, N = 1); mainstream setting, N = 4; special school setting, N = 3


 	Educators (focus group participants) 	N = 3; 3 x females (1 primary teacher, currently teaching a child with 22q; 1 primary head teacher/SENDCo/Mental health lead with a child with 22q in her school; 1 secondary teacher with SEND experience)


 	Researchers 	N = 2; 2 x females




 



2.3 Procedures

Ethical approval was provided by the University ethics board before the study commenced (PSYC 24–493). An online questionnaire was distributed to educational professionals from across the UK. Questions pertained to: Staff sources of knowledge around 22q and wider SEND; knowledge and provision of support; barriers to supporting students with 22q and wider SEND; and transition and induction. Ten educational professionals responded; three were excluded due to missing data and seven were included in the analysis.

A total of nine participant-researchers (three young people with 22q and six parents) took part in designing and developing the toolkit resources. A one-day workshop was hosted at the University and took place in a comfortable room arranged for group work. Resources including large paper, colored pens, sticky notes and Blu Tak were provided to facilitate workshop activities. The session was facilitated by author 1 and author 2. The co-production team agreed the aims of the workshop. Participant-researchers brainstormed ideas for tackling existing poor understanding and lack of support in schools for CYP with 22q. Through a collaborative, iterative process, three resource types were selected to comprise an educational toolkit for schools (primarily aimed at secondary schools, where evidence suggests CYP struggle the most): an infographic poster targeted at the whole school community; a pocket guide for support staff, and a short video aimed at peers without 22q. Three smaller groups were formed (with one young person and two parents in each), to work on developing the individual resources, with researchers facilitating but not directing discussion. At the end, each group presented their ideas, and feedback was shared across the group to inform further development. The workshop lasted approximately 4 hours with lunch and refreshment breaks added. CYP and parent dyads were paid £50 each for their time and reimbursed travel/accommodation expenses. Following the workshop, the designs for the resources were refined in collaboration with participant-researchers via online communications until final approval was agreed.

Three educators from across the UK took part in an online focus group to provide preliminary feedback. Qualitative data on the toolkit’s practical application in schools were gathered. Each educator was provided with a £50 book voucher for their school. Feedback was used to refine the toolkit and revised versions were shared with all stakeholders for final sign-off. A set of sample resources was produced by external professional services.



2.4 Researcher reflexivity

The researchers acknowledged traditional power imbalances in research and actively stepped back from leading, instead prioritizing the voices of CYP with 22q and their families throughout. Participants were treated as co-researchers, and member checking was regularly used to ensure authentic representation of their views.



2.5 Data collection and analysis

Questionnaire data were integrated with evidence from the wider literature and prior research findings. Deductive thematic analysis was conducted to identify key gaps in understanding and support needs for CYP with 22q which informed the development of an educational toolkit. Focus group data from educators was thematically analyzed to establish preliminary evidence of feasibility and inform ongoing development.




3 Findings

Findings are presented in accordance with the first three stages of the participatory action research cycle: 1. Diagnose – establish the key issues to be targeted for action and identify solutions; 2. Act – develop a practical toolkit solution; 3. Measure – implement a process to evaluate the potential value of the toolkit.


3.1 Thematic analysis findings from PAR stage 1: diagnose

Integrated findings from the extant literature, prior co-production research with the 22q population (Jayman et al., 2025) and questionnaire data collected from educational professionals, identified specific gaps in understanding and support for pupils with 22q as well as factors promoting good practice and inclusion. Two thematic categories and nine subthemes were elicited (see Table 3).


TABLE 3 Table of theme: gaps and factors to promote good practice in schools for CYP with 22q.


	Theme
	Subtheme
	Illustrative supporting evidence

 

 	Gaps in provision and support 	Lack of staff knowledge and understanding 	Staff awareness and training regarding 22q limited, some received none at all. Access to quality educational resources minimal or insufficient (Questionnaire)


 	‘Pinch points’: School transitions 	Transition from primary to secondary school identified as particularly anxiety-inducing period for CYP sensitive to change and uncertainty. Transition support often lacked sustained follow up. ‘One-size-fits-all’ approach rather than inclusive and tailored to individual needs (Jayman et al., 2025)


 	Learning support 	Failure to accurately identify and accommodate pupils’ learning needs, compounded by a lack of joined-up working between schools and external services and inconsistent use of support tools like communication passports (Children’s Comissioner, 2022; Jayman et al., 2025)


 	Wellbeing support 	CYP with 22q often experienced unmet needs, with anxiety and distress misinterpreted as shyness or behavioral issues. Primary focus on academic outcomes, not holistic wellbeing (Jayman et al., 2025)


 	Factors promoting SEND support and inclusion 	Staff confidence and appropriate trainings 	Staff recognized gaps in training and access to specialist input. Expressed willingness to learn and improve practice to meet pupils’ needs (Questionnaire)


 	Parental engagement 	When parents actively included in communication and decision-making, CYP more likely to experience positive outcomes, both learning and wellbeing (Jayman et al., 2025)


 	Tailored resources 	Staff reported some use of tailored resources and strategies such as education plans, learner profiles and target interventions (wider SEND) but multiple gaps exist especially in mainstream (Questionnaire)


 	Collaboration among professionals and families 	Effective and consistent support for 22q requires joined-up working between schools and external professional, and families; they can provide invaluable knowledge about their child’s condition, strengths and needs (Cutler-Landsman, 2020)


 	Robust procedures including assessment and diagnosis 	CYP’s improved school experience associated with robust procedures such as early holistic assessment of needs, accurate diagnosis and follow-up (Jayman et al., 2025)





22q, 22q11.2 deletion syndrome; CYP, Children and young people.
 

Findings revealed that the majority of staff in schools (85%) had little awareness of 22q, and limited knowledge had been acquired informally, via parents, staff’s own research or the MaxAppeal (22q) charity. Little formal training around 22q was identified and support staff lacked confidence in their ability to provide tailored support. Families reported feeling dismissed or misunderstood by professionals and often felt excluded from planning the support for their CYP which contributed to knowledge gaps. Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs) were largely completed without parental or CYP input and with targets often vague, poorly set, and consequently unachievable.

School transitions were periods when CYP and families felt more support was needed as school-related stressors were intensified. The transition from primary to secondary school was a pivotal ‘pinch point’, that is, a critical stage in a pupil’s educational journey when challenges and support needs are heightened. For young people with 22q11.2DS, such transitions often bring increased stress and risk of unmet needs, highlighting the importance of targeted support at these times. Transition planning was often inconsistent and lacked follow-up across settings. While some tailored support was reported, a fragmented picture was revealed with insufficient support in place, particularly around socioemotional needs.

Multiple gaps were identified in timely and appropriate support for CYP’s unique learning needs. For example, with regard to speech, language and communication, support was often variable, and a lack of joined up working between schools and speech and language services was a common challenge. While ‘communication passports’ designed to share information between professionals were underutilized.

Similarly, gaps in mental wellbeing support were revealed with CYP’s needs often being overlooked or misinterpreted as behavioral issues. Several school-related factors associated with diminished wellbeing such as peer rejection, disrupted routines and lack of belonging were commonly reported. Due to the lack of formal or accessible support pathways (e.g., targeted socio-emotional interventions), some CYP used avoidance coping strategies. As Kate reflected, “I think I mostly just blocked out my time at secondary school from my mind.” Whereas Emma took a more direct approach: “Her way of dealing with it is to get out of the situation, so she’ll tell the teachers that she’s not feeling…her aim from that is that somebody will come and pick her up and take her home” (parent of Emma). Conversely, protective factors included positive relationships with trusted adults, peer support and structured routines. Kate’s parent described the primacy of her daughter’s relationship with one of her teacher’s: “Her German teacher was so good with her and so nurturing, he worked with her one-to-one.” While Callum extolled the benefits of having someone to call a friend, “Abel [my friend] looked after me and helped me.”

Despite the substantial barriers that CYP encountered, some pockets of good practice were flagged which relate not only to CYP with 22q but the broader SEND population. School staff were generally committed to supporting all CYP under their care given appropriate training and support themselves. Factors promoting better provision and an improved school experience for pupils with SEND included good relationships between staff and parents with strong parental involvement, robust and consistent procedures, tailored resources, and collaboration among all key stakeholders including CYP. Pertinently, however, these exemplars overwhelmingly emanated from specialist providers, exposing a disproportionate gap in support and good practice found in mainstream settings.

Collectively, these findings indicated a widespread lack of whole school awareness of 22q and accessible resources to support pupils in mainstream schooling. To address these gaps, the co-production team agreed an action plan which constituted the next stage of the PAR cycle.



3.2 Outputs from the co-production workshop PAR stage 2: ACT

YP and their parents designed a toolkit primarily targeted at secondary schools. This comprised three unique resources: 1. An infographic poster, targeted at the whole school community for display in public areas to raise general awareness of the condition. 2. A pocket guide aimed at individuals working on a 1–1 basis with CYP, and who may have little or no specialist training or prior experience. 3. A short, animated video aimed at peers without 22q. See Figure 2 documenting the design and development process for the infographic poster.
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FIGURE 2
 Initial brainstorming ideas for the infographic poster.


Following the workshop, the authors worked closely with YP and their families over several weeks to refine and finalize the first iterations of the three resources for stage 3 of the PAR cycle.



3.3 Thematic analysis findings from PAR stage 3: measure

Overall, feedback from the three educators who participated in the focus group was highly positive. All three resources were perceived as useful and feasible for implementation in mainstream school settings. The video was still under development at the time of writing and evaluation not included here Key findings are organized under thematic categories: Practicality and alignment with existing practice; Value to multiple stakeholder groups; and Ongoing development and enhancement.


3.3.1 Theme 1: practicality and alignment with existing practice

Educational professionals appreciated the clarity, simplicity, and visual design of the materials which aligned well with existing school practices such as transition packs and SEND awareness initiatives. The resources were seen as easily integrated into routine processes: “I’d be using that as part of class transitions [line 128]… also sharing it in staff meetings where SEND is a standard agenda item [line 133].” The infographic poster was praised as a means of raising general awareness among staff and school visitors. The format and layout were seen as conducive to initiating conversations about individual pupil needs and potential wider application in the classroom was proposed: “I can easily print this out and then talk to the specific pupil and put actions onto those bubbles [lines 192–193]… really useful as a framework to have those conversations” [lines 195–96]. Others described how the poster could be widely displayed in public areas or circulated via email “There could be posters displayed in staff rooms [line 175] … my principal might just attach it to an e-mail for all staff to look at” [lines 179–180].



3.3.2 Theme 2: value to multiple stakeholder groups

The pocket guide was described as useful for a range of stakeholders, including teaching assistants and inclusion teams. Its concise, actionable format was appreciated for offering practical strategies, easily implemented with limited prior knowledge of 22q: “Documents like this… give staff more to go on… looking through those actions, some of those would work” [lines 715–716]. Crucially, the guide was seen as promoting a holistic understanding of pupil needs, encompassing physical health, emotional wellbeing, and learning profile: “It gives you an idea that it’s not just a learning need… there’s the physical, then their wellbeing, and then about how they learn” [lines 840–842].

The ‘My Support Needs’ section was seen as particularly valuable for planning: “I could see it working when doing teacher transitions and handovers [line 694]. Furthermore, “I can present these points to anyone who joined in new inclusion team [line 878] … a great starting point… slowly build up to include more strategies to support that student” [lines 886–887].



3.3.3 Theme 3: ongoing development and enhancement

Educators offered suggestions to enhance the accessibility and impact of the resources. One recommendation was to bold key phrases to ensure important messages were not overlooked: “Just putting some of the phrases that they [young people] felt were most important in bold… so you are going to catch it quickly at a glance” [lines 404–406]. Another suggestion was to provide a blank version of the poster to allow for personalized use in the classroom, for example, when pupils arrive in a new setting and may feel anxious with unfamiliar staff. As one educator explained “If there is like a blank version that we can [individually] update… that would be really helpful [line 218–220]… especially when they are quite anxious, quite shy when they transition into year 7” [line 234].

Suggestions for improving the pocket guide included clarifying that the introduction was written by a young person with 22q – “I only realised it was written by a young person when I got to the end… maybe make it clearer” [line 651–653]. Adding a blank notes page at the back of the guide was also recommended, so it could be used as a continuous working document with individual pupils.

Based on educator feedback, the resources were revised, and final versions were signed off by all stakeholders (see Figure 3). See a link to the full toolkit (Centre for Research in Psychological Wellbeing (CREW), University of Roehampton’s website: https://www.roehampton.ac.uk/research/research-and-knowledge-exchange-centres/centre-for-research-in-psychological-wellbeing/. Also, see video aimed at peers at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XPTR5odnJJw).
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FIGURE 3
 Final version of the infographic poster.






4 Discussion

This study aimed to address a significant gap in educational awareness and support for CYP with 22q in mainstream schools. Extant evidence (Jayman et al., 2025) has highlighted the unique educational challenges and elevated risk of poor holistic wellbeing these pupils face. Effective school strategies are urgently needed to address current gaps in provision and ensure inclusive learning environments and tailored support for every pupil. Collaborative working and co-production with all key stakeholders is at the heart of effective and meaningful change (Jordan et al., 2022). Through PAR, an educational toolkit was designed with young people with 22q and their families, ensuring their authentic voices and experiences shaped its development.

Previous literature highlights complex and multifaceted needs of CYP with 22q, spanning cognitive, physical, and socio-emotional social domains (Cutler-Landsman, 2020; Angkustsiri et al., 2014; Tang et al., 2014). Current findings confirmed limited awareness of 22q, lack of formal training for educational professionals, and inconsistent school provision, aligning with broader literature on inadequate provision for the general SEND population (Children’s Comissioner, 2022). Findings also identified school-level factors that promote better support for pupils with SEND and more inclusive practice. Good relationships between staff and parents and strong parental involvement in decision-making around educational planning were pivotal to ensuring genuine, rather than assumed, needs were met. Worryingly, in line with wider research, parents of CYP with 22q often struggled to have their voices heard (Cohen et al., 2017). A recent study highlighted the importance of parental perspectives in shaping inclusive educational planning, finding that parents often faced significant challenges in advocating for their child’s needs, particularly in navigating inconsistent provision and limited staff understanding (Roche et al., 2024). This reinforce the current study’s emphasis on strong parental involvement and the need for collaborative approaches to educational support. As such, this study adds to growing evidence (Dimitrellou and Male, 2020) showing the vital contribution of CYP, including those with SEND, for developing effective and meaningful interventions and initiatives targeted at them.

The educational toolkit created from this study focuses on both mental wellbeing (i.e., anxiety and peer-relationships) as well as physical health (i.e., fatigue and medical needs), reflecting a holistic approach to supporting the needs of pupils with 22q in mainstream schools. Crucially, the toolkit embodies the heterogenous experiences and voices of its main beneficiaries (Ackermann, 2021). As well as enhancing relevance and usability for the target population, it champions the commitment to inclusive practice and empowerment of marginalized groups (Baum et al., 2006). Preliminary feedback from educators was overwhelmingly positive and toolkit resources were rated highly for clarity, accessibility, and adaptability across educational settings. The infographic poster was seen as an effective tool for raising awareness at the school-wide level, while the pocket guide provided actionable strategies for those working directly with pupils. The inclusion of a video aimed at peers’ further supports fostering inclusive school environment, as peer-led interventions have been shown to improve understanding and empathy among pupils (Dodd et al., 2022). Importantly, educators noted that the toolkit complimented some existing SEND support practices, suggesting it could be integrated into current provision. Ease of implementation and educator buy-in are imperative considerations in proposing any new school-based initiative (Turnbull, 2002; Nellis and Fenning, 2023).

It is important to acknowledge some limitations of this study. Due to relatively small sample sizes, transferability of the findings is limited. However, it is possible that the small sample size combined with our PAR approach, encouraged tailored and creative resources that may not have emerged in a larger or less focused study. Also, the small sample size fostered close collaboration between researchers, participants and stakeholders, deepening engagement and ownership of the research outcome. While there is potential for self-selection bias in this study, as those with a particular interest or experience with 22q may have been more likely to participate, informal feedback suggested non-participation was mainly due to practical constraints. Further, toolkit focused primarily on early secondary school application; therefore adaptations are required to optimize use across different levels of education. Future studies should also consider sustained use of the toolkit in schools and implementation processes according to local needs.

This study had several strengths. It utilized a PAR design, empowering CYP with 22q and their families to take an active role in shaping the research process and driving real-world outcomes. The co-production team also included educators from both mainstream and specialist settings, ensuring that all stakeholder perspectives were incorporated. Finally, the study produced a scalable, low-cost resource for schools to help enhance staff confidence and competence in supporting pupils with 22q.

The overall study findings contribute to the growing body of work advocating for a holistic, inclusive, educational environment, supporting all pupil needs, whether academic, socio-emotional or physical (GOV.UK, 2021; Schuelka, 2018). Specifically, it highlights a clear need for improved training and awareness for 22q, particularly for mainstream education. The toolkit can be integrated into staff training and transition planning and contributes to engendering an overall more inclusive school environment for CYP with 22q.

In conclusion, this co-production study addresses gaps in educational provision for CYP with 22q. By prioritizing the voices of young people and their families, a practical, evidence-informed toolkit was developed, with potential to improve awareness, promote inclusivity, and enhance holistic support in schools. This PAR model can be used to guide improved support for other specific conditions, as well as the wider SEND population.
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Introduction: Supporting wellbeing within education settings is vital. Whole school approaches present a holistic and integrated mechanism that recognises school staff, the school community, and pupils. The Well Schools whole school approach to supporting teacher and pupil wellbeing provides a framework that guides planning, policy, and practice while allowing for bespoke and socially valid approaches suitable for each school community.
Method: A case study approach explored how schools adopted the Well Schools framework, and what practices and provisions schools were offering as part of Well Schools. Second, it aimed to identify the perceived impact of embedding the Well Schools approach for schools, teachers, and pupils. Ten case study schools were recruited that were implementing Well Schools and that represented diversity in setting type, varying locations across the UK, and school demographics. Data was collected via interviews (n = 16) with school leaders and class teachers that focused on their experiences and engagement with the whole school approach, with particular attention to the process of implementation.
Findings: Six themes were identified covering how Well Schools was being implemented, what drove this, and the impact it was having: (1) staff enrichment, (2) pupil enrichment, (3) motivation, (4) capability, (5) awareness and engagement, and (6) sustainability. Findings suggest the value of supporting staff and pupil wellbeing was central to an effective learning environment that supported wellbeing. Well Schools offered the opportunity for schools to build relationships, collaborate, and learn from a network of schools. This network and the engagement with like-minded schools were identified as a reason why some schools were attracted to the whole school approach.
Conclusion: Promoting Well Schools can help other schools adopt better practices for health, wellbeing, and identify ways of developing holistic wellbeing at the school, teacher, and pupil levels. Such continued engagement further exemplifies the feasibility, acceptability, and positive impact the case study schools reported regarding Well Schools.
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1 Introduction

National trends from the Department for Education show a concerning pattern for children and young people’s reduced mental and physical health (Department for Education, 2023), and The Children’s Society (2023) reports “children’s wellbeing is at a ten-year low,” and this is echoed internationally (World Health Organization, 2022a; World Health Organization, 2022b). The education community can play a significant role in promoting the physical and psychological wellbeing of their children and young people (Department of Health and Social Care & Department for Education, 2017), and whole school approaches are a recognised avenue for achieving this (Demkowicz and Humphrey, 2019). ‘Well Schools’ is a whole school approach that presents an overarching framework to promote a culture of wellbeing permeating the school and its community. The framework sets out a series of broader objectives alongside exemplar approaches that can be designed and adapted to suit individual schools and their diverse contexts. The approach is designed to be flexible and adaptable rather than a precise ‘one size fits all’ approach. The current work aimed to capture how a diverse range of schools across the UK implemented Well Schools, examining the factors underpinning decision-making and identifying what approaches they used, worked well, and where challenges arose and how these were managed. Understanding the nuanced approaches and contextualised factors that underpin successful approaches to whole school wellbeing is vital for the education community. Moreover, such insights will help address challenges faced by children and young people regarding their mental health and wellbeing that are reported on a national level (Anna Freud National Centre for Children and Families, 2021).

School wellbeing, regarded as the wellbeing of the pupils and staff within schools, is timely and vital to supporting the holistic development of children. The wellbeing of pupils is recognised as a key aspect of development and is associated with short- and long-term outcomes across learning, attainment, health, and future success (Early Intervention Foundation, 2015). However, how we understand and define wellbeing is a multifaceted and complex concept (Petersen et al., 2020), crucially impacting the types of provision and support education settings can put in place. Models of wellbeing focus on hedonic wellbeing, concerned with the immediate states of happiness, and that of eudaimonic wellbeing concerned with the realisation of potential, personal growth, self-acceptance, and life satisfaction (Ryan and Deci, 2001). However, researchers have suggested wellbeing is more than this (e.g., Ruggeri et al., 2020), suggesting it should also include domains such as social and emotional (Jarden and Roache, 2023) and physical wellbeing (Hennessey et al., 2024). This has led to the possibility of unidimensionality of wellbeing, incorporating multiple dimensions that are not necessarily separate but instead interact (Khanna et al., 2024). The Well Schools approach aligns with this idea of a holistic perspective on wellbeing, and emphasises school support and approaches spanning multiple domains, including, for example, physical and mental health, as well as developing social, emotional, and life skills (Hennessey et al., 2023). Well Schools, in a Youth Sport Trust initiative (UK charity, https://www.youthsporttrust.org/), promotes the use of whole school approaches to support the wellbeing of teachers and their pupils. A Well School promotes the idea that children and young people are more effective learners when they are happy and well, emphasising the importance of wellbeing for academic performance. It advocates that taking care of staff and pupil wellbeing fosters a culture that allows everyone to reach their potential. Well Schools therefore focuses on supporting the wellbeing of school staff, senior leaders, and pupils to improve education outcomes. The Well Schools ideology of school culture and ethos for supporting wellbeing was underpinned by three pillars. Pillar 1 – Well Led—Staff and headteacher wellbeing is actively supported and championed, ensuring the whole school is ‘well-led’ and connected with the wider school community. Pillar 2—Well Prepared—Every child has a foundation of physical and emotional literacy that will prepare them to be effective learners and cope with the pressures of life. Pillar 3—Well Equipped—Every child is equipped with the human skills (e.g., resilience, leadership, teamwork) through a curriculum enrichment program that develops their social capital and helps them thrive in a modern world.

Whole school approaches to wellbeing are commonplace, nationally (Glazzard, 2019; Public Health England, 2019) and internationally (Cavanagh et al., 2024, WHO, 2023). Whole school approaches can help enable pupils to develop resilience and learn strategies to cope (Glazzard, 2019), thereby promoting wellbeing. Such approaches aim to provide supportive, caring, and nurturing environments via the culture, ethos, and climate of the school and connections with the family and community, as well as through curriculum, teaching, and learning (WHO, 2023). As whole school approaches are complex and multi-level, so must recognise the interactive systems between the individual child and the school environment and community (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006; Lewallen et al., 2015). Schools are ideally placed to support access to mental health and wellbeing provision, and whole-school approaches have been successful in supporting a range of wellbeing-associated outcomes (Lekamge et al., 2025), improving and decreasing externalising and internalising symptoms (WHO, 2023), supporting social and emotional development (Goldberg et al., 2019). Moreover, they have also been successful in improving teacher wellbeing (Lester et al., 2020). Yet, their success is dependent on an appreciation of the local context and cohort. Cavanagh et al. (2024), in an international scoping review of whole school approaches, identified the range of barriers and facilitators to whole school provision that need to be understood, for example, school size and staffing, leadership and buy-in, and positive student-staff relationships. The Well Schools approach embraces the idea that support for wellbeing within school should be led top-down and is best supported by the whole school. Yet, understanding the individualised context and decision-making on approaches individual schools take to support wellbeing in their school is needed to provide not only guidelines for good practice, but the context underpinning these – what works for one school may not necessarily work for another.

Public Health England (2015, 2019) identifies eight principles for promoting emotional health and wellbeing in schools that align with the Well Schools framework, and these eight principles map to the Well Schools ideology (see Figure 1). Pillar One Well Led concerns how staff, leadership, and development promote a school ethos and environment of wellbeing. Pillar Two, Well Prepared, is concerned with the emotional foundations and skills pupils enter school with, and links to how schools continue to support and monitor health and wellbeing. Pillar Three Well Equipped considers how schools can build skills through the curriculum, teaching and learning, pupil voice, as well as by working with families. The Well Schools approach is built on the idea of a community platform that provides a community for schools to join and share practices. Therefore, there will be common approaches embraced across Well Schools, as well as additional bespoke approaches to meet the needs of staff and pupils in the unique context of each school. Well Schools centralises teacher wellbeing, a factor often misunderstood and poorly conceptualised (Ozturk et al., 2024). Pupils, supported by teachers, who exhibit protective factors, such as confidence and resilience, are known to achieve better educational outcomes (Day, 2008; Mansfield et al., 2016). However, concurrent research regarding staff wellbeing is often overlooked, and for sustainable whole-school approaches to wellbeing, such knowledge may be vital (Harding et al., 2019). The relationship between teacher and pupil wellbeing is a factor of the Well Schools logic chain, making this a well-timed investigation. Thus, the adoption and interpretation of Well Schools requires specific study to examine the architecture of wellbeing it can achieve.
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FIGURE 1
 Mapping the Well Schools framework to Public Health England’s eight principles for promoting wellbeing in schools.


School programs for supporting educational outcomes are widely studied and often consider quantitative outcomes and impact (Goldberg et al., 2019) whereas direct engagement with stakeholders in understanding the implementation process and practice lags behind (Durlak et al., 2011; Wigelsworth et al., 2016). Context and variability in implementation are crucial aspects to be examined. Therefore, the current project has centralised capturing implementation and the voice of key school stakeholders to collect profiles of experiences promoting wellbeing. School evaluation work should incorporate comprehensive qualitative case studies to evaluate and understand the complexity of implementation and process (Durlak and DuPre, 2008). Such insight can help explain intervention implementation and impact, and identify, in this case, the Well School characteristics for success support recommendations for future practice and policy (Education Endowment Foundation, 2019).

The current work explored what a Well School looks like, considered common approaches schools are implementing, and evaluated the impact of such approaches on wellbeing and education outcomes. The main objective was to explore what provisions were in place to support wellbeing and understand the factors that affected the implementation of Well Schools, as well as the perceived impact. We were interested in finding examples of good practice, how challenges were addressed, and opportunities realised. This was captured within two research questions:


	1. What are schools doing as part of Well Schools, and what factors are affecting implementation?

	2. What was the impact of embedding the Well Schools approach, and what are some of the factors affecting this?





2 Methods


2.1 Research design

The data reported in the paper draws from a larger mixed-method project that used a case study approach to explore both the implementation of Well Schools and what factors are affecting implementation, alongside understanding the impact of Well Schools for schools, teachers, and pupils, and what factors affect this. The larger project collected quantitative data through surveys measuring both teacher and pupil wellbeing, supporting comparisons with national data and established benchmarks, as well as qualitative data from semi-structured interviews with school staff and relevant document analysis to understand processes.

The data reported within the current paper focuses on the rich set of qualitative interviews collected via semi-structured interviews with school leaders and class teachers, and aimed to examine school provision, decision-making, and perceptions of impact, and allowed us to capture depth of experience and perceptions of Well Schools (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This approach supports a narrative on good practice, reflecting on challenges faced by embedding a whole school wellbeing initiative and offers advice on solutions and opportunities (Clarke et al., 2021), and crucially, the context that underpins them (Skivington et al., 2021). Such a qualitative design was used to elicit rich, detailed insight into experiences and perceptions, and allowed the recording of data to (i) document and understand how Well Schools was being implemented (including how and why this varies), (ii) research the adaptation processes (e.g., what adaptations are made, why, and what impact do they have?), and (iii) understand the context influencing successes and outcomes for all.

Ethical approval for the project was sought from the University of Manchester University Research Ethics Committee. Opt-in informed and signed consent procedures were used with all teachers ahead of interviews. Ethical working in line with the British Psychological Society (2021) was maintained throughout.



2.2 Sample and participants

Ten schools (Table 1) were recruited representing diversity in settings (mainstream primary and secondary schools, and alternative provision special schools), geographical areas of the UK (England, Scotland and Wales), variation in school demographics such as proportion of children eligible for free school meals (FSM), special educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND) and English as an additional language (EAL). Five of the 10 schools were founding schools representing their early involvement when the Well Schools approach was being established in 2020. Sixteen interviews involved a range of relevant stakeholders who were sourced across these 10 schools. These included interviews held with Well School leads, headteachers, deputy headteachers, class teachers, special educational needs coordinators, and wellbeing leads. Table 1 offers specific details about each school, reflecting the diverse voices that were captured and shaped the data.


TABLE 1 Case study schools and context.


	School
	Founding school
	Setting type
	Region
	FSM
	SEND/ASN
	EAL
	Interviewees

 

 	A 	✓ 	Special school (ages 2–19 years) 	North East, England 	Above average 	- 	Below average 	1. Director of Sport (A1)
 2. Deputy Headteacher (A2)
 3. Emotional wellbeing lead (A3)


 	B 	✓ 	Primary 	London, England 	Average 	Below average 	Above average 	1. Well Schools Lead teacher (B1)
 2. Headteacher (B2)
 3. SENDCo (B3)


 	C 	✓ 	Secondary 	East, England 	Average 	Average 	Above average 	1. Wellbeing Lead, Head of Year 7 (C1)


 	D 	 	Special school (ages 2–19 years) 	West Midlands, England 	Above average 	- 	Below average 	1. Lead for PE (D1)


 	E 	✓ 	Primary 	London, England 	Above Average 	Above Average 	Above average 	1. Deputy headteacher (E1)


 	F 	 	Primary (ages 7–11 years) 	West Midlands, England 	Above Average 	Above Average 	Average 	1. Executive principal
 (F1)


 	G 	 	Secondary 	Wales 	Average 	Above Average 	- 	1. Health and Wellbeing Lead (G1)


 	H 	 	Secondary 	South East, England 	Average 	Below average 	Below average 	1. Headteacher (H1)
 2. Wellbeing lead (H2)
 3. Class teacher (H3)


 	I 	✓ 	Secondary 	North West, England 	Above Average 	Average 	Above average 	1. Director of Health and Wellbeing (I1)


 	J 	 	Secondary 	Scotland 	Above Average 	Above Average 	Below average 	1. Headteacher (J1)





Key: FSM: Proportion of children at school eligible for free school meals; SEND: Proportion of children at school with special educational needs and/or disabilities; ASN: Proportion of children with additional support needs; EAL: Proportion of children at school speaking English as an additional language.
 



2.3 Data collection

Semi-structured interviews provided a set of prescribed questions (informed by theory and frameworks) while allowing scope for interviewees to discuss related content (Braun and Clarke, 2013). The flexibility in this approach suited exploring ideas, experiences, and diversity and nuances in practice across the 10 different school contexts. Semi-structured interviews explored the range of stages and processes of implementation. Foundations, prior practice, expectations, role of professionals involved in supporting staff and pupils, planning for implementation, implementation progress on three pillars, factors affecting implementation (e.g., barriers, competing pressures, expectations vs. reality), barriers and opportunities (such as equipment, provision, timetabling), attitudes and opinions, indicators of impact and sustainability, alongside recommendations for future delivery and ensuring lasting impact.



2.4 Analysis

A hybrid thematic analysis was conducted on a dataset composed of interviews from 16 staff who volunteered to share their perspectives. The approach to analysis involved a deductive phase and a subsequent inductive phase. Thematic analysis was applied to the interview data to enable researchers to address both broad and narrow research questions about individuals’ experiences, views, and perceptions (Braun and Clarke, 2019). A summary of this coding process is provided. Multiple researchers were involved in the coding process, and this supported a reflective and detailed appraisal of the coding process.


2.4.1 Interview coding

A hybrid approach was used, meaning the coding and thematic development attended to both deductive ideas as a priori categories of possible themes, such as those informed by the school implementation literature base and policy, and the Well School ideology and framework, as well as inductive aspects. Thus, when coding, a combination of deductive and inductive approaches was used to accurately represent participant voices and allow for unanticipated content. This hybrid approach to thematic analysis facilitates the development of themes employing both theory and a data-driven approach using the six steps outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) and exemplified by Xu and Zammit (2020) and Byrne (2022).

Coding was conducted using NVivo version 12 and followed a two-step process. First, this began with generating theory-driven codes, which were informed by implementation and education theory and policy, as well as the program framework itself. These deductive codes were informed by evidence and this included (i) pre-existing literature and policy of wellbeing and whole school provision (e.g., Department for Education, 2021), (ii) the Well School framework, and (iii) implementation literature, e.g., Theoretical Domains Framework to explore implementation and to identify influences on behavior related to implementation including barriers and facilitators (Atkins et al., 2017; Fohlin et al., 2021). To ensure rigor two coders coded a sample of scripts and discussed these, to appraise and examine codes and applicability of the framework in a reflexive manner (Byrne, 2022). Initial coding used pre-defined deductive codes and supported a discussion of how these were used and applied, and a reflection on this process (Byrne, 2022). These insights informed and updated the coding framework, and when necessary, edits were applied to deductive codes. A second coding, taking an inductive approach, further examined the data, accommodating a ground-up approach, recognising the depth of teachers’ perceptions and reported experiences. The coding scheme1 maps out codes, a description, and for deductive codes identifies the evidence that informed their preparation. Application and auditing of the coding approach, employing two coders and coding discussions to support interpretation, supported the rigor and trustworthiness of the data (Nowell et al., 2017).





3 Findings

Elements of the deductive framework were prepared to focus on the three pillars (well-led, well-prepared, and well-equipped) from the Well Schools framework. During analysis and inductive approaches allowed the identification of patterns in engagement and interactions between the pillars of the Well School framework. Interviewees spoke about the active and practical elements that sat within each Well School pillar, and much overlap in practice. Consequently, the a priori coding framework was adapted to reflect the way participants talked about Well Schools. Such refinement and development are a vital component of a hybrid thematic analysis approach. The knowledge gained during the coding phases supported the arrangement of themes as best reflecting the knowledge shared by interviewees. Figure 2 presents an overview of themes and sub-themes and is summarised below:


	• Theme 1 “staff enrichment” reflected that effective leadership involved enriching staff job satisfaction through supporting staff development and wellbeing days.

	• Theme 2 “pupil enrichment” incorporates elements of the model, in particular “well-prepared” and “well-equipped” strands, as equipping pupils with socio-emotional literacy occurred alongside focusing on their mental and physical health. Participants often described these approaches hand-in-hand, recognising a practical and theoretical overlap in strategies to both prepare and equip pupils simultaneously.

	• Theme 3 “motivation” reflected participants talked about it as a reason for getting involved, and for staying involved in Well Schools, and included ethos and environment.

	• Theme 4 “capability" considered barriers and facilitators to implementing Well Schools.

	• Theme 5 “awareness and engagement” recognised elements of impact as well as how aware the different stakeholders were of Well Schools, and also to what extent they engaged with it.

	• Finally, sustainability (theme 6) captured content regarding future plans and practice.



[image: Flowchart depicting factors influencing staff and pupil enrichment. Central elements are "Staff Enrichment" and "Pupil Enrichment," linked to factors like "Staff Wellbeing Support," "Mental Health and Socio-emotional Literacy," and "Awareness and Engagement." Other elements include "Capability," "Motivation," "Sustainability," "Desired Improvements," and "Future Plans," connected to outer components like "School Ethos and Environment," "Collaboration," and "Parent and Wider Community Engagement."]

FIGURE 2
 Thematic map illustrating themes and sub themes.



3.1 Theme 1: staff enrichment

Staff enrichment in Well Schools connects wellbeing strategies with professional development. Schools adopted both structured policies and formal strategies, e.g., signing the Education Staff Wellbeing Charter (a voluntary declaration developed collaboratively by the Department for Education, Ofsted, unions and sector bodies that invites state-funded schools and colleges in England to commit publicly to protecting, promoting and enhancing the mental health and wellbeing of every member of their education community), and more informal initiatives to improve staff health, morale, and retention. The need for nuanced approaches required from schools to support staff wellbeing and health was clear, alongside consideration of availability and fit. A positive impact on the staff-centered approach to wellbeing was evident, and staff involved in the interviews reported that their wellbeing was enhanced through a range of lifestyle initiatives. School D connected better attendance with wellbeing support post-pandemic. School B feared low job satisfaction and retention without these initiatives. One headteacher observed:


“[Staff are] fresh, they're happy, they love their job, and so they teach better because they're in a better place. If they're happy and they're relaxed, then the lessons they teach are generally going to be better, so yeah we see that every day. We get comments regularly by visitors about the feel of the school, that it feels different it feels, the buzz of the school staff are happy staff are smiling”. (Participant B2—headteacher)



3.1.1 Staff wellbeing support


3.1.1.1 Staff wellbeing charter

The Education Staff Wellbeing Charter provided a visible framework for wellbeing strategies, enhancing shared understanding. One headteacher reflected, “I’ve worked with the DfE on their Staff Wellbeing Charter, it’s why I’m part of Well Schools” (participant H1—headteacher). Another school in Scotland adapted the Charter to suit the local context, appointing an external wellbeing coordinator to gather staff feedback confidentially and develop a bottom-up wellbeing model (participant J1—headteacher). However, they raised concerns that the charter was not feasible because of the lack of cultural transferability across English and Scottish Education, choosing to adapt and implement their own version.



3.1.1.2 Workload support

Managing workload was reported as integral to staff wellbeing. Senior leadership ensured all staff had acceptable and manageable workloads and made efforts to incorporate staff perspectives, where staff are encouraged to challenge ineffective working practices and propose more productive alternatives. Well Schools provide several resources that support staff workload, such as “workload reduction toolkits” and share practice across schools on how best to achieve this. School B implemented a “Keep, Tweak, or Ditch” process to eliminate inefficiencies:


“… for many years we did a process called ‘keep tweak ditch’, where we looked at everything that we were doing and we got all different teams to kind of say yes we should keep this, this needs to go because it’s making no demonstrable difference to children or to what we’re doing at the school and these are things that are that we think we should keep but this is how we need to tweak them to make them more effective and that is a really good way of, you know, that workload.” (Participant B1—Well Schools lead teacher)




3.1.1.3 Mental health support

Schools supported staff mental health through training and coaching. Two schools trained staff as Mental Health First Aiders. School J offered “a lot of wellbeing resources for staff,” including “one-to-one coaching, obviously our occ health and that side of things, and support of our staff wellbeing” (participant J1—headteacher), noting its role in supporting the mental health needs of new staff who may be more likely to become overwhelmed with the demands of teaching.



3.1.1.4 Recognition programs

Daily and weekly recognition boosted staff morale and acknowledged staff achievement and dedication to their role. School H’s initiatives included a “personal cheerleader program” and a token-passing mug, a “mug that is passed from colleague to colleague when they see someone do something good as a means to offer a small gesture of recognition and appreciation” (participant H2—Wellbeing lead). A teacher at the school reflected on the personal impact of this approach “‘I was having a really bad day and I’ve got this, and it’s just highlighted why I do this job and it’s helped me feel happier’” (participant H3—class teacher). School A held weekly recognition events with small rewards (e.g., sweet treats).



3.1.1.5 Personal lifestyle program

Staff wellbeing was further supported through a range of lifestyle initiatives. School A earned a “Better Health at Work” award, facilitated health advocacy, and themed activities such as mindfulness, walking, cooking, and awareness sessions. As one staff member explained, “We feel like we are getting our… handle back on this wellbeing” (participant A1—Director of Sport). Staff sought training to become “health advocates.” This fostered activity that encouraged healthy lifestyles and extended to themed monthly activities that raised awareness of different issues, such as alcohol consumption and healthy eating. Wider activity involved the formation and development of clubs to encourage physical and creative activity, such as cycling, walking, crochet, and cooking.


“Resilience and assertiveness training, menopause, breast cancer awareness, basic mental health training, we have got people coming in and delivering after-school sessions around mindfulness and meditation… We have cycling groups we have walking groups, we have cooking groups, we have crochet groups. So, we feel, we feel like we’re getting our, you know, getting a handle back on this well led this aspect, this wellbeing, and the governors are on board as well.” (Participant A2—headteacher)


School J offered staff the same residential retreat as they do for pupils, evidencing the mutual focus on staff and pupil wellbeing: “All of my leadership team have gone through values-based leadership residential for five days” (participant J1—headteacher).




3.1.2 Staff wellbeing roles and development

Wellbeing leadership was either top-down or distributed, and organisation and division of roles were especially important in larger secondary schools. School H’s senior team viewed staff as whole individuals and advocated for a wellbeing culture driven by the senior leadership team, who view staff as their greatest resource and believe in supporting and promoting their wellbeing and health: “The same thought process that I have about pupils… I have about every member of staff in the school” (participant H1—headteacher). This approach was directly praised in the school’s Ofsted report:


“Leaders are sensitive to the amount of work that staff do. Staff feel that leaders listen to them, and they feel valued by the school leaders. They appreciate the importance that leaders give to their wellbeing.” (School H Ofsted report 2020)


Other schools assigned wellbeing responsibilities to specific roles (e.g., coordinators, mental health leads), enabling participatory ownership and autonomy. School H, as a large secondary school, specifically developed a range of leadership roles and a specific wellbeing lead under the Well School framework to support leadership channels whole school. Both approaches were valued by staff and regarded as contributing to a whole-school wellbeing approach.




3.2 Theme 2: pupil enrichment

Pupil enrichment encompasses strategies used by schools to support students’ physical, mental, and socio-emotional wellbeing. Across schools, educators reported the use of named initiatives, collaboration with external services, and bespoke in-school approaches designed to enhance students’ health and wellbeing. Physical activity was often an entry point for broader development. These initiatives were shown to improve academic performance and focus. It is also evident that elements across the pupil enrichment theme fed into how pupils performed academically and engaged with academic learning, and schools were reporting happier pupils.


“What's worked well has been what we are seeing is the links between physical health and attention in class so we’re seeing that by running daily fitness sessions and by, by having our physical health lessons, sports days, work out Wednesday, all of those initiatives, active learning breaks, all of those initiatives that are working at the moment we are seeing an improvement with attention and focus when it comes to reading or writing so that’s like a real big benefit that we’re seeing.” (Participant B1—Well Schools lead teacher)


The collective approaches towards pupil enrichment demonstrated interlinked reported benefits across physical, emotional, and academic domains, fueling a holistic positioning and comprehension of wellbeing that created an enriched environment for pupils.


3.2.1 Physical health and literacy

Across all participating schools, physical health and literacy were focal areas. All schools recognised the link between physical activity and overall wellbeing in a multitude of ways.


3.2.1.1 High-quality PE and sports enrichment

Schools reported a broad and inclusive physical education (PE) curriculum. School D, for example, offered both team and individual sports—ranging from team sports such as hockey, rugby, basketball, and football to individual sports such as sailing, climbing, cycling, and trampolining. Several schools and teachers made deliberate efforts to move away from competitive sports toward inclusive physical activities that focus, and celebrate individual development. One primary school headteacher explained, “a progressive curriculum that is, very much focused on, children developing the skills and understanding in those areas that they need to be physically and mentally well. Our physical health curriculum is very much focused on physical health rather than sport” (participant B2—headteacher). While another teacher at the same school stated:


“The fitness sessions they're all about getting out, running around, playing a game etc., just getting them pumped, and that’s all linked to, you know, obesity in the area. It’s about health, and that’s one thing which we've seen huge differences we actually monitor that. We've got a physical health lead who actually monitors the fitness of the children. It’s just really interesting just to see what that impact is over the space of three years, it’s been it’s really been great.” (Participant B3—SENDCo)


Schools A and D, special schools with pupils with specific and complex needs, described tailoring physical activity to meet the unique needs of their pupils.


“Some strategies are not… quite right for our school, but we do similar things… We don’t do the mile a day because it’s not appropriate for our pupils, but we do walking to help build that stamina and that wellbeing.” (Participant D1—lead for PE)


Within the special schools, teachers used physical activity sessions to observe pupils’ fine and gross motor development that aided early intervention. However, a significant challenge emerged in ensuring physical health habits continued outside of school. One participant noted the challenges that cut across school provision and maintaining wellbeing and physical literacy across holiday periods: “We have these fantastically well-rounded children in school, but then we do not have them for six weeks in the holidays, and we want it to carry on outside of the school building” (participant D1—lead for PE). Teachers at the special schools emphasised the socio-emotional benefits of sport, reflecting how engaging in physical activity opportunities supports the consolidation and development of wider learning:


“When I'm teaching in PE, I might be yes I'm looking at the physical side but I'm also looking at the emotional side as well and we’re looking at the social skills, you know, team work and communication it underpins everything that we do and that’s what everybody does in their lessons rather than it just being ‘right you're learning x y and z today.”(Participant D1—lead for PE)


To address socio-economic barriers, schools like School J provided equipment such as bicycles and organised cycling lessons and trips to ensure equitable access to physical development opportunities. One participant shared, “We connect with the sailing lake down the road…we value, massively value, ski trips and Duke of Edinburgh and bush craft trips” (participant H1—headteacher).



3.2.1.2 Outdoor education and learning

Outdoor learning was particularly valued in primary and special education settings. Schools described moving learning beyond the classroom to improve engagement and wellbeing: “Everything is outdoor… outdoor learning in maths… in English… making it much more creative for those children” (participant B3—SENDCo). School A incorporated a specific intervention, the Outdoor Play and Learning (OPAL) program, a school improvement program focused on enhancing the quality of play for children and learning, to facilitate outdoor experiences, including nature walks and hands-on learning. Other schools saw the benefits of outdoor environments; they were seen as therapeutic and beneficial for students who struggle in traditional settings. It “supports some of our learners who, in particular, find it difficult to be in the classrooms all day” (participant J1—headteacher). A primary school participant explained, “Some children… struggle with the rigidity of the classroom… over there, they are solving problems with their hands… building, and they are making things” (participant E1—deputy headteacher). Outdoor learning roles were formalised in some schools. School B had an outdoor lead who developed initiatives such as an “edible playground.” Meanwhile, School J was in the process of hiring a full-time Outdoor Educator to enhance its already diverse curriculum that included mechanics and gardening.




3.2.2 Mental health and socio-emotional literacy

Most schools employed programs to support mental health and social–emotional learning. These programs often replaced punitive discipline with self-regulation strategies. One primary school highlighted, “It’s not us telling the children ‘you have done this’… it’s about them supporting their own regulation… we have regulation break-out corners in each room” (participant B3—SENDCo). Mental health charities like Place2Be were used by some schools for counselling and emotional support. Small group interventions addressed self-esteem and emotional resilience. This includes one-to-one counselling support and small groups focusing on developing skills such as “self-esteem building,” which serves to remind pupils “this is where you come for support” (participant C1—wellbeing lead).

Secondary schools advocated for and provided students with leadership opportunities that enhanced emotional and social wellbeing. Roles such as sports captains, anti-bullying ambassadors, transition mentors, and school council members empowered students. Providing leadership opportunities for secondary and sixth form pupils enabled building of self-esteem and confidence, and provided experience of a responsible position that can be beneficial for addressing behavioral issues and role models for younger pupils:


“Everybody likes PE one in one way or another, so it’s really quite nice to if we've got a young person who’s presenting quite challenging and not wanting to be in the classroom, then giving them the responsibility of working with smaller young people in a PE lesson.” (Participant A2—deputy headteacher)





3.3 Theme 3: motivation

The motivation leading to getting involved and joining the Well Schools movement was rooted in the desire to embed a culture that prioritises the holistic wellbeing of pupils and staff. Schools reported the Well Schools framework “naturally” aligned with their existing ethos and offered a structured approach to enhance and evaluate wellbeing practices.


3.3.1 School ethos and environment

Schools consistently described the Well Schools framework as complementary to pre-existing wellbeing initiatives. Rather than introducing a new programme, it provided a cohesive structure that enabled school leaders to evaluate and align their current work; it “just embedded quite naturally into the school life” (participant H3 – class teacher). As one school leader noted,


“We see Well Schools as an umbrella under which we can run our organization in the best possible way for all of the human beings within it… basically everything we do as a school fits under this umbrella.” (Participant H1—headteacher)


The framework allowed schools to assess what was working, adapt what was not, and identify gaps. It enabled ongoing monitoring and reflection to ensure health and wellbeing strategies remained “impactful.” In the words of one special school leader: “We’ve probably been a Well School for quite a while… Our motivation then wasn’t to start the journey, it was probably more to fine-tune what we were doing” (participant A3—Emotional wellbeing lead).

Some schools emphasised a subtle implementation approach to avoid overburdening staff. “We have not made a thing of it because if you make a thing of something it becomes something people have to do, so we have just really put it there by stealth” (participant H1—headteacher). This approach helped embed Well Schools organically without it being perceived as an additional workload.



3.3.2 Collaboration

Collaboration with other schools was regarded as a catalyst that encouraged schools to be affiliated and become a “Well School.” Schools appreciated the opportunity to share ideas, successful practices, and experiences with others in the Well Schools community. As one participant expressed, “It’s a movement… schools are all coming together to share ideas, share knowledge of what’s successful… and spread that across more schools” (participant B3—SENDCo).

This sharing of practice provided reassurance and validation, and it offers “a confidence to continue on the path that you are on” (participant B2—headteacher). For special schools, learning and sharing with similar institutions proved particularly valuable. For example, School A connected with another special school to explore yoga techniques suited to their pupils’ diverse physical and emotional needs:


“It opens up a network for collaboration and sharing of ideas and things like that, you know, people who have, you know, unofficial research, you know, that, you know, have just tried things on the ground and things that have worked and things that haven’t worked and, you know, it’s time saving we haven’t got a lot of time in, in schools and know that helps massively.” (Participant A3—Emotional wellbeing lead)


The value of engagement with schools was noted to be time-efficient and empowering. Schools preferred learning from practical, contextually similar experiences rather than independently starting initiatives from theory or academic research. Such engagement extended to external organisations, such as mental health organisations, charities, and schemes. However, not all schools found collaboration straightforward. School J, based in Scotland highlighted difficulties in engaging with the broader Well Schools community due to differences in educational systems across the UK. The school’s headteacher suggested:


“If Youth Sport Trust could articulate that through what already exists [in my country], I think that would open up a huge number of schools …that would have their interest piqued.” (Participant J1—headteacher)


Most Well Schools envision that by promoting the Well Schools philosophy and principles, they hope to drive it forward and help other schools with their adoption to support better practices for health and wellbeing.




3.4 Theme 4: capability

Capability themes focused on barriers and facilitators to implementation, such as school systems, workload, competing priorities, and time constraints. A challenge for all participating schools in implementing the Well Schools framework was the constraints tied to time and capacity. Schools acknowledged that meaningful change required time, both for implementation and for gaining staff buy-in. Balancing competing priorities was not straightforward, as one participant explained:


“Time is always a challenge in schools, the opportunity to embed, the opportunity to bring these ideas. Even though change is good, too much change at too much is not, so it’s about the timing of when you introduce these things. Getting all staff on board to them, pitching the ideas to them, and giving it time to embed. If we all throw in too many ideas of too much change, then it’s just… ‘right, it’s the new thing, it’s the new thing, it’s the next thing, what's going to come next?’ We want staff to be behind it and get involved with it, so time is definitely a priority.” (Participant I1—Director of health and wellbeing)


Some schools adopted specific strategies to manage workload and prioritise wellbeing. As noted earlier, to support workload and teacher capacity, School B introduced a “Keep, Tweak and Ditch” model to ease unnecessary pressures on staff and enable them to focus on student wellbeing and relationship-building:


“Our staff are supported, we take away so much of the unnecessary bureaucracy so that our staff can just focus on what they love, which is working with kids.” (Participant B1—Well Schools lead teacher)


In secondary schools in particular, leadership teams recognised the need to restructure staff responsibilities to make room for wellbeing-focused roles.


“I can’t do both jobs, so it’s kind of been noted this year that the wellbeing lead needs to focus on that for staff and students, so currently we can definitely do more, but that’s obviously being addressed for September.” (Participant C1—Wellbeing Lead)


Despite time constraints, there were repeated reports that Well Schools saved time given the collaboration and resource sharing that being part of the network afforded. Before adopting the framework, teachers recalled questioning whether it would add to their burden. However, they later recognised its efficiency and ease of integration. School A, a special school, appreciated the network’s capacity to provide tested strategies and ready-made resources suited to diverse pupil needs: “It opens up a network for collaboration and sharing of ideas… it’s time saving, we have not got a lot of time in.” (Participant A3—Emotional wellbeing lead). Ultimately, while time limitations remain a concern, schools identified that their investment in the Well Schools network helped streamline wellbeing practices, reduce duplication, and support sustainable implementation across the school community.



3.5 Theme 5: awareness and engagement

Awareness and engagement with Well Schools concerned staff, pupils, and parents/family understanding of Well Schools and how this shaped and impacted implementation. The effective implementation of the Well Schools framework was shaped by awareness and engagement across staff, pupils, and parents. Central to this process was strong leadership, inclusive practices, and efforts to extend the ethos of wellbeing across the wider school community.


3.5.1 Top-down implementation

In most schools, implementation was led by senior leadership teams (SLT) who promote the culture of Well Schools across the whole school community. The approach was modular, with each SLT member responsible for specific aspects of wellbeing.


“It’s not simply led in like a hierarchical working manner, it’s very much (laughs)… each member of SLT oversees their team and makes those decisions based on what they're seeing day in day out, which means our teams are heard.” (Participant B3—SENDCo)


School H exemplified this structure through collaborative planning and regular communication between the headteacher, wellbeing lead, safeguarding lead, and assistant head. The Well Schools framework has also facilitated consistent dissemination of wellbeing strategies:


“We’ve learnt so much about wellbeing and that’s been transferred onto staff from leaders… that’s shared and trickled down to us, throughout staff training throughout briefings…” (Participant B2—headteacher)




3.5.2 Staff and pupil engagement

While strong leadership is important, whole school engagement was regarded as essential when developing a ‘Well Culture’. Both staff and pupil voices were valued. Schools fostered feedback directly with regular surveys and other means of engaging staff and pupils. Crucially, the feedback was regarded as directly supporting wellbeing initiatives and creating change:


“Staff coming together and creating that vision as well meant that everybody played a part, and everybody felt that they had invested in this journey and this process.” (Participant F1—Executive principal)


Pupil involvement also played a critical role. Schools highlighted the importance of children evaluating the health curriculum and acting as wellbeing ambassadors: “children’s voice on whether or not they feel the health curriculum’s having a positive impact on their learning” (participant B1—Well Schools lead teacher).

School E, for instance, implemented a daily whole-school physical activity initiative, encouraging pupils, staff, and even parents to lead.


“…that’s the whole school, everyone coming together, something different every time, but we’re really trying to get the children to lead [and] we involve the parents […] it’s just raising the profile of actually being healthy and sport, you know, getting out and getting active every day.” (Participant E1—deputy headteacher)




3.5.3 Parent and wider community engagement

Schools also aimed to engage parents and the wider community, recognising the value of consistency between home and school wellbeing efforts. However, some schools found it challenging to maintain parental involvement, particularly during school holidays. To address this, schools introduced strategies like parent events and workshops. One school hosted “parent gym sessions” focused on parenting, healthy eating, and emotional wellbeing: “The parents are begging for it… we have got children coming from other schools to join our school” (participant B3—SENDCo).

Ultimately, schools acknowledged that sustaining a Well Schools ethos required ongoing communication, shared responsibility, and cross-community collaboration:


“The leadership team we support that, but it goes out wider than that, you know, it’s about teachers, it’s about the support staff, it’s about the families, it’s about the borough as well there's so many different aspects of it, and actually getting all of those parties together that was well led, I think.” (Participant B3—SENDCo)


The connection between wellbeing and the recognition of its mental health benefits underpins the opportunity created by schools to build, develop, and maintain a relationship with families that reflects a holistic approach to wellbeing.




3.6 Theme 6: sustainability

All schools confirmed their commitment to continuing with Well Schools and expressed intentions to adapt and develop their approach to better meet their unique contexts and needs. This adaptability is a valued feature of the framework and central to sustaining Well Schools’ ethos in the longer term.


3.6.1 Future plan for well schools

Schools expressed a strong interest in improving how they monitor the impact of the framework, particularly in considering its long-term benefits for their communities. Most schools stated they would continue to use tools that enable regular feedback, such as staff and pupil wellness surveys, strategic meetings, and may extend to input from external agencies to track progress. These measures would guide decisions and ensure that wellbeing initiatives remain impactful and aligned with their goals.


“Moving forward and to identify where we are doing well and maybe where we have areas to improve… We look at maybe things that we can take off our Well Schools list or not or things we need to add on, and areas where we need to target for improvement.” (Participant H1—headteacher)


Another emerging priority was sharing the Well Schools philosophy more widely as it embodies “where the vast majority see education going, where they want education going, this is what people want for their children this is what, everybody wants out of a future of education,” however, they understand that this requires quite a shift in current educational thinking, so it is important to consider “just how to communicate that” (participant B2—headteacher). One primary school highlighted the importance of extending this ethos into their local secondary schools to ensure continuity in students’ wellbeing experiences.


“I don’t want everything that we’re doing to stop, and the children to lose focus or lose sight of how, you know, we’ve built something that’s so magnificent that can carry them right through to when they’re adults, for it to stop at the secondary because, you know, there’s like three thousand children or however many there are there, and they get lost.” (Participant F1—Executive principal)




3.6.2 Desired improvements

Several schools voiced the need to raise the profile of Well Schools and to better communicate and share effective practices with a wider network: “You know, I mean it’s amazing over a thousand schools that have joined up, but you know, what is the best way to communicate that to the other 21,000?” (participant B2—headteacher). Three schools were keen to continue to raise awareness and promote the Well Schools approach:


“It’s continuing to try to take that message, more widely and to try to influence more schools and more school leaders, more teachers to think about what they are doing in terms of the Well School approach and, you know, how they can bring that into their school and like I say continuing to be reflective, continuing to, you know, reflect on what we’re doing to refine it to look at others and what they’re doing, you know, continue to better understand the impact.” (Participant B2—headteacher)


School J in Scotland called for Well Schools to better align with the devolved policy in each of the four nations that make up the UK. The terminology and framing of Well Schools were perceived as predominantly English, potentially discouraging uptake in other UK regions: “It immediately makes you think; okay, so that’s for England, that’s not for us” (participant J1—headteacher). However, this school also recognised the framework’s value in bringing together various wellbeing initiatives under one coherent structure.


“I think the great potential in the Well Schools framework is that it brings all [initiatives] together potentially under one approach and one umbrella… and if we could or if Youth Sport Trust could articulate that through what already exists [in my country], I think that would open up a huge number of schools [in my country] that would have their interest pricked.” (Participant J1—headteacher)


Schools remained hopeful that expanding networks and clarifying communication could help foster a broader movement towards wellbeing-centered education across the UK.





4 Discussion

The current paper explored contextualised approaches from a range of ten diverse school settings across the UK that each adopted and adapted a whole school model of wellbeing to achieve a bespoke, feasible, and socially valid approach that schools can successfully implement, develop, and maintain. The aim of this paper was to collect and consider detailed insights regarding Well Schools’ provision and examine factors affecting implementation (research question 1). The research being reported recognised that the Well Schools framework was a multifaceted approach to supporting the wellbeing of pupils (Khanna et al., 2024) and teachers (Ozturk et al., 2024). It’s an optimal and flexible strategy that fueled the development and application of a novel and timely framework for supporting and examining whole school wellbeing in a real-world context. It was evident that schools used bespoke approaches to support their local context, teachers, and school context and cohort of pupils. The approaches reported suggest a multitude of ways to support teacher and pupil wellbeing and highlight the decision-making underpinning this. It also emphasises the specific course on pupil-centered approaches.

Secondly, we aimed to capture the perceived impact of embedding the Well Schools approach and what some of the factors are that affect this (research question 2). Supporting children and young people’s wellbeing is firmly part of a recovery and future plan for education (Department for Education, 2023). Thus, the experiences from these 10 schools are timely, providing important and valuable insights regarding how their approach supported an interpretation of and achieved a contextualised approach to whole school wellbeing provision. All schools report perceived impact in terms of wellbeing across their schools. The experience of the 10 schools emphasises that prioritising wellbeing via a whole school approach can lead to positive outcomes for pupils and teachers.


4.1 Well schools implementation and factors affecting implementation

For whole school wellbeing provision to be successful it must be an integrated systems approach (Glazzard and Bostwick, 2024), an idea not unnoticed by children and young people themselves (Demkowicz et al., 2023), and this message was at the center of the Well Schools approach, and it was evident that whole school engagement was key to developing a ‘Well Culture’. Pivotal to the successful accounts of the ten schools was the opportunity to prioritise wellbeing and develop a whole school approach that recognised that doing so would lead to a more cohesive and productive learning environment for all. This ‘buy-in’ was needed from the outset for successful implementation. Successful implementation of Well Schools must be driven by senior leadership (Public Health England, 2015, 2019). Across all 10 schools was evidence of senior leadership driving and supporting Well Schools implementation, through staffing, curriculum planning, and sensitive leadership.

Another critical aspect to successful implementation was the flexibility offered and a recognition that ‘one size does not fit all’. For example, increased leadership and staffing roles adopted by large secondary schools, tailored physical, social, and emotional provision suitable for children attending special schools. The Well Schools framework encouraged adaptation to develop provision suitable to the individual school context. This is highlighted by the diverse range of approaches schools were adopting to support whole school wellbeing, and how they used the Well Schools framework as a guide to structure and strategise, as well as to monitor and evaluate practice. The benefits of the Well Schools approach offered an “umbrella” framework that allows the principles of Well Schools to be organised and evaluated, and other provisions to be structured and monitored. The Well Schools approach sympathised with the physical and emotional health provision already being implemented in many schools and supported the development of current practice. The integration of Well Schools into an existing school ethos was facilitated by the feasibility and suitability of the framework; indeed, it was found to complement many existing practices while also allowing a re-focus and sharpening of approaches to support staff and pupil wellbeing – and it was this opportunity that motivated schools to join Well Schools.

Another benefit of belonging to the Well Schools community was being part of a network of schools providing an opportunity for schools to build relationships, collaborate, and learn from other like-minded schools. Therefore, the promotion of Well Schools can facilitate good practice and help other schools adopt better practices for health and wellbeing, and practices that can be meaningfully integrated alongside school activity (that may extend to targeted or universal interventions).


4.1.1 Pupil-centered provision to nurture wellbeing

Physical health and socio-emotional literacy were the leading focus of wellbeing provision across all schools with regard to preparing and equipping pupils. Schools adopted many pupil-centered approaches and recognised the importance of providing a broader, richer curriculum to support the development of skills and strategies to manage emotional wellbeing and mental health, as well as academic learning. Physical health and activity are identified as key ingredients to pupil wellbeing (Hennessey et al., 2024), although it must be recognised that this may be attributable to the Youth Sport Trust’s focus on PE, school sport, and physical activity initiatives. Schools adopted a range of pupil-centered approaches to physical health, including:


	• Educating pupils on the importance of physical activity, good sleep, hygiene, and maintaining a balanced diet.

	• Using sports and mobility to support mental and physical health.

	• Offering a diverse range of sports and extracurricular activities and recognising the importance of making physical activity accessible for pupils’ individual needs.

	• Recognising the benefits of outdoor learning.

	• Offering pupils psycho-social development through a variety of whole school, universal, and targeted provision and programs to support the development of skills and strategies to manage emotional wellbeing and mental health.

	• Valuing pupil voice and creating pupil leadership roles and pupil ambassadors to provide feedback and share pupil perspectives on how best to support them, bridging the gap between staff and pupils.



Physical activity is a recognised mechanism for supporting wellbeing and mental health (Rodriguez-Ayllon et al., 2019). School physical activity interventions are effective approaches to improve social and emotional wellbeing in children and young people (Andermo et al., 2020) and can promote skills such as resilience and social relationships (Sport England, 2024). Increased physical activity can also operate as a protective factor and offer the potential to reduce symptoms of depression and anxiety in adolescents (Bell et al., 2019). Indeed, schools recognised to promote wellbeing have multi-faceted benefits by placing emphasis on physical activity, movement, and access to outdoor learning.




4.2 The impact of embedding well schools

All Well Schools had plans to sustain practice and emphasised the benefits and positive impact on their school. Staff wellbeing was supported through a combination of approaches and was led top-down by senior leadership: Staff Wellbeing Charter allows schools to monitor and show their commitment to Staff Wellbeing, many schools set up designated staff wellbeing leads. A wellbeing culture was driven by the senior leadership team to ensure workload is acceptable and manageable, offer staff mental health support, and recognise staff achievement. This aligns with Ozturk et al. (2024), who argue that a holistic approach to conceptualising teacher wellbeing must accommodate feelings of negativity and deficiency, positivity and flourishing, and professionalism; each was traceable and recognised within strategies for support offered across Well Schools. Advocating for staff wellbeing, staff recognition, and allowing staff to have autonomy over staff enrichment in their schools can lead to positive outcomes for teachers and for an effective learning environment. In the UK, there is converging evidence regarding the multiple stressors that impact teacher retention; favorable conditions within schools as workplaces can be difficult to achieve (Taberner and MacQuarrie, 2025). Within these accounts of Well Schools, these stressors were evident, yet job satisfaction and teacher retention were identified as discrete benefits supported by becoming a Well School.

Supporting the wellbeing of teachers is also recognised to indirectly impact pupil academic outcomes (Granziera et al., 2023). Increased teacher wellbeing has implications for pupils as increased feelings of teacher wellbeing are associated with a range of positive academic outcomes, such as academic achievement, motivation, and school satisfaction (Arens and Morin, 2016; Madigan and Kim, 2021; Shen et al., 2015). This converges with evidence from this study as benefits from being a Well School included reports that their pupils were happier and healthier, which in turn fueled pupil engagement with learning and boosted pupil academic performance. Pupil wellbeing and pupil academic learning are inextricably linked (Kaya and Erdem, 2021) and should not be considered separately.



4.3 Transferability of findings

These findings need to be contextualised and appreciated in the climate in which the current project and data were collected. Ten schools were involved, sourced from a wider population of more than 1,000 schools in the Well Schools community. Additional evidence is required to look at experiences within Well Schools located in countries other than England. The findings include evidence from one Welsh and one Scottish school, and this helps identify that the approach and techniques of this study can be suitable for use with a range of settings. Thus, there is a need to understand and contextualise experiences within all four nations of the United Kingdom, given their devolved education status.

Data were collected during the tail end of the COVID-19 pandemic when societies and education were endeavoring to adapt and acclimatise to their circumstances. Yet, this was a period of uncertainty and anxiety, especially for schools and young people (Department for Education, 2023). These are promising findings, especially viewed in the context of the current teaching and general political climate (e.g., disputes concerning workload, pay, and pending strike action). Yet, both pupil and teacher wellbeing are elusive and multi-faceted constructs; understanding what it is, how to measure it, and ultimately how to support it is much debated (Khanna et al., 2024; Ozturk et al., 2024). Consequently, the approach in the research adopted a specific framework that acquired insights into the variety of strategies adopted by Well Schools to look after their staff and pupil wellbeing, which is bespoke and adapted for individual school needs. A strength of this study relates to the bespoke techniques used to gain insights into teacher voice, which is much needed to support and grasp the nuances attached to wellbeing and school provision.




5 Conclusion

Such knowledge and insights supported the development of a series of illustrative school experiences that offer an account and insight into the nature of wellbeing situated within schools where the commitment to supporting wellbeing is linked to pupils, staff, and extends to the school community. Long-term accounts of school mental health and wellbeing initiatives are rare at the school level; thus, exploring and understanding the sustainability of such approaches is valuable (Clarke et al., 2021). There is a general call for such evidence across the education research field. The current evaluation identified that Well Schools offers a valuable opportunity to contribute new insights and understanding to this field, given the large number of schools that have joined and maintained their Well School status. There is a pressing call for closer examination of the sustainability of school wellbeing approaches, perhaps Well Schools is building an evidence base that mental and physical wellbeing and educational and social outcomes can be interwoven into a school landscape for the benefit of staff and pupils.
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5. Professional efficacy 0.27** —0.00 —0.16F —0.23**

9 <0.10,*p < 0.05,**p < 0.01; ERQ, Emotional Regulation Questionnaire; MBI-SS, Maslach Burnout Inventory-Student Survey.
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Predictors Emotional exhaustion Cynicism Professional efficacy

SEB B SEB SEB B
Block 1 R? =0.003 R?=0.014 R? =0.045"

Constant 2.00 0.53 0.71 0.41 5.19 0.31

Gender* 0.33 0.48 0.05 0.56 0.37 0.12 —0.75 0.28 —0.21**
Block 2 AR? =0.052** AR? =0.027* AR? =0.031*

Constant 0.84 0.65 0.06 0.51 4.67 038

Gender® 0.45 0.47 0.08 0.63 0.37 0.13} —0.70 0.28 —0.20%

Study n:ycleb 0.84 0.29 0.23** 0.46 0.22 0.16* 0.38 0.17 0.18*
Block 3 AR? = 0.085"* AR? =0.030* AR? = 0.049**

Constant 1.96 0.69 0.58 0.56 4.16 0.41

Gender* 045 045 0.08 0.63 0.37 0.131 —0.70 0.27 —0.20**

Study cycle® 1.03 0.28 0.28** 0.55 023 0.20% 029 0.17 0.141

Worker-student —113 0.29 —0.30*** —0.52 0.23 —0.18* 0.51 0.17 0.23*
status®
Block 4 AR =0.0161 AR =0.001 AR? = 0.066"*

Constant 277 0.84 047 0.68 3.19 048

Gender* 0.39 0.45 0.07 0.64 0.37 0.141 —0.63 0.26 —0.18*

Study cycle® 1.02 028 028" 055 023 020% 030 0.16 0.141

Worker-student —=112 029 —0.29*** —0.52 023 —0.18* 0.50 0.17 0.22*
status®

Cognitive —0.16 0.10 —0.13F 0.02 0.08 0.02 0.19 0.06 0.26"**
reappraisal
Block 5 AR? = 0018} AR? = 0.068"* AR = 0001

Constant 2.26 0.88 —0.30 0.69 3.26 0.51

Gender* 0.34 045 0.06 0.55 0.36 0.12 —0.62 0.26 —0.18*

Study cycle® 1.06 0.28 0.29"* 0.62 0.22 0.22** 0.30 0.16 0.141

Worker-student —1.04 0.29 —0.27*** —0.40 0.23 —0.141 0.48 0.17 0.22*
status®

Cognitive —0.22 0.10 —0.18* —0.07 0.08 —0.08 0.20 0.06 0.27%%*
reappraisal

Emotional 0.18 0.10 0.151 0.26 0.08 0.28** —0.02 0.06 —0.03
suppression
Total model R? Total = 0.17*** R? Total = 0.14** R? Total = 0.19"**

9 <0.10.% p < 0.05.% p < 0.01.** p < 0.001.
* Gender: 1 = female, 2 = male; ® Study cycl

= bachelor’s degree; 2 = master’s degree; © Worker-student status: 1

n0,2 = yes.
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Modules

MI- “Taste & Science week”
curriculum add-ins

Actions

Focus on apples with scientific teaching about the lifecycle of apples, identify parts of an
apple, seasonality of different apple varieties, nutritional value of eating apples

Teaching tools

Age-appropriate books, videos,
flyers, posters, and student
handouts

MI- “Taste & Science week”
hands-on workshops

M2- “Nutrition weeks” curriculum
add-ins

All activities in the same week: 1-walk to an orchard, discover the different parts of an
apple, talk to a farmer about the stages of planting a seed to growing the apple, different
varieties of apples, differences in taste, use, pick apples (physical activity included through
walking to the orchard); 2- Blind taste testing using senses to identify apple varieties, quiz
on the parts of an apple and stages of life; 3- follow a recipe to collectively cook an apple
crumble in groups (math and reading skills: measuring ingredients, following directions,
leading a team)

Once per week over 4 consecutive weeks: Week 1- survey regarding typical breakfast,
teaching the origins of foods; discuss different types of diets (vegetarian, carnivore,
omnivore, etc.); what animals eat these diets; Week 2- bodily requirements for foods and
functions in the body, categorization of foods; Week 3- food pyramid teaching, students
classify foods into the food pyramid; Week 4- teaching based on balanced meals, what to
eatin 1-meal, 1-day and 1-week, reinforce food functioning in body

Apple crumble recipe, ingredients
provided for all workshops

Pedagogical websites, children’s
nutrition boardgame

M2- “Nutrition weeks” hands-on
workshop

M3- “Breakfast weeks” curriculum
add-ins

Week 5- in groups, students classify foods into “good” and “bad” columns, they present
their results and discuss their classification choice

Students participate in small groups, station 1- showed a picture of common breakfast
foods and students write the name (helps with spelling) and classify it into the food
pyramid, station 2- students choose foods from an envelope and create a meal that looks
appetizing, nutritious and balanced, station 3- students draw what they ate that morning,
write the name of the food and present it to the class

Folder with food pictures

Folder with food pictures, food
pyramid poster

M3-“Family breakfast Mondays”
hands-on workshops

Over 4 consecutive weeks, families were invited to breakfast with their child before school,
two were sweet and two were savory. Teachers and volunteers went to each table and
played games with the children to see if they could recognize the food groups and identify
how the body uses each food (i.c., eggs to build strong muscles, oats found in the cereal to
give energy for the day and yogurt to build healthy bones). At the end of each breakfast,
parents were invited to respond to an online satisfaction survey.

Breakfast ingredients;
reinforcement games; satisfaction
survey

M1, module 1; M2, Module 2; M3, Module 3.
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Duplicate records removed (n = 16)
Records marked as ineligible by
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Records removed for other reasons (n = 0)
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Min.—Max. Percentile 66  Percentile 33

Burnout Possible range

symptoms

Emotional 0-30 1176 7.70 0.00-28.00 15

exhaustion

Cynicism 0-24 520 477 0.00-20.00 7

Professional 0-36 2630 5.44 11.00-36.00 24
efficacy
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Variables

Emotional exhaustion

Gender 883.00 0.58 0.04
Female 146 2.33(1.55) 0.00-5.60
Male 11 2.65 (1.46) 0.60-5.60

Study cycle 2,776.00 0.01 0.20
Bachelor’s degree 121 2.17 (1.47) 0.00-5.60
Master’s degree 36 2.98(1.62) 0.00-5.60

Worker-student status 1,279.00 0.01 —0.25
Yes 32 1.60 (1.38) 0.00-4.80
No 125 2.54(1.52) 0.00-5.60

Cynicism

Gender 994.50 0.18 0.11
Female 146 1.26 (1.17) 0.00-5.00
Male 11 1.82 (1.42) 0.00-4.75

Study cycle 2,535.00 0.13 0.12
Bachelor’s degree 121 1.20 (1.12) 0.00-5.00
Master’s degree 36 1.63 (1.38) 0.00-4.75

‘Worker-student status 1,482.50 0.02 —0.18
Yes 32 0.96 (1.21) 0.00-3.75
No 125 1.39(1.18) 0.00-5.00

Professional Efficacy

Gender 476.00 0.02 —0.18
Female 146 444 (0.87) 1.83-6.00
Male 11 3.68 (1.14) 2.00-5.67

Study cycle 2,763.00 0.01 0.20
Bachelor’s degree 121 429 (0.93) 1.83-6.00
Master’s degree 36 470 (0.75) 3.33-6.00

‘Worker-student status 2,786.50 0.01 0.27
Yes 32 4.83(0.88) 2.17-6.00
No 125 427 (0.88) 1.83-6.00
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