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A review of the role of school-related factors in the promotion of student
social and emotional wellbeing at post-primary level
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of Psychology and Social Sciences, Maynooth University, Maynooth, Ireland
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In 2017, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) in the
Republic of Ireland introduced a universal social and emotional learning (SEL)
intervention in the form of the NCCA wellbeing guidelines. These guidelines are
aimed at facilitating the promotion of student wellbeing during the first three
years of post-primary education. This paper will provide an overview of the
NCCA wellbeing guidelines, while also establishing the educational context
within which these guidelines have become necessary. While the introduction of
these guidelines is arguably timely, little is known of the attitudes and
perspectives that are held by the principal stakeholders, namely the educators,
regarding these guidelines and the promotion of student wellbeing in general.
This constitutes a significant gap in knowledge as the success (or otherwise) of
the new wellbeing guidelines in Ireland may be in some way contingent upon
teachers’ attitudes toward both the guidelines themselves, and their ability to
deliver them. It will be proposed that research, which is currently being
conducted, is necessary to further understand educators’ perspectives in this area
in order to secure ‘whole-school’ implementation of the wellbeing guidelines and
curricula.
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Introduction

The benefits of programmes and interventions designed to promote social and
emotional learning (SEL) in educational settings have been widely documented
(Dowling and Barry 2017; Greenberg et al. 2017). These are typically delivered at
three levels. ‘Universal’ interventions are designed to be used among the general
student population to reduce or prevent social, emotional, and behavioural issues
that are predicated by common risk factors such as stress or anxiety. This type of inter-
vention tends not to focus on addressing individual risk factors, such as ethnicity or
socio-economic background, but are more generic in their emphasis. For example,
‘UPRIGHT’ is an EU funded universal intervention that aims to help facilitate a
general culture of mental wellbeing promotion in schools (Uprightproject.eu 2018).

‘Selective’ interventions target students who present with one or more specific
risk factors and may therefore be at greater risk of negative outcomes. These
interventions are more conceptually precise and focused than universal interventions.
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For example, the ‘Preventure’ programme in the Netherlands targets students with
specific personality profiles who may be at risk of substance abuse (Lammers et al.
2017).

Finally, ‘indicated’ interventions target individuals who are demonstrating early
signs of social, emotional, or behavioural difficulties and who are therefore considered
to be high risk when compared to their peers. An example of this type of intervention
would be the ‘Interpersonal Psychotherapy-Adolescent Skills Training’ programme
(IP-AST) which is a school-based preventive mental health programme targeted at
young people with depressive symptoms in the United States (Young, Mufson, and
Davies 2006).

The first of these intervention types will be the primary focus of this paper. Accord-
ing to Greenberg et al. (2017), school-based universal interventions commonly focus
on three areas; improving school structure (e.g. school policies); supporting teachers’
pedagogy and instructional quality; and offering SEL curricula that promote knowl-
edge and skills among all students. With this in mind, in 2017, the National Council
for Curriculum and Assessment in Ireland (NCCA) published a new universal inter-
vention in the form of the NCCAwellbeing guidelines. These guidelines are designed
to supplement current school policies and curricula in enabling students to develop a
wide range of cognitive, affective, and behavioural skills to help promote their social
and emotional wellbeing. Importantly, the guidelines afford equal focus to the entire
student-body rather than those who may in some way be disadvantaged by virtue of,
amongst other things, socioeconomic background, ethnicity, or gender. The guidelines
stipulate that, as of September 2017, all post-primary schools in Ireland are required
to allocate 300 hours over the three-year junior-cycle to providing instruction in the
promotion of the social and emotional wellbeing of their students, increasing to
400 hours by 2020.

The aims of this paper are to: (1) identify and discuss a number of factors that have
been identified in the international literature as influencing the wellbeing of post-
primary students and are specific to the school setting; (2) describe the NCCA well-
being guidelines and outline how they may be implemented to help promote student
wellbeing, and; (3) identify current gaps in knowledge in this field and how they
may be addressed.

School-related factors influencing student wellbeing

The Department of Education and Skills in Ireland (DES) (2013) identified several
broad protective factors that are considered to be conducive to the development of stu-
dents’ social and emotional wellbeing. These include: the provision of a positive school
climate; maintenance of a sense of (student) connectedness with the school; positive
inter-student and student/teacher relationships; fostering expectations of high achieve-
ment; participation in extra-curricular activities, and; the provision of support and
professional development for teachers. The implications of these factors with regard
to students’ social and emotional wellbeing will be discussed in the following
section. However, it should be noted that the list of factors discussed in this paper is
not exhaustive. Rather, the purpose of this section is to briefly highlight some of the
more salient factors which have been consistently found to influence students’ social
and emotional wellbeing.
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School infrastructure

Research conducted in Belgium (Engels et al. 2004) attempted to identify a relation-
ship between students’ social and emotional wellbeing and school infrastructure.
These authors concluded that school infrastructure is a significant factor with
regard to students’ social and emotional wellbeing, stating that ‘it goes without
saying that a pleasant environment and involvement in its enhancement is conducive
to a positive atmosphere at school’ (2004, 138). However, an examination of the find-
ings of this study showed that mean scores for students’ perceptions of the importance
to wellbeing of infrastructure and facilities were the lowest of all considered variables.
Thus, it would appear that school infrastructure, whilst important, may be less influ-
ential than other factors, and that the relationship between school infrastructure and
student wellbeing may well be mediated by school climate.

Further, more recent, research also conducted in Belgium (Cuyvers et al. 2010)
found that good/poor infrastructure was not highly predictive of measures of well-
being, and that levels of student wellbeing can be significantly influenced by other
factors. For example, these authors found that when schools were capable of dealing
with problems, students were well behaved, and students had regular contact with
their friends, the potential negative influence of less well-developed infrastructure
could be mitigated to the point where measures of wellbeing can reflect those seen
in schools with well-developed infrastructure. It could therefore be suggested that,
while school infrastructure may influence levels of student wellbeing, this may be
largely mediated by aspects of school climate such as, peer behaviour, peer relations,
and teacher support. Indeed, this argument is supported by research conducted in
Australia that emphasised the importance of aspects of school climate, such as aca-
demic support, academic satisfaction, school satisfaction, positive student/teacher
relationships, school connectedness, and order and discipline. These aspects of the
school climate are broadly representative of academic climate and inclusion/interper-
sonal relationships (Zullig, Huebner, and Patton 2010) and will be discussed in more
detail below.

School climate

A number of studies have indicated that assessments and examinations can be a source
of considerable stress and anxiety for post-primary students (Huan et al. 2008;
Putwain 2009). In Ireland, it has been observed that a focus upon exam preparation
typically increases as state examinations approach, with the use of active teaching
methodologies (which students find most engaging) becoming more infrequent
(Smyth et al. 2007). The emphasis placed upon academic achievement can contribute
to a stressful academic climate which, in turn, has been demonstrated to negatively
impact students’ wellbeing and academic performance (Banks and Smyth 2015).
Aspects of academic climate, such as the organisation of student learning and day-
to-day classroom processes, have also been reported to influence student achievement
over and beyond factors such as social background and prior ability (Smyth et al.
2007). In addition, Banks and Smyth (2015) found that students’ self-efficacy can be
greatly influenced by their perceptions of the support structures inherent within the
academic climate of, and by a sense of connectedness to, the school.

School connectedness describes the quality of social relationships within the
school, and the extent to which students feel like they belong at, and are cared
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for by, the school. A sense of school connectedness is positively associated with aca-
demic achievement, peer and teacher relationships, and emotional wellbeing
(Waters, Cross, and Shaw 2010). Conversely, the absence of a sense of school con-
nectedness can be indicative of poor student/peer and student/teacher relationships,
poor class management (on the part of the teacher), and social isolation. This can
result in a range of negative cognitive and affective outcomes such as anxiety,
reduced self-esteem, and lower levels of psychological adjustment (Way, Reddy,
and Rhodes 2007; Lester and Cross 2015). O’Brien (2008) argued that the degree
of stress experienced due to an over-bearing academic climate could be mitigated
by a healthy social climate. In this respect, O’Brien found that Irish post-primary
students prioritised having at least one close friend, and the absence of bullying,
as essential to their subjective wellbeing. More positive experiences of post-
primary education in an Irish context were found among students with larger friend-
ship networks (Smyth 2017). Furthermore, when friendships formed in primary edu-
cation were sustained into post-primary education, Irish students were found to be
more resilient against the onset of negative affect, and were more insulated against
the potential for being bullied in the first year of post-primary education (O’Brien
2008).

Student/teacher relationships

One of the most prominent and recurring themes in the literature with regard to school
climate and student wellbeing is the relationship between students and their teachers
(Spilt, Koomen, and Thijs 2011; INTO 2012; Smyth 2015, 2017). The student/teacher
relationship has been found to account for almost 30% of the success of students at
school (Hattie 2003). A study of Irish, English and American post-primary teachers
found that the success of a teacher (in terms of engendering positive social, emotional,
and academic outcomes for students) was strongly influenced by their ability to relate
the curriculum to the every-day lives of their students (Killeavy, Collinson, and Ste-
phenson 2003). This, the authors argued, was predicated upon teachers’ deep under-
standing and knowledge of their students. It should be noted that there is a lack of
knowledge in an Irish context regarding this aspect of the student/teacher relationship.
However, several international studies do suggest that a significant proportion of a tea-
chers’ skill-set is non-academic, encompassing the ability to cultivate mutually ben-
eficial interpersonal relationships (Telli, Den Brok, and Cakiroglu 2007; Cadima,
Leal, and Burchinal 2010).

Research has also consistently identified that building positive relationships with
students is one of the most important sources of enjoyment and fulfilment in teachers’
careers (Hargreaves 2000; Spilt, Koomen, and Thijs 2011). It has further been
suggested that relationships with students may reciprocally influence teachers’ pro-
fessional and personal self-views. Teachers may engage in social referencing of their
students to disconfirm negative professional or relational schema. For example, tea-
chers may engage with students to dispel potential insecurities about their teaching
ability (Golby 1996; Riley 2009). Davis (2006) referred to this as ‘dual relationships’,
whereby teachers use their relationships with students to satisfy some of their own
needs. Davis suggested that this behaviour may be more likely to be exhibited by
new teachers whomay wish to be seen to be competent, or to be considered by students
as a friend.
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Teachers have been found to highly value their relationships with students (Har-
greaves 2000; Spilt, Koomen, and Thijs 2011), and such relationships have been pro-
posed to be the optimal dynamic within which to promote the growth and fulfilment of
each students’ potentialities, or what is referred to as their ‘self-actualisation’ (Deci
and Ryan 2000). It is proposed that students might best pursue self-actualisation
within a ‘student/teacher dialectical framework’. This framework highlights the
importance of relationships in which individuals of high status or expertise attempt
to motivate those of lesser status or expertise (Reeve, Deci, and Ryan 2004). Within
the dialectical framework, students tend to become more highly motivated when
their teachers can cultivate close interpersonal relationships, while facilitating auton-
omous and self-directed learning. This process is thought to be informed by three fun-
damental and universal psychological factors: autonomy (i.e. responsibility for self-
actualisation); relatedness (i.e. support and interpersonal regard), and; competence
(i.e. feeling capable of achieving desired outcomes) (Deci and Ryan 2000). Buhrmester
(1990) argues that relatedness and belonging in particular become especially impor-
tant as children enter adolescence, whereby the ability to maintain positive relation-
ships is related to higher levels of sociability and self-esteem and increased self-
efficacy, as well as reduced hostility, anxiousness, and depression. However, when
self-determination is frustrated, motivational and regulatory processes can become
maladaptive and detrimental to wellbeing.

Specific aspects of student/teacher interpersonal behaviour have been found to be
among the strongest correlates of students’ cognitive, emotional, and behavioural
engagement (Van Uden, Ritzen, and Pieters 2013). For example, teacher ‘belonging-
ness’, or the feeling of being supported and accepted by teachers, has been conceptu-
alised as existing within a reciprocal triad along with engagement and academic
autonomy. In other words, students’ perceptions of academic autonomy and teacher
belongingness can contribute to higher levels of academic engagement which, in
turn can elicit increased support for autonomy and belongingness from teachers
(Van Ryzin, Gravely, and Roseth 2009). Conversely, this relationship can become
strained with the perception of excessively punitive teacher behaviour.

‘Directly controlling teacher behaviours’ (DCTB) are ‘explicit attempts to fully
and instantly change the behaviours children presently engage in or the opinions
they hold’ (Assor et al. 2005, 398). DCTB can present as not allowing students to
work at a comfortable pace, excessive imposition of directives, and not permitting stu-
dents to express opinions that differ from those of the teacher. The presence of DCTB
can result in an erroneous perception of compliant and academically engaged stu-
dents, as students may be too fearful of over-controlling teachers to vocalise their
opinions. This, in turn, can lead to amotivation and feelings of anger and anxiety
(Assor et al. 2005). For example, Smyth (2017) found that students who received exces-
sive punitive reprimands and less positive feedback from their teachers were more
likely to have negative attitudes towards school and school subjects.

The influence of context upon student wellbeing

The impact of infrastructure, climate, and connectedness upon student wellbeing can
be greatly affected by the context within which a particular student may find them-
selves. The spectrum of contextual factors in this regard is wide and can include;
the urban/rural setting; fee-paying/non-fee-paying status; single-sex vs co-educational
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practices; admissions policies, and; denomination. These factors are too numerous and
too complex to be unpacked in sufficient depth in the present paper. However, the
urban/rural setting is a useful exemplar of the influence of context as students of
each respective setting can be presentedwith particular challenges with regard to infra-
structure, climate, and connectedness. These challenges will now be briefly outlined.

A comprehensive study of OECD member states found that students in urban
schools tend to outperform those in rural schools on most measures of wellbeing
(OECD 2013). While urban/rural differences were found to be influenced by socio-
economic factors, characteristics of the urban school environment, such as autonomy
and the availability of an adequate supply of teachers, were also found to be important
factors. With regard to the aforementioned argument of student/teacher relationships,
rural schools may be perceived to present with one distinct advantage in that schools
and classes tend to be significantly smaller in rural settings (RuralSettlementIreland.-
com 2017) despite the growth, in the last 20 years, of larger schools in rural areas.

Smaller schools and classes may be beneficial with regard to academic perform-
ance, the development of reciprocal student/teacher relationships, and the promotion
of a generally positive school climate (Darmody, Smyth, and Doherty 2010; Zahorik
et al. 2012). However, smaller classes may also lead to a perception among students
that they are being more closely monitored, thereby leading to a potential for
student disengagement (Smyth 2015). Recent research conducted in Ireland found
that students in rural DEIS1 schools, when compared to their counterparts in urban
areas, were less likely to enjoy school, to like their teachers, and to take pride in
their school work, while they also demonstrated lower levels of self-efficacy in terms
of their aspirations for attaining third level education (Weir, Errity, and McAvinue
2015).

Research has also identified significantly lower levels of peer interaction among
rural students in DEIS schools (Weir, Errity, and McAvinue 2015). Conversely, the
same authors suggest that when young peoples’ friends are not within easy access,
the reduced time spent socialising with peers can lead to rural students developing
deeper and more meaningful relationships with their parents. Indeed, approximately
one third of teachers in rural schools rated home support as ‘very good’ compared
to one quarter of their urban counterparts.

Research has consistently highlighted the importance of parental involvement with
regard to both academic achievement and the promotion of student wellbeing
(O’Brien 2008; Van Uden, Ritzen, and Pieters 2013; OECD 2017). However, it has
been suggested that higher levels of academic achievement on the part of parents (par-
ticularly the attainment of a third level qualification) could increase academic anxiety
in students as they can feel more pressure to perform in school (Smyth 2015). Consid-
ering that Weir, Errity, and McAvinue (2015) found parents in rural DEIS settings to
be more highly educated than their urban counterparts, the cause of the discrepancy in
wellbeing between students in an urban and rural setting could be partially attributed
to the perception of increased academic stressors on the part of the rural students. The
increased proximity to both teachers and parents, which would otherwise be beneficial
to academic outcomes and emotional wellbeing, may result in increased levels of aca-
demic anxiety amongst rural students.

Academic anxiety (amongst other things) may be alleviated, at least in part,
through participation in extra-curricular and pro-social activities (Fredricks and
Eccles 2008). While the rural context can present some difficulties in terms of
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accessing such activities, the research conducted byWeir, Errity, andMcAvinue (2015)
regarding urban and rural DEIS schools found that rural-based students are more
likely to engage in structured activities such as sport, with urban students tending to
engage in unstructured activities such as attendance at youth clubs and recreational
centres. The former has been shown to predict a greater sense of belonging and
higher levels of academic aspiration (Darling, Caldwell, and Smith 2005; Fredricks
and Eccles 2008), while the latter can predict problematic behaviour (Hoeben and
Weerman 2016), particularly among those from disadvantaged backgrounds
(Booth, Farrell, and Varano 2008). The sometimes-remote nature of the Irish country-
side can often present difficulties with regard to availability of, and accessibility to,
sports facilities. As a result, rural schools can frequently function as community
hubs (Fahey, Delaney, and Gannon 2005). The inconvenience of inaccessibility may
then inadvertently benefit rural students as, for example, the available extra-curricular
activities are more likely to be structured in nature.

A summary position on student wellbeing

The influences upon student wellbeing are numerous. An adaptive school climate has
been found to be one of the most salient factors in promoting the development of stu-
dents’ social and emotional wellbeing. However, it has been demonstrated that the aca-
demic climate in Irish schools may contribute to the onset of academic anxiety among
students, particularly as students prepare for state examinations. Nurturing students’
self-efficacy can insulate against this anxiety, while instilling a positive social climate
and promoting student connectedness can have reciprocal benefits for both students
and teachers. School climate can be significantly influenced by context, as demon-
strated through the example of the urban/rural setting, with factors such as academic
pressure and student/teacher relationships tending to vary across these settings. In light
of the many challenges students face in this regard, a number of policies and directives
have recently been put in place to attend to the overall wellbeing of junior-cycle
students.

Responding to the wellbeing needs of junior-cycle students in Ireland

Over the last decade, there has been a noticeable increase in the movement towards
addressing the issue of student wellbeing in Irish schools. A number of policy docu-
ments have been released that establish a framework within which schools are afforded
a large degree of autonomy in developing and implementing policies and practices to
realise the maximum potential of their students’wellbeing (see, for example ‘Wellbeing
policy statement and framework for practice 2018–2023’ [Department of Education
and Skills 2018], ‘A framework for improved health and wellbeing, 2013–2025’
[Department of Health 2013], and ‘Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures: The national
policy framework for children and young people 2014–2020’ [Department of Children
and Youth Affairs 2014]). In 2017, the NCCAwellbeing guidelines were introduced to
complement the integration of these policies and frameworks, and to further assist
schools to develop their students’ social and emotional wellbeing.

The stated aim of these guidelines is to ‘support schools in planning and develop-
ing a coherent wellbeing program that builds on the understandings, practices and cur-
ricula for wellbeing already existing in schools’ (NCCA 2017, 8). The guidelines
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challenge the perceived traditional tendency to conceptualise positive student well-
being as the achievement of sustained positive feelings and attitudes, instead
arguing that positive wellbeing should be considered ‘less a state of being but more
as a process of well-becoming’ (NCCA 2017, 15). It is specified that wellbeing is a
life long journey and that it is important to communicate to students that there will
be setbacks and times of low moods, feelings, etc., as they pursue their most balanced
state of wellbeing.

The NCCA guidelines state that student wellbeing should be assessed in relation to
six indicators of wellbeing; being active, responsible, connected, resilient, respected,
and aware (NCCA 2017, 45). It is suggested that teachers should regularly and infor-
mally monitor their students for these indicators, with emphasis placed on the impor-
tance of ongoing assessment. This is considered necessary in providing ‘an overview of
the knowledge, skills and attitudes that students are moving towards achieving in
support of their wellbeing’ (NCCA 2017, 72). It is also stated that ‘the focus of well-
being assessment is to gather evidence of what the student has learned about wellbeing,
i.e. the knowledge, skills and dispositions students have gained’ (NCCA 2017, 72).
More formal reporting practices are proposed to be conducted intermittently, includ-
ing self-report questionnaires (for both students and teachers), poster presentations,
and video assignments. At the end of the third academic year (i.e. the end of the
junior-cycle), schools will be provided with templates for reporting on wellbeing in
accordance with the Junior Cycle Profile of Achievement (JCPA). These templates
are formatted to gather information regarding students’ achievements in the state-cer-
tified final examinations; Classroom-Based Assessments (CBA) in subjects and short
courses, where relevant; other areas of learning, and; L2 Learning programmes
(L2LP’s),2 where relevant (Department of Education and Skills 2017).

While the introduction of these guidelines is arguably necessary and timely in the
current education climate, there are a number of aspects regarding design, implemen-
tation, and assessment that may need attention. For example, the assessment method-
ology (i.e. how the guidelines propose student wellbeing should be assessed) tends to
emphasise students’ knowledge and understanding of the concept of wellbeing at the
expense of understanding students’ own subjective experiences of developing their
wellbeing. The guidelines state that

assessment in wellbeing is not about teachers assessing where the student is situated on the
continuum of wellbeing or the students’ subjective state of wellbeing. It would be counter-
productive for a teacher to make a judgement about a student’s wellbeing per se… .
(NCCA 2017, 72)

It could be argued here that accounting for the subjective experiences of students
would help to promote a more holistic understanding of the process of ‘well-
becoming’.

Furthermore, there is, as yet, no planned evaluation of the extent to which the well-
being guidelines contribute to improving student wellbeing. Thus, while the indicators
of wellbeing within the guidelines closely reflect Seligman’s (2003) ‘PERMA’model of
wellbeing –which is awidely supported approach toward promoting student wellbeing
(Kern et al. 2014; The Royal School 2019) – there is no attendant measurement of
impact in this respect. For example, aspects of wellbeing may be assessed on an
ongoing basis using tools such as the ‘Satisfaction with Life Scale’ and the ‘Growth
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Mindset Scale’ (e.g. to assess the extent to which students believed their mindsets to be
fixed versus open to growth and experience) (Kern et al. 2014). Finally, and perhaps
most pertinently, the implementation of the wellbeing guidelines would arguably
benefit from the input of the educators involved in delivering the wellbeing curriculum.

Educators’ attitudes with regard to wellbeing curricula

In highlighting the importance of educators in implementing interventions aimed at
supporting and enhancing student social and emotional wellbeing, the NCCA guide-
lines aptly identify that ‘wellbeing starts with the staff ’ (NCCA 2017, 29). It is further
proposed that teachers require professional development to ensure that they build a
deep conceptual understanding of wellbeing and are confident in utilising the
approaches necessary to nurture student wellbeing. Positive teacher perceptions of
the wellbeing programme, and an understanding of how teachers can contribute to
the wellbeing of their students, are considered to be essential to the success of any well-
being programme. Likewise, according to Barrow (1981), the teacher plays a central
role in the educational process and, therefore, the impact of health education upon
pupils is not only dependent upon the knowledge and skills of the teacher, but also
upon their perceptions, attitudes, and personal example. However, developing a holis-
tic understanding of educators’ attitudes with regard to their role in promoting the
social and emotional wellbeing of their students is an area that is somewhat under-rep-
resented in the available literature. That said, there is considerable research that
focuses on particular cohorts, contexts, and variables, which may allow for tentative
inferences to be made about educators’ general attitudes toward promoting student
wellbeing.

For example, research conducted in Cyprus indicated that the more positive tea-
chers are about their own health, the more positive they are likely to be about health
education as a part of their schools’ curriculum (Fontana and Apostolidou 2002).
However, subsequent research conducted by Apostolidou and Fontana (2003)
suggests that teachers’ attitudes towards the implementation of wellbeing interven-
tions may not be wholly positive. Indeed, in their follow-up study, it was found
that, whilst 87% of teachers welcomed the opportunity to teach health education,
61% believed the school curriculum to be overloaded and unable to accommodate
health education. Furthermore, teachers largely felt inadequately trained to deliver
health education, with 82% identifying the need for more in-service training in
‘health matters’, and 84% indicating a need for training in ‘the methodology of
health education’. The authors proposed that training in health education would
facilitate the development of more positive attitudes toward the teaching of the
subject. A similar trend was identified with regard to the implementation of a
more specified healthy life-style intervention in South Africa (Hill et al. 2015).
This study examined the implementation of the ‘HealthKick’ intervention, which
aims to promote a healthy lifestyle among students, with a particular focus on
student diet. Among the six participating schools, it was found that teachers’ percep-
tions of an already heavy workload and a reluctance to participate in non-compul-
sory activities were the most prominent barriers to implementation. However, it
was also found that an appropriate introduction to the programme and continued
interaction and support for teachers were beneficial to teacher perception and pro-
gramme implementation.
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A recent review of the literature which examined the implementation of a universal
SEL (the MindUP programme) also found that teachers required more training with
regard to delivering many aspects of SEL curricula (Maloney et al. 2016). There would
appear to be a recurring theme within the literature which highlights training and
workload as significant factors influencing teachers’ perceptions of wellbeing curricula
(Apostolidou and Fontana 2003; Hill et al. 2015; Byrne, Rietdijk, and Pickett 2018).
There may also be a degree of discomfort among teachers with regard to the delivery of
some aspects of the wellbeing curricula. For example, Shannon and Smith (2015)
observed that teachers in Australia felt considerable discomfort when involved in
the delivery of sexuality education. It was also suggested that teachers may tend to
be somewhat reticent with regard to Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgendered, Queer,
Inter-sex (LGBTQI) students as a result of a lack of training and a perceived ambigu-
ity with regard to relevant school policy.

Similar to the issues of training and workload, teacher discomfort is commonly
reported with regard to the requirements of attending to the social and emotional well-
being of students (Walter, Gouze, and Lim 2006; Moor et al. 2007). For example,
research conducted by Rothì, Leavey, and Best (2008) found that teachers in
England expressed concern about the changing nature of their responsibilities with
regard to attending to the wellbeing of their students. It was also noted that a require-
ment to attend to the social and emotional wellbeing of students could negatively
impact job satisfaction and teachers’ own psychological wellbeing. A similar senti-
ment was reported among Irish teachers as 71% of schools reported teacher discom-
fort with delivering Relationship and Sexuality Education (RSE) to be the most
significant barrier to full implementation of this aspect of the curriculum. Further-
more, 82% of schools reported that the curriculum was too overcrowded to accommo-
date the RSE curriculum, with approximately two-thirds agreeing that the delivery of
RSE adds to the perceived pressure in delivering core exam subjects (Mayock, Kitch-
ing, and Morgan 2007). A more recent study highlighted the issue of subject status
with regard to the greater SPHE curriculum. It was found that, although teachers
identified the benefits of SPHE (in this case, for male students), consideration for
the importance of this aspect of the curriculum tended to be marginalised, with tea-
chers tending to focus on the delivery of the core exam subjects (Doyle 2017). This
may in part be attributed to a lack of understanding of the benefits, for both students
and teachers, of the whole-school implementation of the SPHE curriculum (Nic Gab-
hainn and Barry 2013). Indeed, Moynihan, Jourdan, and Mannix McNamara (2016)
make the argument that Irish educational policy needs to conceptualise the whole-
school approach more clearly.

With regard to teachers’ tendency to focus on core exam subjects, the opposite
would appear to be true for support staff such as guidance counsellors. A review con-
ducted by the Institute of Guidance Counsellors (2016) found that, due to a sustained
reduction in resources since the 2012 Budget, there has been an overall decrease in gui-
dance counsellor practice hours, as well as a preference for classroom guidance at the
expense of one-to-one guidance, and an increase in guidance counsellors performing a
full-time teaching role. Unlike teachers, guidance counsellors have argued strongly for
their need to attend to the pastoral care of their students (Hearne and Galvin 2014;
Hearne, Geary, and Martin 2017). Thus, while teachers feel that their delivery of
the core curriculum may be hindered by the requirement to attend to student well-
being, guidance counsellors view the requirement to assist in the delivery of the core

448 D. Byrne et al.



curriculum as a barrier to their delivery of pastoral care. This may prove to be proble-
matic in terms of the whole-school approach to implementation that is advocated by
the NCCA (2017).

Indeed, it may well be that guidance counsellors might be the most appropriate
leaders with regard to the implementation of the wellbeing guidelines. For instance,
Hearne and Galvin (2014, 236) argue that

if the guidance counsellors were to become more involved in the promotion and in-house
training of a whole-school approach, as well as pastoral care training, it might encourage
more regular teachers to engage in pastoral care activities in the school.

Thus, guidance counsellors could play a key role in helping to dispel the perception
among teachers of pastoral care as burdensome, and help to secure teacher buy-in
to the whole-school approach to promoting student wellbeing. However, this may
prove to be challenging in view of the historical and current resource constraints
experienced by guidance counselling services, particularly at a junior-cycle level
(Hearne, Geary, and Martin 2017).

Directions for future research

The available literature suggests that there are a large number of factors which impact
upon the social and emotional wellbeing of students in post-primary education – too
many to be explored within the scope of this paper. However, school culture was high-
lighted here as important, with particular consideration for the student/teacher
relationship and the importance of establishing a healthy student/teacher dialectical
framework. The complexity inherent in maintaining this relationship was demon-
strated with one example of a moderating variable, namely the urban/rural context.
The number and complex nature these factors arguably supports the need to introduce
wellbeing guidelines for schools (as in the case of the NCCA guidelines in Ireland).
However, future research may be necessary to examine how well these guidelines func-
tion in terms of impacting positively (or not) on student wellbeing in Irish schools.
Further research might also examine the attitudes and opinions of educators and
incorporate these into the design and implementation of any wellbeing intervention.

The importance of positive teacher perceptions of wellbeing policies and curricula
is clearly in evidence throughout the international literature. It can be seen that nega-
tive teacher perceptions of such policies and curricula may inhibit the development of
a healthy student/teacher dialectical framework which, in turn, can negatively impact
student wellbeing. It has also been shown that, while there may be concerns regarding
training and teacher comfort in delivering wellbeing curricula, teachers tend to have
largely positive views of SEL programmes and the promotion of student wellbeing.
However, relatively little research has been conducted in this regard within an Irish
context. With the recent implementation of the NCCA wellbeing guidelines, an
ideal opportunity exists to examine the attitudes and opinions of Irish post-primary
educators with regard to the strengths, weaknesses, and implementation of these
new guidelines.

We are currently conducting research which will address this gap in knowledge by
examining educators’ attitudes towards the wellbeing guidelines and the wider well-
being curricula. This research will: (1) explore the attitudes and opinions of educators
toward the promotion of student wellbeing in Irish post-primary schools; (2) examine

Irish Educational Studies 449



the attitudes and opinions of educators toward the recently published wellbeing guide-
lines; (3) identify any potential issues or barriers that educators may feel pertain to the
development of student wellbeing; and (4) identify any changes to the wellbeing cur-
riculum that educators may believe necessary to ensure the effective promotion of
student wellbeing. This research will represent the first large-scale attempt to incorpor-
ate the attitudes and opinions of Irish educators into the provision of potential rec-
ommendations for refinement within the wellbeing guidelines and/or curricula, thus,
contributing to the continued enhancement of best-practice with regard to the pro-
motion of students’ social and emotional wellbeing.

Conclusion

The recently introduced NCCAwellbeing guidelines (2017) aim to facilitate the devel-
opment of a set of cognitive, affective, and behavioural skills in students from all socio-
economic and demographic backgrounds. It is widely noted within the literature that
teachers play a significant role in the successful implementation, and effectiveness, of
any SEL programme or curriculum. It follows, therefore, that the success (or other-
wise) of the new wellbeing guidelines in Ireland may be in some way contingent
upon teachers’ attitudes toward both the guidelines themselves, and their ability to
deliver them. However, little is known about the attitudes of teachers towards the well-
being guidelines or the promotion of student wellbeing. To this end, the research that is
currently underway will provide important insights into educators’ attitudes toward,
and opinions of, the new guidelines and the wider wellbeing curricula as well as the
barriers and facilitators to successful implementation.

Notes
1. DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools) is an integrated school support pro-

gramme used by the Department of Education and Skills to address educational disadvan-
tage in the Republic of Ireland. For more information see https://www.education.ie/en/
Schools-Colleges/Services/DEIS-Delivering-Equality-of-Opportunity-in-Schools-/

2. L2 Learning Programmes are designed to provide students with special educational needs (of
higher functioning moderate and low functioning mild categories), with a Junior Certificate
aligned to level 2 of the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ).
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