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FOREWORD


‘You don’t know what you’ve got ‘til it’s gone’ has been the refrain of philosophers, poets, parents and politicians down through history. And with a person’s mental and physical health this is especially true.

The best schools in any culture have always placed pastoral care and academic excellence side by side in their mission statements and daily practices. Arguably, the advent of the global pandemic – with children and young people studying in their homes not classrooms for far too long – threw a focus on wellbeing as never before.

Today, teachers and leaders around the globe are giving great thought to the subject of wellbeing, drawing on research and their own practices to ensure that no child comes to school and feels unsupported with their mental and physical health.

Those of us steeped in education – in special schools, primary schools, secondary schools and colleges – often say that students are the future, so obviously it matters how we take care of them on both a daily basis and through policies and practices across the system. Furthermore, as educationists we reflect that if we are truly exercised about our global future, we should be concerned about the present conditions of children across the world, not least those suffering as a result of poverty or conflict.

A word I hear often from UK and international school leaders is ‘belonging’. They are reflecting on that word in animated discussions about student non-attendance. Leaders everywhere are wrestling with a post-Covid sentiment that while families and children still value education, everyday attendance in the place called school is not essential to making academic progress. Anecdotal and data evidence to that effect is ubiquitous.

And yet, ‘belonging’ lies deep in the human psyche. Leaders and teachers who recognise this provide irresistible learning environments so that students want to attend for fear of missing out on what their peers are enjoying. An integral part of irresistible classrooms is how schools innovatively and creatively work with children and young people to ensure they are in the best frame of mind for learning.

The A–Z of Student Wellbeing offers an authoritative and contemporary panorama of how the best schools, leaders and teachers work with their students and achieve great things, in essence securing all our futures. Happy students in any school are fun to be with, comfortable in their own skins, respectful of their peers and their teachers, and thrive socially and academically.

In common with all titles in the A–Z series, Section One is ordered around the 26 A–Z alphabetical headings. Section Two presents fascinating and practical materials for professional application in any setting.

As author Jamie O’Dowd takes us from Atmosphere to Domino, from Illbeing to Jenga, from PERMA to Zzz, his command of research, international current practice and, vitally, current knowledge of classrooms in action, radiates from every page. The ‘Asides’ that conclude each chapter are especially informative and fun.

The truism goes that no school system is better than its teachers. Equally true is that great relationships and positive wellbeing lie at the heart of vibrant and healthy classroom cultures, in any and every context where teachers and their students gather together.

Roy Blatchford, series editor
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A

ATMOSPHERE


When you first set your heart on becoming a teacher, you might have imagined your classroom as a picture-book, idyllic sanctuary, full of happy, eager-to-learn children who adored being in your company. Growing up, I assumed that every teacher set out to be like Miss Honey (from Roald Dahl’s Matilda) but somehow ended up embittered and twisted by the job, becoming more like Miss Trunchbull as each year passed. Thirty years later, I still feel I was partially right.

Critics of wellbeing could argue that it is too abstract and complex a concept to be simplified in an A–Z format like this. So, what better way to begin than with something that is indeed abstract but also fundamental and complex all at once: the atmosphere in a classroom.

As teachers, we are in the privileged position of being the rulers of our own domains. Our classrooms are our workspaces for most of the day. Aside from a rushed coffee break in the morning and, more often than not, a working lunch, we create a home for ourselves and our students in these spaces. The atmosphere in these hallowed rooms directly influences how safe and secure a pupil feels, which, in turn, affects their wellbeing. Establishing this core element of emotional security helps create an atmosphere conducive to both learning and emotional development.

It is possible to walk down a school corridor, visit 10 different classrooms and experience 10 distinct atmospheres in as many minutes, such is the richness and complexity of a school’s ecosystem. This variety is part of what makes the school experience so special and should be celebrated – but only when these atmospheres are consistently positive and conducive to wellbeing. Students have an uncanny ability to assess the atmosphere of a classroom in the time it takes to enter, sit down and take out their pencil cases or laptops. They will adjust their behaviour and expectations quickly based on their initial impressions.


FIRST IMPRESSIONS

The first three minutes can set the tone for the rest of the lesson. A pupil’s natural ability to assess the atmosphere becomes heightened during this time, and they will subconsciously draw all sorts of inferences from factors such as:


	the teacher’s mood, body language, facial expressions and tone of voice


	how, when and where they are greeted


	the layout of the classroom


	classroom displays


	the type of starter activity being used


	how the register is taken


	what is displayed on the board


	how the learning from the previous lesson is recalled or recapped


	how the main task is introduced


	how questions are used.




Apart from the first few days of the school year, students will likely arrive with preconceived expectations of the atmosphere in your classroom, based on their relationship with you and your standing in the school. If you are unsure how your pupils perceive the atmosphere, a simple student voice activity can help. Using a Likert scale, you could ask them to respond to statements like:

‘I look forward to coming to this class/lesson.’

‘Mr/Mrs/Miss/Ms cares as much about me as they do about my progress/learning.’

‘Mr/Mrs/Miss/Ms tries to make lessons enjoyable for us.’

‘I feel safe when I’m in this classroom.’

‘I can tell that Mr/Mrs/Miss/Ms enjoys teaching us.’

A useful task when visiting a new school is to ask the students to name a teacher whose class they enjoy the most. In just five minutes, it is likely you will see more effective wellbeing practices in that classroom than during the rest of your visit. The simple techniques below can contribute to creating an outstanding classroom atmosphere and are easy to observe when visiting different schools and classrooms.

You might want to consider the following list of small changes that could positively impact the atmosphere in your classroom:


	Students are greeted at the door.


	The teacher knows something about most students and asks personalised questions as they enter: ‘How did tennis go last night?’; ‘Are you feeling better?’; ‘How are you feeling about your team losing again at the weekend?’


	Upbeat music is playing quietly as students enter.


	Instead of a traditional register, students move name cards to a column with different ‘emoji’ moods as headers. The teacher completes the register once the students are working, using this as a quick mood snapshot.


	The interactive whiteboard displays a positive message, such as ‘Welcome to Monday Maths!’, with a brainteaser to engage students as they enter.


	The starter activity reviews previous work and is a fun, team-based online quiz (e.g., Kahoot! or Blooket).


	The teacher rarely stays behind their desk, preferring to move among the students, participating in the action.


	Low-level disruption is addressed discreetly while the rest of the class continues working, with clear instructions given.


	The teacher speaks excitedly about the task and the challenges ahead.


	Humour is used appropriately, with students responding warmly.


	There is a clear sense of teamwork between teacher and pupils.


	Students speak more than the teacher, and they are encouraged to challenge or be challenged by each other’s contributions.


	Motivation is maintained by the promise of a reward at the end of the lesson, often another subject-related game.




The atmosphere in a class like this is already structured and organised in a way that promotes wellbeing right from the point of entry – yet everything in this list is simple and tangible. When the teacher of such a class increases the difficulty of learning later in the lesson, an atmosphere has already been established where students feel safe to take risks because the teacher has them engaged and onboard. Students in these types of classrooms will tell you they feel important, safe and cared for by the teacher. Imagine a real-life ‘Miss Honey’, but without the over-the-top fairy-tale sweetness of Roald Dahl’s story.



WHO CONTROLS THE CLIMATE?

Now, think about your own experiences in the world of work. Who do you enjoy collaborating with and why? Who motivates you and gets the best out of you? Which workplaces have you enjoyed working at, and where have the hours dragged?

All of these people and places created their own atmosphere, resulting in your positive or negative responses. A student’s school experience is very similar. As teachers, we must acknowledge that we control the weather in our classrooms, not the students. We are the sunshine, the rain clouds, the thunder or the lightning, depending on the relationships, language and habits that have become ‘norms’ with our group of students.

During Covid, one of the things many students said they missed most about school was the ‘normal’ interactions with their teachers. As learning moved online and teachers became cautious about who might be listening, relationships often suffered. Teacher–pupil banter diminished as many colleagues feared something being taken out of context on camera by adults listening in. This reminds us that relationships rely on seemingly insignificant conversations, and that these are key to the classroom atmosphere.

We shouldn’t underestimate the importance of small talk – the conversations about the weekend, last night’s TV or the weather. These are the building blocks of relationships and atmosphere, but they can be lost under the increasing pressure to deliver curriculum content and meet targets.

A positive atmosphere cannot be created without authenticity. In many ways, it’s the end result of putting all the other elements of this book into practice. Young people won’t be fooled into believing an adult cares if they truly don’t. There’s no ‘tick-box’ list for creating a positive atmosphere; students can see through insincerity instantly. Your classroom’s atmosphere is a reflection of you as a teacher, and it needs to be cared for and nurtured, just like the students in it.


ASIDE

It’s easy to blush and graciously accept a parent’s praise at a parents’ evening, ‘Jenny loves your class!’, before quickly moving on. But take the time to understand the origins of these sentiments. If you can, ask ‘Why?’. You may learn more about your classroom atmosphere than you expect. Most comments won’t be about your teaching, your wonderful displays or the laminated flashcards you send home every week; they will usually reflect how you make their child feel, which is indirect feedback about your classroom’s atmosphere.

Should you ever find yourself on the receiving end of less-favourable feedback, try not to be disheartened. Politely ask the same question: ‘Could you tell me why they feel that way about being in my class?’. You’ll learn more from this than you might imagine, even if it’s tough to hear. It happens to the best of us at some point in our careers!













B

BEHAVIOUR


This chapter is brought to you by the three Cs: consistency, clarity and calmness, the cornerstones of any well-managed classroom.

Pupils’ behaviour is often cited as one of the main reasons why adults are reluctant to pursue or remain in a career in education, and it is a key factor driving teachers to leave the profession. For those who struggle with behaviour management, the skills required to maintain order in the classroom can seem abstract and intangible. For those who manage behaviour effectively, it can feel instinctive, and when asked, ‘What’s your secret?’, they may stare blankly and offer a humble, often dismissive, excuse.

Those who struggle with behaviour often shift the blame onto the ‘naughty kids’, ‘awful parents’ or ‘school leaders who give no support’. Yet, if you gather together all the adults who work with a certain poorly behaved pupil and ask about their behaviour, you’ll likely find that one or two teachers report the same pupil’s behaviour as absolutely fine. So, how is this possible? How can a child behave so badly in one class and be angelic in another, within the space of a morning or afternoon?

The aim here is not to take you through a crash course in behaviour management, but to explore the link between behaviour and a student whose wellbeing needs are not being met. Great wellbeing practice in the classroom recognises the role of all behaviour, not just good behaviour – although, of course, good behaviour makes everything easier for the teacher and the other students. The behaviour of pupils in your class can offer insight into their wellbeing and provide clues about their mental health needs. Depending on your viewpoint, the old adage ‘There’s no such thing as a naughty child’ could be a useful starting point.
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Maslow’s hierarchy of needs


Think of a student you’ve worked with whose needs, according to Maslow’s hierarchy, were not being met. Or, let’s bring it closer to home: think of a time when your safety or physiological needs, or those of your family, were threatened. What instincts kicked in? How did your behaviour differ in those situations compared to your usual behaviour in the classroom or in professional settings? It would be fair to assume the change was significant. Even the meekest adults can turn to aggression when those closest to them are in danger. Mothers of very young children often provide the most extreme examples of this as their instincts to defend and protect can bring out the animal within them.

As humans, our behaviour is shaped by our needs and influenced by our mental health and wellbeing at any given time. Behaviour is often a symptom of a deeper issue. Students experiencing mental health issues or other wellbeing challenges may feel threatened, particularly in relation to their needs at the bottom of Maslow’s hierarchy. In fact, fear or perceived threats are often the root cause of many of the behaviours teachers consider undesirable. These behaviours may signal that a student’s needs are not being met, either inside or outside of school. Rather than rushing to punish, it might be more helpful to explore the underlying causes, as summarised in Table 1.

Table 1 The relationship between student behaviour and unsatisfied needs









	Student behaviour

	Threat of fear they may be experiencing

	Which need is not being met






	Physical/violent

	Threat to their own safety

Fear of being hurt

	The need to be safe; the need to be loved




	Cheating/lying

	Threat to their own safety

Fear of not being good enough

	The need to be understood; the need to be themselves




	Stealing

	Threat to their physiological needs

Fear of ‘not having’ sufficient resources

	The need to have suitable resources




	Poor attitude to teachers

	Threat to their sense of love and belonging

Fear of not being respected

	The need to connect with others




	Poor attitude to peers

	Threat to their self-esteem

Fear of not being accepted/a defence mechanism

	The need to develop relationships




	Lack of engagement

	Threat to their self-actualisation

Fear of failure

	The need to be recognised/rewarded






Let’s now return to the three Cs and consider how adult behaviours can positively impact a pupil’s wellbeing, even during challenging moments.



CONSISTENCY

A pupil’s wellbeing is promoted when behaviour management is consistent in the classroom. Uncertainty about what mood a teacher will be in or what kind of classroom environment they will enter can cause anxiety. As creatures of habit, children benefit from consistency, which helps embed positive behaviours. Without consistency, engagement becomes difficult as pupils remain on high alert, trying to decode the environment and potential threats.

For example, last week when Lisa wrote ‘Fart’ on the whiteboard, Miss X found it endearingly cheeky and mildly admonished her with a grin. Today, when Alex did the same thing, Miss X was furious. Alex was sent out of class, his parents were called in and he faced consequences. The students, now on edge, are unsure where the boundaries lie with a teacher they once felt safe with. This inconsistency threatens their sense of safety and may become a barrier to learning.



CLARITY

When students are unable to understand those around them or have difficulty communicating, frustration can often lead to inappropriate behaviour. Clarity is important for several reasons:


	Comprehension: Children are still developing their language and comprehension skills all the way through their school journey and into adulthood, so it is important to use clear, simple language. Ambiguity can lead to confusion and anxiety.


	Learning: Clear communication models support effective language, learning and behaviour. This is especially important for neurodiverse students and students for whom English is a second language. For all students, language is the gateway to learning and the teacher who is unable to explain and issue instructions necessary for teaching and learning will undoubtedly encounter problems.


	Engagement and participation: When communication is clear, students tend to be more engaged and involved. Clear and positive communication enables a student to access the learning effectively and encourages engagement and participation. In the absence of clarity, students are likely to disengage and their self-esteem can suffer if they feel they are unable to process and follow instructions.


	Emotional connection: Children depend on very clear and direct communication in order to understand emotions and social cues. Expressing yourself clearly allows students to pick up on the emotional tone of your message, which helps promote a deeper emotional connection and understanding. Instructions/expectations that are clear and concise, when used in favour of emotional rants, show you are in control of the situation and help a child feel safe.


	Trust: Language use that is consistent and clear helps build trust between the pupil and the teacher. This is necessary for a positive classroom environment. Flashes of sarcasm or language that demeans or patronises forces the pupil into a shell to protect themself from possible embarrassment or emotional distress. Even when used jokingly, this can affect a pupil’s ability to extend trust in that relationship.


	Developmental stage: Adapting language to the student’s developmental stage avoids confusion and promotes understanding. Children develop at different rates and this is why differentiation has been a key focus for most schools over the last few years. We are seeing students make better progress in their learning when the language used to instruct matches their developmental age and not just their chronological age.


	Self-expression: Clear communication encourages children to express themselves confidently. Having an adult model this constantly provides them
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