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Abstract 

Purpose:  This context specific action research, explores post primary school teachers’ 

professional experiences in their dealings with pupils’ emotional difficulties, in order to 

develop a conceptualised change for improved school practice, including what personal 

emotional support staff need, in order to meet the requirements of pupils.  The theoretical 

framework for the study draws from Bourdieu’s theories of social reproduction and 

cultural capital, along with Breakwell’s theory of identity and social representations. 

Identifying and understanding individual teacher positions is of crucial importance, in an 

area where teachers are believed to be key contributors in the wider support mechanism 

for pupils exhibiting a range of health and wellbeing problems.  

Method: This study is based on a qualitative approach. There were two phases: phase 

one included three focus group interviews and one individual interview with fifteen staff 

participating. Following a series of school actions, phase two was implemented. This 

included ten individual interviews. All interviewed at phase two had participated in phase 

one. 

Data: Transcripts of the interviews were analysed using thematic analysis. The high 

inputs of the teachers’ own words are integral to the authentication of the study. Five 

themes emerged: Stress; Support; Training, Roles and Responsibilities, and School 

Culture and Identity. 

Findings: The outcomes provide an insight into individual and group emotional and 

cognitive processes. They offer an illumination into some of the subjective beliefs held 

by staff and directed thinking to a realistic improvement for current school practices to 

meet the practical and emotional needs of staff and pupils.  

Key words: Professional identity; Roles and Responsibilities; School Ethos; Emotional 

Health and Wellbeing; Training; Practice
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

 

Teachers are increasingly having to deal with the emotional health and wellbeing issues 

of their pupils. There is now a significant body of international research, which supports 

the importance of pupils’ emotional health and wellbeing. Statham and Chase (2010) 

made clear the close links between learning and wellbeing, describing it as ‘...intertwined’ 

(p.14). A report by Stanwick, Ong and Karmel (2006) provided researched links to the 

benefits between ‘...education and health and wellbeing for individuals’ (p.9).  They 

include the indirect effects realised through having the benefits of education, these attach 

to improved jobs, healthier work environments and having the financial resources to meet 

better levels of health provision and socialisation.  

The Department of Education (NI) and the Education and Training Inspectorate (NI), 

direct teachers to deliver quality formal school health programmes; teachers in Northern 

Ireland, are also expected by these external agencies to promote young peoples’ mental 

health and wellbeing as part of a whole school pastoral care programme. In a media 

interview, in September 2014, Mr John O’Dowd, the Education Minister (NI), underlined 

the importance of emotional health and wellbeing among children and young people.  Mr 

O’Dowd said that the promotion of mental wellbeing was central to what schools did and 

that teachers and support staff played an integral role in delivering this. Aldridge and 

McChesney (2018) reiterate this endorsement of schools’ responsibilities to deliver 

quality mental wellbeing stating that the promotion of adolescent mental health ‘...is a 

global priority, and that schools have an important role to play’ (p.121). 

What requires consideration is how teachers, within a school context, perceive this 

expectation on their professional role and the attendant responsibilities. The literature 

suggests that only a small number of studies have looked at teachers’ views about the 

needs of pupils in relation to emotional health. While teachers, generally, accepted 

emotional health support as integral to their role as educators, they articulated a lack of 

knowledge in how to provide appropriate and effective intervention. Kidger, Donovan, 

Biddle, Campbell and Gunnell (2009) and Cohen (2006), argued for a re-prioritization of 

the goals of education to include social, emotional and ethical competencies.  
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There is little teacher specific guidance provided to schools, in the United Kingdom (UK), 

and in Northern Ireland (NI), where this research study is set. Between 2003 and 2011, 

the government in Northern Ireland responded to an increase in the evidence about the 

poor levels of young people’s emotional and mental health. They gave full support to the 

Bamford Review (Bamford 2006), as well as the Children and Young People Funding 

Package (CYPFP, 2006), the Promoting Mental Health Strategy and Action Plan 2003-

2008 (PHA, 2003) and Protect Life: A Shared Vision- The Northern Ireland Suicide 

Prevention Strategy and Action Plan 2006-11(DHSSPS2006); this was refreshed in 2012. 

The Department of Education (NI) published the guidance, ‘Protecting Life in Schools’ 

in 2016. While there has been considerable acknowledgement of and commitment to 

improving young peoples’ mental health, there has been very little practical guidance 

within the published documents. 

 

1.1 Context 

 

As the Principal of a post primary, co-educational selective grammar school, which is 

facing these challenges, I had the opportunity to conduct research that would feed directly 

into the school’s improvement programme, specifically around pupil mental health and 

wellbeing. A scoping study by the National Children’s Bureau (2019), commissioned by 

DE, DoH and the Public Health Agency NI (PHA) recorded that, while there was 

‘…reasonable data’ on the population’s mental health, there was ‘…little population data 

on emotional wellbeing’ (p.28). As a post-primary school, it seemed sensible to identify, 

in a coherent way, the prevalence and common issues faced by our pupils; knowing the 

scale of the problem is critical for examining resources, and in planning for better 

utilisation and improvement of these resources. The National Children’s Bureau study 

(2019) stated that the identification of children’s individual wellbeing needs is usually 

‘…ad hoc, particularly in schools’ (p.30).  

In my professional life, I have encountered a number of pupils who committed suicide, 

all except one, had been identified as having specific wellbeing needs and supported 

accordingly. It was the memory of that one pupil, which directed my approach for this 

current study. This pupil, with whom I worked closely, had appeared as being not only 
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academically successful but self-assured and highly committed to extra-curricular 

activities. It is impossible for school staff to identify the levels of resilience a young 

person may possess in order to be able to deal with a pressing problem. To target specific 

groups for the research, such as those who self-harm, would negate our professional 

understanding that pupils respond in a variety of ways to their challenges in life and that 

their ages and gender can impact on this capacity. For the purposes of this study the focus 

was, therefore, on pupils who needed specific pastoral support from staff to help them 

deal with individual problems, which seemed to overwhelm their coping capacity. The 

intention was to provide the school with a more informed set of data about the prevalence 

and most common issues faced by pupils. This was used to evaluate current practices, put 

in place supporting interventions for both staff and pupils and then evaluate the 

effectiveness of these actions.  

While this action research recognises the World Health Organisation’s definition of 

mental health as ‘... a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing, and not 

merely the absence of disease or infirmity’ (World Health Organisation Report 2001, p.3), 

it makes a distinction between an absence of mental illness, and the provision of a culture 

based on supporting positive emotional health and wellbeing, to help pupils meet life’s 

events and challenges. The scoping study by the National Children’s Bureau (2019), 

summarised the variety of definitions around the interchangeable terms, emotional 

health/wellbeing and mental health/wellbeing ‘… commonly they all take a positive 

focus, identifying desirable traits and characteristics, and the ability to process or manage 

emotions effectively and to cope with life’s experiences’ (p.24). Dodge et al., (2012) 

proposed that it is therefore possible to look at the quality of life rather than an idea of 

illness. They offered a new definition of wellbeing as ‘...the balance point between an 

individual’s resource pool and the challenges faced’ (p.230) and it is this definition of 

wellbeing that the current study adopts.   

This research aims to: 

1. To explore how teachers, deal with pupils’ emotional difficulties, within a school 

context. 
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2. To inform and develop a whole school Action Plan to provide responsible and 

appropriate staff development in identifying and meeting the wellbeing needs of 

both staff and pupils. 

Participating staff, all of whom have significant pastoral responsibilities, were 

interviewed for the purpose of securing an improved understanding of teachers’ 

perceptions about how they dealt with pupils’ emotional health and wellbeing needs and 

to provide an improved level of school practice for whole school improvement.  Informed 

by the first phase of data collection a range of implementations were actioned within 

school.  Staff were interviewed again (phase 2) to confirm the credibility of the 

information and narratives recorded from the first data collection; to reflect and review 

on the changes implemented from the first data collection and to provide suggestions for 

further improvements.  

There is a real need to understand and contextualise youth emotional health and wellbeing 

from the perspective of teachers’ experiences, perceptions and views about their role 

working with young people, who present with emotional difficulties. This study aims to 

address this current gap in knowledge. 

 

1.2 Structure 

 

The focus of the study is Northern Ireland; in understanding this context, relevant national 

and international perspectives are drawn out through the Literature Review in Chapter 

Two. This served to inform the presented design of the study and the interpretation of 

recorded data. 

Chapter Two is divided into three sections: 

1. The first section considers literature relating to pupil mental health and wellbeing, 

including issues of definition, prevalence of mental ill-health and the subsequent 

emotional and behavioural difficulties pupils experience Additionally, this 

section includes policy responses to pupil wellbeing as well as the school-based 

interventions addressing these needs. 
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2. Section two focuses on teachers’ roles and responsibilities and then to the nature 

of how teacher identity is constructed. This section also considers teacher 

wellbeing and training needs, specifically in relation to their understood role in 

supporting pupils expressing health and wellbeing difficulties.  

3. The third section reflects on the theoretical underpinning for the research. 

Chapter Three focuses on the methodological approach, including the methods employed. 

Chapter Four examines the results of the study and provides a discussion on the outcomes. 

Chapter Five offers an overview discussion and includes consideration of: implications 

for practice, training, including initial teacher training and then for school leadership and 

governance; the strengths and limitations of the study; recommendations for further 

directions and conclusions. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

In attempting to explicate the role of schools and teachers in supporting young people’s 

mental health and wellbeing, the Department of Education (NI) and the ETI (NI), direct 

teachers to deal with pupil emotional needs, within a whole school pastoral programme, 

supported by external agencies. Garcia-Moya, Brooks, Morgan and Moreno (2015) drew 

attention to the importance of teacher connectedness, within the context of school 

connectedness, describing this as, ‘...an important factor for young peoples’ wellbeing’ 

(p.641). The authors described the term ‘teacher connectedness’, as an outcome of an 

environment, where young people believe that staff care about both their academic 

achievements as well as them as individuals. The authors also suggested that the provision 

of this ethos of staff care seems ‘...a good place to start to build the capacities, skills and 

competencies highlighted by the health asset model’ (p.643). 

Rowe and Stewart (2009) described school connectedness as, ‘...a sense of belonging to 

the school environment’ and ‘...an established protective factor for child and adolescent 

health, education and social wellbeing’ (p.396). This view is reinforced through the 

Department of Education (NI) guidance, ‘Protecting Life in Schools’ (2016). The 

resource predicates on the understanding that a pupil’s emotional health is of central 

importance within school life and that promoting a whole school culture of mental health 

and wellbeing awareness is crucial for the reduction of difficulties among young people. 

This resource underpins the crucial value, and indeed the responsibility of each school, to 

provide a sound and consistent pastoral care system.  

There is no consistent programme provision within the current Education Authority 

training for qualified teachers, or within any current student teacher training, to build the 

necessary confidence such as referred to in the Protecting Life in Schools resource (2016). 

Post-graduation development remains entirely in the hands of individual schools and their 

specific perceived needs. Aldridge and McChesney (2018) describe this promotion of 

pupil mental health as ‘…drawing on the existing knowledge and skills of teachers’ 

(p.135). They also suggest that there must be an understanding of the specific needs 
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within the school and how the school climate itself can ‘…affect student mental health 

and wellbeing in particular ways’ (p.137). It is with this in mind that the first section of 

the following review considers literature relating to pupil mental health and wellbeing, 

including issues of definition, prevalence of mental ill-health and the subsequent 

emotional and behavioural difficulties pupils experience. Additionally, this section 

includes policy responses to pupil wellbeing as well as school-based interventions 

addressing these needs. 

Section two focuses on teachers’ roles and responsibilities and then to the nature of how 

teacher identity is constructed. This section also considers teacher wellbeing and training 

needs, specifically in relation to their understood role in supporting pupils expressing 

health and wellbeing difficulties. The third section reflects on the theoretical 

underpinning for the research. 

 

2.2 Pupil mental health and wellbeing 

 

2.2.1 Definition  

 

The World Health Organisation’s definition of mental health is given as ‘... a state of 

complete physical, mental and social wellbeing, and not merely the absence of disease 

or infirmity’ (p.3). Changes in youth sub-cultures on behaviours and priorities make 

definitions of emotional health and wellbeing problems difficult to define. Dodge, Daly, 

Huyton and Sanders (2012) document that the area of wellbeing has been growing in 

research terms; their paper makes a distinction between the ‘...description of a construct 

and its definition’ (p.222).  Stratham and Chase (2010) provided an argument that the 

term wellbeing has emerged from a ‘...more generalised movement to de-medicalise 

health’ (p.5). Dodge et al., (2012) proposed that it is therefore possible to look at the 

quality of life rather than an idea of illness. They offered a new definition of wellbeing 

as ‘...the balance point between an individual’s resource pool and the challenges faced’ 

(p.230).  A scoping study by the Children’s Bureau (2019), commissioned by DE, DoH 

and the Public Health Agency NI (PHA) make the same distinction between the absence 
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of mental illness and ‘...positive emotional wellbeing, as demonstrated through the 

presence of positive personal skills and attributes’ (p.7).  

 

2.2.2 Prevalence of mental ill-health 

 

The World Health Organisation (2001) has stated that half of all mental illnesses begin 

by the time a child is aged 14. This report also recorded that ‘Schools are crucial in 

preparing children for life, but they need to be more involved in fostering healthy social 

and emotional development’ (p.98). The National Institute of Health and Clinical 

Excellence (2005) estimated that 80,000 children across the UK suffered from severe 

depression, with 8,000 of these being below the age of ten. 

Public Health England (2016) reported that 10% of children between the ages of 5-16 

suffer from a clinically significant mental health illness; 25% of children who need help 

receive it; boys between 11-15 years are 1.3 times more likely to have a mental illness 

compared to girls aged 11-15 years (p.6). Cooper and Hornby (2018) highlighted the 

crucial roles played by the ‘...frontline professionals who work with young people in 

schools’ (p.173).  

The scoping study by the Children’s Bureau (2019) reported key statistics relating to the 

emotional health and wellbeing of young people in Northern Ireland:  45,000 children 

have a mental health problem (NI Assembly, 2017), while 2,706 young people (under 18) 

were in receipt of anti-depressant medication in 2017 (Northern Ireland Commissioner 

for Children and Young People, NICCY, 2018). This scoping study also included a 

reference to the Youth Mental Health Committee’s findings which indicated that 91% of 

their respondents considered ‘…mental ill-health to be a “huge issue” for young people 

in NI’. This committee is made up of young people from Belfast Youth Forum, NI Youth 

Forum and Children’s Law Centre. Research carried out by NICCY (2018) includes in 

the summary recommendations that, ‘…statutory mental health professionals should be 

available to every primary and post primary school in Northern Ireland’ (p.17). 

The stigma of identifying as having a mental health problem and the recognised 

reluctance of boys to seek help, contribute to the barriers for young people receiving 
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treatment for mental health problems. In a discussion of their study, which considered the 

avoidance elements of seeking help academically as well as for emotional problems, 

Ryan, Gheen and Midgley (1998) recorded that, ‘Boys were more likely to avoid seeking 

help when they needed it’ (p.532).  

In her report, Growing up in Northern Ireland, McGrellis (2011), referred to the Northern 

Ireland Protect Life Strategy (2006) and the recognition in their action plan that they 

needed ‘... to address the mental health needs of young males’ (p.22). Teachers, and 

relevant support staff, need to be aware of the potential signs and understand how to 

process the problem effectively, across the genders, with the confidence required in 

managing the issues safely; this includes strategies to protect their own mental health. 

 

2.2.3 The relevance of the Northern Ireland context to young people’s mental health 

 

O’Connor, Rasmussen and Hawton (2014) provided research findings around the 

‘...prevalence of adolescent self-harm in Northern Ireland (NI)’, concluding that in 

addition to the identified risk factors uncovered by the research, there were also factors 

which needed, ‘... more research on the legacy of the NI conflict as well as the influence 

of the new technologies’ (p.46). Gallagher, Hamber and Joy (2012) referred to the fact 

that many studies provide evidence of the impact that more than three decades of conflict 

in Northern Ireland have had on the mental health of young people, as well as adults. 

They also noted that the young people in Northern Ireland are at a higher risk of suffering 

from mental health issues than their counterparts in either England or Scotland.  

Browne and Dwyer (2014) suggested that while Northern Ireland has moved forward in 

its transition to peace, there are young people for whom ‘...growing up in the new 

Northern Ireland remains both challenging and dangerous’ (p.793). While research into 

the lives of young people in post conflict Northern Ireland continues, Browne and Dwyer 

(2014) recorded that growing up in a post conflict society will continue to have a 

significant impact on the lives of young people. This is specifically evident in relation to 

their lifetime opportunities and their mental health and wellbeing.  



 

10 
 

Many young people in Northern Ireland are facing risk factors as this society moves away 

from a violent conflict period. Marginalised young people from other areas within the 

United Kingdom may face high levels of risk; however, the significant additional factor 

for young people in Northern Ireland is the potential for sporadic violence, which 

continues to emerge.  

Weingarten (2004) considered the effects of political violence in families through, 

‘...intergenerational transmission of trauma’ (p.45). She drew attention to an outcome of 

the children’s unintended exposure to the effects on their family members, in response to 

a political violence that the children did not experience themselves.  

Fargas-Malet and Dillenburger (2016) offered an interpretation of the transmission of 

intergenerational trauma, in relation to the impact of the conflict in Northern Ireland on a 

group of young people, who were born following the peace agreement (The Good Friday 

Agreement 1998). In their research, they considered the contextual effects of parental 

narratives, the young person’s awareness of violence, their schooling, age and gender.  

In their considerations of the extent to which the social landscape in Northern Ireland has 

been altered as an outcome of the period of political conflict, McAlister, Scraton and 

Haydon (2014) noted how community views suggested that ‘...loosening the grip of 

informal, paramilitary control had allowed the streets to be reclaimed by ‘anti-social’ and 

‘threatening’ children and young people’ (p.310). The cultural differences between 

communities is recorded as continuing to mark out issues of identity, which are 

perpetuated into the next generation through family and community stories, and events 

dramatized in both television and films. Hauge (2007) suggested that the places where 

people live and bond together, as part of a community, serve to influence their identity 

formation because ‘...places have symbols that have meaning and significance to us’ 

(p.47).  On a positive note, Hauge (2007) proposed that identity formation, derived from 

such places, does not necessarily impose a permanency.  

McGrellis (2011) draws attention to the impact of the conflict on communities and on the 

young people emerging into transition. She recorded that their experiences of place, 

mobility and space, ‘...is often coloured by the fear or threat of violence or sectarianism, 

or the legacy of such experiences in their community’ (p.5). In the conclusion of her 
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report, McGrellis (2011) identified difficulties for young people, who identify as having 

multiple identities, ‘…whether in relation to their religion, politics, or nationality, as well 

as being accepted on the basis of gender or sexual identity’ (p.41). 

 

2.2.4 Behavioural difficulties in the classroom often concomitant with poorer mental 

health and wellbeing. 

 

As recorded in the DE (NI) document Every School a Good School (ESAGS) Policy for 

School improvement (2009), teachers are expected to help pupils overcome their barriers 

to learning; engaging with this pedagogical focus may mean that teachers only move to 

identify mental health problems, when they become aware of a lowering of academic 

achievement and challenging behaviours within the classroom, which present as barriers 

to learning. This includes poor pupil attention spans, low- and higher-level activities, 

creating distraction for other pupils, affecting their learning opportunities and making 

unreasonable demands on teacher time. School inclusion has brought to the fore a range 

of challenges for mainstream teachers, including having to deal with more diverse 

behavioural difficulties and understanding how and when to refer this forward. Rothi, 

Leavey and Best (2008) suggested that an inclusion of all pupils within mainstream 

education requires teachers to have core tools to address these wider behaviour issues. 

These findings are reflected by Bostock, Kitt, & Kitt, (2011), Cunningham and Suldo 

(2014) and Kidger et al., (2010). 

The pressure on teachers to meet academic targets has added to the constraints on 

developing rich pupil teacher relationships so essential in emotional wellbeing class 

practice. Teachers face dealing with disruptive behaviours at a superficial level, rather 

than having the time to drill more deeply into the reasons, which lie behind them. Rothi 

et al., (2008) examined teachers’ perceptions of their roles as Tier One Mental Health 

Professionals, in how they identify and then manage pupils expressing mental health 

problems. They recorded teachers’ concerns about the possible loss of classroom control, 

when faced by challenging behaviours; the result of this is more often a disciplinary 

response to the situation rather than a referral for a mental health consideration. They 

described this as ‘...a utilitarian approach’ (p.1228). As an outcome of their research Rothi 



 

12 
 

et al., (2008) stated that teachers understand the need to identify new teaching and 

learning strategies and that they were ‘…fairly consistent in their calls for ‘hands on’ or 

‘in class’ training’ from mental health experts’ (p.129). 

 

2.3 Policy responses 

 

2.3.1 United Kingdom 

 

HM Government (2011) in their No Health Without Mental Health document stated that 

some services have been offered, or been commissioned, to deliver late or delayed 

intervention, with the focus on symptoms rather than the cause of poor mental health for 

pupils. The Children and Young People’s Mental Health Coalition (2012) supported 

whole school approaches for emotional health and wellbeing, using targeted approaches 

for pupils with more severe behavioural and emotional difficulties.  

The Ofsted report Healthy Minds (2005) referred to ‘...the vital role played by schools in 

promoting the emotional wellbeing of their pupils’ (p.1).  In their consultation document 

Indicators of a school’s contribution to wellbeing, Ofsted (2008) stated that, ‘Schools 

have a crucial part to play in promoting the well-being of children and young people’ 

(p.6). The National Healthy Schools Programme (2007) set out key advice for schools to 

follow on how to promote Emotional Health and Wellbeing by including compulsory 

personal, social and emotional learning programmes within the school curriculum. 

The House of Commons Education and Health Committees issued a First Joint Report 

during the 2016-17 sessions. In the summary of this report ‘Children and young people’s 

mental health- the role of education’, the committee recorded that government should 

strengthen professional development enabling teachers to be ‘…properly equipped to 

recognise the early signs of mental illness in their pupils and have the confidence to be 

able to signpost or refer to the right support’ (p.3). The First Joint Report of the Education 

and Health Committee (2016-17) record in their section under Monitoring and inspection 

that, ‘...Ofsted’s inspection regime has a significant effect on the promotion of well-being 

in schools and colleges’ (p.7).  



 

13 
 

The 2015 report Future in Mind recommended that schools should have a senior person 

as the Mental Health Lead. In a paper Transforming children and young people’s mental 

health provision: A Green Paper (2017), there is a clear determination recorded that 

schools should have a mental health lead in every school by 2025. The green paper 

indicated that a member of staff, specifically trained for the position, will hold this role. 

The financial foundation would be a fund provided, ‘...to allow schools to choose an 

appropriate training course, depending on the skills their lead already has’ (p.20). The 

UK Government provided a response to the First Joint Report of the Education and Health 

and Social Care Committees of Session 2017-19 on Transforming children and young 

people’s mental health provision: A Green Paper (2017), in July 2018. The report states 

that a Designated Senior Lead role will not be ‘…centrally prescribed’ (p.9), and that the 

government would not expect the lead to be ‘…a mental health professional in a school’ 

(p.9). The progression of this development at the time of the report was still awaiting data 

feedback from ‘…trailblazer areas’ (p.26); the monitoring of these areas was expected to 

go beyond the 2020/21 Spending Review.  

 

2.3.2 Northern Ireland 

 

There is continuing pressure on schools both by the Department of Education (NI), 

specifically in their publication Every School A Good School (ESAGS 2009), as well as 

by the Education Inspectorate (NI) in their Inspection Self Evaluation Framework (ISEF 

2017), to deliver the promotion of pupil mental health and wellbeing as part of a whole 

school approach. This includes the compulsory curriculum provision of Learning for Life 

and Work. 

In 2007, the Department of Education Northern Ireland (DENI) set up a Project Board to 

develop a Pupils’ Emotional Health and Wellbeing Programme (PEHAW); five working 

streams were established, each with a specific brief to inform the programme. This 

programme, activated at ministerial level, was an attempt to integrate the services, which 

influenced pupils’ emotional health and wellbeing. One of the project streams (Group 1) 

Self-Assessment for Schools produced a report, by Connolly, Sibbett, Hanratty, Kerr, 

O’Hare and Winter (2011), which highlighted the central role for schools in making ‘...a 
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positive contribution to the emotional health and wellbeing of children and young people’ 

(p.21), within the context of the Bamford Review (2006). This context included an 

implementation of a suicide prevention strategy; Group 5 of the Department of Education 

Project published a Critical Incidents Response Guidance (2014), with regional guidance 

for dealing with critical incidents. A second part of this stream’s work was to consider 

what a whole school-based programme would look like, with specific reference to the 

consideration of how school staff should deal with self-harming behaviours; Protecting 

Life in Schools Guidance was published in 2016. All post primary schools now have 

consistent guidance to follow in the event of a critical incident and in deciding how to 

address the provision of a whole school approach around pupil emotional health and 

wellbeing. 

 

2.4 School based interventions 

 

Caccamo (2000) stated that ‘Schools must understand that the quality of the youngster 

who graduates at 18 is related to the quality of the child who knocks on the schoolhouse 

door at age 5’ (p.217). Caccamo (2000) challenged thinking in drawing attention to the 

many things which are known about what young people need; he posits the thought that, 

‘We know what has to be done, although we might not be willing to do it’ (p.217). 

A scoping study commissioned by the DE and PHA (NI, 2019), recognised that the role 

of schools ‘...appears disproportionately’ (p.50), in the research on supporting emotional 

wellbeing. This study recorded that, while schools do not have the primary responsibility 

for children’s emotional wellbeing, they should ‘...both promote positive wellbeing and 

identify mental health concerns’ (p.50). In the process of identifying best practice the 

evidence suggests that a wider approach within school, is more effective. This would 

include multiple components delivered across the curriculum, a predominantly teacher 

led delivery and an emphasis on the establishing of self-esteem as a ‘...core building block 

of positive emotional wellbeing’ (p.51). Of the eight core components essential to 

underpin the whole school approach a critical one was ‘...a commitment to all-staff 

training and capacity building’ (p.51). The study also recorded the need, expressed by 
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teachers, for specific guidance from DE on the roles and responsibilities for school staff 

in this specific area.  

Garcia-Moya et al., (2015), using the health asset model, considered the benefits of a 

school setting in the provision of positive experiences, such as greater school engagement 

and higher academic successes, universally accepted as key for future life chances. These 

authors concluded that, while there were recognised limitations within the study, 

nevertheless the outcome, ‘...offers an important contribution to the study of teacher 

connectedness’ (p.651). The authors also suggested that further studies could enrich the 

value of the contribution teachers make in the support of pupil wellbeing and allow for 

distinctions to be highlighted in the ‘...different kinds of teacher support’ (p.651). A 

greater understanding of the relationship between teacher connectedness and pupil 

support should allow for improved whole school policies as well as the teaching and 

learning within classrooms.  

There are two types of approaches to programmes underpinning pupil needs, those that 

consider the effectiveness of whole school programmes and those, which consider the 

outcomes of more individually targeted interventions. Soulakova, Kasal, Butzer and 

Winkler (2019) contend that school settings provide a ‘...unique environment where 

preventative programs can have an impact’ (p.278), as pupils attend during their most 

formative childhood and adolescent days. They provide a meta-review offering an 

analysis of several school-based psychological interventions, each aimed at the 

improvement of pupil mental health and wellbeing.  

One significant point made is that whole-school approaches can be difficult to implement 

in that they require,’…support from many different stakeholders’, (p.256). Soulakova et 

al., (2019) acknowledge that each approach has ‘…unique strengths and weaknesses’ 

(p.256), and that the type of approach selected by schools will be based on its own 

identified needs. Weare and Nind (2011) drew on the European Union DataPrev project, 

which reviewed mental health interventions in four areas. They concluded that the effects 

of interventions were ‘…variable and their effectiveness could not be relied on’ (p.129). 

They do, however record a number of the more effective interventions used: teaching 

skills; balancing universal and targeted approaches; focusing on positive mental health; 

improving school ethos and liaison with parents. 
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Classroom environments have the potential to offer more targeted interventions, while 

sitting within a whole school approach; however, this involves the development of 

positive, knowledge-based teacher-pupil relationships. While Glazzard (2018) reinforced 

a fundamental point made by teachers, that they are not health professionals, he reiterated 

that ‘...schools can play an important role in promoting positive mental health’ (p.43), 

adding that mental health provision will only be effective when it is ‘...given high priority 

by the school leadership team’ (p.43).   Lee and Yoo (2014) reminded those engaged with 

young people that ‘...it is the nature of children’s relationships with immediate 

surrounding environments’ (p.151), that are significant in their subjective wellbeing.  

In her editorial, Weare (2013) directed attention to the characteristics of effective 

interventions for mental health work in schools, ‘...focusing on positive mental health not 

problems,’ (p.129). She reinforced the fact that success or failure of any programme more 

often lies in the implementation rather than the design. In a direct and significant 

reflection of the PEHAW project outcome (Protecting Life in Schools 2016), a survey 

conducted by Vostanis, Humphrey, Fitzgerald, Deighton and Wolpert (2013), stated that 

there is acknowledgement of the importance of the role played by schools in the 

promotion of mental health, ‘...but little is known about the approaches they undertake’ 

(p.151). The survey recorded a difficulty in the provision for promoting mental health, in 

part, as a result of poor communication and understanding between the services involved, 

as well as a lack of clarity about roles between external services and school staff.  

More concerning, within this report, was the revelation that few schools considered the 

training needs of their staff, as part of dealing with pupil emotional wellbeing. Recorded 

as well is the lack of any specialist training for most teachers involved in helping pupils 

with their emotional difficulties.  

Training requirements 

 

The research by Connolly et al., (2011) highlights the need for effective staff training 

including initiatives which would reflect ‘...what works’ (p.28) in the area. The report 

refers to several mental health programmes, which are available to schools. Connolly et 

al., (2011) recorded that a programme developing pupil emotional health and wellbeing 

requires that an emphasis is placed on supporting appropriate staff training, making inter-
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agency co-ordination work, availability of resources and most importantly an ‘...audit that 

include the perspectives and experiences of young people’ (p.32).  

The report by Connolly et al., (2011) registered a significant response to Staff Expertise 

and Training as part of the barriers to promoting pupils’ emotional health and wellbeing 

in schools (30% +), with lack of time as just below 60%. Staff reported that they were, 

‘...ill equipped’ (p.450 to deal with issues in relation to the emotional health of pupils. An 

area raised by this research was a lack in parity of funding to enable effective resourcing 

where required, regardless of school category designation. Other significant resource 

deficits included external agency support, which could not provide for 

 identified needs from schools. An important area for consideration is that of parent 

perception; Connolly et al., (2011) record that parent perception is that only exams are 

important; schools and their staff are ‘...ultimately judged on exam results’ (p.47). A 

result driven school may mean that other important considerations around pupil emotion 

wellbeing may be set aside. 

The survey by Connolly et al., (2011) recorded several specific barriers to the progress of 

pupil emotional health and wellbeing. These included time within schools for dealing 

with the issues raised; a lack of appropriate and effective training for staff to have the 

necessary expertise needed to deal with the problems presented and a limitation on 

accessible resources needed to provide the follow through practice needed. Staff 

interviewed in this survey, recorded that they did not feel equipped to deal with the kind 

of issues raised within the area of emotional health and wellbeing; there was a fear that 

actions taken might be counter- productive. Staff expressed a need for more specialised 

training and support to enable them to deal with emotional issues. 

In the final report of the Northern Ireland Lifestyle and Coping Survey, O’Connor et al., 

(2010) recommended development points in relation to positive mental health in schools. 

Staff must be aware of their role in promoting and have the necessary ‘...awareness of the 

factors associated with self-harm and how these might be managed within a school 

setting’ (p.36). The report also suggested a comprehensive review of available resources, 

including the external services required and their relationships with schools. 
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Pupil voice 

 

Of equal importance within this framework of a whole school approach, is the voice of 

pupils. In 2007, Lundy published an article, ‘Voice is not enough: conceptualising Article 

12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child’. Lundy (2007) proposed 

a new model to conceptualise Article 12; this model would have four elements, ‘Space, 

Voice, Audience and Influence’ (p.927).  

Research by Simmons, Graham and Thomas (2014) supported Rodgers (2006), in the 

inclusion of locating the pupil voice for the purposes of wellbeing. The starting point for 

the research by Simmons et al., (2014) was to establish how an ideal school for wellbeing 

would be conceptualised. Four themes emerged from this data: pedagogical practice; 

environment; relationships and pupil voice. 

The significance of providing pupils with empowering ‘...descriptive feedback’ 

opportunities to inform teachers’ reflective practice, is explored by Rodgers (p.209). 

While Rodgers (2006) focused on the more academic influence of this feedback, 

nevertheless, having what she describes as ‘...reflective conversations’ (p. 209) between 

teacher and pupil consolidates the trust between the two. This provides pupils with an 

author level in the learning relationship and positions them within the pedagogical lens 

of practice. It is at this relationship level that so much of the research suggests is pivotal 

in the development of supportive and ‘alive’ thinking between teacher and pupil, ‘When 

teachers begin to see students, students begin to feel seen’ (p.232). Emerson and Lloyd 

(2014) provided a research update on this area; it reminded all those engaged with young 

people, that pupils are central in ensuring schools move within a rights-based agenda, to 

develop institutions where pupils feel included and safe. 

Relationships and pupil identity 

 

A compassion framework for schools, as an approach to help deal with pupil mental 

health, was proposed by Al-Ghabban (2018); this approach included bringing 

cohesiveness to ‘...disparate approaches, systems and practices’ (p.177). The framework 

provides for staff to have the space to reflect on pupils and their problems; Al-Ghabban 

suggested that staff could then ‘...focus with greater clarity and attentiveness on how best 
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to meet pupils’ needs’ (p.179). The creation of a health promoting school environment is 

crucial in providing for the development of good interpersonal relationships between 

pupils and staff, including non-teaching support staff.   

Arthur (2011) drew attention to the significance given by pupils to teachers’ values in 

their actions, behaviour and vocabulary in relation to pupils’ own moral and social 

development. Arthur (2011) considered the role of teachers in a pupil’s character 

development; how teachers conceived that role and what the expectations of pupils were 

from their teachers. Older pupils (16-19) indicated less interest in teachers influencing 

their moral decisions, seeing their roles as primarily significant to their academic 

progress. Arthur (2011) concluded that, ‘Moral values and norms constitute an 

inescapable part of teaching’ (p.188). 

Coombes, Appleton, Allen and Yerell (2013) recorded a similar importance for young 

people to be in positions to express their views on issues, which affect them. Research by 

Coombes et al., (2013) included pupils’ concerns that there were omissions from the 

Emotional Health and Well Being programme (EHWB), notably dealing with self-

harming issues. Comments recorded by pupils included that they felt teachers were 

‘...unsure how to handle it, or how to best help young people’ (p.229). One pupil 

commented on the role of teachers: ‘...they are not there to listen to my problems’ (p.230). 

 A research briefing published by the Department of Education NI (2017), summarised 

the post-primary experiences of 16-21-Year-old people who are Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual 

and/or Transgender (LGB&T). The respondents had reported that, while they were less 

likely to talk to staff, those who did felt supported. However, in relation to Teaching and 

Learning, the participants indicated that their teachers ‘…had been unwilling or unable to 

adequately educate them about issues relevant to their lives’ (p.3). The summary 

concluded that there is a variation in how young LGB&T people are treated in schools. 

Denny, Robinson, Utter, Fleming, Grant, Milfont, Crengle, Ameratunga and Clarke 

(2011), examined the effects of schools on student health risk-taking behaviours and 

depressive symptoms. Their research considered teacher wellbeing and burnout as such 

variables would, inevitably, influence teacher-pupil relationships and any influence 

teachers might have on pupil wellbeing. Denny et al., (2011) drew attention to what they 
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described as the ‘…school effect’ (p.263) on pupil wellbeing and link this to the 

importance for schools to ensure positive climates.  

Research by Rich and Schachter (2012) contended that adolescent identity formation, and 

thus individual nurturing development, relates to school influences. They suggested the 

line of reasoning that students’ identities change according to age related needs over their 

high school careers and that, ‘.... accordingly, school authorities will need to be sensitive 

and responsive to those changing needs to foster student identity growth’ (p.226). 

Teacher wellbeing 

 

Given all the above, the implications for teachers and their personal wellbeing, need to 

be considered. Hargreaves (2009) highlighted concern for teachers who feel compelled 

to give their energy to short-term measurable achievement indicators, rather than 

engaging in the longer-term complex learning and teaching relationships with pupils, thus 

reducing quality practice. Hargreaves (2009) predicted that the focus on standardisation 

would ‘...go into decline and innovation will emerge in its place’ (p.97). The managerial 

era of ‘...test-driven and data-obsessed educational reform’ (p.97), will need to give way 

to a more creative way of approaching teaching and learning. 

Roffey (2008) explored how schools in Australia were actively working to develop 

emotionally literate learning environments, described as ‘...relational quality’ (p.29). She 

referred to how this relational quality generates social capital, which is linked to mental 

health in its importance in measuring trust between people. What emerged from the 

research is that good practice by teachers does not come about without active input and 

the building of a relational discourse; that there is a ‘...symbiosis between the wellbeing 

of teachers and the wellbeing of students’ (p.37). 

Roffey (2010) reiterated Zembylas (2003) in highlighting the emotional aspect of 

teaching and builds further on the context for learning relationships, reinforcing the need 

for an ‘...emotional tone’ (p.161) in classrooms. Of some significance for the current 

research study, Roffey (2010) revisited the need for practices in schools to support teacher 

wellbeing and resilience. 
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A critical requirement for any of these approaches is that teaching staff have the necessary 

professional information support and protections provided to allow for the 

implementation of their understood and agreed roles and responsibilities. The wellbeing 

of staff is paramount for both leaders and school governors. The National Association 

and Union of Women Teachers (NASUWT) publish annual surveys; in 2018 the survey 

focussed on the level of teachers’ mental health and wellbeing. This survey recorded that 

they felt there were ‘...unreasonable expectations being placed upon them’ (p.4). In 

relation to their personal mental health and wellbeing, 66% felt that their wellbeing was 

not considered important by their schools; 84% stated that their jobs were impacting 

negatively on their wellbeing. The NASUWT survey in Northern Ireland (NI) 2017, had 

recorded similar outcomes; they included that 64% felt they were ‘...held responsible for 

problems that they had no control over’ (p.8).  

 

2.5 Teacher roles and responsibilities 

 

Professional commitment from teachers extends beyond contractual compliance; at the 

centre of this commitment lie personal as well as professional values. Competence 

models, through professional organizations, regulate teachers’ roles.  These models have, 

at their centre, a prescribed system for conduct and procedures for behaviour; this aligns 

with the increased accountability for professional performance. The increased pressure 

on pedagogical accountability for improved performance does not acknowledge the need 

for reflection on values that underpin the teaching process as an educational whole. 

 

2.5.1 Values 

 

In her consideration of personal and professional ethics, Campbell (2008,) challenged 

how the word values is used, suggesting that, ‘...the morally vacuous language of values 

and value-based decision- making’ is, on occasion, used ‘...as a substitute for the language 

of ethics’ (p.376). In contending that, while the language is shared, the interpretations of 

what the meaning of ‘...moral and ethical leadership’ remains part of a ‘...range of 
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theoretical positions’. For Campbell (2008), the field of ethics, ‘... cuts to the core of 

human relationships, speaks to the dependent vulnerability of students and the 

professional dedication of teachers’ (p.377). 

Teaching is about engagement with pupils and their individual educational needs, 

including their emotional wellbeing. Sunley and Locke (2012) recorded the importance 

of individual school leaders, in regulating and reinforcing the importance of personal 

teacher values.  

In our technological and politically challenging world, teachers need to have a strong 

sense of values, not just to construe their own personal positions but also their 

professional perspectives. Santoro (2013) identified three dimensions of teacher integrity: 

‘...personal integrity, professional integrity and the integrity of teaching’ (p.563). A 

reminder is given to teachers that they are in a profession which, ‘...does not just deliver 

value but is driven by values’ (pp.64-65).  

 

2.5.2 Role 

 

Beijaard (1995) suggested that teachers derive their role in the way they think about 

themselves as teachers. He also contended that many teachers find the ‘...social esteem’ 

of their subject more important than ‘...the inherent value of the subject’ (p.282).  

The first challenge for a teacher is the initial change of role from that of student teacher 

to teacher. With this move there come all the reality checks of being expected to be an 

expert but feeling levels of incompetency to rise to this. Student teachers have the time to 

concentrate on teaching pedagogy and the perfecting of this. Full time teachers have many 

other responsibilities that are part of the professional expectation; new teachers need to 

be able to equip themselves to deal with these. Each school has its own predominant 

learning culture, its own form of habitus (Bourdieu 1977); new teachers must travel 

within the parameters of this and negotiate a way, which can sit within their own 

educational values.  
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Teachers require the opportunities to discuss professional values as part of their ongoing 

personal development. This allows new teachers to engage with the culture of the school 

habitus and determine how they can place themselves within this, while retaining their 

own integrity of thinking. However, inexperienced teachers may well face, ‘Being 

exposed to contradictory institutional attitudes’ (Pillen, Brok and Beijaard 2013, p.89). 

While acknowledging that considerable research has been carried out on new teachers’ 

experiences, Johnson and Down (2013), drew attention to paucity in the literature of an 

understanding of, ‘...the interplay of personal and contextual factors around early 

teachers’ experiences’ (p.704).  

Following a questionnaire within their study, Pillen et al., (2013) stated that 26.9% of 

new teachers recorded a difficulty in maintaining an emotional distance from their pupils. 

This suggests that while new teachers are prepared for the academic transmission of 

subject knowledge, described by Hargreaves (2003) as ‘…an obsession with 

standardisation’ (p.2), they are less prepared to transact the much more complex 

emotional relationships, which arise within the teaching process. McLean, Abry, Taylor, 

Jimenez and Granger (2017) published a study, which examined depression and anxiety 

symptoms among young teachers moving into teaching roles for the first time, this 

included aspects of their various school climates and the effect on their wellbeing. From 

the results of this study, the authors asserted that cognisance of teachers’ mental health 

should be considered, ‘... before they begin their careers’ (p.238), rather than addressing 

it during their early years in teaching. 

In their examination of the significance of the teacher educator’s role in promoting 

individual teacher wellbeing, Margolis, Hodge and Alexandrou (2014), presented the 

view that there is a global tilt towards promotion of institutional wellbeing at the expense 

of individuals. The authors suggested that training institutions continue to grapple with 

whether they should support teachers in ‘...owning their professional responsibilities or 

managing and coping with their professional responsibilities’ (p.393). 

This focus on coping with professional responsibilities is extended by Hagenauer and 

Volet (2014) in their research into university teachers’ emotions; they suggested that 

teacher emotions should be investigated further across different groups of teachers. The 

conclusion, which stressed the emotional nature of teaching and the social origins of 
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teachers’ emotions, reflects Hargreaves (1998) when he described teaching as a 

‘...emotional practice’ and a form of ‘... emotional labour’ (p.319).   

 

2.5.3 Responsibilities 

 

Education reform continues to be at the centre of government policy; teachers are part of 

the changing expectations and role expansion required from them as professionals; it is 

difficult to define where both commitment and responsibilities should or indeed can end. 

Hargreaves (2000) described this, twenty years ago, as where teacher professionalism and 

professional learning were meeting at a crossroads. We are much further down this road 

now with responsibilities becoming more extended, possibly even exploitative. In 

Northern Ireland’s ‘Every School a Good School’ policy document (2009), the then 

Minister of Education recorded within her Ministerial Foreword (ii), that the reform 

agenda for Education was consistent with both Articles 28 and 29 of the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child as well as the Ten-Year Strategy for Children and 

Young People (2009-2019). This document records Roles and Responsibilities, including 

the competencies for teachers, as developed by GTCNI, which underpin ‘...high-quality 

teaching and a sense of identity for classroom practitioners’ (Every School a Good School 

2009, p.35). Northern Ireland’s Department of Education document ‘Together Towards 

Improvement’ (2000), only makes passing reference to ‘…specific responsibilities’ for 

teachers in ‘…delegated responsibilities’ (p.24). 

Images and understandings of what professionalism stands for changes, as countries 

change step in political agendas, and address economic realities. Hargreaves (2000) 

issued a pessimistic note about what he described as the fourth age: ‘…post-professional 

or postmodern’ (p.153). His argument is extensive and focuses on how the teaching 

profession has been the recipient of an assault by governments as they push forward ever- 

changing curricular and testing regimes. 
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2.5.4 Relationships  

 

The core of a teacher’s work is what takes place within the classroom and in the success 

of the pedagogy adapted for individual classes and pupils. Within the field of current 

educational research, Raider-Roth, Stieha and Hensley (2012) referred to the centrality of 

the argument that human relationships within schools are ‘...central to students’ capacities 

to learn deeply and teachers’ capacities to teach strongly’ (p.494).  Included within this 

argument, is the importance of the social relationship, built between teacher, pupil, and 

the teacher’s ability to cope with the challenges presented academically and emotionally. 

Soini, Pyhalto and Pietarinen (2010) proposed the line of thought that a teachers’ 

wellbeing aligns with their pedagogical success; this in turn is, ‘...linked to the ability of 

the teacher and the teacher community to develop and revise their pedagogical actions’ 

(p.735). 

Butler and Shibaz (2012) observed that, until the last few years, there has been no theory- 

driven research on what serves to motivate teachers. Noddings (1992) defined an 

orientation of care for pupils as ‘...the essence of good teaching’ (Noddings 1992, cited 

in Butler and Shibaz 2012 p.42). The results from the study by Butler and Shibaz (2012), 

records a significant gender effect in pupils seeking help; girls are recorded as having 

higher intentions than boys in seeking help. This study’s results confirmed researchers’ 

predictions that teachers, who strive to create good relationships with pupils, ‘...teacher 

relational rather than mastery goals’ (p.43), will not only support pupils’ emotional 

wellbeing, but will be those to whom pupils will turn to for help with schoolwork as well. 

 

 

2.5.5 Resilience 

 

Training and then employing teachers are huge financial commitments for the 

Department of Education (NI) and for the United Kingdom Government. There is a need 

to address this, not least, ‘…in order to both capitalise on the financial investment in their 

initial training as well as ensuring well-motivated, consistent and effective teaching for 

children’ (Gibbs and Miller, 2014, p.610). 
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Mansfield, Beltman, Price and McConney (2012) acknowledged the complexities around 

a definition of what the term teacher resilience means. They recorded the limited literature 

on how teacher resilience is developed and how teachers understand it. In considering 

individual risk factors between professional and personal identity, Day (2008) referred to 

the ‘...significant personal investment’ (p.250) of teaching; Gu and Day (2007, p.131) 

recorded the importance of having an inner motivation to teach. While stating that the 

investigation of teacher resilience makes clearer what enables ‘...teachers to persist in the 

face of challenges’, (Beltman, Mansfield and Price 2011, p.185), these authors also 

referred to the research carried out by Yost (2006), in which observations illuminate the 

need for teachers to be able to meet the needs of their pupils, as part of professional 

resilience. In the research review from Beltman et al., (2011) it is evident that teacher 

resilience is both complex and evolving within the context of changing pupil needs.  

Teachers use strategies gleaned from the process of their experiences; Castro, Kelly and 

Shih (2010) contended that resilience occurs as ‘...a process of adaptation’ (p.623). This 

suggests the need for a meaningful school mentor programme, to ensure constructive 

professional and personal support for new teachers. Kemmis (2012) drew attention to the 

importance of the metapractices; these include teacher education, educational policy, 

administration, educational research, and evaluation.  

The Variations in Teachers’ Work, Lives and their Effect on Pupils research (VITAE) 

examined professional teaching careers, in stages, looking at motivation, commitment 

and effectiveness (Sammons, Day, Kington, Gu, Stobart and Smees 2007). What emerged 

from this large-scale, longitudinal research study, in England, is the need for consistent 

professional development, reflecting the actual needs of teachers, rather than as described 

by Anderson and Olsen (2006) as ‘...survival support’ (p.686).  

 

 

2.5.6 Identity 

 

An examination of the perceived roles, responsibilities and resilience aspects of teachers 

provides an understanding of how teacher identity construction is understood, then 
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developed, within the context of a professional role. Beijaard (2019) stated that ‘Learning 

to teach is an identity making process’ (p.1). Educational change is both consistent and 

rapid; professional development of practice is crucial to enable teachers to maintain pace 

in the technological speed and economic pressures of this change; new and innovative 

insights into pedagogical practice are essential (Vahasantanen, 2015, Day and Kington, 

2008, Correa, Martinez-Arbelaiz and Gutierrez, 2014).  

Vahasantanen (2015) described professional identity as, ‘…a work history-based 

constellation of teachers’ perceptions of themselves as professional actors’ (p.3). There 

is a challenge in attempting to reach a full understanding of important aspects of teacher 

identity. While Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) acknowledged the need for a definition 

of identity, they also recognise the many complexities, which make this difficult.  Jaspal 

(2014) contended that we live in a constantly changing environment, which includes an 

increasingly rapid development within both science and technology. These changes 

challenge our personal and professional identities and influence how we handle the 

impact within the real world as well as, ‘...how we view ourselves and each other and 

how we communicate’ (p.3). 

In a discussion about Social Identity Theory, Hauge (2007) suggested that we define 

ourselves ‘...with qualities that characterize the groups to which we belong’ and that this 

might produce ‘...group behaviour’ (p.47). She referred to Breakwell’s (1983, 1986) 

Identity Process Theory, and suggested that it does not distinguish between personal or 

social identity and ‘...differentiates between the content dimension and the value 

dimension’ (p.47). Significantly, she drew attention to the importance of places, and their 

influence on our identity formation. The Identity Process Theory is a ‘…theory of 

identity-- it is concerned with the holistic analysis of the total identity of the person’, 

encompassing, ‘…every aspect of the person’s experience’ (Jaspal and Breakwell 2014, 

p.24). Identity is described in this theory as ‘...perpetually adjusting’ (p.33). The current 

research uses this perspective of the ongoing adjustment of individual identity formation, 

alongside Bourdieu’s (1984) theory of society, in the consideration of teacher identity 

construction. A teacher’s identity thus shifts both internally, as an outcome of emotional 

influences, ‘... within a socio-political context’ (Zembylas, 2003a, p.104) and externally, 
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as a result of life changes, situational in context, in line with Breakwell’s Identity Process 

Theory (Jaspal and Breakwell 2014).  

In their Editorial, Burn and Edwards (2007) offered a consideration that professional 

expertise is ‘...often reworked and renegotiated in transactions with others’ (p.397). 

Wilkins, Busher, Kakos, Mohamed and Smith (2012) pointed to recent studies, which 

have examined how teacher identity is ‘...co-constructed with other professionals’ (p.65). 

Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) suggested that while a definition of identity is not easy, 

it includes, ‘... a multi-faceted and dynamic nature’ (p.177). On this basis it could be 

understood that the development of teacher identity is both a product as well as a process, 

that, ‘A teacher’s identity is shaped and reshaped in interaction with others in a 

professional context’ (p.178). In describing their Dynamic Systems Model of Role 

Identity, Garner and Kaplan (2019) reinforced the point that change in any teacher’s 

identity is ‘…highly dependent on the system’s state and on its environment’ (p.10); this 

includes both personal and professional contexts. These authors highlighted the 

importance of the ‘…agency of the teacher who intentionally engages in exploring their 

identity’ (p.12). 

Identity and Emotion 

 

Research suggests that emotion is at the centre of a teacher’s identity; it is an influential 

factor in the formation and shaping of the self as well as in a professional context. Ye and 

Zhao (2019) described this as part of ‘…interpersonal level factors’ (p.6). O’Connor 

(2008) reported on the findings from a qualitative interpretative study on post primary 

teachers, which looked at their professional identities and emotional experiences; these 

reflect findings in the current research study. In her report, O’Connor (2008) defined the 

concept of ‘caring’ as, ‘...those emotions, actions and reflections that result from a 

teacher’s desire to help or inspire their students’ (p.117).  

Lohbeck, Hagenauer and Frenzel (2018) recorded that while, there has been substantial 

research carried out to determine pupils’ self-concepts, by contrast, little has been 

undertaken to address the same for teachers, in looking at the influence self-concepts have 

on ‘...desirable educational outcomes such as teachers’ emotions related to teaching’ 

(p.111). Research in this area is suggested as being crucial in the understanding of the 
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‘...implications for professional development and wellbeing in teachers’ (p.112). The 

findings from a study by Graham, Powell, Thomas and Anderson (2017) include the 

attention paid by both pupils and teachers to the need for a genuine and consistent care 

from teachers, described as needing to be ‘...over and above the ‘job description’ and 

beyond a mere sense of duty or obligation’ (p.448).   

In 1998, Hargreaves described teaching as ‘...an emotional practice’ (p.319). At that time 

in political and social history, Hargreaves stated that teachers, ‘...have been reduced to 

technicians’ (p.316).  Five years later, Zembylas, (2003a) encouraged teachers to explore 

their own emotions within educational histories and to challenge prevailing emotional 

rules in teaching to ‘…identify how their emotions expand or limit possibilities in their 

teaching’ (p.122). 

Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) suggest that within the expanding area on understanding 

teacher identity, increased attention must be given to the study of emotion. They question 

how the architecture of identity shifts; they elect to use the term ‘shaping’ (p.178) to 

acknowledge the role of the self, as well as external forces in the ‘...dynamism of identity’ 

(p.178). It is essential that teachers understand their own self and how that self operates 

within the context of their professional identity and their relationships to those with whom 

they work.  

Identity and self-evaluation 

 

Professional reflection is acknowledged by both ETI (NI) and the Department of 

Education (NI) as central to teacher development. Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) 

referred to this as being a ‘...factor in the shaping of identity’ (p.182); they also drew 

attention to the importance of context shifts, such as changes in practice, in the movement 

of identity.  

Day, Kington, Stobart and Sammons (2006) pointed to the importance of teachers having 

knowledge of self and how they, ‘...construe and construct the nature of their work’ 

(p.603). They reinforced the view that teacher identity is constructed by both the technical 

and emotional aspects of teaching; they record that there is a close relationship between 

professional and personal identity and that teaching is a ‘...significant personal 

investment’ (p.603).   
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Beijaard (1995) found that teachers recorded feelings of alienation in what was taking 

place within their institutions or education areas, in relation to their own values and 

personal practice. Santoro (2013) analysed the moral challenge for some professionals in 

determining their decisions about remaining within the profession or exiting to preserve 

what they felt was their personal or professional integrity in the face of specific 

challenges.  

Day et al., (2006) confirmed the changing political, social, institutional and personal 

effects on the beliefs and values of teachers. They refer to the significance of the climate 

within individual schools and classrooms. Recorded within this paper is the importance 

of how teachers feel personal vulnerability, when their professional or personal integrity 

is questioned by policy changes, parents or other official external sources. The ongoing 

focus on performativity affects how teachers relate to pupils and to the expectations 

within their institutions. 

Teachers experience burn out from attempting to deal with issues, which go well beyond 

academic classroom practice. Zembylas (2003b) reinforced the importance of emotions 

as a key role in the construction of identity; they are the link between how teachers work 

and how they act. Day et al., (2006) confirmed the need to support teachers in their actions 

to deal with the evolving emotional, intellectual and social demands emanating from 

within education at this time.  

Teacher Training 

 

Data from a study carried out by Izadinia (2015), indicated the high level of confidence 

gained by student teachers when ‘…mentoring relationships were positive, and 

expectations met (p.1).  Confidence building for student teachers can support them 

through the challenges of their beginning years as teachers and help in the longevity of 

service. Anspal, Eisenschimdt and Lofstrom (2012) analysed narratives from a range of 

student teachers, to explore how teacher identity was developed, as an outcome of the 

teacher education programme, and then to consider the significance of this within the 

education programme.  

Student teachers may well enter training programmes with a preconceived understanding 

based on their own countless hours as pupils in classrooms with teachers. The conclusion 
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reached by Anspal et al., (2012), is that for students to be able to deal with the realities of 

teaching, their initial teacher training experiences must provide them with ‘...sufficient 

reflective tools’ (p.214). Newly qualified teachers enter the profession with a concept of 

who they are, in terms of their initial identity as an outcome of early professional training. 

The image of the teacher they wish, believe, they should aspire to be, is highly dependent 

on the quality of teacher training they have received, as well as the support provided 

within their first school environment and the collegial support of fellow professionals. 

Performativity 

 

The emergence of a system of performativity, as the driving force within education, has 

positioned teachers within a compliance practice; this focus on data and audits for 

purposes of accountability, inevitably, affects the construction of individual teacher 

identity and motivation. Wilkins, Bushev, Kakos, Mohamed and Smith (2012), examined 

how teachers, construct their identities, when negotiating new school cultures and power 

processes, moving actively from the outside to the core of the school culture, described 

by Wilkins et al. (2012) as ‘...liminality’ (p.70). Day and Kington (2008) referred to how 

changing expectations about the work of a school are key environmental factors, which 

challenge teachers’ ‘...sense of identity, effectiveness and wellbeing’ (p. 68).  

Day and Kington (2008) suggested that identity is a ‘composite’ (p.11) of three identities: 

professional; situated; personal. In their consideration of the VITAE project, they record 

how change affects both the work of teachers and their own personal feelings about their 

work. As noted earlier, Zembylas (2003b) also emphasised the importance of emotion on 

teachers’ personal and professional identity construct, described by Day and Kington 

(2008) as ‘...the emotional fabric of identity’ (p.8). However, Day and Kington (2008) 

also underlined the importance of the difference between role and identity, ‘Identity is the 

way we make sense of ourselves to ourselves and the image of ourselves that we present 

to others’ (p.9). 

As part of her Self-determination Theory, La Guardia (2009) presents the motivational 

processes, which underlie identity formation as well, as ‘...social-contextual influences 

on these self-representations across the life span’ (p.90). She provided three 

psychological needs to explain: ‘...why identities are adopted, how they are maintained 
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and to what extent they are healthy for the person’ (p.90). A significant growth in the 

literature, which identifies emotion as an integral aspect within teaching, is noted by 

Flores and Day (2006), this includes, significantly for this research ‘...the emotional 

climate of the school’ (p.220).  

 

2.6 Teacher perspective 

 

2.6.1 Accountability 

 

Roeser and Midgley (1997) addressed three issues in relation to teachers’ views about 

their perceived their role in relation to pupil wellbeing. In this study, teachers reported 

being ‘...somewhat to very overwhelmed’ (p.126), by the mental health needs of their 

pupils. These teachers articulated a need for more information and resources within 

school settings to assist them in dealing with the diversity of pupil mental health.  

Mazzer and Rickwood (2015) clarified the importance and uniqueness of a teacher’s 

position, in identifying issues, relating to pupils’ mental health and wellbeing; however, 

they also draw attention to a recorded lack of knowledge and skills to enable them to do 

so effectively. They described a teacher’s role as ‘...essential in supporting youth mental 

health’ (p.29). Roeser and Midgley (1997) concluded that instead of being placed in 

situations, where they are under pressure to deal with pupils’ mental health needs, they 

need support and to be included as ‘…an integral part of a team of service providers’ 

(pp.130-131).  

Edling and Frelin (2013) drew attention to the increasing demands made on teachers to 

achieve measurable targets, while potentially overlooking aspects of teachers’ 

relationships with their pupils ‘...concerning their given and felt responsibilities’ (p.419). 

The Chief Inspector’s Report 2012-14, Education and Training Inspectorate (NI), 

recorded that, ‘Schools are responding, with good effect, to the increasing complexity of 

the social and emotional needs of young people’ (p.55). 

Policy documents rarely, if ever, make explicit actions expected in relation to wellbeing 

and responsibility; contemporary educational discourse continues to focus on measurable 
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achievements and accountability. The ongoing focus on accountability for results has 

produced what Edling and Frelin (2013) described as a ‘market-oriented attitude’ (p.428), 

with the possible result of diminishing any ethical sense of responsibility for pupils. For 

teachers who possess a felt professional relationship for their pupils this is difficult to 

process and can lead to feelings of insufficiency and stress. 

 

2.6.2 Challenges 

 

Based on the identified expectations of employing authorities, teachers appear to have 

both social and moral responsibilities for their pupils. The social responsibility for a pupil 

is relatively easy to determine, arising from the acceptance of social laws and customs 

within a context. The moral responsibility is much more difficult, lying as it does within 

the remit of a person’s self. Teachers may feel torn between what they absolutely must 

do and what they feel they should do; it is in this last area that issues of role distinctions 

arise and individual vulnerability, where actions, intended to help, may lead to legal 

outcomes.  

The findings recorded by Rothi et al., (2008) on the lack of appropriate school policies 

together with how many teachers have expressed feeling inadequately trained and thus 

incompetent is reflected by Bostock et al., (2011) and Cunningham and Suldo (2014). 

Kidger, Gunnell, Biddle, Campbell & Donovan (2010) suggested that, while the need for 

schools to support pupils’ mental health and wellbeing, is increasingly emphasised in 

policy initiatives, ‘…the role of teachers in this has been under explored’ (p.919). 

 

2.6.3 Responsibility  

 

In the research by Kidger et al., (2010) the emotional needs of teachers were given 

consideration, including how teachers felt about the ‘...expansion of their role’ (p.920), 

and how they were able to cope with it.  Kidger et al., (2010) concluded that, while 

addressing the pupils’ mental health problems are newer additions to a teacher’s 

traditional role, serious consideration must be given to, ‘Which teachers are expected to 
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take such roles on and how they are to be equipped with the necessary skills and 

knowledge’ (p.930). While the current promotion of pupil mental health and wellbeing 

has become a central focus in education, not all teachers subscribe to this position. 

Individual professionals hold different constructs around their roles and the degree to 

which they are prepared to address specific pupil needs. Kidger et al., (2010) recorded 

positively on teachers prepared to identify the more vulnerable pupils and provide 

necessary support; however, there remain teachers who feel that this was an expectation 

too far, given the time, training and resources needed to equip them for such a role. Kidger 

et al., (2010), cited Finney (2006), who contends that roles for teachers in their support 

for pupil mental health was not only vaguely defined and poorly articulated but, 

significantly, lacked consistency. 

It is evident from the policy drivers across the UK, that schools and teachers, have a 

central role in addressing the emotional and wellbeing needs of pupils, not least because 

of the time pupils spend within a school environment. O’Brennan, Bradshaw and Furlong 

(2014), reinforced the importance that teachers play in ‘...fostering a positive classroom 

climate’ (p.28). Mazzer and Rickwood (2015) stated that ‘...the school setting is critical 

for youth mental health and wellbeing’ (p.29); they also note that teachers perceived a 

lack of skills in the area of mental health. Graham, Phelps, Madison and Fitzgerald (2011) 

commented on the links between ‘...school characteristics and teacher influences’ (p.480); 

they made the point that there has been little research in Australia, into ‘…how teachers 

view and respond to mental health issues experienced by children in their classrooms’ 

(p.481). 

 

2.6.4 Teacher confidence 

 

The concern about teachers’ beliefs in their own capacity to deal appropriately with 

mental-health related issues is reinforced by Graham et al., (2011) and Edlin and Frelin 

(2013) in their considerations of the differences between responsibility and 

accountability. Berger, Hasking and Reupert (2014a), explored the responses and 

subsequent training needs of staff in relation to the self-harming injuries of pupils. Weare 

(2013) drew attention not just to the critically important aspect of the personal health and 
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wellbeing of teachers but also to the need for a renewed respect for teachers through an 

improved training programme, which is not based on ‘...tips for teachers’ (p.130). The 

Gatehouse project in Australia (Bond, Patten, Glover, Carlin, Butler, Thomas and Bowes 

2004), highlighted the need for teachers to be recipients of high-quality training, not just 

during student training, but also as part of on- going professional development. The policy 

implications of the project included the point that it is the activity of ‘...people, processes, 

and support structures rather than on health packages’ (p.1001), which is more effective 

in understanding wider individual needs. 

Schools in Australia, like those in the UK, have embarked on whole-school approaches 

to the promotion of mental wellbeing. Central in this is the quality of school relationships, 

a point referred to earlier (Raider-Roth et al., 2012, p.494), together with an effective 

specialist support service. Graham et al., (2011) reflected on the difficulties of sharing 

limited support services with the consequence that teachers too often find themselves 

facing the complexity of pupils’ difficulties on their own by being left out of the loop of 

external agency support provision. 

Conners and Stephan (2015) drew attention to the importance of multidisciplinary teams 

working to provide a common vision for the development of whole school mental health 

provision. It is accepted by Conners and Stephan (2015) that a school staff is in the 

‘...front line’ (p.55) of support systems for pupils; concern is, however, raised that there 

is limited research on policies and procedures within schools to equip and support staff 

to deal with such challenges. 

Graham et al., (2011) looked at teachers’ views in relation to both pupils’ mental health 

problems and how they felt able to deal with these with any degree of confidence. It was 

evident, from their research, that teachers viewed mental health education as very 

important; comments included the need for teachers to have ‘...more regular and 

mandatory professional development’ (p.490). This research also recorded the dichotomy 

expressed by some teachers about the conflict in balancing their academic roles and their 

role in meeting the emotional needs of pupils. While some respondents commented on 

their perception that ‘...mental health and child protection organisations are in meltdown’ 

(p.490), others said that ‘...many children are suffering quietly without the school 

noticing’ (p.490), reflecting observations in Rothi et al., (2008) and Vieira, Gadelha, 
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Moriyama, Bressan and Bordin (2014). Like Ball and Anderson-Butcher (2014), Graham 

et al., (2011) expressed concerns that the ‘...mental health of pupils is directly linked to 

mental wellbeing of teachers’ (p.491).  

 

 2.6.5 Teacher Emotional Health 

 

Van Hout, Foley, McCormack and Tardif (2012) suggested that teachers move towards a 

more holistic classroom experience in order to be able to impart a wider cultural and 

philosophical dimension to their practice. Spilt, Koomen and Thijs (2011), while 

examining the importance of pupil-teacher relationships, also considered the underlying 

impact on the professional and personal lives of teachers.  

Spilt et al., (2011) referred to problems, experienced by teachers inadequately trained to 

deal with emotional problems identified by pupils. The concept of teacher-pupil 

relationships is a two-way position; teachers’ emotional relationships with pupils can 

affect their own emotional position and wellbeing. Attention is drawn to the connection 

between ‘...the personal and professional wellbeing of teachers (p.461) and that, ‘...there 

cannot be real professional development without personal development’ (p.461).  Spilt et 

al., (2011) also noted that not every teacher feels a responsibility to develop any form of 

relationship with their pupils; that in fact, they do not have any understanding of the 

importance that the effect of good relationships can have on pupils and their wellbeing.  

 

2.6.6 Initial Teacher Training 

 

Graham et al., (2011) reinforced the need for teachers to ‘...maintain and nurture their 

own mental health’ (p.493). It is of some significance that Graham et al., (2011) suggested 

that a priority should be in the thinking around initial teacher training programmes, a 

consideration also underlined by Bostock et al., (2011); Wood (1996); Sanger and 

Osguthorpe (2011) and Kutcher, Wei, McLuckie and Bullock (2013). Bostock et al., 

(2011) concluded that PGCE students had a more positive approach to pupil mental health 



 

37 
 

and wellbeing demands than more experienced teachers, who inclined to prioritise their 

main teaching role, 

The suggestion from this research is that initial teacher training time is a good point for 

including training in pupil emotional health and wellbeing issues, ‘...before the 

experienced teacher habitus is formed’ (Bostock et al., 2011, p.113). However, within the 

same research the authors reported that despite their initial teacher training ‘… the 

attitudes of last year’s cohort towards their CAMHS role had changed once they were 

qualified and working in schools’ (p.113). 

 

2.6.7 External Agency Support 

 

Within the Brazilian educational framework, Vieira et al., (2014) evaluated teachers’ 

ability to both identify and subsequently refer on pupils who needed more specialised 

help for their emotional problems. The study identified schools, as a platform for the early 

screening and appropriate forms of intervention; the research recorded how the Brazilian 

government recognised that child and adult mental health is a public health issue; it is 

clear about the requirement for teachers to be able to identify and refer children with 

possible mental health problems to the appropriate agencies. Vieira et al., (2014) reported 

that teachers find it difficult to differentiate between normal adolescent behaviour and the 

behaviours which may indicate some form of mental health problems ‘…such as 

depression or anxiety’ (p.9). 

The outcome of misunderstanding such behaviours could result in pupils sanctioned for 

behavioural problems rather than deep-seated emotional issues. Vieira et al., (2014) 

suggested that teachers must be better prepared in relation to the psychological 

development of young people, given their close dealings with this age group. The authors 

did, however, highlight a crucial fact, already referred to, teachers are educators; they are 

not social workers or health professionals and cannot be expected to undertake such roles. 

At the extreme end of pupil emotional challenge is the current recorded problem of pupil 

self-harming; Berger et al., (2014b) considered the attitudes and knowledge of school 

staff in how they feel able to address such extreme problems. They recorded that there 
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was strong support for the ‘…implementation of gate-keeper programs’ in order that 

school staff could not only enhance their knowledge and confidence but be able to 

‘…identify and respond to self-injury in schools’ (p.33). Teachers recognise the needs 

expressed by pupils but are frustrated by an insufficient response from external support 

agencies to support these needs in a schedule, which can provide practical and, where 

necessary, an immediate response. 

 

2.7 Theoretical Perspective 

 

The purpose of this action research was to contextualise youth emotional health and 

wellbeing and offer an analysis of teachers’ experiences, perceptions and views about 

their role working with young people who present with emotional difficulties. 

 The theoretical framework for this action research drew from Bourdieu’s (1977) theories 

of social and cultural reproduction, and Breakwell’s (2014) Identity Process Theory 

(IPT). Bourdieu’s identification of structures was described by Nash (1990), first as the 

‘...objective structure’, from which the ‘...social practices’ are drawn, followed by the 

‘...actual practices of the social group’ (p.433). As recorded in section 2.6.6 Bostock et 

al., (2011) suggested that the initial teacher training period was the best time to include 

training in pupil emotional health and wellbeing issues, ‘...before the experienced teacher 

habitus is formed’ (p.113). 

Within Bourdieu’s theories of society, there are three concepts: Habitus, Capital and 

Field. The concept of Habitus lies at the centre of Bourdieu’s framework. Bourdieu’s 

focus is the centrality of individual histories in conjunction with their experiences in the 

outside world, and how this is re-structured, reflecting the reality of specific contexts. 

What Reay (2004) described as, ‘... a complex internalized core from which everyday 

experiences emanate’ (p.435). The concept of habitus is ‘...understood as a socially 

constituted system of dispositions’ (Zembylas 2007, p.446); Reay (2004) suggested that 

habitus endows the field with ‘...sense and value’; that it is ‘...a generative rather than 

determining structure’ (p.100). 
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Capital, within the Bourdieuan concept, may be cultural, social or symbolic; whichever 

it is, this set of systems lead to the inscribing of social differences, perceived hierarchies 

and individual social placements within these systems. In Dumais’ (2002) study of the 

role cultural capital plays in gender success, she recorded that few studies have looked at 

the role habitus plays in success outcomes. Her study found that, while cultural capital 

has a strong effect on girls’ outcomes, it is less in evidence for boys. Dumais (2002) noted, 

however, that, ‘Habitus itself has a strong effect for both male and female students in all 

models’ (p.44).  

In the current action research, there is a consideration given to residual outcomes of the 

recent conflict in Northern Ireland and the power of intergenerational transmission of 

cultural capital with the subsequent social reproduction. Habitus, a view of the world, is 

crucial for the understanding of how pupils understand their place in the education system 

and in the functions within their specific school context. Dumais (2002) proposed that for 

educational success, ‘It is necessary to consider both one’s resources (capital) and the 

orientation one has to using those resources (habitus)’ (p.45). 

The third concept, ‘fields’ is perhaps the most relevant for this study. It focuses on the 

specific arenas within which people express and possibly reproduce their dispositions. 

Reay (2004) described the concept of field as giving habitus ‘…a dynamic quality’ 

(p.435). She referred to Bourdieu’s algebraic formula from Distinction, ‘(Habitus x 

Capital) + Field= Practice’ (Bourdieu 1984, p. 101, cited in Reay 2004, p.435). Kenway 

and McLeod (2004) suggested that both the concepts of habitus and field provide 

alternative means of looking at subjects, ‘...as embodied dispositions shaped by one’s 

location within social fields’ (p.528). 

For Bourdieu, school as a conservative force, can shape consciousness even more than 

the family; Nash (1990) articulated this as school having a very specific capacity to shape 

consciousness beyond the family influences. School has the power to be ‘...active and not 

merely passive in its ‘...legitimation’ of family acquired habitus’ (p.435). King (2000) 

suggested that once a habitus is connected to the field, the habitus loses its ‘...rigidity’, 

that individuals begin to ‘...transform their habitus strategically, given their relations with 

others’ and that this connection of habitus to field ‘...provides a richer and more 

convincing account of social life’ (p.425). 
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Bourdieu’s theory allows a school the capacity to be a ‘...productive locus of a particular 

habitus’ (Nash 1990, p.435). Barber (2002) proposed that Bourdieu’s concept of habitus 

can, ‘...inform our understandings of the processes through which teachers know how 

they should care, and that narrativity is one of the processes through which this occurs’ 

(p.384). 

Most relevant to the current research study is the perspective of habitus referred to by 

Barber (2002) when she recorded that, 

Through the telling of stories about the school, the teachers and students develop a sense of how 

‘we’ do things here, what here is like, and how it differs to elsewhere. A trust is required in others 

to offer a story- there is an assumption of a common ground of understanding, that one’s story 

will be heard in good faith. 

(Barber 2002, p.385). 

The importance of emotion is increasingly a focus within educational thinking; a 

consideration of the role of emotions within teaching is included in 2.5.6. Zembylas 

(2007), presents emotional capital and its importance as being ‘...both generated by and 

contributes to the generation of habitus of a particular educational context’ (p.444). 

Emotions can reflect ‘...power relations’ (Zembylas 2007, p.447); they contribute to the 

overall discipline of the situated habitus and the manner of communication between 

teachers and pupils within the site-specific context. The ‘...generative’ concept of habitus 

has already been referred to (Reay 2004); this generative process ‘... generates practices, 

frames for positioning oneself in the world, and indeed ways of inhabiting the world’ 

(Zembylas 2007, p.448). Such a view of the site habitus allows for the transforming and 

development of practices, with new innovative ideas on improving both practices and 

relationship connections.  

Having a real sense of ‘belonging’ is core to the concept of habitus and its focus on 

stability and security of inclusion. Hauge (2007) cited Speller (2000) in her description 

of place as an integral part of identity construction, ‘...place is a geographical space that 

has acquired meaning as a result of a person’s interaction with the space’ (p.45).  
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2.8 Conclusion  

 

The main themes drawn through the literature review include the significance of a school 

climate, in generating a positive effect on pupil wellbeing, as part of a health promoting 

school, not just in its design, but in the implementation of actions to create a shared 

understanding of pupils’ emotional health and wellbeing needs. The provision of a site 

habitus, which allows for the transforming and development of new practices and 

relationship connections, including that of the pupil voice. The importance of 

understanding the barriers to the progress of pupil emotional health and wellbeing; time 

for teachers to deal with issues; appropriate and effective training for staff to deal with 

the problems raised and a recognition of the necessary resources to provide follow 

through practice, including external agency support.  

Of equal significance is the personal emotional health and wellbeing of teachers; the 

importance of understanding the external expectations placed on the profession, as well 

as the teachers’ own professional perceptions, around their roles and responsibilities, 

including the development of their professional identity, their resilience capacity and 

accountability factors. 
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Chapter 3 Methodology 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

The context for this study is the researcher’s own school, which adopted an action 

research approach, to secure an improved understanding of teachers’ perceptions about 

how they deal with pupils’ emotional health and wellbeing needs and to provide an 

improved level of school practice for whole school improvement.  

There were two stated aims for this research: 

1. To explore how teachers, deal with pupils’ emotional difficulties within a 

school context. 

2. To inform and develop a whole school Action Plan to provide responsible 

and appropriate staff development in identifying and meeting the 

wellbeing needs of both pupils and staff. 

The main themes, which emerged from the literature review, provided the basis for this 

action research. These included: 

1. The significance of a school climate in generating a positive effect on pupil 

wellbeing, as part of a health promoting school, not just in its design but in the 

implementation of actions. 

2. The importance of creating a shared understanding of pupils’ emotional health 

and wellbeing needs. 

3. A site habitus, which allows for the transforming and development of new 

practices and relationship connections, including that of the pupil voice. 

4. Understanding the barriers to the progress of pupil emotional health and 

wellbeing: 

• Time for teachers to deal with issues; 

• Appropriate and effective training for staff to deal with the problems 

raised; 
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• Limitation on necessary resources to provide follow through practice, 

including external agency support. 

5. Personal emotional health and wellbeing of teachers. 

6. Importance of understanding the external expectations, as well as the professional 

perceptions, around the roles and responsibilities of teachers, including the 

development of their professional identity, their resilience capacity and 

accountability factors. 

The literature review has highlighted a lack of research around teachers’ personal and 

professional needs in relation to dealing with pupils’ emotional health and wellbeing. 

Owens et al., (2014) contended that, although students’ mental health has a significant 

role in ensuring student success, many of those teaching them will have had no formal 

training or guidance in how to deal with mental health issues. They suggested that many 

such staff may consider the pressures on them, as subject staff, to ensure high level exam 

results as incompatible with ‘...promoting student mental health’ (p.19). Weare (2015) 

endorsed the view recorded in the advice document for schools, published by the National 

Children’s Bureau (NCB), which made clear that in the longer term ‘...mainstream school 

staff need to work alongside and, whenever possible, be trained to take over the 

intervention’ (p.9), provided by external agencies. 

 

3.2 Action Research 

 

A recorded aim of this research was to provide a contextually and critically improved 

practice for the provision of teacher training and support for pastoral staff. The value and 

integrity of the research derives from the authentic views posited by the participants and 

their overt and covert suggestions for improvement within their practice context.  

Kurt Lewin (1946) is widely credited as first using the term action research to promote 

organizational change, which could serve an academic desire for generalised knowledge. 

Winter (1991) provided an argument for a social inquiry, which ‘...is not only based on 

the concrete experience of practitioners but also ‘decentralised’, in the precise sense of 

being carried out by practitioners reflecting upon their specific work contexts’ (p.477).  
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The purpose of the current action research was to secure an improved understanding of 

teachers’ perceptions about how they dealt with pupils’ emotional health and wellbeing 

needs and to provide an improved level of school practice for whole school improvement. 

There were two phases of data collection: focus groups (phase 1) and individual 

interviews (phase 2). Informed by the first phase of data collection a range of 

implementations were actioned within school.  Staff were interviewed again (phase 2) to 

confirm the credibility of the information and narratives recorded from the first data 

collection; to reflect and review on the changes implemented from the first data collection 

and to provide suggestions for further improvements.  

 

3.2.1 Rationale  

 

In adopting action research, as a practical methodological tool, there was an 

understanding that this process provided a lens, which best allowed for the consideration 

of the specific school habitus, within the educational framework of its field setting. Action 

research methodology offered the current study a necessary structure of inbuilt iterative 

cycles of self-reflection, action and learning, resulting in a closer answer to the problem 

identified, by feeding back information and then analysing the problem. Kemmis (2009) 

reinforced the importance of action research in giving ‘...practitioners intellectual and 

moral control over their practice’ (p.468).  

For the current action research there was a need to ‘feel’ the sense of individual 

experiences and provide for the integrity and authenticity of first-hand, text rich 

experiences and ideas, recorded as live voiced scripts. Employing action research 

methodology allowed the participant teachers an opportunity to express felt 

understandings of their positions and the expectations made of them.  

Kemmis (2009) referred to action research as a meta-practice, a ‘...practice that changes 

other practices’ (p.463). He contended that such researchers, ‘…are exploring and 

reconstructing the practice architectures that construct their lives’ (p.472), describing 

action research as changing three things ‘...practitioner’s practices, their understandings 

of their practices, and the conditions, in which they practice’ (p.463). He encapsulated 
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this as, ‘...shaping the others in an endless dance in which each asserts itself, attempting 

to take the lead, and each reacts to the others’ (p.463). 

At the centre of action research is the close connection between practice and social 

situation. McNiff (2001) described action research as ‘...a powerful form of learning’ 

(p.1). She argued against the perception of action research as being less rigorous than 

other research forms, reflecting the point made by Hammersley (1993) and Hargreaves 

(1995), for the teaching profession to be regarded as ‘...a research-based profession’ (p.3). 

Katsarou (2017) described this body of knowledge as being ‘...shaped by teachers through 

reflection and dialogue’ (p.676), who then develop personal theories, principles and 

established practices, leading to educational changes within practice. Blair (2010) 

highlighted the need for educational action research to be ‘...honest, robust and 

transferable’ (p.349). 

Action research is intended as a cyclical process of continuing participatory change and 

improvement, engaging with problems and learning as a way of creating necessary 

change. Drummond and Themessl-Huber (2007) described it as ‘...a polyvalent and 

controversial concept’ (p.431), while Winter (1998) asserted that it is about, ‘...seeking a 

voice with which to speak one’s experience and one’s ability to learn from that 

experience’ (p.53). 

Coghlan, Shani, Roth and Sloyan (2014) recorded that, ‘...insider action research provides 

an exceptional focus and developmental opportunity’ (p.992). They conclude that the use 

of insider research leads to an increase in change leadership development as well as 

developing new knowledge, which can change organizational performance. 

McNiff (2001) described action research as living values in practice ‘...how do I improve 

what I am doing?’ (p.4), adding that the object of the inquiry is about an examination of 

one’s own practice, encouraging teachers/practitioners to take responsibility for their own 

professional development and to bring about improvement in practice. Thus, using action 

research as a methodology provides for a structured process to identify real issues, ask 

relevant questions and bringing school improvement for pupils, who are the first claim of 

any school (Stenhouse, 1983). Cook-Sather (2011) suggested that the most generative 
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potential of action research is ‘...to find the unexpected and to make changes in response’ 

(p.42).  

While Robson (2011), reinforced that the central action of action research is 

‘…improvement and involvement’ (p.188), he considered that practitioners, who are 

active in the action research process, are more likely to make better decisions and develop 

more effective practices. It is for this reason that Cain and Harris (2013) referred to the 

increasing levels of performativity expectations made of teachers and the importance to 

provide teachers with an opportunity to stand back and review the wider picture; action 

research offers this. For Cain and Harris (2013), the existence of ‘...evidence that 

teachers’ action research stimulates change in their thinking and practice’ (p.344), helps 

to confirm the value of this methodological approach.  

In analysing the teacher as researcher, Elliott and Tsai (2008) argued that learning ‘...as a 

personal and reflective creation of meaning’, allows for ‘... taking wise and intelligent 

action in the circumstances of everyday life’ (p.569). Walters (2014) supported Elliott 

and Tsai (2008) as he considered the ways in which school improvement, from internal 

impetus, has taken prominence as an established action discourse ‘...learning through a 

process of self-evaluation in order to make sense of change and to make history’ (p.74).  

Cook (2009) described her awareness of ‘... the importance of mess’ (p.278), as teachers 

used action research to consider issues and develop knowledge. She claimed that the 

messiness referred to is an integral and authenticating part of action research and that it 

‘...legitimises exploration and development’ adding that it, ‘...is to enable and allow new 

directions to emerge’ (p.289). Casey (2013) claimed that ‘This struggle is essential to 

teacher change’ (p.148).  

McNiff (2015) reiterated that action research is ‘...practice improvement’ (p.1), which is 

the ultimate purpose of this study. Four key points emerged in considering the value of 

action research as a tool for this research: 

1. There was an active and structured involvement of participants in considering real 

issues and current practices within the school, through initial focus groups (phase 

1), with teachers specifically exploring their perceptions about how they dealt 

with pupils’ emotional health and wellbeing needs. This was followed by 
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individual interviews (phase 2) when staff were asked about the credibility of the 

information and narratives recorded from the first data collection; to reflect and 

review on the changes implemented from the first data collection and to provide 

suggestions for further improvements. 

2. There is an expanded knowledge of the specific environment context and the 

possibilities for developing new capacities and directions to improve pupil 

experiences. Implementations put in place following the first data collection 

have been reviewed; further implementations have been put in place following 

the second data collections. 

3. Participants had an opportunity to stand back in order to view the wider 

educational picture and keep pace with developing needs. In responding to the 

second data collection, section three, participants were offered the opportunity to 

reflect on their professional roles, their responsibilities, their professional identity 

and to comment on how they perceived the changing needs within their 

educational context with suggestions for improvement. 

4. Reflecting on the issues of the research has encouraged a change in thinking and 

practice at core level for teachers and senior leaders. Following the first data 

collection participants acknowledged a sense of their own value in determining 

changes within school actions. They underlined the value placed on senior leaders 

in ensuring the necessary actions were taken to support them in their roles. The 

implementations carried out following both data collections were directed by 

these points. 

 

3.2.2 Validity considerations 

 

In using the internal impetus of action research, the strategies deployed focussed on 

conducting the process to the highest methodological standards, including ensuring the 

highest levels of validity and credibility in the data collection and analysis.  

1. There was a collegiate approach to the issues, influenced by a whole school audit 

evaluating staff training days.  
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2. The process of action research, which included focus groups as well as individual 

interviews, provided for a ‘conversation’ of ideas.  

3. The authentic voices of participant staff reflected on their individual as well as 

collective practices, together with the reality of the situations from their active 

perspective.  

4. The values of the researcher, as expanded in 3.3 and the participants, were an 

important aspect in validating the process. 

5. The question design for the initial data collection was completed by referencing a 

whole school audit, published pastoral meeting comments and the literature 

review; data two collection was based on a review of the initial data collection, 

together with a focus on salient literature review findings. 

6. To ensure the validity and credibility procedures of both data collections the 

researcher used: 

6.1. Lens of the Researcher.  

In section (3.3), the researcher reflected on her own values, beliefs and potential 

for bias within the process.  

6.2. Lens of the Participants. 

 

At this stage, the validity of the data contribution was re-positioned from the 

researcher to the participants. The data and completed researcher interpretations 

for both data sets were provided for participant reaction and changes indicated 

recorded as part of the research development. It was of crucial importance to 

ensure both the accuracy of participant contributions and that the realities 

presented were an accurate representation of the data collection. 

 

6.3. Prolonged Engagement. 

 

This research was context situated and the perspectives of the participants were 

heard over a period, as developments arising from the research, from the first data 

collection, were activated and monitored. 
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6.4. Thick Rich Data. 

 

The inclusion of rich data provided readers with a capacity to enter the research 

context as described by the participants and engage with the realities as presented. 

In harnessing participants’ stories, as recorded in the research data, readers may 

identify the credibility of the narratives and make decisions about their related 

personal or professional value.        

 

To develop new organisational capabilities, it was essential that participating staff 

identified their real difficulties, understood the wider, developing picture within 

education, considered the realities of context, anticipated future practical changes and 

helped inform action planning for the school. 

 

3.3 Researcher as Principal  

 

In this section, for the purposes of examining my own role and the hierarchy of structural 

relationships within the school in relation to the research, I will write using the first 

person. This is a summary, the full reflection (unedited) is in Appendix 10. 

In this section I considered what Cresswell and Miller (2000) described as a validity 

procedure for researchers to, ‘...self-disclose their assumptions, beliefs and biases’ 

(p.127). The purpose of the research was to create a personal and detailed description, 

within a specific school context, in order to develop conceptualised change for ensuring 

appropriate training support for teaching professionals dealing with emotional difficulties 

as expressed by pupils within this context. This research required a level of detachment 

by me as lead researcher; I had to remember that I am fallible as a human being.  

The validity of the research is crucial; to maximise this, any possibilities for error and 

bias needed consideration at each step. The methods included focus groups and individual 

interviews with teachers, in considering the place of role, meanings, agency, emotion and 

reflection, which influenced how they perceived their professional positions and gave 

direction how their needs should be met. Burgess (2006) recorded how in such research 
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there are, ‘...tensions and challenges to reconcile’ (p.420), while Niema, Heikkinen and 

Kannas (2010) made an important point about not just whose voice is selected for 

inclusion in research data, but also what is excluded. It is of central importance that the 

participants ‘...see themselves as part of the process of breaking barriers for speakers and 

listeners, writers and readers’ (p.140). 

 

3.3.1 Self-reflection 

 

The issue of ‘voice’ is of relevance in this research as I am the lead researcher and the 

Principal of the institution. Murphy, Smylie, Mayrowetz and Louis (2009) noted that, ‘In 

some real sense, at school level, all change flows through the principal’s office’ (p.181). 

As Principal, I have adopted a distributed leadership design to provide the kind of deep 

growth needed for quality provision for pupils and sustainability of professional progress. 

Murphy et al., (2009) offered the consideration that established structures in some schools 

are, ‘...ribboned with barriers to distributed conceptions of leadership’ (p.185).  

Ethical considerations for the research are examined at a later point, but the essence of an 

ethical awareness permeated all actions, including my own reflections on how I should 

process the project. In particular, the quality of purpose for the research had to be seen by 

those involved, as emerging from a genuine concern expressed from within the school. 

Walters (2014) served a reminder about, ‘The importance of living one’s values in the 

educational process’ (p.74). I needed to be critically self -reflective in relation to my own 

character, motives and paradigms; I had to be clear and careful to identify my own core 

values and order my thinking so that those with whom I worked in the project were 

enabled to locate and frame their own positions. Walters (2014) recorded the importance 

of this personal pedagogical reflection as ‘...whether one’s values are just abstract 

theorising or whether they are alive in one’s practice is a good starting point in this 

respect’ (p.76). In all I do within school, I must be self-reflective about the way my actions 

may be interpreted.  
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3.3.2 Learning culture 

 

As Principal, my intention has been to develop a viable research culture within the school, 

to contribute to ongoing professional knowledge and provide the basis for sound 

evidence-based practice.  

As the school’s principal leader, I have openly acknowledged the importance of looking 

at issues together to broaden our collective knowledge as practitioners. I have deliberately 

imbued my conversations informally and formally with the language of professional 

challenges and research information. I have taken a long- term view of how this will 

succeed in an overall culture but need to move some areas forward within a shorter 

outcome time, most particularly the focus on emotional welfare training for staff in an 

agreed and internally supported organisational programme. Walters (2014) stated that 

school improvement, directed from within an institution, has led to the concept of the 

‘Thinking School’ (p.73). The development of this ownership of professional enquiry has 

significance for the enhancement and integrity of internal research practice. 

 

3.3.3 Changing roles 

 

I have been in the school for over four decades; this offers both advantage and 

disadvantage. I took over as Principal in 2012, on a temporary basis, following the former 

principal’s sudden retirement and then permanently in 2013. I have what Coghlan et al., 

(2014) described as ‘...a deep level understanding of the business context, its dynamics, 

its evolution and performance’ (p.994). In my work as Principal and with the research 

participants, I am all too aware of the challenge, or indeed potential for bias arising from 

favouritism. Murphy et al., (2009) provided a cautionary note for advancing change ‘...for 

administrators to avoid the perception of favouritism in the selection process, an 

assessment that has the potential to stunt the growth of distributed leadership’ (p.187). 

Mockler (2014) contended that ‘...sound critical engagement with practice relies upon the 

enactment of ethical practice’ (p.148). 
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3.3.4 Power relationships 

 

I want staff to engage in a positive way with the generation of ideas and feel the freedom 

to move them forward in creative directions rather than simply conform to received 

structural patterns. This is about the values and relationships we are currently transacting 

within the school environment and how I can support these as both a leader and a 

colleague. There will always be the centre proliferation of school actions, what I need to 

move forward is the satellite progression of these. I am also aware that there must be a 

consistency between what I see as important and necessary and what the collective 

‘selves’ of staff see in relation to our understanding about the school’s ethos, purpose and 

mission.  

The research group had to find a way to work together as well as doing it. This 

collaborative and voluntary engagement required honest self-reflection by all involved. 

The research work required not just commitment from the participants but also a sound 

understanding of its relevance for daily practice and its importance in the wider 

pedagogical picture of school life. This returns me to the consideration of how the relative 

power relationships might influence the project, its integrity and validity. 

 

3.3.5 Objectivity 

 

Marshal and Mead (2005) suggested that, ‘... writing itself is a form of self-reflective 

practice’ and that it can result in ‘...a text that is nuanced, alive, sometimes raw in its self-

questioning’ (p.243). My main area of concern was how I intersected my role as Principal 

with that of insider researcher.  

This research project had inbuilt iterative cycles of self-learning, reflection and action, 

including the locating of myself within the process. I had to retain a critical subjectivity 

and self-awareness of relationships. Ladkin (2005) drew attention to the 

‘...acknowledgement that the researcher plays a key role within any inquiry, also ‘...the 

appreciation of the part the researcher plays in his or her inquiry’ (p.109).  
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One of my challenges was retaining objectivity; I adopted the definitions as documented 

by Ladkin (2005). Subjectivity is ‘...a way of knowing which is located in a person’s own 

perspective, including their experiences and expectations as well as their ‘here and now’ 

perceptions’, while objectivity is ‘...a way of knowing what is not specifically located and 

in this way can see the entirety of any situation’ (p.110). 

The focus of the research was given direction by information gained from a whole school 

evaluation audit, designed to look at improving the quality of professional practice and 

consistent comments recorded in pastoral team meetings. Dillon (2014) served a reminder 

that ‘...researcher bias and reactivity are two main validity threats’ (p.212).  

In considering the importance of objectivity within the research process, the role of power 

remained a personal concern. Dillon (2014) subscribed to Foucault’s (1974) power 

perspectives, which I found insightful. For Foucault power is not necessarily adversarial 

in fashion but in effect a relationship between individuals. He contended that all 

individuals within relationships have options; that in every power relationship there is an 

in-built degree of resistance.  

Of significance for me was Dillon’s (2014) comment that ‘...power relations can become 

institutionalized’ (p.215). In this research, it was important for me to understand the pre-

existing power relationships, and then to consider how this could be developed and 

possibly changed through the process. The success of this aspect would influence the 

overall research outcomes and their validity. Focault (1974) described five points for an 

analysis of power relations and given my concerns about this aspect of the research, I 

used the perspective of these five points to consider the power relations as the research 

process progressed. Townsend (2013) recorded that, ‘Issues of power and control in 

participation relate to the ways in which peoples’ experiences and views are understood 

and represented and to the resulting influence that they can have over change’ (p.335). 

 

3.3.6 Female Leadership and power 

 

For me the challenge was to consider how to enlist the participants as well as examine 

exactly my values in relation to how I believe power should be used. Fennell (1999) 
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examined women principal’s experiences with power; power over, with and through, 

recording how a view of power ‘...as restricted to relationships of domination is 

constricting’ (p.24).  

I had to be consistent in reflecting and challenging how I worked with the group and how 

together we facilitated self-reflection; what we were engaging with was both personal and 

emotional. This research was legitimatised by the community of researchers and then in 

the actions within school. Bath (2009) served to remind me that ‘...the researcher needs 

to be acutely aware of the politics behind research aspirations and interpretations that 

must be problematised before justification’ (p.217). 

Of resonance with me was Avgitidou’s (2009) recording of how through analysing her 

interviews, she noted that her role was the asking of questions, while giving ample space 

for the teachers to respond at length. I had to be conscious of my own weakness for talking 

and ensure that I minimised this to allow the participants quality space for their views and 

ideas.  

I had to be patient and not expect everything to happen quickly for sound and positive 

outcomes. While I was part of the social world researched, I was also the researcher 

influencing the process, not least through interpretation of material.  I needed real clarity 

in my reflexivity; Postholm and Skrovset (2013) described this as ‘...an introspective 

ability to reflect and correct one’s own thoughts, values and actions’ (p.508). Heen (2005) 

pointed out the danger of allowing emotions to become prominent and describing this as 

‘...disturbing the clarity of the mind’ (p.271). 

 

3.4 Methods 

 

The purpose of the research was to establish a base line for understanding the staff 

perceptions around dealing with pupils’ emotional health and wellbeing within a post 

primary context. The outcomes from the research served to inform the approaches taken 

within the school in the provision of a practical platform to support pupils with emotional 

health and wellbeing challenges, in line with the school’s ethos and values. 
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3.4.1 Research Aims  

 

There were two stated aims for this research: 

1. To explore how teachers, deal with pupils’ emotional difficulties within a 

school context. 

2. To inform and develop a whole school Action Plan to provide responsible and 

appropriate staff development in identifying and meeting the wellbeing needs 

of both pupils and staff. 

 

 

3.4.2 School Context 

 

The school is a semi-rural post primary co-educational selective grammar with an 

enrolment of 930 pupils, including 200 in the sixth form. The admissions number is 140; 

the school is consistently oversubscribed (50% in 2019-20). There are 53 teaching staff 

and 20 non-teaching staff; the Free School Meals (FSME) is currently14%.  Less than 1% 

of the pupil population has a statement of special educational needs. The school has in 

excess of 40 feeder primary schools. The GCSE and GCE exam results are in the top level 

of current league tables, with 87% A*-C grades at A Level (2017-2019), while at GCSE, 

96/97% (2017-19) of pupils achieved 5+ A*-C grades, together with 91/91% at 7+A*-C 

GCSE (2017-19). The destinations for school leavers have been consistent; in 2018-19 

for Year 14 it was: 78.2 % to Higher Education; 12.6 to Further Education; 3.4 into full 

time employment and 2.3 joined apprenticeship schemes. 

The school has a history of providing pupils with a range of avenues for emotional 

support; the Vice Principal (Pastoral) initiated an independent counselling provision for 

pupils in 2002, before the establishment of a province wide access to counselling for all 

schools. In 2007 the Department of Education (NI) established a Project Board to develop 

a Pupils’ Emotional Health and Wellbeing Programme. The Principal was a member of 

the Department of Education’s Working Group (Stream Five) from 2009-2016. This 

stream developed the ‘Critical Incidents Response Guidance’; following internal pressure 
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from members of this group, a number, including the school’s Principal, went on to 

provide the, ‘Protecting Life in Schools Guidance’ (2016).  

This research recognises the fast-moving pace of emerging pupil emotional health and 

wellbeing problems.  The intention is to provide a considered way forward for improving 

the current practice within the school context, paying attention to its cultural habitus, 

while recognising the possible wider implications for practice within similar school 

settings, in the engagement with external agencies.  

Pastoral Context 

 

The school had experience of dealing with young people who completed suicide, five 

since 2001, three of whom completed suicide in the year after leaving school. An 

increasing number of pupils have threatened suicide; four have attempted suicide. Every 

member of participant staff had an identified role within the pastoral structure. The Vice 

Principal (Pastoral) is Line Manager for all pastoral staff and plays a key role in 

developing pastoral policies, processes and structures. 

 The Head of each Key Stage 3/4/5 plays a key role in the strategic development of 

educational provision in the school; they are members of the Senior Leadership Team and 

contribute to policy formulation and review. A Head of Key Stage acts as a Line Manager 

for Year Heads, within the relevant stage. They support these staff in the maintenance of 

discipline and accept all unresolved behavioural/discipline referrals from both Year 

Heads as well as Heads of Departments.  

There are two Heads of Year for each year group; they act as Line Manager for the five 

Form Teachers within a year group. Their role is to support the discipline, welfare and 

pastoral aims and ethos of the school and to monitor pupil progress across the year group. 

They liaise with external agencies, advise pupils, update staff about individual pupil 

wellbeing needs and ensure that there is a positive partnership between school and home. 

Each class has a designated Form Room and Form Teacher. The Form Teacher has a 

responsibility to ensure that each pupil in their care is nurtured, advised and supported. 

The Form Room Notice Board provides pupils with all necessary information, including 

Safeguarding and Counselling procedures. Form Teachers are expected to have a wide 
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knowledge of the pupils in their pastoral group, including their personal circumstances. 

They provide detailed and personalised comments for each pupil on the end of year report. 

They are the significant adult for pupils in their form class and are expected to establish 

an effective relationship with pupils. (Appendix 5: Pastoral Structure). 

 

3.4.3 Sampling and Recruitment 

 

The sampling of teachers within this context was purposive; the defined group was the 

teaching staff, likely to encounter, or who had already encountered young people dealing 

with emotional difficulties. Initially, all staff were issued with an invitation to participate 

in the research study. In the process for recruitment of participants, in line with the ethics 

approval, staff, who agreed to participate in the first phase (focus groups), completed 

Consent Form1 (Appendix 3). Participants from the first phase, who also agreed to 

participate in the second phase of data collection (one to one interviews), completed 

Consent Form 2 (Appendix 4). 

The final participant sample for the first phase (focus groups), included members of the 

teaching staff, who had direct dealings with pupils who had expressed more significant 

emotional difficulties, including self- harming and other staff who had not experienced 

such extreme situations. The sample size for participants was based on the qualitative 

research design and the requirement for rich, in-depth data outcomes. The sample size 

was 15; this included experienced staff and beginning teachers at different Early 

Professional Development (EPD) stages. The school has a stable staff, with minimal 

budget opportunities to appoint new teachers. All participants were members of the whole 

school pastoral team. 
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Table 1 Participant Biographical information:            

*Indicates Pilot participants for Phase 2 data collection. 

Pseudonym Gender Teaching  

Service 

Years 

in 

current 

school 

Years as 

Form 

Teacher 

Positions of 

responsibility  

Years 

in post 

Took 

part in 

Focus 

Group 

Phase 1 

Took 

part in 

Phase 2 

1 Kate F 30 15 15 SLT 

VP Pastoral 

6 

2 

B Yes* 

2 Olivia F 14 14 13 Head of Key 

Stage 

1 A Yes 

3 Eve F 27 15 12 Year 

Head/SENCO 

15 C  

4 Mike M 21 15 3 Year Head 15 A Yes 

5 Jill F 37 15 22 Year Head 15 C  

6 Nell F 17 15 2 Year Head 13 A Yes 

7 Jules F 19 15 5 Year Head 10 C Yes 

8 Jean F 10 10 3 Year Head 7 B  

9 Martina M 12 12 7 Year Head 5 C  

10 Connor M 18 12 9 Year Head 3 

 

A Yes 

11 Adela F 15 15 14 Year Head 1 B Yes* 

12 Thomas M 4 2 1 Year Head 1 A Yes 

13 Brogan M 4 4 4 Form Teacher 4 C Yes 

14 Alister M 17 1 17 Form Teacher 17 B Yes 

15 Phyllis F 35 15 35 Form Teacher 35 B  

 

 

3.4.4 Data Collection  

 

In line with action research methodology, this process included two phases of data 

collection: 

Data collection, Phase 1. 

This comprised of three focus groups and one individual interview. Focus Group A had four 

participants; originally this was to be five; however, one participant was unable to attend 

because of a re-arranged external course and was interviewed individually using the same 

question structure. Comments from this individual were included within Group A. Focus 

Groups B and C each had five participants (Appendix 6).  
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The use of focus groups was selected as an initial collection method, to generate rich data, 

so facilitating quality improvement for the development of the initial planning process. 

Between the two phases of data collection, a variety of strategies were implemented to 

improve the mental health and wellbeing of teachers, as well as pupils. This first data 

collection informed these actions. 

The purpose of the first phase of data collections was to provide an opportunity for 

contributing staff to: 

1. Discuss perceptions of their roles when dealing with pupils’ emotional 

difficulties. 

2. Reflect on their experience with these situations. 

3. Consider how they were professionally prepared to deal with them.  

4. To suggest ways for improving staff support. 

 

 

3.4.5 Data collection Phase 1 (Focus Groups) 

 

There were three separate focus groups; each group combined staff with experience as 

Heads of Year, along with less experienced staff.  One member of staff participated in an 

individual interview. All staff responded to the same set of structured questions. 

Focus Groups took place within the school premises on a Staff Development Day (SDD) 

in March 2016. A maximum of 90 minutes was scheduled for each group; this allowed 

time for group discussions and the practical setting up for each group. At initial briefing 

meetings, the rationale for the research was explained to individual participants; the 

practical process for the focus groups outlined and an opportunity for participants to ask 

questions was provided.  The researcher ensured that participants would not be vulnerable 

in discussions, based on the questions. Participants actively consented to the process, with 

an understanding that any withdrawal from the process must be made before the data was 

anonymised. 

These questions provided an opportunity for contributing staff to discuss perceptions of 

their roles when dealing with pupils’ emotional difficulties; to reflect on their experience 
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with these situations; to consider how they were professionally prepared to deal with them 

and to suggest ways to support them better. Reflecting Sanyal (2018), this action research 

is one of ‘...critical enquiry and self-reflection’ (p.6). 

The focus group questions, (Appendix 7), selected for use at this point of the study, were 

informed by the returns from a staff audit, from published pastoral meeting minutes across 

each Key Stage group and from the literature review (see section 3.4.7 for further detail). 

The outcomes from the staff audit and pastoral minutes, also fed into the development of 

the individual interviews (phase 2). 

The researcher listened to answers, allowing the participant/s to lead the direction of 

responses. An audio voice recorder recorded the interviews; an external agency 

transcribed the interviews. Digital records were stored in a secure filing cabinet at the 

completion of all levels of analysis. 

Implementations 

 

Following the first data collection outcomes, several implementations were made. These 

included additions/amendments to some areas of practice already in place. At this stage 

the most significant points for development included: 

• The need to develop an improved staff training programme, including 

training to support teachers in dealing with pupils identified as having 

additional needs; 

•  Improving staff facilities and personal wellbeing support 

mechanisms; 

• Providing a data collection tool, to help staff identify pupils with 

emotional wellbeing needs; 

• Improving the allocation of time for pastoral provision; 

• Establishing a ‘Wellbeing Room’. 

These implementations are described in more detail in Chapter 4. 
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3.4.6 Data Collection Phase 2 (Individual Interviews) 

 

At the second stage of the iterative action research process, and after the implementation 

activities referred to above, ten participants from the focus group data collection 

participated in individual interviews. Three participants had retired since the first data 

collection; two participants were unable to become involved in the interviews for personal 

reasons. The participants now included five Heads of Year; Senco, two Form Teachers, 

who were also Heads of Departments and three senior teachers with specific pastoral 

remits. Two of these participants agreed to pilot the draft questions. They were asked to 

consider the researcher’s performance as well as the questions proposed and the interview 

schedule.  

The purpose of this second data collection was to: 

1. Confirm the credibility of the information and narratives recorded from the first 

data collection.  

2. To reflect and review on the changes implemented from the first data collection.  

3. To provide suggestions for improving future school practice. 

The literature research suggested that key issues for teachers included their role definition 

and the perceptions of that role, as part of their identity as professionals. Thus, the 

interviews in this second phase of data collection explicitly included questions to probe 

individual participant views on these areas. 

There were three sections to the individual interview schedule. Sections one and two 

referred to the first data collection; section three considered a range of questions, largely 

derived from the literature findings, this included: 

• New developments since the first data collection; 

• Ethos; 

• Role; 

• Identity; 

• Training and support; 

• Emotional awareness; 

• Motivation; 
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• Expectations from external bodies. 

A pilot study, comprising two of the participants, considered the range of draft questions, 

the majority of which derived from the literature review findings; each participant made 

suggestions for improvement. Adela- Group B, indicated that the original sequencing of 

the questions should be re-ordered to provide a better flow of thinking for participants. 

She also suggested that the questions asking participants to reflect on their own 

professionalism in the classroom ‘…are the more challenging ones’, there was a concern 

raised that specific questions about prior experiences could prove more difficult for some 

staff and that it would be helpful to assure those participating that they should not feel 

compelled to answer all the questions. The findings led to small changes in the sequencing 

and in the actual wording within some of the questions. While Kate- Group B, considered 

that the questions were necessary for the research focus, she did record that she had 

‘…struggled with quite a few’. Her comments chimed with Adela’s in recognising that 

having other experiences would influence responses ‘I think where you are has an 

influence on what you answer and what your knowledge is of what is going on out there’. 

To ensure that participants had sufficient time to answer, without too much time pressure 

on their reflections, it was agreed that the timing allowance for the interviews needed 

extended to a minimum of 60 minutes. Overall, the questions, location and tone of the 

interview, were considered appropriate by both participants.  

All staff responded to the same set of structured questions. Interview responses took place 

within the school premises, recorded on audiotape; each took approximately 60 minutes. 

At initial individual briefing meetings, the rationale for the second interview was 

explained to participants. There was an agreed understanding about what was meant in 

relation to pupils’ emotional health and wellbeing and its centrality within the school 

campus. 

To enhance the validity of the research and reduce potential researcher bias, two months 

prior to the interview dates, participants received summaries from the first phase focus 

group data and the narrative accounts, representing their collective views. They were 

asked to comment on their accuracy and invited to raise any specific points for further 

discussion. They received the agreed questions two weeks prior to the individual 

interviews. This allowed time for any explanation or other queries.  
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An audio voice recorder recorded the interviews; an external agency transcribed the 

interviews.  Following the individual interviews, participants were provided with their 

personal transcript to view; they were able to ask for clarifications and amend any aspect 

of their own text.  Participants were provided with the subsequent draft interview data 

and asked to comment on the overall interpretation. No amendments or withdrawals were 

requested. 

 

3 4.7 How the Literature Review informed the focus group and interview questions 

 

Empirical evidence, within the literature review, highlighted the importance attached to 

how teachers perceive their role, in the way they think about themselves as teachers and 

in their responsibilities towards pupils’ emotional health and wellbeing (Beijaard 1995, 

Pillen et al., 2013, Hargreaves 2000, Arthur 2011, Roeser and Midgley 1997, Roth et al., 

2008, Mazzer and Rickwood 2015, Graham et al., 2011, Edlin and Frelin 2013). This 

aspect informed questions in both data collections: Phase 1(focus groups), question 4 

(Appendix 7) and Phase 2 (interviews), section 3, questions 3 and 4 (Appendix 8). 

Breakwell’s (2014) Identity Process Theory, provided the theoretical basis for a 

consideration of how teachers adjust their individual identity construction and in what 

way this might be shaped in interaction with others as well as life changes. The empirical 

literature identified the importance of identity construction, including teachers’ capacity 

for resilience and how they are enabled to deal with the challenges made to their personal 

and professional identities (Burn and Edwards 2007, Wilkins et al., 2012, Beauchamp 

and Thomas 2009, Garner and Kaplan 2019, O’Connor 2008, Ye and Zhao 2019, 

Zembylas 2003a, Graham et al., 2017, Day and Kington 2008, Vahasantanen 2015, 

Correa et al., 2014). Phase 2 data collection captured teachers’ views on these in section 

3, questions 5-8. 

In considering the limitations of current teacher training programmes, relative to how new 

teachers develop their identity, the literature research drew attention to the importance of 

the new teachers’ early environment experiences within the profession (Izadinia 2015, 

Anspal et al., 2012,), as well as to the overall need for improved staff training, within the 
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area of pupil emotional wellbeing (Connolly et al., 2011, Vostanis et al., 2013, Berger et 

al., 2014a, Weare 2013, Roffey 2010). The literature revealed that few schools considered 

the training needs of their staff, as part of dealing with pupil emotional wellbeing. 

Questions identifying the perceived training and support needs of teachers were included 

in both data collections: Phase 1, questions 3,5 and 6; Phase 2 section 3, questions 9,11 

and 12. 

Research has suggested that little has been done to recognise and address the needs of 

teachers in considering the emotional outcome of teaching on them as individuals and the 

importance on this aspect of their lives (Lohbeck et al., 2018, Day et al., 2006, Santoro 

2013, Zembylas 2003b, Graham et al., 2011, Van Hout et al., 2012, Spilt et al., 2011). 

Analysing the personal impact on teachers is included within each data collection. Phase 

1, question 1 and Phase 2, section 3, questions 12, 13 and 15 provided participants the 

opportunity to consider the emotional impact on them as individuals. 

In considering how teachers are motivated to teach, the literature included the significant 

personal investment made by teachers and how this resilience provided the impetus to 

continue to meet the wellbeing needs of pupils (Day 2018, Gu and Day 2007, Beltman et 

al., 2011, Yost 2016, Castro et al., 2010). External agency support is also considered 

within the literature review; the perception recorded is that teachers do not feel 

sufficiently skilled in dealing with the challenges confronting them (Vieira et al., 2014, 

Berger et al., 2014a). Both data collections directed attention to these issues: Phase 1, 

question 6 and in Phase 2, section 3, questions 14-17.  

 

The theoretical literature underpinning this action research drew from Bourdieu’s (1997) 

theories of social and cultural reproduction as well as Breakwell’s (2014) Identity Process 

Theory. The importance of school as a place where pupils can find engagement and a 

sense of belonging is core to the concept of Bourdieu’s habitus and its focus on stability 

and security of inclusion. The ethos (habitus) of the school is probed within both phases 

of data collection, more directly within Phase 2, section 3, question 2 and 6, with the 

importance on its generative process and capacity to improve practices and relationship 

connections.  
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3.4.8 Strengths and Limitations of selected methodologies 

 

Focus Group Strengths 

 

Using focus groups, with mixed levels of experience, can capture real moments and has 

the capacity to obtain in-depth information; it can be a helpful departure point for initial 

research development. Robson (2011) asserts that in using a heterogeneous design for 

focus groups can ‘…stimulate and enrich discussions’ as well as ‘…inspire other group 

members to look at the topic in a different light’ (p.296).  In selecting this as an initial 

method, it provided participants with an opportunity to engage in the discussion and 

generate spontaneous information around the identified questions; the participants guided 

and controlled the flow of commenting. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007), contend 

that in a focus group, participants interact with each other and as such their views can 

emerge, ‘…the participants’ rather than the researcher’s agenda can predominate’ 

(p.376). They also suggest that it is from ‘…the interaction of the group that the data 

emerge’ (p.376). Cohen et al., (2007) suggest that, while focus groups are contrived 

settings, this is both their strength and their weakness. Their strength includes focussing 

on particular issues, yielding insights, which might not be so available in a direct 

interview setting. Robson (2011) endorses this in his suggestion that by employing a focus 

group setting the subsequent group interaction can be ‘…a particular strength of the group 

interview’ (p.293). Robson ascribes several advantages in using this data collection 

method, including the important point that it empowers participants and while they can 

make comments of their own, they may also be ‘…stimulated by thoughts and comments 

of others in the group’ (p.294). Using this method of data collection provides the 

researcher with an opportunity to identify where there appears to be consistent and shared 

views. Robson (2011) also proposes that this method allows a natural quality control in 

that ‘…participants. to provide checks and balances on each other and extreme views tend 

to be weeded out’ (p.294).  The empowerment of participants was a crucial element within 

this research; using focus groups supported group opinions and provided for individual 

participants to ‘…speak out and in their own words’ (Cohen et al., 2007, p.377), as part 

of this process. 
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Focus Group Limitations 

 

Employing focus groups as a method of data collection has limitations and so required 

careful planning by the researcher, to ensure ease of communication within the groups 

and avoidance of a potential for negative reactions. Cohen et al., (2007) propose that 

extreme care should be made in relation to the sampling so that ‘…every participant is 

the bearer of the particular characteristic required, or that the group has the homogeneity 

of background in the required area’ (p.377). In devising the structure for the focus groups, 

it could not be a question per person approach if the dynamic was to be fruitful. Too many 

questions could have limited conversation; questions needed to be as open and 

unstructured as possible to elicit the best data collection. There was, however, the need 

for an element of structure to facilitate the end data analysis process. It was the 

responsibility of the researcher to ensure that individuals had an equal opportunity to 

express their views. A potential downside is that some participants might not feel free to 

express their real view in a group setting of their peers. Emphasising the confidential 

nature of the discussions in preliminary meetings can serve to address this in part.  

When employing a focus group setting, Robson (2011) urges caution in using 

participants, who know each other and who also work closely (as is the case in this study). 

He suggests that these groups may not only have ‘… their own well-established 

dynamics’ but that ‘… current relationships and hierarchies will influence contributions’ 

(p.295). Robson (2011), also suggested that using a heterogeneous group, has the capacity 

to allow for more dominant participants to destroy the group process. Cohen et al., (2007) 

record the importance of the chairing for focus groups, avoiding being overly directive or 

allowing the topic to be steered too far from the subject matter. These are salient issues 

to which due consideration was given in the current study. Accordingly, one-to-one 

interviews were also used as a method of data collection, thereby enabling the researcher 

to draw on the strengths of each method of data collection and mitigate their potential 

weaknesses. 
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Individual Interview strengths 

 

Individual interviews provided participants with the opportunity to speak independently 

and in more depth on the process, signposting their personal and professional positions in 

a confidential way.  

Individual Interview Limitations 

 

In an individual interview the interviewer is responsible to ensure the flow of the process 

without over directing the participant’s response either through verbal or non-verbal 

reactions; interviewees must have adequate time to answer the questions. As the 

interviewer is also the principal of the school the power differentials have significance 

for the potential validity of the responses. Foucault (1974) contended that power is a 

relationship between individuals and that all individuals within relationships have options 

but equally, in every power relationship there is an in-built degree of resistance. To 

protect the validity of the interview it was crucial for the interviewer to understand the 

pre-existing power relationships and to ensure participants understood that their views 

had a legitimacy within the initiative; that this was a process of shared understandings for 

the benefit of all within the school. Questions needed to be brief and clear, allowing for 

longer interviewee responses.  

 

3.5 Ethics 

 

Approval for this research project was received on 5 February 2016 from the Ethics 

Committee in the School of Education (Queens University Belfast). Participants were 

informed of this ethical clearance in the information provided (Appendix 2). A Consent 

Form and appropriate information was provided (Appendix 3). 

Subsequent approval for additional data collection (phase 2) was approved by the Ethics 

Committee, December 2019. A Consent Form (2) and appropriate information was 

provided (Appendix 4). 
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Before any data collections took place, each participant was reassured of the following 

points, in line with the ethical submission: 

1. Written and verbal explanations of the study stressed that they should not feel obligated 

to participate. 

2. They had a reasonable window of time to consider whether they wanted to take part in 

the research or not. 

3. There was information about what would happen if a teacher expressed a view, they 

knew might be contrary to the researcher’s views, or indeed be critical of her. 

4. Safeguarding information provided, where the act of talking about experiences of 

dealing with extreme emotional difficulties might cause distress. 

A significant ethical consideration in this action research was that of the power 

relationship between the researcher and the participants. While this is examined in more 

detail at 3.4, it is important to reinforce that, as the lead researcher was also the school 

leader, the matter of power and how it was understood and transacted by all participants, 

remained a central concern throughout the research process. Managing the roles of 

researcher, as well as school lead, was a complex challenge to navigate in order to protect 

the credibility and legitimacy of the research. Coghlan et al., (2012) described this as 

‘…the challenge of role duality’ (p.997).  

In line with Foucault’s (1974) power perspectives the areas given most consideration 

included: 

• Appreciating existing power differentials between the participants; 

• Acknowledging existing staff relationships and the potential for changed 

relationships between participants, including the possibility of any perceived 

favouritism by the lead researcher; 

• Ensuring equal opportunities for all participants to contribute to the data and 

subsequently review the recorded data 

 To safeguard this process, a sound ethical framework included: 

• Informed consent; 
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• Confidentiality for participants; 

• Transparency of process; 

• Ownership of data by participants; 

• Validity of collected data; 

• Accountability of researcher; 

• Trust between participants and researcher. 

There are distinct ethical challenges in using focus groups for data collection: 

1. Obtaining participant consent lies in providing a clear account of what will 

happen; this cannot be true of a focus group method, where there is a level of 

unpredictability in the issues discussed and the potential interactions of the 

groups. 

2. There is a limitation in the researcher’s overall control of participant 

conversations. 

3. The provision of completed transcripts, to any individual, for validation purposes, 

would mean providing written records of other participants’ contributions. 

4. Consent to participate, normally regarded as revocable, is much harder to 

exercise in a focus group context.  

5. The removal of any individual data would inevitably affect the rest of the 

collected data; it is accepted as co-produced. 

6. The risk of harm, while addressed in pre-group participation discussions, may 

develop as an unforeseen outcome of participant conversations. 

Participants’ real names have not been used in the reporting of the data; pseudonyms have 

been allocated for participants. All data collected was stored securely, encrypted and only 

accessed by the researcher. No personal identifiers were used in the storage of the 

electronic data. Data Protection Guidelines were adhered to throughout. The 

pseudonymised data will be kept for a minimum of five years on QUB secure storage 

once the study is completed. 
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3.6 Data analysis (Focus Groups) 

 

This research is a contextual constructivist paradigm; knowledge is therefore context 

specific and acknowledges the perceptions of the perceiver. This is restricted data and 

while it makes no claims to be generally representative, it is anticipated that aspects of 

the research outcomes can be used in a wider context. 

Transcripts of the group interviews were analysed using thematic analysis (a combination 

of both inductive and deductive approaches). This style of research analysis links to 

Habermas’s critical theory. This includes, in action research, giving practitioners their 

voice, and an empowerment over practice. The high inputs of the teachers’ own words, 

within the study, are integral to the authentication of the professional and individual 

voices of the research participants. The choice of words and the nuances within the 

narratives, carry their own unique story within the context researched. 

In the first data collection a collation of the key themes was completed from the transcripts 

using a manual process. This included a line-by-line reading, then a segmenting of each 

group’s transcript. A clustering and coding of the emergent themes and sub-themes was 

completed. This data process was initially analysed by the researcher and then the 

qualitative data analysis software, MAXQDA was employed to produce an analysis based 

on the initial coding input. This highlighted the balance of concerns within each group 

and provided an assurance for the sub-coding of the themes within each of the four 

interview groups. 

This first stage of the analysis, through the reading and re-reading of the transcripts was 

supporting by listening to the audio recording; this helped in the understanding of the 

scripts, along with the nuanced descriptions of specific experiences. It was in the 

collegiate interaction within each focus group that the data emerged. The use of detailed 

verbatim examples from the participants’ experiences, provided a qualitative richness to 

the text and added to the validity of the findings. 

Five themes emerged in line with the research questions: Stress; Support; Training, 

Roles/Responsibilities and School Culture and Identity. Each theme was sub-coded by 
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hand to identify the factors, which linked to the theme across the groups, and to determine 

any dominant experiential factors. 

A narrative analysis was then prepared, illustrated by extracts from the relevant 

transcripts. At this stage, any convergence or divergence between groups was noted; 

identified patterns of responses were used to develop an integration of the scripts and 

provide for a rich and meaning final analysis of the themes and subthemes.  

Master Table extracts from the themes and sub-themes, for the focus groups, is recorded 

in Appendix 9. 

Given that the analysis and interpretation of the findings are highly subjective; it is crucial 

to re-acknowledge the interests of the investigator. In this study, the researcher is also the 

principal of the school, where the research was conducted.  

 

3.7 Data Analysis (Individual interviews) 

 

The individual interviews took place following a complete cycle of implementation 

actions. Prior to any consideration of the interview questions (Appendix 8), each 

participant engaged in a one-to-one discussion with the researcher, around a common and 

agreed understanding of the definition of pupil mental health and wellbeing and the 

concept of habitus, as defined within the research context.  

In using an individual interview schedule, the lens moved from the researcher to the 

participants. They had an opportunity to comment on the credibility of recorded 

information and the narrative interpretations from the first data collection, within a more 

controlled confidential setting. Participants also explicitly reflected on the areas 

highlighted within the literature review, as being of significance for professionals.  

Initially, the participant responses to the specific research questions were grouped 

together. The familiarisation of this grouped content was followed by a manual coding, 

which linked to the question theme across the individual interviews, and to determine any 

dominant experiential factors. 
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A narrative analysis was then prepared for each of the interview group transcripts, 

illustrated by extracts from relevant individual transcripts. At this stage, any convergence 

or divergence between individuals was noted; identified patterns of responses were used 

to develop an integration of the scripts and provide for a rich and meaning final analysis 

for each of the sections and individual questions.  
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Chapter 4 Results and Discussion 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter is divided into three main sections: 

1. Section one (4.2) reports on the findings of the data collection from the focus 

groups. 

2. Section two (4.3) describes the implementations carried out following the first 

phase data collection and how it was informed by participant responses. 

3. Section three (4.4) details the second phase of data collection, the individual 

interviews, which includes a review of the implementations put in place following 

the first data collection, along with recommendations for continuing 

improvements to school practice. 

The core purpose of this context specific action research was the exploration of teachers’ 

professional experiences in their dealings with pupils’ emotional difficulties, and to 

inform appropriate staff development in identifying and meeting the needs of both pupils 

and staff.  

Identifying and understanding individual teacher positions is of crucial importance, in an 

area where teachers, specifically those with pastoral responsibilities, are believed to be 

key contributors in the wider support mechanism for pupils exhibiting a range of 

emotional wellbeing problems. The first phase research outcomes provided an informed 

way forward for a realistic school planning schedule, to meet the practical and emotional 

needs of both staff and pupils over a specific period. The research conducted in second 

phase, provided an opportunity to reflect on the actions implemented and think forward 

to future developments for the school action plan relating to teacher and pupil wellbeing. 

All participants had identified pastoral roles within the school context. 

This research adopted a collaborative approach in order to be able to translate the practical 

needs of practising teachers into a reality within a school environment.  
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4.2 Results Phase 1 Data Collection 

 

The purpose of the first phase of this action research study was to explore teachers’ 

professional experiences in dealing with pupils’ emotional difficulties and to develop a 

conceptualised change for ensuring that appropriate training support was in place for 

teachers dealing with these difficulties. Kidger et al., (2010) recorded that, while the need 

for schools to provide support for young people facing emotional problems is increasing, 

‘...the role of teachers in this has been under explored’, that ‘...little is known of the views 

of teachers regarding this apparent expansion of their role and how well they feel 

equipped to fulfil it’ (p.919-920). This section is organised according to the themes that 

emerged from the data. 

 

4.2.1 Theme one: Conceptualisation of stress factors (emotional and practical) 

 

This first theme, stress factors, was the most considered by each participant group, 

presenting into six sub-themes overall: 

1. Insecurity of knowledge. 

2. Lack of confidence. 

3. Moral responsibility. 

4. Challenge of time. 

5. Consequences of getting it wrong. 

6. Emotional effects. 

Group A, which included participant responses from the individual interview carried out, 

recorded a high level of concern around a range of stress factors and the impact this had 

on their professional and personal lives. Ball and Anderson-Butcher (2014) state that, 

‘Understanding teachers’ perspectives is of importance as teachers are key players’ 

(p.221). When teachers are under severe stress, there is a diminished capacity to support 

pupils seeking help. 

This first theme focused on the various levels and types of stress experienced by staff in 

their involvement with pupils demonstrating emotional problems. The recorded findings 
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reflected how individual teachers viewed their experiences from a personal perspective 

as well as a professional perspective.  

1. Insecurity of knowledge (as a professional) 

 

The participants recorded a high number of very similar basic concerns, despite being 

wide ranging in their personal and professional experiences. They drew attention to the 

impact on their own personal lives when they were worried about the advice they had 

given and the possible legal consequences.  

I think you’re continually questioning yourself, and it’s the fact that you are 

doing the best and you are doing what you think is right at the time. But you 

continually think about it afterwards and you’re thinking ‘Is that the right thing 

to do?’ What will that link to if I get this wrong? What are the consequences? 

(Group A- Olivia) 

...am I doing enough? Am I doing this right? (Group A -Thomas) 

But there again, yes, it was deciding what was the right thing to do. (Group B- 

Adela) 

It was in another educational establishment, and I was a young teacher, and 

this has stayed with me, this is my fix, you know. 

& 

...because I wasn’t that old and I really did not know who to turn to, what to do; 

and I used to go home at night and think, ‘That girl will kill herself’. (Group C 

–Jules) 

It was the first panic moment I’ve really had in my teaching...I thought ‘This is 

all going to be my fault’. (Group C Brogan) 

Across each of the focus groups, teachers articulated a belief in their acceptance of a level 

of responsibility to deal with pupils’ problems.  
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... but it’s also, you want to give the best opportunity, and you want to help out 

the pupils as best you can. (Group C - Brogan) 

... you know, there are so many things you’d like to say, or you’d like direction, 

but I would love to know, well, ‘How do I do it properly?’ (Group C - Martina) 

There was a recorded challenge, however, about the continuing paucity of personal, and 

more significantly for this research, professional knowledge preparation at teacher 

training stage. This reflects the suggestion made by Graham et al., (2011) that a greater 

priority should be made within the initial teacher training programmes to support young 

teachers in understanding pupil mental health as well as being able to ‘...maintain and 

nurture their own mental health’ (p.493). This suggestion was also underlined by Bostock 

et al., (2011); Wood (1996); Sanger and Osguthorpe (2011) and Kutcher et al., (2013). 

Whenever you’re at college, and you learn about how you are going to teach, 

and you think it’s going to be this lovely place you go into, you’re not really told 

all these ins and outs, and you do learn on your feet. (Group C -Brogan) 

I don’t think you are really ever prepared for it. Well, because I am relatively 

new, I don’t think in comparison to some others, that when you are at University 

and everything you’re not told about that- it’s all about...you’re going to teach, 

and education, and it’s such a big shock, then, when you come in. (Group C -

Martina) 

... I didn’t feel it, even slightly trained to deal with this stuff. (Group A- Mike) 

2. Lack of confidence (constantly questioning) 

 

Participants in each group held equally similar views within this second sub-theme about 

how they applied what has been described as ‘reflection-on action’ (Leitch and Day, 

2000), about what they had done and whether their actions had been appropriate. The 

impact of ‘constantly questioning’ their actions is crucial to appreciate the significance 

of the effect on individual teachers’ lives. 
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... but I think you’re left wondering was there anymore you could do. Like as 

you said, it has such big impacts. Was there anymore you could’ve done even 

though you know sensibly there wasn’t. (Group A -Nell) 

One of my examples was going to be a girl who committed suicide once she left 

school, and I taught her, she played hockey for me. But I sometimes wonder 

could I have done more?  ... what did I not do? (Group A- Nell) 

The girl referenced in this narrative was supported through five very difficult years of 

school, as she struggled with her mental health. She moved to a further education level 

and during the first year, of this next phase, the school learnt of her death by suicide. 

Teachers’ lack of confidence and concerns about their actions are reported as re-playing 

back into their own lives based on their own perceived expectations of being able to deal 

with the breadth of their roles; at no point did any teacher suggest they did not see it as 

their role, in fact, quite the reverse was recorded. The guilt, which some teachers 

expressed, is highly concerning from the perspective of care for their own personal health 

and wellbeing status.  

So I went home and my children who I should be investing my time with, I have 

no idea what they said to me because I wasn’t really listening ...and you are 

sitting there trying to get on with real life, but actually all I was thinking was 

‘That was horrendous and can I do anything to fix this?’ (Group A -Olivia) 

... I sort of felt like I had let him down, I was a bit annoyed about it. (Group B -

Adela) 

A sleepless night, to say the least ... my biggest problem is I think I’m going to 

change the world, and I’m not! ... and I think it’s just learning that acceptance, 

but I have to say, I do take it home with me. (Group C -Brogan) 

And I thought to myself, this business of evaluating yourself is extremely 

difficult because you hardly know, and it’s just years of experience of, well of, 

maybe seeing this before, or I’ve never seen this before. You hardly know how, 

why you do the things you do. (Group B- Phyllis) 
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3. Moral responsibility 

 

In this third sub-theme, participants expressed multiple views, including the belief that 

there has been a re-positioning of the accountability for pupils’ behaviours, from the 

pupils and their parents, to the teacher. This is a distinctly significant shift, with 

implications for professional responsibility. For some of the more experienced teachers, 

the role of education appears to have moved well beyond the provision of a safe and 

positive academic and pastoral environment to one, which carries both a direct 

responsibility and the accompanying level of accountability for dealing with mental 

health and wellbeing, including identifying problems and then addressing them. 

To the extent, you know, when they talk about these extreme emotional 

difficulties and the range of them and the things we are presented with on a 

daily basis, at what point do we actually stop these kids and say you know 

‘You’re accountable for your behaviour and you have to be the one that’s held 

accountable’. I think it’s always sometimes shifted onto somebody else and we 

feel responsible. (Group B -Alister) 

This respondent’s comment on his feelings of personal responsibility reflects the concerns 

expressed in this study by several other participating members of staff. 

This is the problem. Some children don’t think they need to be responsible for 

themselves and that comes from ... Yeah, it’s parents, you know, it’s not 

anything that they feel. It’s nothing to do with being in school; they come in 

with this attitude... (Group B -Adela) 

It’s a compensation culture. (Group B- Phyllis),  

I do think it’s a big compensation culture; it’s what they can get from the school. 

(Group B -Kate) 

... not wanting to manage their own children and trying to handle their children 

by bullying somebody else. (Group B -Kate) 



 

79 
 

But it’s always been an element of the job, not to the extent it is now, that is, 

because everybody’s so easy to shift the blame, that’s not my fault, it must be 

the teacher’s. (Group B–Alister) 

The recorded perception of staff is that an increasing number of parents deflect their 

responsibilities to school.  

4. Challenge of Time 

 

The fourth sub-theme recorded very strongly held positions by almost every participant, 

in relation to the lack of available time, to deal with pupils’ problems. Participants 

typically stated this lack of time to support pupils, who indicated a greater level of 

emotional wellbeing need, is a serious and ongoing concern for each of them. Every 

member of staff involved in this action research study, had a full teaching timetable 

commitment; Heads of Year had one extra period each week to deal with problems.  The 

allowance for a teacher to have more time is entirely dependent on the current school 

financial budget as is the overall ratio of teacher to pupil (PTR). There is no extra 

allocation of time available other than that, which can be managed within increasingly 

difficult financial decisions for schools. 

...you don’t necessarily get the time to talk to your colleagues that would really 

help you. (Group A -Olivia) 

You can’t say, ‘Can you just stop crying for 15 minutes until I have a break 

here.’ (Group A -Nell) 

For me it is time. It is just time. (Group A -Thomas) 

They (other teachers) don’t have an understanding of the amount of time that 

pastoral issues take. (Group A -Nell) 

So, I had spent a lot of time just trying to get him to talk to me. And the problem 

I have with that is finding the time. So, I really think that’s one of the biggest 

issues. Because you go home at the end of the school day and you’re really 

frustrated that you haven’t had the time to deal with it properly and you feel 

that you are letting that pupil down. 
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& 

But then again, I never really had enough time to check in with him afterwards, 

and then he just wasn’t there anymore. (Group B -Adela) 

Such narratives reflected the accepted sense of responsibility held by individual teachers. 

They served to demonstrate the personal and professional commitment of involved 

teachers and their relationships with individual pupils. They underlined the need for a 

structure, which would provide appropriate supervision for teachers engaged with 

supporting pupils’ emotional health and wellbeing issues, where there are elements of 

significant challenge. 

...but sometimes I feel I am just chasing my tail, and I seem to have so many of 

those days; and by the time all the interviewing has been done, and all the 

accounts have been written up, and the parents contacted and the staff 

contacted and you know, there’s just so much to it. (Group C- Jill) 

...but I do think that time is the biggest issue. Personally, for me it is, because 

you can go a week, or well, a half week, depending if you’ve got cover, and you 

might have no free time to, like write things up and do everything. (Group C- 

Martina) 

Time to deal appropriately with pupil issues remained a constant recorded challenge from 

teachers; the capacity to allow for this is set within continuing budgetary constraints faced 

by schools. A school leader may have the insight and will to undertake all that is required 

but executing such developments is a financial burden. This is a challenge for DE and EA 

in the identification of what definition is appropriate for categories of ‘Special 

Educational Needs’. The category of ‘Special Educational Needs’, currently receives 

funding; this is not true of another equally important category, that of Additional Needs, 

which equally affects the progress of young people. 

5. Consequences of getting it wrong 

 

Within the fifth sub-theme, participants in each group articulated very strong feelings 

about their own sense of personal responsibility, when pupils presented challenging 
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problems to them. There was a registered impact on the personal, emotional lives of 

teachers, as well as questions about the boundaries of their individual responsibility. 

These were linked to the potential for legal challenges by parents or guardians, who might 

consider that their actions had not been within a recognised trained position.  

So, I think we are into a whole minefield of how staff are equally well protected. 

(Group C- Jules) 

But to me, even seeing her walking in that next day, I remember seeing her, and 

I was like, ‘Oh thank the Lord you’re still alive!’ And that is genuinely what I 

felt like: I was really panicking. (Group C -Brogan) 

Because sometimes you kind of feel a bit guarded and think, ‘Oh, should I really 

say that? Is that saying too much? (Group C -Jules) 

The number of such references by teachers about their input, including guidance to 

individual pupils, is significant, given that within this research, the staff narratives 

provided evidence of their continued commitment to helping pupils regardless of 

potential consequences.  

You need somebody who you can go to who will help you see it from a positive 

point of view. (Group B -Adela) 

You know so the blame has shifted in thirty years. (Group B - Alister) 

What if that pupil goes home and she has taken too many tablets and she dies? 

That’s my fault. (Group B -Phyllis) 

So scared of getting it wrong. (Group A- Thomas) 

These last few extracts from the staff narratives, reinforce the sense of moral 

responsibility accepted by individual teachers involved with the pastoral support of 

pupils. Their training and support are based entirely on the context of their own institution 

and its specific habitus. This habitus or ‘...grammar making possible’ (Nash 1990, p.433), 

provides a basis for the internal supportive structures in the school. This specific 

internalised structure is summarised by Nash (1990) as, ‘The internalised principles of 

the habitus are the principles which structure the culture’ (p.434). 
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6. Emotional effects 

 

Participants acknowledged the significant effect working with young people and the 

impact their emotional problems had on their own lived experiences, personally and 

professionally, within this sixth and final sub-theme. 

And you spend your entire life after any event going, ‘Well that was wrong’. 

(Group A -Connor) 

And sometimes you feel as a professional and an adult you should be able to 

cope by yourself. (Group A -Nell) 

My husband appeared at 4 o’clock and that was whenever, and it all came 

spilling out, and that was my relief. But until that point, that was lost time in my 

life. (Group A- Olivia) 

Working with pupils, who are at risk of suicide or being involved with a completed 

suicide, has a profound emotional effect on staff. The staff narratives recorded in this 

action research reinforced the need for a comprehensive training and support service for 

serving teachers. Their narratives provided accounts of pupils moving along pathways to 

outcomes, including depression and self-harming. 

But sometimes I wonder could I have done more? I wasn’t the Head of Year, 

and it did leave me very emotionally scared because I think, ‘Why didn’t you 

come and speak to me?’ 

& 

After she left school, but you still have a responsibility for them. You still feel 

that you could’ve done more to help them, even though I probably knew sensibly 

that there is no more that we could’ve done and that was where she was, and 

nobody could’ve helped her, but you just think, ‘Could I have done more?’ 

(Group A -Nell) 
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One particular kid who I just cannot get out of my head (to) come back to what 

you were saying, is there more I could be doing, was there more I could have 

done?  

&  

...and I’m just convinced that there’s something that I missed there. (Group A- 

Connor) 

 

...because I wasn’t that old, and I really didn’t know who to turn to, what to do.  

& 

The shame is, I actually have forgotten her name now, but the thing is that pain 

... I just couldn’t get over it. I couldn’t get over that life could throw that at 

somebody, and in my cosy wee world, I had never dealt with that before. It was 

shocking to me, it remains shocking to me, and you know, it stayed with me. 

(Group C - Jules) 

The language and discourse used by the participants in each focus group reinforced their 

own individual sense of inadequacy, when faced with pupils who were expressing an 

emotional need. While the teachers accepted their general responsibility to help pupils, 

they also acknowledged their limited expertise in the area of mental health. Day and 

Kington (2008) referred to the changing expectations about the daily work of a school, 

and how these key challenging factors can affect teachers’ identity, as well as their 

effectiveness and wellbeing. Rothi et al., (2008) reflected the research participants’ 

comments on the need for ‘...information that would facilitate their role in the 

identification of mental health issues in their pupils...’ (p.1222). 

 

4.2.2 Summary (Stress factors) 

 

The younger and most recently appointed teachers involved in the research, voiced the 

challenges of their roles transitioning from student teacher to teacher in line with Pillen 
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et al., (2013), who described this tension as when, ‘Beginning teachers may not know 

whether to listen to others or go their own way’ (p.89). 

Most participating staff, regardless of experience, articulated a level of knowledge 

insecurity, along with constant questioning, following either action or inaction. The 

several respondents, who identified as harnessing their own strategic responses, are 

described as having ‘...pedagogical wellbeing’ and that this is crucial for ‘... the 

empowerment of teachers and their resilience to deal with challenges’ (Soini et al., 2010 

p.735). Of some significance, for any institution, was the comment made by one 

experienced participant, who recorded his extreme sense of frustration arising through the 

negative actions of another teacher towards a particular pupil, ‘...doing their head in’; to 

be interpreted as the outworking of a rigidity in their solution framing responses. The 

positive teacher approach aligns with what Castro et al., (2010) described as ‘...a process 

of adaptation’ (p.623); this draws attention to the need for a formal system of school 

mentor support for new and less experienced teachers, offering significant and consistent 

pastoral guidance.  

Roeser and Midgley (1997) documented the problems expressed by experienced staff 

around pupil mental health and wellbeing needs; now, twenty- three years forward, their 

concerns remain just as relevant within current school contexts. They recorded that two 

thirds of the teachers studied by them ‘...reported feeling ‘somewhat overwhelmed’ by 

the mental health needs of their students’ (p.126-127). 

Many participants considered that the challenge of time is one of the main factors 

contributing to teacher stress, bound up with the moral responsibility to act, and followed 

by the possible consequences of getting it wrong. This was a continuous theme within the 

narratives recorded. Mazzer and Rickwood, (2015), iterated this conflict for staff 

concerning the inadequacy of the time allocated to them. In addition, they recorded the 

pressures of academic expectations, which have served to diminished teachers’ capacity 

in dealing with pupil mental health problems, described as ‘...the demanding workload of 

their core professional role, the volume of pupils they support, and the lack of available 

time’ (p.35). 
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 The participants within the research evidenced a number of ways they had created some 

form of actual or metaphorical space so that they could deal with pupils and their needs. 

Some of their comments were imbued with humour, 

 ‘You can’t say, ‘Can you stop crying for 15 minutes until I have a break here?’ 

(Group A- Nell).  

The actual circumstances were neither conducive to productive pastoral care, nor were 

they sustainable. In specific, the recorded concerns about the possible consequences of 

actions taken, is a marker of significance in a society, where parents so easily shift 

accountability to teachers. This is an increasing challenge for individual teachers and 

schools. Parents enact their rights of challenge to schools’ actions in ways, which often 

serve only to act as barriers to the positive engagement needed for supporting the 

expressed needs of young people.  

 

4.2.3 Theme two: Support 

 

This second theme concerns the different kinds of support as indicated by the participants. 

Three sub-themes emerged from the discussions:  

1. Personal experience.  

2. Professional support.  

3. School structures. 

 Participants provided a positive view about the emotional support within the school 

context, that of other pastoral colleagues. Findings illuminate the value placed on the 

sharing of experiences and using teaching colleagues as ‘...a reflective mirror for their 

work’ (Soini et al., 2010, p.744). The nature of the language used by the teachers reflected 

their perceptions of the school ethos and their place within the active body of the school; 

references to this were productive and, within this context, would challenge Hargreaves’ 

(1995) suggestion that ‘Teachers’ voices have frequently been silenced by policy and 

suppressed or distorted within educational research’ (p.12). 
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The element of caring, voiced by Noddings (1992), together with collaboration and 

collegiality, is central in ensuring a supportive habitus within a school, ‘Creating the 

conditions that foster relational trust requires understanding the practice architectures that 

enable and constrain practice’ (Edward-Groves et al., 2016, p.375). Nash (1990) likened 

this to Bourdieu’s concept within habitus as, ‘...dispositional habitus (the internalised 

cultural code)’ (p.434). 

The practices referred to above, are reflected, in real time, through the narratives of the 

participant staff involved in this research. Edward-Groves et al., (2016) indicated that 

through time, practice architectures, or based on the theoretical perspective of this study, 

the habitus, ‘...deprivatises practices and paves the way for the development of relational 

trust’ (p.375). From an ontological perspective, Grootenboer, Edward-Groves and 

Ronnerman (2015) offered the idea that the sayings, doings and relating of practice, 

within an educational establishment, ‘...form the intersubjective spaces for the enactment 

of educational practice’ (p.513). The participants in this action research expose their 

contextual cultural practice ‘...as the central generative site of the distinctive habitus of 

the culture’ (Nash 1990 p.435). 

1. Personal experience 

 

One of the most striking aspects within the first sub-theme in this section, is the 

understanding of the teachers about the value of their own experiences; a concerning 

factor, however, is that this experience has not been, for the most part, supported by any 

recognised, approved and consistent external training, with the requisite legal cover this 

would provide for teachers.  

And some of them just want a listening ear. The girl who I had at my door last 

week and just started to cry. I thought flip what’s gone on here, what’s 

happened, but she just needed to get rid of that emotion, and then she went back 

to class, she was fine. It’s just the feeling of a port in the storm. (Group A- Nell) 

And I think it’s almost where you can’t prepare for those things. Yes, you can 

have policies in place, but you cannot prepare for when somebody is going to 

feel emotionally drained when things are too much. 
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& 

So you don’t know whenever somebody arrives you’re just ready with the 

tissues, but you don’t know what their problem is, and very much you are acting 

at the time to try to come up with a solution, and the strategies are 

individualised. 

&  

I think that you take a lot from your own life experience as you gather up more 

experience of dealing with pupils you get more things that you understand the 

work, and then you’ll be able to fall back and use those strategies again, and 

put them together to come up with a tailored package for that particular person. 

(Group A -Olivia) 

Participants consistently referred to the value of their pastoral relationships with pupils 

and the importance of sound and embracing communication skills, enabling them to 

respond to individual pupil needs. Through their commenting, the participants referred to 

numerous reflections about their own personal life experiences, aligning with Breakwell’s 

(2014) consideration of Identity Process Theory clarifications. In this she proposed that, 

‘Essentially, the individual interprets experience and assimilates its implications into his 

or her identity’ (Jaspal and Breakwell 2014, p.26); she also described this as ‘...integrative 

identity’ (p.25). Aristotelian thought imparted the idea that a habit is something we arrive 

at, having established a way of proceeding, and then continuing in that way. This connects 

to the concept of identity and how this attains, through a form of socialisation, based on 

a particular habitus ‘...members of a social group come to acquire a set of dispositions, 

which reflect the central structural elements’ (Nash 1999, p.185).  

There’s no one strategy that will work in the same circumstance. (Group A -

Connor) 

Well, I think it’s just personal experience. (Group A- Nell) 

You hardly know how, why you do the things you do. (Group B -Phyllis) 
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These participants reflected on how they are working from their own experiences as 

opposed to following any training instruction and approval. Such comments continue to 

compound the problem of potential for legal culpability of staff involved with pupils in 

supporting emotional and wellbeing needs, especially where there are, potentially, 

outcomes that are very serious.  

And that perspective is something that is never taught to you, it is something 

you learn when you deal with your first extreme emotional case(s) at work. 

(Group B - Alister) 

Yes, it was instinct, exactly. Exactly, that’s what it was. (Group C- Eve) 

I think in some respects; personality comes a lot into it.  

& 

Somehow or other I am able to distance myself away from it, and I can’t say 

that I go home, and it eats away at me. (Group C - Jill) 

So, I think having experience, and being able to have empathy with people over 

certain issues, and then... (Group C- Martina) 

There’s a wee boy in that class, who comes in every morning and gives her 

(Form Teacher) a sweet. He has an interaction with her that he doesn’t get at 

home. It’s played down, but it’s there. (Group C - Eve) 

I didn’t feel trained at all, but I guess in my own time I’ve kind of found out a 

lot of strategies at work including the use of time. (Group A -Mike) 

2. Professional support 

 

Participants expressed positive experiences of professional support within the specific 

school context, including the overall effect of the school’s ethos. This was recorded as an 

important aspect of staff feeling genuinely supported and their contributions appreciated 

by the school leadership. 

Because you’re feeling that they care, and they value you. (Group A- Nell) 
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Because even if you are not taking part, like I didn’t take part either, but I didn’t 

feel I had to, and I didn’t feel as if anybody was thinking any less of me because 

I didn’t. (Group B -Adela) 

And you’re reminded of your collegiality, and you’re reminded of the great 

network of support. (Group B - Alister) 

I love my job, but I must be honest, I like the fact that I’m just thanked 

sometimes... (Group B -Phyllis) 

Some participants recorded an understanding that, implicit within their pastoral role, was 

an expectation that they would communicate with external agencies in relation to pupils’ 

mental health needs. The importance of the role of external agencies to provide advice 

and guidance was recorded, including some disappointment that the quality of this had 

reduced. The work of the Educational Welfare Officer (EWO) was one external agent 

referred to as part of a changing landscape of support. 

But anyway, we worked with the EWO, and that was my first example time of 

working with the EWO, and working with the educational psychologist as well, 

to set up strategies to get her into school. 

& 

...whereas now I feel EWO are working on a tick-box basis (Group C- Eve) 

Participants resonated strongly about the importance of possessing relevant background 

knowledge about a pupil and therefore being in a better position to understand that pupil 

and their individual needs in a more holistic way. It was noted that the communication 

and support from crucial external agencies, has decreased over a number of years.  

...the support from a particular EWO a few years ago, because she would always 

give you background on a child. She knew the family and she really helped you 

put things in focus, and she was very caring.  

& 
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You know that girl (social worker) talked me through what I needed to know. 

(Group C- Jules) 

The majority of participants reported the importance of professional capacity support 

given by their line managers, as well as the collegial support from other pastoral staff 

members. This demonstrates the outworking of a specific school culture, where 

relationships are valued, and where leaders at all levels recognise the highly stressed 

aspects of pastoral work. 

It was good to actually learn what they did using my line manager. (Group A -

Thomas) 

The meetings on Tuesdays when we’re together. I find that’s a great day to 

actually share and reflect ourselves. (Group A -Olivia) 

And it’s not even the support it’s... and just being there for each other. (Group 

A -Nell) 

Everyone knowing they are in the same boat. (Group A -Thomas) 

...I don’t know how you did it. But you trod that fine line where you supported 

me in front of the parents, but you didn’t antagonise the parents further and 

actually managed to bring them back on board.  ...But at that time, I did feel 

supported in my job as the teacher... (Group B- Phyllis) 

...but support wise, I would say, I never feel that I am alone in anything in this 

school. (Group C - Jill) 

...and I would be like Jill, I never feel that you’re alone- you can always go to 

somebody. (Group C -Martina) 

3. Structures (School based) 

 

 Participants recognised the value of school based pastoral protocols and structures in 

supporting their work.  



 

91 
 

Straight away, protocol is that I went straight to the documentation that the 

school actually had, and that was the first thing I looked to, first and foremost, 

because I thought there was no way, in terms of me knowing what else to do. 

& 

I was just following school protocol, and the school procedures, where I was 

saying, ‘Right, I’ve done this, I’ve noted everything down now, I need to go and 

pass this information onto the net’. (Group C- Brogan) 

Well advice; just, I think advice... to have a mechanism to seek advice, or to 

know that it’s there, because sometimes, you might know it’s there, but you 

don’t quite know how to ask. (Group C- Jules) 

Younger, less experienced members of the pastoral teams recorded the confidence they 

gained by being able to follow set procedures during their early challenges as pastoral 

leaders. 

First and foremost, you have your policies to see what the next available action 

is. 

&  

It was an experience because as a young professional myself I need as many 

examples as possible... 

& 

It just takes a bit of hard work and listening to the right advice because I don’t 

know all the answers. (Group A -Thomas) 

 

4.2.4 Summary (Support) 

 

The teachers’ choice of words, when describing their experiences, reflected both 

engagement and a level of empowerment; participants explained the importance of 

feeling valued as individuals as well as professionals. It is the professional interactions 
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and relationships within a school community, which strongly identify as providing a 

supportive base; line managers play an important role in securing a level of teacher health 

and wellbeing and represent the culture of the school. What does emerge, however, is an 

observation by longer serving teachers that certain external bodies have become less pupil 

focussed, centring more attention on their required administrative processes.  

Most participants recognised that schools are becoming an increasingly important 

platform for pupils to raise or otherwise express their emotional health problems; 

however, this places pressure on staff to identify and possibly refer pupils to the next 

stage. Teachers, more recently qualified, recorded the feeling of security in having 

defined school policies and structures in place to utilise when dealing with pupil 

problems. 

 

4.2.5 Theme three: Identification of training requirements 

 

The participants in this research study reiterated, strongly, the need for training to provide 

some level of expertise as much of what was considered increasingly relevant to the health 

and wellbeing of pupils, is well outside the boundaries of a teacher’s current professional 

preparation for the role. In this research, respondents voiced concerns about the possible 

consequences of their actions, based on a limited knowledge of mental health, and the 

effects this subsequently had on their own sense of wellbeing, temporarily limiting their 

ability to function properly within their own family context.  

Such reflections are recorded in earlier research studies by Mazzer and Rickwood (2015), 

where participants also reported that they felt inadequate in what they had to offer pupils 

to meet their emotional health needs ‘...perceiving a deficit in their level of knowledge, 

skills and training in mental health’ (p.37). The participants in Mazzer and Rickwood 

(2015) also highlighted their concerns about saying the wrong thing, with the possible 

consequences ‘...they feared saying the ‘wrong’ thing to vulnerable young people, as well 

as problems involved in juggling the many demands of their expanding role’ (p.37). 

The third group theme provided no distinct sub-themes; participants recorded a single 

viewpoint regarding their perceived training needs, both internal and external.  
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There was just one thing I would like to say is I would quite like to learn more 

from the professionals. My sister is a social worker and whenever she talks 

there’s things, I don’t know ... (Group A- Thomas) 

I think we should have more drugs training as staff. The police come in to talk 

because there’s so much more out there than there ever has been...  

& 

... the more informed you can be, the more secure you will feel in the decisions 

you make. (Group A -Olivia) 

Recorded within this area of discussion was, again, a feature of some concern regarding 

dependence on actions, arising purely from direct experience rather than as an outcome 

of recognised training. 

We have them, and we see them and you’re dealing with them, you’re dealing 

with them, we are all dealing with them in our own ways. Much of that comes 

back to you. (Group A -Nell) 

... it’s just years of experience of, well of, maybe seeing this before, or I’ve never 

seen this before. You hardly know why you do the things you do. (Group B -

Phyllis) 

We are never taught to be social workers. (Group B -Alister) 

The participant’s diverse experiences provided interesting views on what they considered 

effective specialised training support. Such information reinforces a need to provide 

increased initial specialist training for teachers to carry out their pastoral roles as agreed 

within role boundaries, and, more significantly, to protect them as professionals. 

They (pupils) do stuff that we have no idea about what’s gone on. The girls that 

come in from the (PSNI), I know some of them are going’ Seriously why are we 

doing this?’ I thought that was good for us. (Group A -Nell) 

So, I can only say for myself, training is what I would love. 

&  
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Well, trained in, first of all, identifying them, if possible, because that’s where 

it comes to. Yes, we hear of, say for example, all these awful situations of suicide 

and all the rest, but the way I look at it was, ‘What happened at the very start? 

What did somebody overlook?’ Because that’s where it did happen.  At one point 

there is always a crying out. 

& 

Yeah, possibly within their EPD, possibly with the new teachers coming in... 

maybe the fact that it should be mandatory, that you must do a section of your 

EPD within this particular area. (Group C -Brogan) 

 

4.2.6 Summary (Training) 

 

In requiring more specialised training to deal with the emerging health and wellbeing 

needs of pupils, teachers are tacitly accepting a role in this area of education. In 

recognising a need to be more comfortable when dealing with young people and their 

increasingly complex emotional problems, teachers need the tools to be effective within 

the boundaries of their professional role.  

The limited training, currently available for teachers within the area of pupil emotional 

health and wellbeing is offered on an ad hoc basis, by a range of providers, sometimes at 

very short notice. School leadership is required to commit time and finance to facilitate 

staff. Participating staff are then required to add this to their already heavy workload and 

the core expectations for reaching academic targets. This is an area, which should have a 

more coherent approach to be both efficient and effective in practice. Mazzer and 

Rickwood (2015) suggested that ‘...further efforts are needed to integrate both teacher 

training and practices of supporting student mental health more tightly into the schools’ 

systems as routine components of teaching and learning’ (p.39).  
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4.2.7 Theme four: Construction of Roles/Responsibilities 

 

Participants narratives recorded an overwhelming acceptance of their pastoral role to 

respond and help pupils, where they could. O’Connor (2008) considered that ‘...each 

teacher’s individual beliefs about their role in caring for students form a crucial part of 

their identity’ (p.118). She proposed that in the consideration of teachers’ caring for their 

pupils, it is essentially an individual process of commitment; she noted ‘...how their 

interactions with others shape the identity that they take on as professionals’ (p.119). 

Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) suggested that teacher identity required a struggle of 

comprehension to understand the lines between professional identity and a personal self. 

This reflects the narratives of several of the study’s participants. Beauchamp and Thomas 

(2009) referred to identity as being ‘...shaped and re-shaped in interaction with others in 

a professional context’ (p.178), reinforcing Breakwell’s (2014) statement that identity, 

‘...is perpetually adjusting’ (p.33). 

This theme provided no sub-ordinate themes. The data recorded personal understandings 

about the professional identities of pastoral roles and the attendant responsibilities. It also 

documented how these have fed into the protection and support of pupils with emotional 

health and wellbeing problems.  

So, what are we doing, as well, that they have this powerful voice, but somehow 

or other, we can’t seem to provide them with a strategy to survive life? I also 

think that is, partly our job. 

& 

... I just think so much happens in pastoral care that is not seen. (Group C -

Jules) 

The majority of pastoral staff expressed a positive perception of how they needed to 

conduct themselves when dealing with pupil health and wellbeing issues.  

I think in terms of my role in school that quite a lot of kids would open up and 

come to me about certain issues. 
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& 

I think being a figure head for my particular year group, but I have to provide 

the right examples and the right template for children. (Group A -Thomas) 

 

But it’s how you see those individuals sitting in front of you. Do you see them 

as statistics, do you see them as a machine that basically has to go through an 

exam, or do you see the human being behind that? 

& 

I think it’s to do with staff and their ability to empathise with others as well, and 

their own emotional intelligence because is it that you really genuinely care 

about these children or is it, this is a job? (Group A- Nell) 

Individual staff acknowledged an emotional involvement, as contributing to their overall 

understandings of what this process needs. 

But it’s always been an element of the job, not to the extent it is now, that is, 

because everybody’s so easy to shift the blame, that it’s not my fault, it must be 

the teacher’s fault. (Group B - Alister) 

...I also think that form time is our time where we could be teaching them very 

valuable lessons. You know, we do say that they’re not accountable; they don’t 

know how to be responsible for themselves. And if they don’t know that because 

it’s not happening at home, maybe we should be doing something to help, you 

know...  (Group B - Adela) 

Several participants expressed particular concern about the reluctance of boys to express 

their emotions in the same open manner as girls, described by one participant as: 

 ...a bit more needy. (Group C -Martina) 

This comment was followed by a further interpretation of girls’ responses from a Year 

Head with specific responsibilities for them in the year group. 
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You know, perhaps, or they’re just more willing to come to you with emotional 

difficulties, so in terms of that messy behaviour, you know, which is hassle... 

(Group C- Jules) 

The relationships with boys presented some pastoral staff with different challenges. 

I think boys present with, almost, low level disruption, that comes to a year head. 

(Group C -Jules) 

...at this moment in time, males, and I’m trying to pull the information out of 

them, but I know, deep down, there are deep psychological issues there, 

massively deep, and it’s worrying. And again, it is very much stereotypical of ‘A 

man doesn’t speak, he keeps his thoughts’. It comes from that generation that 

they did that, that’s exactly the way it was. You were seen as a weak man... 

&  

Men shouldn’t have emotions’, that sort of thing, and it’s very hard to break 

that mould. (Group C -Brogan) 

With the boys it does come across more in behaviour than...Do you know? 

They’ll act out... (Group C -Martina) 

McGrellis (2011) recorded within the report Growing up in Northern Ireland that there is 

an emerging difficulty for young people who are now identifying as having multiple 

identities. This was included within the narratives of the current study. It is an area, which 

is having a significant impact on how school cultures handle a different dimension for 

their thinking and indeed understanding.  

Well, here’s a developing area, with gender difficulties. That’s more and more 

and more coming to the fore. It was always there but hidden. I don’t think 

there’s more of it, it’s just more... coming to the fore. (Group C - Jules) 
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4.2.8 Summary (Roles and Responsibilities) 

 

Several participants, within this study, referred to the limitations of time they were able 

to give to pupils and how even this led to a devouring of their own personal time and 

commitment to their family life. It is evident, from the narratives provided within the 

study, that the teachers engaged in a reflection on their actions, acknowledged that while 

‘caring’ is not represented within teachers’ standards, it is in fact present through a 

societal expectation. 

There was, however, a recorded concern by participants about the level of conflict arising 

from an academic accountability from them as subject teachers, and then finding the time 

and space to deal adequately with emotional health problems, brought to them by 

individual pupils. This is compounded by the lack of certainty that the actions taken by 

them were the right ones. 

Mazzer and Rickwood (2015) reflected the participants’ acceptance of their individual 

roles in relation to pupil health and wellbeing in that they accept caring for pupils’ mental 

wellbeing is part of the larger role as a teacher ‘Typically, teachers viewed supporting 

mental health as ‘just part of the job’ (p.33). The significant word used here is ‘teacher’; 

the definition of this core professional role is currently devoid of any reference to dealing 

with any of the more specialised areas within pupil health and wellbeing and certainly not 

without specific and recognised training to support any actions, which might affect 

individual pupil health and wellbeing. However, Mazzer and Rickwood (2015) also 

reported from their research findings that, while many staff agreed about accepting pupil 

mental wellbeing as part of their role, there were many who did not take this view. While 

some of these teachers will have had their own reasons for their viewpoint, one important 

area was identified ‘...that providing any form of treatment, or counselling, is outside the 

scope of their role’ (p. 35). 

Two decades ago, Hargreaves (2000) summed up the increasingly changing role of 

teachers who were ‘...experiencing increasing role expansion and role diffuseness, with 

no sense of where the commitments and responsibilities should end’ (p.166). Hargreaves 

employed words such as ‘...exploitive and overextended’ (p.166), to emphasise the 

crossroads for teachers. While this refers directly to the changed expectation regarding 
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teachers’ roles and curricular expectations, bound up with this is the implicit pedagogical 

relationship with pupils and the need to ensure improvement in learning success for them. 

Hargreaves (2000) reinforced the extent of the demands made on teachers who ‘...face 

great emotional and intellectual demands as they extend their work out beyond the 

classroom (pp.172-3). 

While the participants within the study recorded their acceptance of a role, which included 

supporting pupils to deal with problems presenting as barriers to learning, at no point did 

they express a belief in their personal capacity to deal with the more challenging 

emotional health problems presented by pupils. The participants recorded their 

willingness to listen and help where they could; where there were more serious problems 

presented, staff understood these had to be referred to a more senior level. A reporting of 

a level of risk to a pupil was part of the mandatory school reporting system, under Child 

Protection. What did emerge from the findings was a very generous personal level of 

willingness on the part of staff to provide time, where available, for pupils to talk. This 

level of professional and personal responsibility, while admirable, could lead to 

unforeseen consequences, if the teacher advice or guidance, as perceived by the pupil, is 

subsequently challenged within a legal framework. This is an unreasonable expectation 

from teachers, regardless of any supportive school ethos, where there is no defined role 

or level of expertise responsibility, protected by law, for the teacher in the process. 

Mazzer and Rickwood (2015) served to reinforce the comments made by the study 

participants in their concerns about getting it wrong. 

What will that link to if I get that wrong? (Group A - Nell) 

It was the first panic moment I’ve really had in my teaching...I thought ‘This is 

all going to be my fault’. (Group C- Brogan) 

 

4.2.9 Theme five: School Culture and Identity 

 

The younger teachers, represented in each of the focus groups (A-C), gave voice to being 

both influenced by and yet dependent on the culture of the school to provide positive 

support and guidance when faced with a dilemma in relation to pupil emotional wellbeing. 
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This influence has impacted on their growth as teachers. An impact on identity 

construction is a direct reflection of the process described by Breakwell (2014) as part of 

the Identity Process Theory (IPT) and in her Social Representation Theory. Breakwell 

(2014) makes it clear that her IPT is the ‘...total identity of the person’ (Jaspal and 

Breakwell 2014, p.24). 

 From a Social Representation perspective, teachers are involved within the social 

interaction of the establishment habitus of the school; they will be aware of shared 

meanings and understandings, which form the context specific constructs. Young teachers 

may be drawn to adjust their identity in both values and content and ‘...will particularly 

feel the impact of a community context and will need to be aware of the shaping of their 

own identities that will take place within this context’ (Beauchamp and Thomas 2009, 

p.180). 

Soreide (2006) described the importance of the school ethos as referred to by a number 

of the participants, for the development of teacher identity ‘All institutions produce 

possibilities for such narrative constructions of job identities for their members through 

the way they are organized and what is valued’ (p.529). In her research, Soreide (2006) 

focused on the importance of school structures, in line with Bourdieu’s concept of both 

habitus and field, rather than on individual teachers, to understand how the narrative of 

teacher identity is constructed. 

One participant recorded her experience, while working in an institution, where the 

culture was not at the time organised with pastoral care at the centre: 

Anyway, who did I get support from? Because it wasn’t really set up in those 

days-FE- to have pastoral care, and you sort of were left looking for whomever. 

(Group C -Jules) 

What has become clear from the myriad of individual narratives within this first phase of 

research is the need for an understanding of the factors, which contribute to how teachers 

become promoters of pupil wellbeing, including identification of possible pupil mental 

illness, while protecting them as professionals. Byrne, Rietdijk and Pickett (2018) 

reinforced the views, as expressed by many of the participants in this research, in their 

identification of the importance of the influence of senior leaders in creating a positive 
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and nurturing school environment. This is significant to enable good wellbeing practice, 

particularly for young practitioners, ‘Nurturing and developing this nascent teacher 

identity has resource and policy implications’ (p. 298). 

Three participants recorded the importance of aspects within their personal family 

biographies in how they engage with some of the problems presented to them by pupils. 

This is an important lens of understanding, reflecting Breakwell’s (2014) Identity Process 

Theory, in examining how teachers respond to individual pupils and the impact of 

personal environment histories on teaching philosophy and teacher identity formation. 

Bukor (2015) suggested that initial home environments affect ‘...an individual’s 

personality traits, core beliefs, perceptions, and interpretations, which make a lasting 

impact on self-development’ (p.322). 

Teachers continue to face an increasing emphasis on accountability for school 

improvement, in other words, raising academic results. Within a school structure this 

measurement culture, the standardised assessment of pupils, forces many teachers to 

review their priorities and thus potentially their identity as a teacher. The all-pervasive 

reinforcement of this approach, within classrooms, leaves little room for the complexities 

of a teacher’s role, as clearly expressed within the teacher narratives recorded in this 

research. The participants acknowledged the stress effect that the higher and the more 

pervasive target expectations have on them, but they also recorded their continuing sense 

of the lens of construction on their own teacher identity, when confronted by pupil 

wellbeing needs. Buchanan (2015) described this process as where, ‘...identities are 

reformed and remade- and professional agency is carved out’ (p.701). 

The participants in this first phase of the action research provided narratives of 

experience, which endorsed the biographical perspective as described by Kelchtermans 

(1993) ‘...teacher role identity is the way in which individuals think about themselves as 

teachers- the image they have of self-as-teacher’ (Kelchtermans 1993, cited in Beijaard 

1995, p.281). 

Do you see them as statistics, do you see them as a machine that basically has 

to go through an exam, or do you see the human being behind that? 

& 
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I think it’s to do with staff and their ability to empathise with others as well, and 

their own emotional intelligence because is it that you genuinely care about 

these children or is it, this is a job? (Group A -Nell) 

Several participant teachers offered stories of individual pupils who needed to be able to 

go to a teacher to whom they could situate their problem,  

The tears just started and she just needed to stand there and cry for two minutes 

or like a girl who arrived at my door one day and sobbed because they had told 

her at home really bad news, and she just sobbed and sobbed for hours in my 

store. (Group A -Nell) 

Graham et al., (2017) referred to the importance of ‘caring’, where they cite students who 

perceive this care as ‘...above the job description’ (p.448). They also emphasised the 

comments made by teachers that ‘...such care was considered a routine feature of 

teachers’ roles’ (p.448). This emotional nature of a teacher’s work reflects the literature 

where Hargreaves (1998) described teaching as ‘...an emotional practice’ (p.319), while 

Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) suggested that more attention should be given to the 

study of emotion, using the term, ‘...shaping’ (p.178) to describe, in part, the role of the 

self.  

The essence, which is ‘caring’, is not in recorded teaching standards; it is not a 

quantifiable measurement; it has morphed as part of the increasing societal expectations 

of teachers. Teaching standards may define and prescribe what a teaching role is, but 

teachers are much more complex as human beings. The participants in this study recorded 

their own personal and professional investment in their role; this suggests similar 

philosophies with respect to their perceived self-identity.  

Hallinan (2008) drew attention to the importance of the role of teachers in shaping 

students’ feelings about school, and the effect on their higher academic achievement 

levels. This is a basic determinant for good emotional health and wellbeing; the result of 

good teacher-pupil relationships ‘Teachers play a major role in shaping students’ 

experiences in school. A large part of a student’s school day is spent in verbal and 

nonverbal interactions with teachers’ (p.272). 
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4.2.9 Summary (School Culture and Identity) 

 

Several participants recorded their dependence on the school’s culture to provide positive 

support and guidance for them, when faced with issues in relation to pupil wellbeing. 

They indicated the significance of this in their growth as professionals. Soreide (2006) 

described the importance of school ethos as referred to by several participants, for the 

development of teacher identity. Participants acknowledged the stress effect that the 

higher and the more pervasive academic target expectations have on them.  They 

reinforced the importance of senior leaders, in the creation of a positive and nurturing 

environment for staff and pupils, to support them pastorally and academically.  

 

4.3 Implementations of school level actions and activities 

 

The purpose of the first data collection was for staff to share perceptions of their roles 

when dealing with pupils’ emotional difficulties, to reflect on their experiences with these 

situations, to consider how they were professionally prepared to deal with them and to 

suggest ways to support them better. Following the first data collection implementations 

of school level actions and activities were made; these were informed by responses from 

the focus group participants. 

 

1. Time 

While focus group participants recorded a high level of concern around a range of stress 

factors, the most consistent one was an overall a lack of available time to deal with pupils’ 

problems. In order to address this concern, in part, a review of the curriculum time 

allocations was carried out, resulting in a designated weekly pastoral period (60 minutes, 

2019-20). While the weekly theme for this pastoral period was common to all year groups, 

the content varied in accordance with their identified and age-related needs.  The 

programme schedule was devised in collaboration with the Heads of Key Stages and the 

Year Heads, as well as input from the School Pupil Council. The framework included 
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providing pupils with the opportunity to develop softer skills such as: resilience capacity; 

self-awareness; problem solving skills; motivation and self-regulation and relationships.  

This provision gave each form group extended time with members of the pastoral team; 

it included form registration. While it was used to provide learning within the core 

curriculum content for the Learning for Life and Work framework, it allowed pastoral 

staff extra time to deal with individual pupil issues. Following the second data collection, 

a review was carried out by pastoral staff in February 2020; this resulted in the addition 

of daily form time for registration (15 minutes) for 2020-21. While pastoral staff were 

positive about the weekly pastoral period, they felt pupils benefited from daily contact 

with them. 

 

2. Support  

The school actions taken to address this area included: improving teacher information 

about pupils; internal support (professional and personal) from senior leadership and 

professional development opportunities. 

Participants resonated strongly the importance of possessing relevant background 

knowledge about pupils and so being in a better position to understand individual pupil 

needs in a more holistic way. To support this, a Whole School Digital Software 

Programme was purchased; this included the Pupil Attitude to Self and School (PASS) 

module. Using the PASS module across every year group, twice a year, provides staff 

with an increased range of information and highlights areas of potential concerns around 

individual pupils. Staff have been able to seek support and guidance, where needed, 

before addressing these problems. Staff have had training in the effective use of this 

module. 

The data recorded personal understandings about the professional identities of pastoral 

roles and the attendant responsibilities. Staff articulated the importance they attached to 

the times they were able to talk together and offload their experiences, and to seek forms 

of support from those perceived as more experienced. The younger teachers, represented 

in each of the focus groups (A-C), gave voice to being both influenced by and yet 
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dependent on the culture of the school to provide positive support and guidance when 

faced with a dilemma in relation to pupil emotional wellbeing.  

‘Wellbeing’ is now a standing item on each Pastoral Meeting agenda, (Year Group and 

Key Stage); this includes both staff and pupil wellbeing. It provides a forum for pastoral 

groups to share their specific concerns around pupils and to identify their own pressure 

points in relation to pastoral tasks. 

Several participants identified the significant impact that working with young people and 

their emotional problems had on their own lived experiences, personally and 

professionally. The guilt, which some teachers expressed, was highly concerning from 

the perspective of care for their own personal health and wellbeing status. Simm et al., 

(2010) focused on a significant point for teachers in terms of the practice of health 

professionals and their supervision structure. For any professional engaging in the support 

of an individual’s mental health and wellbeing, it is crucial that they have supervision to 

sustain their practice, through discussions and, ‘...to offload emotions’ (p.688). 

In order to address these concerns, staff supervision support, by an external counsellor, 

was available on request, to offer individual staff an opportunity to share their own 

concerns and gain support and guidance. Following the second data collection, the Board 

of Governors has been asked to consider the provision of a full-time counsellor. 

A significant number of participants identified the importance and influence of senior 

leaders, in creating a positive and nurturing school environment. Two members of staff, 

one a newly qualified teacher, have been trained in Mental Health and First Aid; they run 

‘Chat and Chew’ sessions for pupils at designated lunchtimes. Sixth Form pupils are 

offered training as Mental Health Ambassadors; each year has had over 25 pupils 

completing this; it has proved a popular experience. The school has become an Inspiration 

Point Centre with its own School Mental Health Charter. These developments are 

significant in the enabling of a whole school wellbeing practice, particularly for young 

practitioners as well as pupils.  

Participants explained the importance of feeling valued as individuals as well as 

professionals. The teachers’ choice of words, when describing their personal and 

professional experiences, reflected both engagement and a level of empowerment. It is 
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the professional interactions and relationships within a school community, which strongly 

identify as providing a supportive base, including openings for professional development. 

Research groups, which operate on a voluntary basis, have been established to provide 

opportunities for staff to develop areas of educational interest for them. Research 

outcomes and updates are delivered by these groups to staff, during training sessions and 

have contributed to the educational knowledge base within the school.  

Individuals had expressed positive experiences of support within the specific school 

context, including the overall effect of the school’s ethos. This was recorded in the data, 

as an important aspect of how staff felt genuinely supported and that their contributions 

were appreciated by the school leadership. A staff social committee was established to 

plan internal and external staff events; staff room equipment and facilities were improved 

to provide for greater comfort; these improvements included a designated quiet work area. 

There is a yearly provision of a ‘Wellbeing Bus’ for staff to have a sponsored health check. 

This has proved popular, with requests that it be carried out more frequently.  

Staff, particularly younger members, recognised the value of school based pastoral 

protocols and structures in supporting their work. The Three-Year School Development 

Plan (2019-22) and its accompanying annual School Action Plans have significant 

sections on mental health and wellbeing. There is now a ‘Wellbeing Room’; this offers a 

space for young people, who need time out from the normal school day. It also supports 

pastoral staff in offering a further place to speak with pupils.  

 

3. Training 

Participants expressed the need for training to provide some level of expertise, 

particularly in relation to pupils with additional needs. In this study, respondents voiced 

concerns about the possible consequences of their actions, based on a limited knowledge 

of mental health, and the effects this subsequently had on their own sense of wellbeing. 

While a positive school ethos was acknowledged by them as being conducive in helping 

to support teachers develop as promoters of health and wellbeing, there was also an 

expressed need for a more formal and registered teacher training provision. Such a 

recommendation came with the caveat that the training and accompanying societal 
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expectations did not dilute a teacher’s fundamental role as a leader of learning. In 

response to this, External Agency training sessions had formed a significant part of 

planned staff development training programmes, in line with the school action plan, to 

address teacher and pupil wellbeing. The extent of these training sessions was limited by 

the effect of the union action short of strike during 2018-20.  

Simm et al., (2010) proposed that ‘...there is a role for psychologists to work within the 

whole school system’ (Simm et al., 2010, p.688). Three main areas were suggested for 

consideration: supervision of staff, training support and an enhanced quality of staff 

response to issues identified by young people. 

 Within this research study, there was an expressed opinion that external agencies are 

overly focussed on their administrative accountability tasks, rather than on the core 

purpose of their role, which is to provide guidance for young people, as well as staff, in a 

practical and positive manner. The development of this remains to be addressed. 

 

4.4 Results Analysis Data 2 

 

In November 2019, two months prior to the planned phase two interview schedule, 

participants were provided with hard copies of the first data summaries and the records 

of practice and support changes made in the school context, as a direct influence of the 

focus group considerations. This allowed them time to consider: the school actions and 

activities undertaken, following phase one; the accuracy of the summary content from the 

focus groups and any comments they wanted to make during the individual interviews. A 

total of ten participants were interviewed. Discussion around a shared understanding of 

wellbeing took place at the start of the individual interview. 

Before any analysis was carried out participants were given a copy of their own interview 

for review; they were invited to ask for any clarifications and make any amendments they 

wished. Transcripts of the individual interviews were analysed using thematic analysis. 

Participants were provided with the subsequent draft interview data and asked to 

comment on the interpretation. No amendments or withdrawals were requested. 
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4.4.1 Section One 

 

Review of summary sections from first data collection. 

 

Participants were provided with summary sections from the first data collection. They 

were asked to comment on their accuracy and invited to raise any specific points for 

further discussion. All participants agreed with the accuracy of the summaries provided 

as reflecting fully the discussions held within their focus groups. They were described as 

‘... realistic’ and ‘...accurate’. 

In response to question two, asking for any further comment Olivia (Group A) stated 

that: 

I think certainly from the focus group that we did at the time told us where we 

were at. We then put things into place and certainly, I feel we have moved on 

from there…’ 

Significantly, in moving forward, Brogan (Group C) noted, 

...some of these points have declined further with stresses put on staff, pupil 

pressures, parental pressures...’ 

Thomas (Group A) felt that it was, 

Just the pace of change from our period of initial discussions to now, and 

basically what you would say is an increase in the things we were talking 

about. 

 

4.4.2 Section Two 

 

Review of the record of practice and support changes made from the first data 

collection. 

 

In this section of the interview schedule, participants were provided with an opportunity 

to evaluate and reflect on the success and possible failures of the implemented measures 
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taken after the first phase data collection. They were asked to consider whether what had 

been put into place had been representative of the focus group discussions; whether there 

were now specific areas requiring attention and finally if the implemented measures had 

impacted on their work. 

One participant recorded a negative response to changes made,  

I just don’t think we’ve done much at all (Group A -Mike). 

All other voices recorded positively around measures taken as an outcome of the first 

data collection. 

Yes, we have, look we’re not going to change things overnight in a school  

& 

...good work takes time and the best work takes more time (Group C -Brogan). 

Yes, I do think we are doing the right things, because by raising it, you’re 

immediately making it a priority on something that can be discussed and 

discussed in an open forum, so everything is completely transparent (Group C 

-Jules). 

I think we have. I still think we have more work to do (Group A- Olivia). 

I think if you did this first data collection again you would come up with exactly 

the same things because, whilst we have tried to change them, I still think that 

though we make changes, we will say the same things: resources, time, 

workload (Group B- Kate). 

In considering question two, one participant raised concerns about the increase in pupils 

with Numeracy and Literacy needs, indicated using the school’s GL baseline testing. This 

participant considered that deficit in either of these affected pupils’ mental well-being.    

We do have a lot of children who are at the point where they do find it difficult 

to write properly, they do find it difficult to spell and they don’t read at home 

(Group B -Adela). 
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Participants expressed similar significant comments, already highlighted in the first phase 

data collection, in relation to specific areas, which they considered still needed attention: 

I think the biggest issue that we’re finding is time (Group A- Olivia). 

I think it is about the time ...we just need more time (Group A- Thomas). 

I am a teacher first. I am not a skilled professional in mental health problems 

(Group D -Mike)  

...we are trained to be Teachers. We are not Social Workers, we’re not 

Counsellors, we’re not First-Aiders, but we have to wear all those hats (Group 

A-Nell). 

...we do need a permanent Counsellor on site (Group B- Adela). 

In relation to question three, the personal and professional impact of the implemented 

measures, eight participants expressed increased levels of confidence now in their 

approaches to pupils with emotional wellbeing needs; six indicated that they felt more 

secure in their knowledge of how to apply strategies to support these pupils, while eight 

felt they had a better awareness of pupils with emotional needs and that they were now 

better equipped to handle the problems identified by pupils. 

... that we just have a great awareness, even of the language, the discourse 

around emotional difficulties.  

& 

I know better how to protect myself (Group C-Jules). 

And she helped me very much in terms of, “This is what you could perhaps be 

doing”, or she suggests ways of speaking to the parents or even speaking to the 

child (Group B-Kate). 

…and that’s helped me because then I feel that, right, I’m prepared to pick that 

up in the morning (Group C-Brogan). 

...it’s also coincided with a time where I had to review my own mental health. 

& 
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So, I do think that the changes that have been made, plus that, has made me 

reflect on how I deal with pupils in certain aspects (Group B- Alister). 

Participants also recorded a range of impacts on them personally by the changes made: 

...looking back at everything from the Wellbeing Bus to the fact that we now 

have Yoga in school on a Friday, which I go to, and all those little things make 

a huge difference (Group B-Adela). 

 

4.4.3 Section Three 

 

There were eight question areas in this section covering: 

• New developments since the first data collection; 

• School Ethos; 

• Teacher Role; 

• Teacher Identity; 

• Training and support; 

• Emotional awareness; 

• Motivation of teachers; 

• Expectations from external bodies. 

 

New developments 

 

The first question asked participants about the changes, in relation to pupil mental health 

and wellbeing, since the implementation measures and what required further attention. 

This drew strong, similar responses from the participants. 

Areas of concern for mental health and wellbeing now included:  

1. An increase in the number of pupils identified with additional needs, which is 

affecting how teachers must navigate behaviour issues. 
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All participants referred to this emerging area and the impact it has had on the dynamics 

and quality of teaching within classrooms. Seven reflected a belief that there has been a 

societal increase in the number of children with additional educational and emotional 

needs, together with an increased awareness, diagnosis and social acceptance of this. Each 

participant expressed a strong view that use of the phrase ‘Emotional Needs’ can be 

abused.  Five participants articulated strongly that pupils are increasingly becoming less 

accountable for their actions. In their responses six indicated a strong belief that parents 

have become increasingly less accountable for their children’s behaviours. 

Rothi et al., (2008) recorded teachers’ concerns about the possible loss of classroom 

control when faced by challenging behaviours. They note that this results more in a 

disciplinary response rather than a referral for mental health considerations. Rothi et al., 

(2008) suggested that an inclusion of all pupils within mainstream education requires 

teachers to have core tools to address these wider behaviour issues. These findings are 

reflected by Bostock et al., (2011), Cunningham and Suldo (2014) and Kidger et al., 

(2010).  

...these pupils have many issues from their learning right through to their emotional 

wellbeing and that is impacting on the classroom (Group B- Adela). 

I think in this school, we have had a change. There are more pupils coming in who 

are on the spectrum.  

& 

Even in the AQE days there’s a higher percentage who require special access 

arrangements, then they get into school and we’re having to deal with their 

challenges (Group B-Kate). 

I think we’re simply better at identifying it if I’m honest, I think we are now able to 

identify and are putting mechanisms in place, we are going to have to fine tune 

those mechanisms (Group A- Connor). 

2. Pupil resilience. 
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Each participant in the second data collection felt that pupils are increasingly less able to 

cope with the pressures around them. These mirrored views expressed in the focus group 

interviews: 

…I think less and less, our children are unaware of their accountability. 

& 

But I think, what we have lost sight of is the fact that we have to instil in our 

children that they need to be accountable to some extent (Group B- Alister) 

Within the second data collection, individual staff identified specific incidents which had 

affected them as individuals. 

I was at home putting myself under pressure that I had to be in school for 

8.30am otherwise what would happen to that pupil and it would be my fault. 

& 

...I still felt very much not even part responsible, very responsible for that 

person’s care (Group C- Brogan). 

 

We’ve always had mental health issues, we always had domestic violence, but 

what we have now is a greater transparency, and that transparency makes it 

appear as if the difficulties are greater. 

& 

So, I actually think it is cultural because it is kind of our fault, because we have 

not prepared them to face the tough things in life (Group C-Jules).  

 

3. Influence of media. 

Five further areas of concern were raised within participant interviews. The second 

highest raised concern (7) was the influence of the media, including the incidents of cyber 

bullying. 

...and then they are nearly chasing a dream that’s not actually real as such (Group 

A- Thomas). 
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And I think a lot of it stems from social media and this perception that everybody 

else’s life is perfect, and their life is not perfect (Group A-Nell). 

4. Increase in drugs availability. 

Five participants referred to the increase in drugs and their availability for pupil access. 

There was a link here to their earlier views (focus groups) on parental responsibility and 

the increasing relegation of this to schools. All participants reflected the view that parents 

are becoming less accountable, while nine recorded that pupils are increasingly becoming 

less accountable for their actions. 

But I do think children have more money and they are now spending their 

money on that 

& 

...I think they’re starting it earlier. They have more freedom and I think as a 

parent’s point of view as well I think that- and that kind of scares me (Group A- 

Olivia). 

5. Suicide awareness. 

Five participants raised this as an area of increasing concern for them; they felt it was also 

linked to the effects from media influences and gender identity issues. Self-harming was 

considered by three participants to have increased in the last period. 

And I think they are becoming more extreme to a certain extent. They are 

approaching staff more and certainly they will range from someone who is just 

having a bad day to someone who is having, as they would refer to it, maybe a 

meltdown at that particular moment in time to home issues, to those people who 

have actually thought about suicide and forming a suicide plan. 

& 

...now when you offer counselling very often they don’t want to go to 

counselling; they’ve tried it before, they found it’s a short term fix, it’s maybe 

an hour at a particular time but that is not when they need to talk to somebody. 
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And so, they find Teachers a constant and that’s why then they approach 

(Group A Olivia). 

I think the suicide awareness as well. There’s so much in this community and I 

think that has an effect (Group A-Nell). 

6. Increase in gender identity designations and how staff approach this. 

While a smaller number of participants (3) raised this, it was considered an area which 

will be directed through policy changes.  

In the past it would have been to ignore it whereas now it’s not to ignore it but 

to meet it head-on to try and deal with it to try and not necessarily solve it but 

to try and rationalise it in the pupil’s mind and in the parent’s mind (Group B- 

Kate). 

It’s not new stuff I don’t think. You know, you’ve got the big sexual identity and 

stuff, but that’s not new... 

& 

Because I think a lot of people weren’t diagnosed in the past that would have 

been. But they were still there (Group A-Mike). 

 

School Ethos 

 

Question 2 focussed on the importance of the school ethos and its role in: 

• Pupil mental health and wellbeing; 

• Staff mental health and wellbeing; 

The theoretical shaping for this research was based on Bourdieu’s theories of social and 

cultural reproduction, in which school, as a conservative force, can shape consciousness 

even more than the family. The second question probed the participants’ perception of 

the school’s ethos/habitus and the extent they felt it affected pupil emotional health and 
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wellbeing. An understanding of this is valuable in determining ways forward for 

improvement.  

Rowe and Stewart (2009) described school connectedness as ‘...a sense of belonging’ 

(p.396). The guidance ‘Protecting Life in Schools’ (2016), predicates on the promotion 

of a whole school culture of mental health and wellbeing awareness. Aldridge and 

McChesney (2018) underpinned the importance of a school climate in affecting pupil 

mental health and wellbeing.  

All participants recorded that they fully understood and endorsed the ethos of the school. 

Each provided positive and confident responses about how the school’s ethos/habitus 

served to support young people’s mental health and wellbeing.  In discussion, the 

participants indicated a number of areas, which they felt best described the ethos of the 

school, in relation to both pupils and themselves. These included, in order of perceived 

priority: 

• Respect for others;  

• Respect for self; Belonging; 

• Self-esteem; Caring; Honesty; Family values; 

• Achievement; Equal opportunities. 

As already articulated in the literature review, Barber (2002) proposed that Bourdieu’s 

concept of habitus informs the processes through which ‘...teachers know how they 

should care and that narrativity, is one of the processes through which this occurs’ (p.385). 

Having a sense of belonging is core in the concept of habitus, with a focus on security 

and inclusion.  

...from the feedback I get from the kids I work with, they do feel safe with the 

staff, and they do feel that they can approach staff about certain issues (Group 

B -Adela). 

I think that our ethos...from the minute pupils come in even on an Open 

Morning, they will refer to the fact that our ethos is very caring, it’s like a family, 

it’s very welcoming and I think that’s why so many pupils choose to come here 

(Group A Olivia). 
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Questions 6 and 10 returned participants to the effect of the school ethos and its influence 

on the specific role of a teacher and the classroom environment. 

Only one participant did not feel their identity, from a pastoral perspective, had been 

influenced by the ethos/habitus of the school; two recognised some level of influence, 

while seven felt it had been a significant influence. In considering this, six participants 

recorded that their own school experiences had been influential, in different ways, while 

nine referred to the influences of their own upbringing in shaping them.  

I think I’ve really developed as a Teacher in the time I’ve been at this school 

(Group B-Adela). 

I can see the benefits of the very caring nurturing ethos and that is why I 

suppose I have stayed as long as I have (Group A -Olivia). 

I do think I have become more engaged with the idea of the individual is part of 

the community (Group A-Connor). 

 In considering the extent a teacher should create his or her own ‘inviting environment’, 

all participants agreed that this should be the case. There was a strongly expressed belief 

that a classroom environment impacted, very specifically, on pupils with emotional needs. 

I think that’s key; I think it’s crucial to any teaching (Group B-Kate). 

...your classroom should be part of your personality (Group A-Nell). 

...the classroom environment needs to be one that the Teacher is very 

comfortable in to start with, that it reflects them (Group B-Adela). 

It’s not the wall, or the staff, or the tables. It’s the Teacher (Group A-Mike). 

 O’Brennan et al., (2014) reinforced the critical importance that teachers play in 

‘...fostering a positive classroom climate’ (p.28), not just for pupils but also for their own 

emotional health and wellbeing. 

Staff perceptions of their Role 
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Question three probed participant perceptions of their role in relation to pupil mental 

health and wellbeing. The importance of teachers’ professional beliefs around their role, 

and how this translated into pedagogical practices is emphasised within the literature 

review, including how new teachers negotiate their way into a new school environment. 

These are elements of importance in establishing exactly how staff see themselves and 

how best to provide appropriate training to support them in their work. 

Each participant expressed feeling valued in their role as a teacher in the school; they 

indicated they felt more valued following the implementations made and that they were 

not just heard but had the power to influence things like school policy.  

So, I do think that in regard to school policies, procedures, and the importance 

of line managers, that we’ve made real improvements in that field (Group B-

Adela.) 

…the idea of feeling valued as individuals, professional interactions within the 

school (Group A-Connor). 

In identifying what they felt their professional role had become in relation to pupil mental 

health and wellbeing they included: 

• Educator; 

• Social Worker; 

• Surrogate parent; 

• Counsellor; 

• Friend; 

• Facilitator; 

• Role Model. 

In considering what they felt was most professionally important for them it was evident 

that the majority (9) considered their role remained that of educator. Identifying as a 

friend was at the lower end of the scale of importance. However, each indicated an 

understanding that within their roles being a counsellor, social worker and surrogate 

parent increasingly played a part. 
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I don’t feel it’s all my responsibility, their mental wellbeing, but I do feel that 

sometimes it is easier for a pupil to approach a Teacher maybe than a parent  

& 

I like to think that pupils come to me and feel that there’s no judgment there 

and that it is a safe place for them to explain what is happening (Group B-

Adela). 

You cannot separate teaching and learning from the emotional and physical 

needs of children (Group C-Jules).  

I will get to the end of my tether eventually, but I wouldn’t like to think that I 

would leave somebody struggling if I could help (Group A-Nell). 

 

Staff perceptions of their personal Identity 

 

Questions 4,5,7 and 8 asked participants to reflect on: 

• Separating personal values and the professional role; 

• How teacher identity changes over time 

In considering their ability to separate their personal values and professional perspectives, 

when engaging with pupils’ individual needs, including their emotional needs, five 

indicated they tried but struggled with this; two recorded that they had difficulty in doing 

this, while three felt they were able to achieve the separation. 

It’s something I struggled to deal with at the start because you take everything 

personally at the start. 

& 

I have learned to separate the fact of personal and professional (Group C-

Brogan). 

...because as time goes on you realise that we are also very different people, we 

grew up in different times and I think therefore you do learn to set aside your 
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personal values from your professional values because you must (Group C-

Jules). 

I think as you move through your own professional life that you become surer 

of the person you are and what you believe in and therefore that drives 

everything you do (Group A-Olivia). 

Gibbs and Millar (2014) reinforced this centrality of teacher attributes and efficacy 

beliefs, suggesting that an understanding of this might ‘...provide the foundations for 

work to support teachers’ (p.609). This research employed the perspective of Breakwell’s 

(1983, 1986) Identity Process Theory, which focuses the ongoing adjustment of 

individual identity formation. Burn and Edwards (2007) suggested that identity is 

‘...reworked and renegotiated in transactions with others’ (p.397). Day (2006) contended 

that that individual teacher identity works as predictors for levels of professional 

commitment. 

On reflecting about their identity as a teacher, a majority (8) of participants indicated they 

had changed since beginning their careers; of this group all felt the changes had been in 

positive ways. 

There is a professional responsibility for me to teach these kids and prepare 

them for their exams. 

& 

...I think a role model as well as an educator (Group B-Adela). 

I think it has to do with integrity... (Group C-Jules). 

I don’t have an identity as a teacher, I am me and I happen to be a teacher and 

I don’t have a teacher voice (Group A-Brogan). 

I’m a very enthusiastic amateur...I don’t have this game nailed down (Group A-

Thomas). 

A consideration of how easy their identity sat in establishing professional relationships 

with pupils, provided several varying responses. The less experienced staff recorded how 
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they had faced some individual challenges from pupils at the beginning of their careers. 

The more experienced staff acknowledged this was an area, which depended very highly 

on the nature of the classroom environment, as well as their own individual contribution 

to extra- curricular activities. All participants recorded, strongly, that they thought they 

were approachable enough so that pupils with emotional needs could confide in them. 

I think it’s easy now but again I think that maybe comes with experience (Group 

B -Adela). 

I take Hockey: that’s a different relationship as well to inside the classroom 

(Group A-Nell). 

I find it very easy, I’m a teacher, that’s it, but I do understand that that becomes 

easier as you get older, it is very difficult for a 22-year-old not to be overly 

friendly (Group C-Jules). 

On reflecting on their own career journey and to what extent identity changes over time, 

nine participants attested to some adjustment in their identity as a teacher. Overall, twelve 

individual influences were recorded; the most often referenced was that of personal 

experience, followed closely by the influence of pupils, family and management.  

But I think that the biggest influence was becoming a mother (Group A- Olivia). 

I have to learn as much from the pupils that walk into my room as they have to 

learn from me and yes, I feel quite privileged in that respect (Group B -Alister). 

When you come in as a new Teacher it’s all focussed on just teaching 

& 

But I do think my identity as a Teacher has been changed by the journey that I 

have been on in terms of roles I have taken on (Group B-Kate). 

I would say that pupils like (names removed) moulded me as Head of Year, they 

taught me, that was where I cut my teeth (Group A-Connor). 

Going forward, it is crucial to acknowledge the importance of developing teachers’ 

professional aspirations and providing a career pathway for individual staff to grow, 
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whether by promotion or in the provision of research opportunities. One participant 

described this as,  

Building a relationship (Group B- Alister), 

while another reflected that, 

I think I have found a role outside of the classroom that I’m really enthused by, 

that I really enjoy (Group B-Kate) 

Harnessing staff expertise includes finding a way to actively benefit from the experience 

recorded of being a parent as well as an educational professional.  

But I think as my children have got older, I have become softer because I see it 

from their perspective; I see it from a child’s perspective (Group A-Nell). 

Realities of teaching 

 

This section draws on questions 13-17 considering: 

• Motivation for teaching; 

• Others’ expectations; 

• Coping with the emotional demands of teaching. 

Question 14 drilled into the individual motivation behind teaching. Rodgers (2006) drew 

attention to the importance of the ‘alive’ thinking and relationships necessary for good 

practice between pupils and teachers, ‘When teachers begin to see students, students 

begin to feel seen’ (p.232). Butler and Shibaz (2012) observed that there had been no 

theory driven research on what served to motivate teachers. The prediction was that it 

was about relational strivings to achieve caring relationships and mastery strivings to 

develop competence. Day (2008) referred to the ‘...significant personal investment’ of 

teaching (p.250), while Gu and Day (2007) recorded the importance of having an inner 

motivation to teach. 

Eight participants described themselves as being as motivated now as when they first 

began teaching, two expressed a sense of feeling less motivated now. There was a wide 

range of reasons provided for what served to motivate them as teachers. The top reasons 

were, in no order of merit: 
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• To make a difference; 

• Love of their subject; 

• Relationships with pupils; 

• Having pupils succeed; 

• To educate. 

Other reasons included: 

• Parents saying thank you; 

• Care for others; 

• Inspirational peers. 

I enjoy the day to day-ness of it (Group B-Kate). 

I like my subject. (Group A-Mike). 

...but it’s all I can do, that or bar work, they’re the only two things I ever really 

enjoyed (Group A-Connor). 

It’s the pupils that motivate me every time (Group C-Brogan). 

 

Questions 15-17 asked participants to consider the effect of expectations by outside 

agencies on them as professionals and as individuals. These outside agencies included 

parents as well as wider educational bodies and the media. 

The emergence of a system of performativity has positioned teachers in a compliant 

practice. There are, however, the changing expectations about the work of a school, 

described by Day and Kington (2008) as the key factors, which challenge teachers’ 

‘...sense of identity, effectiveness and wellbeing’ (p.68). Research literature suggests that 

emotion is an integral part in teaching, as noted by Flores and Day (2006), this includes, 

significantly, for this research study, ‘...the emotional climate of the school’ (p.220). 

Connolly et al., (2011) recorded that parent perception is that only exams are important; 

schools are then judged ‘...on exam results’ (p.47). Edling and Frelin (2013), drew 

attention to the increasing demands made on teachers to achieve measurable targets, while 
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potentially overlooking aspects of teachers’ relationships with pupils. Edlin and Frelin 

(2013) described this as ‘...a market-oriented attitude’ (p.428).  

Nine participants considered that the expectations placed on them were within the realm 

of exploitative; one participant felt that this was possibly too excessive a word to use. All 

participants agreed that parents, in general, have begun to expect too much from teachers. 

I do think that parents and external agencies have outrageous expectations of 

staff (Group B-Kate). 

I think sometimes we are used as a dumping ground because of bad parenting 

& 

So, I think we are used as scapegoats an awful lot and especially the media as 

well (Group A-Nell). 

I think it’s quite insulting at times when you hear in the news ... schools will 

have to address this (Group A-Olivia). 

All participants indicated that they felt comfortable giving pupils support for their 

emotional and wellbeing needs.  Each felt, to varying degrees, that the increase in targeted 

external training provision and the availability in support for consultations with more 

expert external staff, and their own line managers, had helped improve their confidence 

in undertaking this. There was, however, an equal split in participants’ views on how they 

felt about having to undertake this responsibility for pupils’ emotional needs, as a teacher. 

Participants reinforced their concerns about the increasing expectations made by parents. 

It could really impact on my professional and personal life if I were to let it 

(Group B-Adela). 

So, it has to be done outside of school hours...they won’t accept a phone call 

during the day (Group B-Kate). 

...but you do get parents who expect us to be mummy and daddy, Teacher and 

everything to their children... it really does encroach on your personal life 

(Group A-Nell). 
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Professionally then you start to doubt yourself (Group C-Brogan). 

Seven staff felt that the compliance practice affected their identity as a teacher; three did 

not feel this was the true for them. Eight staff stated very clearly that they felt the 

compliance practice challenged their effectiveness as a teacher; two did not feel this was 

the case for them. This division remained the same when considering how it challenged 

their wellbeing; however, all agreed that such a practice has increased a teacher’s 

responsibility for pupil success. In considering the issue, only one participant thought that 

such a practice had no place in the education system.  

It’s a management of us as professionals and I do think that sometimes what 

they have in place isn’t necessarily right (Group B-Adela). 

But I do think it exhausts us mentally because there are so many more targets, 

there’s so much pressure put on us to meet those targets (Group A-Nell). 

Like hugely over-tested. And it’s very boring. It’s causing stress. Teachers, 

pupils. We’re gaining very little. We’re losing a lot (Group A-Mike). 

That challenges your professional identity because you’re constantly running 

on fear (Group C-Brogan4). 

I see compliance as a double-edged sword. It’s good, but it’s not always good 

(Group C-Jules). 

During the interviews four participants recorded thoughts about leaving teaching; their 

reasons, included: 

• Personal issues; 

• Parents; 

• Other staff; 

• Stress. 

In response to thinking about the emotional demands of teaching, five participants 

expressed strongly that they believed teaching was an emotional practice and emotional 

labour. Five agreed in a general manner, although one teacher expressed some 

reservations about seeing teaching as a labour. Three participants stated they were 
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emotionally drained by the end of the working week, while five agreed they were 

exhausted at the end of the teaching week; two felt this was not true for them. 

...if you don’t love your job there’s no point doing it because that comes across 

to the kids (Group A-Nell). 

 

...if you are not emotionally involved in the classroom you don’t care (Group A-

Olivia). 

 

School’s shouldn’t be described as labour all the same, you know, we chose this 

career, we love this career, so I don’t want to say it’s labour (Group A-Thomas). 

 

...it is 30 individuals with emotional needs, and it is, yes, that’s it, emotional 

labour (Group C-Jules). 

Support required 

 

This section addresses responses to questions 9 and 11 with the focus on the degree of 

support needed for: 

• New teachers, including teacher training; 

• Experienced teachers; 

Question 12 asked participants to reflect on where their support comes from to help them 

deal with the more complex problems presented by pupils. 

The literature proposed that teacher resilience is both complex and evolving; participant 

comments suggested that this is true for them. Participants commented on how the effect 

of their experiences tempered their capacity to handle situations. Kemmis (2012) drew 

attention to the need for a meaningful school mentor programme for new teachers. 

Anderson and Olsen (2006) suggested that Continuing Personal Development (CPD) is 

insufficient on its own to have any major effect. Participant views on this are important 

for both potential changes to CPD and Early Teacher Development (EPD). 

In the consideration about support for new teachers, different levels of agreement 

emerged around whether the school did enough to support new teachers; four participants 

felt that support generally varied across the school; five recorded that they believed there 
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was support within departments but that the quality of this varied across departments. All 

participants agreed that new teachers should automatically be allocated a mentor for 

support. This raised the issue of having a permanent counsellor on site for both pupils and 

staff.  In considering how they would use a counsellor, most participants suggested that 

they would use the counsellor to seek advice regarding pupils’ wellbeing; three said they 

felt they might use the counsellor for their own wellbeing; one member of staff indicated 

they would not make any use of a counsellor. 

Again, I’m not so sure that that’s always consistent.... when you are not just as 

experienced you will react (Group B-Adela). 

...I feel there could be opportunities to develop, say, the roles of the senior 

leadership team (SLT) where we would have a better overview or be someone 

that new Teachers could come to (Group A-Olivia). 

I don’t think we do check up on people enough (Group A-Mike). 

While question (9) focussed on new teachers, it led to several strong feelings on the 

overall training needs for more experienced staff. All participants reinforced the need for 

further training in relation to dealing with pupils’ emotional health and wellbeing; six 

recorded that there could never be enough of such training; three suggested it was enough 

but that they would like more. While six participants admitted that they occasionally felt 

out of their depths pastorally, nine recorded that they felt supported by management in 

their work.  

Ten areas of training needs were identified across participant interviews. This will build 

on the changes carried out within school, following phase one. While there will always 

be core issues around pupil emotional health and wellbeing, the balance of priority will 

change, as highlighted in phase 2. A school must have flexibility and agility, in its 

capacity to deal with such emerging challenges. In order of recorded significance, the 

identified areas needing focus were: 

• Gender identity and Sexual Orientation; 

• Depression and Neglect; 

• Suicide awareness, Self-mutilation and Bereavement; 
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• Drug abuse; 

• Eating disorders; 

• Alcohol abuse; 

• Bullying (physical and emotional). 

The literature review suggested that emotion is at the centre of a teacher’s identity and 

thus an influential factor in the formation of both a personal and professional self. Soini 

et al., (2010) stated that engaged and empowered teachers are enabled to implement 

innovations in their daily work, including their resilience to deal with challenges.  

Lohbeck et al., (2018) recorded that, while substantial research has been carried out to 

determine pupils’ self-concepts, little has been done for teachers. They suggested that this 

is crucial in the understanding of the ‘... implications for professional development and 

wellbeing in teachers’ (p.112). Roffey (2010) reinforced the need for schools to revisit 

how they deal with supporting teacher wellbeing and resilience practices. 

Six participants were clear that they had not been prepared in teacher training, to deal 

with the complex emotional relationships which they faced in teaching. Two felt they 

were somewhat prepared, while two thought they had had a little bit of training in this 

area. 

And I didn’t realise that children slept on park benches because they didn’t want 

to go home, they didn’t feel safe at home (Group A-Nell). 

I do remember feeling that I was jumping in the deep end (Group A -Connor).  

In considering what or who helped them deal with more difficult problems around pupil 

mental health and wellbeing, all participants identified that their own teaching experience, 

together with becoming a parent, helped them determine how to deal with the more 

complex pupil relationships. Eight cited colleagues as a significant part in this support; 

five reinforced that management had provided the requisite support and advice, with the 

same number stating that family members also helped them through.  

It’s about reaching out and asking for advice and not trying to deal with 

everything yourself (Group B-Adela). 
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Colleagues all the time...and the colleagues who aren’t doing it right (Group B-

Alister). 

The final question was a return to section two, question 2. Participants were asked again 

about specific areas, which should be addressed, but this time with explicit reference to 

staff needs. Their points included:  

• Need for a full time on-site counsellor for both staff and pupils;  

• Improved opportunities for staff to talk to each other. Recent Union Action has 

limited this; 

• Improved time allowances, especially for marking exams; 

• Mental Health training; 

• Improved feedback and support for new teachers and those in new roles. 

• Sensitivity training (Gender issues). 

 

4.4.4 Short and longer-term implementation plans 

 

The purpose of this second data collection was: to confirm the credibility of the 

information and narratives recorded from the first data collection; to reflect and review 

on the changes implemented from the first data collection and to provide suggestions for 

improving future school practice. Following this collection, short and longer-term 

development plans now include: 

Short term: 

1. In response to section two, question 2, one participant raised concerns about a rise in 

the number of pupils now recorded as having additional needs in literacy or numeracy. 

This participant recorded concerns that a deficit in either area, in her experience, 

caused pupils well-being difficulties, as they struggled with schoolwork.  

This was considered in more depth by members of the senior team; the participant’s 

comments were borne out by the school data, which highlighted a more recent rise in 

pupils with lower literacy levels. It was recognised that numeracy levels also required 

some further positive attention. It was agreed that the additional needs of these pupils 
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had to be addressed in a focussed manner. In response to this, the school’s literacy 

and numeracy provision now includes a designated room, with new computers and 

software programmes to support pupils with numeracy and literacy difficulties. This 

will be effective from September 2020-21.  

Following on from the concerns around pupils with literacy difficulties, a review of 

Key Stage 3 curriculum was carried out, specifically with such pupils in mind. 

Following a phase one review, changes have been made to the requirement for two 

languages for all pupils; this will be effective from September 2020. This allows these 

pupils extra time to support their literacy needs.  A phase two review will take place 

during 2020-21. The concerns of one research participant led to important whole 

school adjustments, in supporting pupils with additional needs in identified areas. 

 

2. In response to section three, question one (new developments) most participants 

referred to the increase in pupils, identified with additional needs. They stated that 

this has impacted on both the dynamics of the classroom and on the quality of teaching 

possible on occasions. They recorded their need for support in how to address some 

of these issues, such as, their concerns around the lowering of pupil resilience capacity 

and their perceptions around a reduced level of parental accountability. In order to 

provide a level of specialist support for staff, on school premises, regular cross-agency 

pastoral meetings, to provide specialist support and offer shared expertise, has been 

the subject of discussion at a senior pastoral level. The target for full implementation 

of these meetings is January 2021.  

 

 

 

Longer-term 

 

1. Several staff identified the need to have a permanent on-site counsellor. Some staff 

stated that they would like to use this for their own personal support, while the 

majority expressed the view that they would use it to help them understand and 
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address the needs of pupils. This is to be costed by the Board of Governors Finance 

Committee 2020-21, with a view to possible implementation 2021-22.  

2. Without exception, as expressed in the first data collection, staff indicated the 

requirement to have more dedicated pastoral time, during the school day, for staff to 

deal with pupil wellbeing. Pastoral provision time has been prioritised, as far as 

possible, within current staffing and budget constraints for 2020-21. This will 

continue as a curriculum consideration, within the current School Development Plan 

(2019-22).   

                                  

4.5 Section Review  

 

This study targeted context specific research into the exploration of teachers’ professional 

experiences in their dealings with pupils’ emotional difficulties. The purpose was to 

develop a conceptualised change within school practice and to ensure the establishment 

of appropriate training support for staff dealing with these challenges. The research 

included an identification of the nature of the personal emotional support staff need in 

order to meet the requirements of these pupils. 

Findings from both the focus group and individual interview questions have been 

analysed within this section. It provided an examination of the professional and personal 

experiences of the research participants in terms of their understandings of how they have 

dealt with pupils expressing emotional and mental health wellbeing challenges. This 

analysis has included a consideration of how these participants have felt able to deal with 

the problems and their inter-actions with the pupils concerned. 

The teachers’ words, in both data collections, have provided an insight into the real time 

working of pastoral staff within this context specific environment. It has offered an 

understanding of individual and group emotional and cognitive processes; provided an 

illumination of some of the meanings and subjective beliefs held by staff and directed 

thinking to improvement for current practices. None of the themes can exist in isolation; 

all the findings as recorded by the participants, work together to provide a rich data 

outcome; this will continue to inform the way forward.  
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Phase 2 identified further areas of specific focus, which now require attention; some of 

this has already been put in place, as identified in 4.4.4.  The importance for school 

improvement is maintaining a consistent review of each activity and evaluating it for 

impact value. This is completed through the consistent review and evaluation of the 

school action plans, and in the monthly reports, made to the Board of Governors. 

In drawing on the theoretical perspectives of both Bourdieu and Breakwell, this research 

has taken cognisance of how the culture of the school has influenced the work of the 

teachers, and how teacher identity is constructed, as an integral part of the school culture. 

As recorded in Chapter 2, Nash (1990) referred to school having the power to be ‘...active 

and not merely passive in its ‘...legitimation’ of family acquired habitus’ (p.435). This 

research is premised on a relational understanding of how: 

1. Habitus (cultural, social and additionally, emotional) serves to inform an 

interpretation of the school’s culture. 

2.  The impact habitus has on promoting the development of individual professional 

identity and how this is translated into being able to ‘...think in new ways’ 

(Grenfell and James 2004, p.515). 

Bourdieu provides the study with a ‘...set of ‘thinking tools’-habitus, field, capital- to 

illuminate the social world’ (Grenfell and James 2004, p.518). This approach provided a 

conceptualised structure, with which to organise a research framework for analysing the 

school’s modus operandi. The elucidation of how an individual teacher identity is 

developed, the personal habitus, and the setting of this in the context of a constructed 

habitus, within the field of educational pedagogy, encouraged what Grenfell and James 

(2004) express as Bourdieu’s assertion that it is ‘...personally revolutionary’ (p.520). In 

determining change, the participants in this study have been influential in shaping a 

necessary transformation of how the work can be accomplished for a consistently 

improved and better-informed practice. 

In their request to work with other professional bodies, teachers will need to engage with 

different configurations of practice, what Daniels, Leadbetter, Warmington, Edwards, 

Martin, Popova, Apostolov, Middleton and Brown (2007) described as ‘...new forms of 

hybrid practice’ (p.522). New negotiated boundaries of professional practice will be 
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required without distorting the core purpose of learning and teaching. Multi-agency 

working will bring challenges for teachers, but it must also bring challenges to the 

agencies involved in this new way of harnessing expertise for the benefit of pupils. Strong 

partnerships between mental health services and schools are crucial for the success of 

multi-agency working. At the time of writing, the commitment and active engagement of 

external agencies, within an acceptable timeframe, is not at the level required for the work 

carried out within schools.  
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Chapter 5 Conclusion 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

Findings from the present action research study provide both personal and professional 

insights into context specific experiences of teachers, in their support for pupils 

expressing emotional health and wellbeing problems. Such support is evidenced as being 

a critical component of the daily activity of schools.  

This research has provided a level of clarification on the perspectives, personal as well as 

professional, of teachers, who deal with pupils’ emotional and wellbeing needs on a 

regular basis. There is recorded dissonance in terms of time and expertise, between what 

teachers feel they can afford pupils and what appears to be an ever-extending role 

allocated to the profession. Watson (2006) suggested that teachers’ concepts of their roles 

are based on ‘...the assumption that who we think we are influences what we do, i.e. there 

is a link between professional identity and professional action’ (p.510). 

While this action research was sited specifically within a Northern Ireland context, it was 

important that the researcher considered the results as part of a whole UK position; in 

particular, when looking at the roles and responsibilities of professional teaching staff, 

within the legal boundaries of wider teaching union positions. There continues to be a 

lack of specific guidance from the Department of Education regarding clarification about 

what schools should and should not be specifically addressing in relation to pupil 

emotional health and wellbeing. Of significance for this study, Watson (2006) suggested 

that, in line with Breakwell’s (2014) Identity Process Theory, ‘...people construct 

narratives and narratives construct people, and our identities emerge through these 

processes’ (p.510). 

The purpose of this context specific research was to explore how teachers dealt with 

pupils’ emotional difficulties, within a school context, followed by the development of a 

conceptualised change, within the school practice, to provide appropriate training, and 

personal emotional support for staff. The discussion of results, as recorded by the 

participants, including the development of their individual and group reflective processes, 

indicated some of the possible ways that this small context research could promote the 
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necessary ongoing changes required within a school setting, to support the mental health 

and wellbeing of both pupils and teachers. 

 

5.2 Implications  

 

5.2.1 Practice 

 

Participants in this research study recorded positive experiences of professional support 

and of feeling genuinely appreciated by the school leadership. They reinforced the 

importance of providing increased specialist training, to enable an improved support 

network for staff and pupils, when dealing with the more challenging problems presented 

by individual pupils. Liebenberg, Theron, Sanders Munford, Van Rensburg, Rothermann, 

Ungar and Theron (2016) provided research findings, which hold important implications 

for external providers, specifically school psychologists, in how they need to ‘...champion 

the ways in which teachers can scaffold resilience resources for young people through the 

quality of the relationships they build with students’ (p.141). Liebenberg et al. (2016) 

based their research on New Zealand, Canada and South Africa, identifying the vital role 

schools have on building the resilience of pupils, specifically those at risk.  

The current research underpins the importance and possible delivery of promoting a 

whole school connectedness model, which can provide young people with a positive 

mental wellbeing effect. From the collected data it is evident how staff expect school 

leadership to endorse and develop this culture so that all can engage with it. This includes 

a school’s Board of Governors, who control the governance of a school. 

Participants in the second phase of this research, highlighted their concerns that pupils 

seem to be increasingly unable to cope with the pressures around them, whether from the 

influence of social media or the availability of drugs; they recorded their belief, that there 

was an increasing relegation of parental responsibility to schools. Pupils can still have 

obstacles in their personal and educational progression from the influences within their 

immediate family and community, particularly where education is poorly valued within 

a home environment. The young people in Northern Ireland, while no longer facing the 
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immediacy of what is described as ‘The Troubles’, do continue to face some 

consequences of follow-on impact from the years of challenge and violence within and 

between communities and share some of the factors described within the research carried 

out by Liebenberg et al., (2016). For some pupils, school continues to provide a secure 

and substantial support base for their personal problems. Oldfield, Stevenson, Ortiz and 

Haley (2018) recorded that, ‘...more insecure parental attachment can be conceptualized 

as a risk factor’ (p.14).  

In both phases of data collection, participants vocalised the importance of school and its 

ethos, as a stabling influence on young people and that its capacity to provide crucial 

protective resilience resources for pupils, should not be underestimated. Liebenberg et 

al., (2016) highlighted the importance of teachers in making positive differences to the 

lives of young people challenged by either or both, family and community risks. Their 

research resounds with the value of teachers in providing quality relationships with 

pupils, which contributes in very powerful ways to the basis of building resilience 

platforms for young people rather than just adding to their package of academic 

assessment data. Liebenberg et al., (2016) reiterated the importance of educational 

psychologists in their advocating of the value teaching staff play in building resilience 

factors of young people by their ‘...role in augmenting the resilience resources available 

to youth confronted by adversity’ (p.150). 

 

5.2.2 Training 

 

As this action research is specific to one institution and one sample of teachers, the 

findings are premised on this context. The results of this research study would suggest 

that, while the participants are willing to accept a role in supporting pupils’ mental health 

and wellbeing needs, they are all too aware of a sense of insecurity in their knowledge, 

within this more specialised area. 

While a positive school ethos was expressed by the research participants, as being 

conducive in helping to support teachers develop as promoters of health and wellbeing, 

there was also an expressed need for a more formal and registered teacher training 
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provision to help enhance their knowledge and protect them. Several participants 

vocalised concerns about the possible consequences of making mistakes, from a personal 

and legal perspective. This recommendation for training came with the caveat, that a 

teacher’s fundamental role, as a leader of learning, should not be diluted. 

Simm et al., (2010) focused on a significant point for teachers in terms of the practice of 

health professionals and their supervision structure. For any professional engaging in the 

support of an individual’s mental health and wellbeing, it is crucial that they have 

supervision to sustain their practice, through discussions and, ‘...offload emotions’ (Simm 

et al., 2010, p.688). 

This need, highlighted by Simm et al., (2010), reflects the accounts articulated by a 

number of participants, within the current research, of the importance they attached to the 

times they were able to talk together and offload their experiences, and to seek forms of 

support from those perceived as more experienced. Simm et al., (2010) proposed that 

‘...there is a role for psychologists to work within the whole school system’ (Simm et al., 

2010, p.688). They suggested three main areas for consideration: supervision of staff, 

training support and an enhanced quality of staff response to issues identified by young 

people. 

Within this study, there was an expressed opinion by participants, that external agencies 

are now overly focussed on their administrative accountability tasks, rather than on the 

core purpose of their role, which is to provide guidance for young people, as well as staff, 

in a practical and positive manner. The green paper Transforming children and young 

people’s mental health provision (2017) recorded an intention to build capability in 

schools and improve staff skills, through an awareness training programme, so that 

teachers are better positioned to offer an improved quality of support for pupils with 

mental health problems. A UK government response (July 2018) recorded that this 

capability programme remains at an early development stage. 

Participants in this study, including early career teachers, indicated clearly that their initial 

teacher training did not include specific training for supporting pupil emotional health 

and wellbeing, nor did it include strategies for classroom interventions to deal with such 

needs. This lack of training may present in teacher stress, when responding to pupil 
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wellbeing needs and the protective factors needed for positive outcomes. Ball and 

Anderson-Butcher (2014), recorded that teacher stress in schools is related to job 

satisfaction, including the relationships between pupils and teacher; this is central when 

dealing with personal pupil issues. In the high-stakes accountability, now dominant in 

schools, teachers require full support mechanisms to implement systems level 

interventions for pupil mental health and well-being.  

The need for more time to be able to address pupil mental health and wellbeing needs, 

including training, was a common feature within both data collections. In response to the 

first collection school actions included a curriculum time review, resulting in extended 

pastoral allocations with more focussed time for pupils and staff to meet. Following the 

second data collection, this was reviewed, and further provision made 2020-21. While 

External Agency training sessions form a significant part of planned staff development 

training programmes, this was limited by the effect of the union action short of strike 

during 2018-20.  

 

5.2.3 School Governance 

 

The Board of Governors have a significant role in underpinning the level of care and 

resourcing available within a school for staff and pupils. School Policies are audited 

regularly, to ensure that they are meeting the needs of pupils. When staff identify areas 

of concern about academic or pastoral provision, the Board of Governors have a 

responsibility to address these matters.  

Members of the Board of Governors might benefit from being included in targeted 

training provision, along with teachers, to underscore their separate responsibilities.  

Teaching staff and pupils form only a small part of the whole context of care within any 

school. 
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5.2.4 School Leadership 

 

A significant number of participants identified the importance and influence of senior 

leaders, in creating a positive and nurturing school environment. Following the data 

collections, actions taken to address this, included expanding the range of internal support 

(professional and personal) from senior leadership together with an expansion of 

professional opportunities. 

Research reinforces that schools are unique in their capacity to support pupils. Where 

there is full pupil engagement with school and positive teacher–pupil relationships, young 

people succeed in achieving a sense of their own potential; this has been described as 

‘school connectedness’ (Rowe and Stewart 2009, p396).  It translates into a sense of 

belonging to a place and environment, a particular ‘habitus’, which in turn offers a sense 

of protection to the individual, whether staff or pupil. 

 

5.2.5 Additional Needs 

 

As this research study’s findings indicate, teachers understand that there is a need to 

support young people with their pressing and individual wellbeing problems. However, 

mainstream education now includes many pupils with more specialised mental health and 

physical wellbeing challenges. Pupils within the mainstream sector, who have identified 

special educational/additional educational needs, have either a Classroom or General 

Assistant, if they have a Statement of Special Needs; if their needs do not fall within this 

category then mainstream staff must meet their, sometimes, exacting educational, 

practical needs.  

Participants in the second phase of this research, identified a significant increase in pupils 

now identifying with additional needs; they recorded that this is affecting how teachers 

must now navigate behaviour issues both within and outside of the classroom. This brings 

with it quite specific expectations from teaching staff, who need additional training and 

support, to meet an individual pupil’s academic and pastoral requirements. Such training 

involves planning and time out of classrooms for teachers, as external agencies, generally, 
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only provide off-site training. A negative outcome of this is a reduction in teaching time 

for groups of pupils, some of whom are sitting public exams. In the implementations 

carried out following the first data collection, time was designated for upskilling teachers 

in how to approach teaching and learning with pupils designated as having additional 

needs; this training was carried out internally, during non-teaching times and recorded as 

being valued by the staff.  

Participants noted that the responsibility to deal with pupils identified as having additional 

needs, can also bring unrealistic parental scrutiny and censure, if the outcomes of their 

teaching and learning approaches do not align with parent expectations. These 

expectations are fuelled by independent external agencies, who do not fully comprehend 

the professional context within which teachers can reasonably conduct their work. 

Approaches to support such pupils must reflect a positive model of action and be executed 

within professional teaching parameters. One of the implementations carried out after the 

first data collection was the purchase of a Whole School Digital Assessment Programme; 

this provided staff with PASS, a module tool, which offers early identification of pupil 

problems. Using this data staff can access specialised advice on how to proceed if they 

need to do so.  

One of the major development needs, within this area, is for a considerable improvement 

in the outworking of onward referral agencies; the speed and efficiency of these agencies 

have significant impact on the confidence of teaching staff, parents and pupils in the 

whole process.  

 

5.3 Limitations 

 

This section examines the validity of the findings from the research study, in line with 

qualitative research criteria.  Three methodological limitations are considered.  

1. The study is a small sample; it is not offered as being representative of teachers 

in general. The sampling was purposive and aimed at the creation of rich text 

narratives from within the site-specific context; the aim of recording the specific 

textual evidence was to improve internal practice. The conclusions for this 
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context are group specific; any applications to new settings, people or samples 

can only be tentative. However, it has value in encouraging more school context 

research on the topic and adds to the volume of considered evidence around the 

subject, in the recording of staff perspectives. 

2. A single researcher carried out the data collection; this researcher is also the 

principal of the school and so not objectively detached from the context. While 

all ethical considerations and preventative measures were in place, there 

remains the potential for bias in the research discussion. All participants were 

able to read and comment on the research analysis from both data collections. 

The inclusion of as many verbatim voices within the research findings provides 

strength of trustworthiness, credibility and enhances the validity of the research 

process. 

3. Participants self-selected for the study. There was a loose criterion sampling 

applied, which helped staff make their decision. The criterion was inclusive; the 

staff actively agreed to a meaningful interest in the research study. This meant 

that there was an imbalance in the selection of teachers; however, this self-

selectivity also contributed to strength in the study, through their motivated 

engagement with the subject and the potential outcomes for school delivery. 

 

5.4 Recommendations for future directions 

 

The findings recorded from the present action research demonstrate that there are 

significant factors, which need addressed, in order to establish a positive, coherent and 

equitable mental health and wellbeing programme for schools. Any source of intervention 

needs to be multifaceted in nature so that it can provide for the complexity of the process. 

Changes within individual school environments, along with wider area contextual 

changes, will lead to reductions in the risks currently evidenced in mental health and 

wellbeing problems among young people. In line with issues raised by the research 

participants, the focus should include: 

1. A legally secure definition of a teacher’s role and responsibility, in relation to 

pupil mental health and wellbeing; this would alleviate concerns, voiced by most 



 

142 
 

participants, about their potential vulnerability to challenge from parents around 

their professional actions. 

2. The provision of an equitable, consistent and coherent emotional health and 

wellbeing training programme for teachers and relevant support staff. Participants 

in this study pointed to the need for a structure, which would also provide 

appropriate supervision of teachers, engaged with supporting pupils’ emotional 

health and wellbeing issues. One of the actions taken following the first data 

collection was the provision of supervisory counselling support for staff on 

request. This was referred to again in the second data collection, when 

participants reinforced the need for this support to be a more permanent provision 

in schools. While most saw this as a mechanism to help them deal more 

confidently with pupils, some felt they would also like to use it for their own 

personal wellbeing. 

3. A radical improvement to the model currently used by external agencies in their 

response to school referrals. Participants resonated strongly how the 

communication and support from crucial external agencies, has decreased over 

several years. It was their view that a systematic review is required, of how 

schools can be enabled to develop their support mechanisms, as part of a wider, 

more consistent programme, across the agencies serving in education. 

4. A clearly defined programme to enhance parental understanding of their role and 

responsibility in supporting their own children. This would help mitigate the 

concerns raised by the research participants around the increasing relegation of 

responsibility by parents to schools. 

Future research is required to understand the perceptions of external agencies in relation 

to how they can support schools in a more effective manner. In the editorial Learning in 

and across the professions, Burn and Edwards (2007) discussed the importance for 

professional expertise to be the subject of multi-professional collaborations. They 

claimed that it should ‘...involve being able to sustain a strong sense of one’s own 

expertise and professional identity at the same time as being able to take on the 

perspectives of others in order to work fruitfully with them on professional tasks’ (p.397). 
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5.5 Conclusion 

 

This context specific action research provided a positive understanding and knowledge 

of how teachers respond to the issues in a school around pupil mental health and wellbeing 

problems. This research aimed to: 

1. To explore how teachers, deal with pupils’ emotional difficulties, within a school 

context. 

2. To inform and develop a whole school Action Plan to provide responsible and 

appropriate staff development in identifying and meeting the wellbeing needs of 

both staff and pupils. 

In drawing on the theoretical perspectives of both Bourdieu and Breakwell, this research 

has taken cognisance of how school culture influenced the work of teachers, and how 

teacher identity is constructed, as an integral part of a school culture.  

The findings contribute to the small field of literature, which centres on individual 

teachers’ views and perceptions of their role in addressing the needs of young people and 

their wellbeing. In dealing with this study two gaps emerged in the literature: 

1. The legal protection needed for teachers, who attend to pupils’ mental health and 

wellbeing problems without having any recognised and or approved training. 

2. The extent of the psychological impact on the lives of staff dealing with pupils’ 

emotional health and wellbeing. This was well documented by the participants 

during the first data collection; in response to this, subsequent implementations 

included a provision for supervisory support. It is evident from the second data 

collection that this support was valued and needs extension. This has been 

forwarded to the Board of Governors for consideration; it is difficult within 

current budgetary constraints. 

This study underlined two further considerations: 

1. The bona fide voices of teachers are crucial in identifying genuine issues of 

concern around their daily practices and how this can bring about practice 

improvement for pupils. 
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2. The importance of a culture (habitus) of shared meanings and understandings, 

which endorse the adjustment of a teacher’s professional and personal identity and 

reflect the complexities of the changing role expectations made of them. 

This context specific research may serve to encourage other leaders to consider the 

experiences and feelings of staff in their dealings with pupils’ emotional health and 

wellbeing problems. In doing so, educational literature on this most important topic will 

be extended.  
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The aim of this action research study is to explore teachers’ perceptions of dealing with pupils’ 

extreme emotional difficulties within a school context. The school in question (of which the 

researcher is the Principal) is currently undergoing development and change with respect to 

identifying and meeting the emotional wellbeing needs of both teachers and pupils. It is within 

this context that the qualitative data collected during this study will create a personal and 

detailed description which will contribute to the development and implementation of this 

contextualised change, and will ultimately aim to ensure that appropriate training support is 

provided for teaching professionals that meets the needs of both pupils and staff. 

 

Context of Research Study 

It is recognised that schools play an essential role in supporting pupils, who demonstrate 

emotional needs; however, it is largely teachers who are expected to deliver this support. What 

requires consideration is how teachers perceive their role and responsibilities, as well as the 

training needs, they consider essential for their own wellbeing and effective support for pupils 

who demonstrate, in particular, more extreme emotional health needs.  The literature suggests 

that only a small number of studies have looked at teachers’ views about the needs of pupils in 

relation to emotional health and, while teachers accept emotional health support as integral to 

their role as educators, they feel a lack of knowledge in how to provide appropriate and 

effective interventions. 

Research Methods 

Semi-structured individual interviews and focus groups will be carried out with teachers to 

consider the place of role, meanings, agency, emotion and reflection which influence how 

teachers perceive their professional position and how their needs should be met. 

Research Participants 

The research participants are from one school. The defined group is the teaching staff, likely to 

encounter, or who have already encountered young people dealing with emotional difficulties, 

which are, or are perceived to be, at the more extreme ends of the spectrum. 
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Please provide the date of issue on the Certificate  

b. Can any aspect of the research give rise to any form of harm to participants, including 

the researcher(s)? 

 x 

c. Can any aspect of the research produce information that could lead to criminal 

prosecution of the participants or others? 

 x 
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also Principal of the institution. 
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and stages of the research process and importantly, how I intersect my role as principal with that 

of insider researcher. 
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acknowledging my own interests as an Ed D student, as well my purpose as a leader in tackling 

the area of concern expressed (around dealing with pupils’ extreme emotional difficulties) by a 

number of teachers in a recent school audit. The approach and development of the project must 

be taken within the current school context of self-evaluation; the legitimacy of the initiative and 

its relevance to classroom practice need to be agreed and accepted by those involved; it must be 

a process of shared understandings. 
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As leader I must accept participant responses with respect even if they challenge my own 

position and views. I must be conscious too of the possible difficulties of participants in relating 

their views with the necessary candour because of my role within the organisation. 
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Focault described five points for an analysis of power relations and given my concerns about the 

role of power in the research, I have given consideration to each of these in turn to help me 

understand the pre-existing power relationships and how this might be developed, even changed 

through the research process.  

Taking all of the above into consideration, the practical steps I will take to address these issues 

are outlined in more detail in Section 6 below. 

 

 

 

4. Please give details of the method of recruitment for participants and the inclusion/exclusion 

sampling criteria. Please detail any ethical aspects that must be considered, including the proposed 

use of any incentives.  

The participants who are invited to take part will represent the teaching staff in a single school, 

likely to encounter, or who have already encountered young people dealing with emotional 

difficulties, which are, or are perceived to be, at the more extreme ends of the spectrum. 

The recruitment of staff invited to take part will be identified on the basis of: 

1. Year Head. 

2. Responsibility for Sixth Form groups. 

3. SENCO 

4. Vice Principal (Pastoral). 

 

Initially there will be an invitation issued to staff during a morning briefing. Staff will be 

informed that invitation letters and consent forms will be distributed to relevant individuals. The 

Board of Governors have given their consent for this research to take place. 

Staff will be informed that participation in the study is voluntary and will in no way influence 

their professional status or career progress.  

(Outlined in more detail in Section 6). 

 

5. Please give details of the location(s) at which the data collection will be undertaken and any 

circumstances that might give rise to security concerns for participants or researchers, conflicts of 

interest where data might be critical of working practices, people etc. or disclosure of illegal 

activities.  

The interviews will be conducted on the school premises. The designated space is a room used 

for a range of formal and informal school meetings by parents, pupils, staff and governors. 
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There are no security concerns for either participants or researcher. 

 

 

 

 

6. Please indicate how the active, informed consent of all participants will be gained. Give 

consideration whether this should also include indirect participants, who may not take 

part themselves but who are the primary focus of the research.  

Given my concerns about the role of power in the research, I have given consideration to each 

of the five points described by Foucault to help me understand pre-existing power relationships 

and how this might be developed or changed through the research process. 

Five considerations: System of Differentiation; Types of Objectives; Instrumental Modes; 

Forms of Institutionalization; Degrees of rationalization. 

Following this analysis, there are practical steps I will take to help ensure that the power 

differential does not impact on potential participants:  

1. The ability to consent voluntarily, that is, staff do not feel an obligation to take part because 

their Principal has asked them and equally, they do not feel coerced into it for the same reasons. 

2. Staff have the freedom to withdraw without explanation or penalty. 

3. Staff have the freedom to provide genuine responses and thus authentic (high quality) data. 

In the process for recruitment of participants I will ensure that: 

1. Written and verbal explanations of the study stress that teachers should not feel obligated to 

participate just because I have asked them. 

2. They have a reasonable window of time to consider whether they want to take part in the 

study or not. 

3. There is information about what would happen in the event that a teacher expressed a view 

they knew might be contrary to my views, or indeed be critical of me. 

4. Information about safeguards where the act of talking about experiences of dealing with 

extreme emotional difficulties causes distress. 

Staff who agree to participate will be asked to complete the consent form (copy attached). 
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7. Please indicate how the participants’ rights to privacy (inc. confidentiality and 

anonymity) and the privacy of their data will be protected. Highlight potential limitations 

of confidentiality in the ethics form and information sheets for participants (e.g. for small 

samples or insider research and how this will be addressed).  Please also indicate how the 

data will be stored (and ultimately destroyed as appropriate). 

All information gathered as part of the study will be treated with the highest levels of 

confidentiality. No participant’s real names will be used in the reporting of the data (interviews) 

in resulting reports or publications. If an individual is referred to a false name will be allocated. 

All data collected in the form of written material will be stored securely in a locked filing 

cabinet and will be destroyed on completion of the research study. Sensitive pupil information 

will be dealt with under normal Child Protection Procedures.  

All electronic data and digital audio recordings will be stored on an encrypted laptop to which 

only the researcher has access. No personal identifiers will be used in the storage of electronic 

data. At all times Data Protection Guidelines will be adhered to. QUB Policy requires that all 

data must be kept for a minimum of five years on QUB premises once a study is completed. 

 

 

8. Please complete the checklist below to confirm you have considered all ethical 

aspects of your research.  

(Note that the consent forms that must accompany this application will be scrutinised 

and any omission or inadequacy in detail will result in a request for amendments).  

Please 

tick 

I have attached (an) appropriate consent form(s) x 

Each consent form is presented to a high standard, as befitting work carried out under the 

auspices of Queen’s University 

x 

Each consent form has full contact details to enable prospective participants to make 

follow-up inquiries 

x 

Each consent form has full details, in plain non-technical language, of the purpose of the 

research and the proposed role of the person being invited to participate 

x 

Each consent form has full details of the purposes to which the data (in all their forms: text, 

oral, video, imagery etc) will be put, including for research dissemination purposes  

x 

Each consent form explains how the privacy of the participants and their data will be 

protected, including the storage and ultimate destruction of the data as appropriate 

x 

Each consent form gives assurances that the data collection (questionnaires, interviews, 

tests etc) will be carried out in a sensitive and non-stressful manner, and that the participant 

has the right to cease participation at any time and without the need to provide a reason  

x 

Please include here any other comments you wish to make about the consent form(s).  

Declaration by All Proposers:  
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I have read and understood the School of Education’s Policy and Principles on Ethics in Educational 

Research and the University Policy on the Ethical Approval of Research and I undertake to adhere to its 

directives and to follow all principles and procedures outlined. 

I declare that the details above accurately reflect my research proposals and I undertake to seek updated 

approval if substantive changes are proposed after this submission. I have consulted an authoritative set of 

educational research guidelines. 

(Students Only) My proposals are based on consultation with my supervisor(s). 

Signed: D E Lutton Date  

 

Supervisor’s Signature: (Student Proposal Only, first supervisor only if there are two) 

Signed: Date  

Please note that the Supervisor’s Signature will be removed prior to forwarding for assessment to the Ethics 

Committee.  In instances where supervisors feel that their specialised expertise may be important information for the 

Ethics Committee to take into account (eg in relation in researching highly sensitive areas such as trauma/abuse), 

please submit an additional page with any relevant information. 

If EDC required (2a refers), confirmation that Enhanced Disclosure Certificate received 

Signed:      Date: 

 

Final Approval Signed-Off by Chair of Ethics Committee 

Signed: Date  
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Queen’s University Belfast 

20 College Green 

Belfast BT7 1LN 
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www.qub.ac.uk 

 

Memorandum 

To Elma Lutton 

From Katrina Lloyd, Chair, Ethics Committee 

Date 2nd February 2016 

Distribution Supervisor Sarah Miller 

School of Education Office File 

Subject Teachers' perceptions of dealing with pupils' extreme emotional difficulties 

 

The School of Education Ethics Committee has approved your proposed research. 

Note that this approval applies only to the procedures outlined in your submission. 

Any departure from these must be discussed with your supervisor, and may require additional 

ethical approval. 

Note for the supervisor: it is the responsibility of the supervisor to add any research projects 

involving human participants, material or data, to the University’s Human Subjects Database for 

insurance purposes. (The Human Subjects Database is accessible through QOL under ‘My 

Research’). 

The Committee wishes you every success with your research. 
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Appendix 3 Teacher Information1 

 

Action Research 

 

Teachers’ perceptions of dealing with pupils’ extreme emotional difficulties. 

 

Teacher Information Sheet and Consent Form 1 

 

This action research is my EdD dissertation topic.The aim is to explore teachers’ 

perceptions of dealing with pupils’ extreme emotional  difficulties within a school 

context. As a potential participant it is important for you to know why the research is 

being done and what it will involve for you. 

 

As you may be aware, this school has dealt with an increasing number of pupils who 

exhibit extreme emotional difficulties. There have been three completed suicides since 

2001 and in excess of twenty recorded extreme sef-harming episodes during the last three 

years. As part of a whole school initiative we are undergoing change with respect to 

identifying and meeting the wellbeing needs of both teachers and pupils.  

 

Why am I doing this study? 

It is recognised that schools play an essential role in supporting pupils, who demonstrate 

emotional needs; however, it is largely teachers who are expected to deliver this support. 

Through this study I hope to find out what teachers think requires consideration in relation 

to their roles and responsibilities, as well as the training needs they consider essential for 

their own wellbeing  and effective support for pupils who demonstrate, in particular, more 

extreme emotional needs. 

 An important part of this study involves interviewing a small number of teachers. I would 

like to hear your own views about the focus of the research. An important outcome of 

your views will be the design for staff development within this school context in relation 

to the topic; it may also serve to contribute to informing teacher training at a wider level. 

 

What will it involve if I agree to take part? 

Agreeing to take part in this element of the research will mean that I will arrange a 

mutually convenient time to speak to you in person, or as part of a small focus group and 

ask you some questions about your experiences to date as well as your views on what is 

required to provide a sound staff support training programme. This interview will last 

around 30-40 minutes and with your agreement it will be audio recorded. 

 

Do I have to take part? 

It is entirely up to you whether you take part in the interview or not.  If you do decide to 

take part, you can change your mind at any time, up to when the data has been 

anonymised. You do not even have to give a reason why. Your decision to take part will 

in no way impact on your relationship with me as Principal now or in the future and it is 
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important that you do not feel obliged to to agree to take part just because you know me. 

If you agree to take part it is also important that you feel you can provide your genuine 

responses and opinions, regardless of your perception about my views; this has to be an 

authentic study. 

 

Safeguarding. 

Where talking about experiences of dealing with extreme emotional difficulties causes 

distress there will be in place appropriate support mechanisms and you can pause or stop 

the interview at any time. Any pupil information of a sensitive/confidential  nature will 

be processed within the normal Safeguarding Procedures. 

 

Will our participation in the study be kept confidential?  

This research has been given approval by the Ethics Committee in the School of 

Education (Queens University Belfast). 

All information which is collected during the course of the research interviews will be 

kept strictly confidential. Research folders will be kept in a locked office at all times and 

only I (and my academic supervisor) will have access to the study data. Any information 

that is stored electronically will be kept securely on a Queen’s University Computer. 

Interviews will be audio recorded, only with participants’ permission. Interview 

transcripts will be anonymous and electronic recordings will be deleted five years after 

completion of the study in accordance with the University guidelines. 

 

Further information 

If you would like any further information about the study you can contact me either in 

person, by phone (028253151) or by email (dlutton859@c2kni.net). Alternatively you 

can contact my academic supervisor Dr Sarah Miller by email at s.j.miller@qub.ac.uk. 

 

 

Teachers’ perceptions of dealing with pupils’ extreme emotional difficulties. 

 

Teacher Consent Form 

 

Please complete and sign the consent form below to indicate that you have read the 

information sheet and whether or not you consent to take part in this study. 

 

• I understand that if I agree to take part in this study that I will be 

interviewed, individually or as part of a group about my views of dealing 

with pupils’ extreme emotional  difficulties within a single school 

context 

•  I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I can withdraw 

at any time up to when the data has been anonymised. 

 

I am willing/not willing (delete as appropriate) to participate as part of a focus 

group. 

mailto:s.j.miller@qub.ac.uk
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I am willing/not willing (delete as appropriate) to participate in an individual 

interview. 

I do /do not (delete as appropriate) consent to my interviews being audio recorded. 

 

 

 

______________________________________         ___________________ 

Signature          Date 

 

______________________________________  

Print Name 

 

____________________________________  

School 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

173 
 

Appendix 4 Teacher Information 2 

 

Action Research  

 

Teachers’ perceptions of dealing with pupils’ extreme emotional difficulties. 

 

Teacher Information Sheet and Consent Form 2 

 

In 2016 you consented to particpation in an Action Research Study. I have attached the 

original Information Sheet. The aim was to explore teachers’ perceptions of dealing with 

pupils’ extreme emotional difficulties within a school context. As an outcome of the 

initial part of this research a number of changes and additions have been made to how we 

work in this school. I am now requesting an additional opt-in interview with you, as part 

of the iterative action research process. The purpose of this interview is to reflect on the 

changes, which have been implemented on the basis of the previous data collection and 

to provide further suggestions for continuing improvement in practice within the Ethos 

of this school. 

 

 

What will it involve if I agree to take part? 

Agreeing to take part in this review of the research will mean that I will arrange a mutually 

convenient time to speak to you in person, ask you some questions about your experiences 

to date, as well as your views on what is required going forward, to provide a sound staff 

support training programme. You have received the summaries from the first phase focus 

group outcomes and the conclusions drawn to date from the first data collection. You will 

be invited to make comment on the data summaries and the implications going forward. 

This interview will last around 50-60 minutes and with your agreement it will be audio 

recorded. You will be provided with the questions prior to the interview to allow time for 

personal reflection. You will be provided with a copy of your interview transcript, as well 

as the overall summary outcomes to ensure that you feel it conveys what you intended. 

 

Do I have to take part? 

It is entirely up to you whether you take part in the interview or not.  If you do decide to 

take part, you can change your mind at any time, up to when the data has been 

anonymised. You do not even have to give a reason why. Your decision to take part will 

in no way impact on your relationship with me as Principal now or in the future and it is 

important that you do not feel obliged to to agree to take part just because you know me. 

If you agree to take part it is also important that you feel you can provide your genuine 

responses and opinions, regardless of your perception about my views; this has to be an 

authentic study. 

 

Safeguarding. 

Where talking about experiences causes distress there will be in place appropriate support 

mechanisms and you can pause or stop the interview at any time. Any pupil information 
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of a sensitive/confidential nature will be processed within the normal Safeguarding 

Procedures. 

 

Will our participation in the study be kept confidential?  

This research has been given approval by the Ethics Committee in the School of 

Education (Queens University Belfast). 

All information which is collected during the course of the research interviews will be 

kept strictly confidential. Research folders will be kept in a locked office at all times and 

only I (and my academic supervisor) will have access to the study data. Any information 

that is stored electronically will be kept securely on a Queen’s University Computer. 

Interviews will be audio recorded, only with participants’ permission. Interview 

transcripts will be anonymous and electronic recordings will be deleted five years after 

completion of the study in accordance with the University guidelines. 

 

Further information 

If you would like any further information about the study you can contact me either in 

person, by phone (028253151) or by email (dlutton859@c2kni.net). Alternatively you 

can contact my academic supervisor Dr Sarah Miller by email at s.j.miller@qub.ac.uk. 

 

Teachers’ perceptions of dealing with pupils’ extreme emotional difficulties. 

 

Teacher Consent Form 

 

Please complete and sign the consent form below to indicate that you have read the 

information sheet and whether or not you consent to take part in this study. 

 

• I understand that if I agree to take part in this study that I will be 

interviewed individually. 

•  I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I can withdraw 

at any time up to when the data has been anonymised. 

 

I am willing/not willing (delete as appropriate) to participate in an individual 

interview. 

I do /do not (delete as appropriate) consent to my interviews being audio recorded. 

 

 

______________________________________              __________________                                                                      

Signature             Date 

 

______________________________________  

Print Name 

 

____________________________________ 

 

mailto:s.j.miller@qub.ac.uk
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Appendix 5 Pastoral Structures 

 

Pastoral Structures- key role descriptions 

 

Head of Key Stage 3/4/5: Member of Senior Leadership Team (three positions). 

• To play a key role in the strategic development of educational provision in Cambridge 

House Grammar School; 

• To act as Line Manager to the Heads of Year and Form Teacher teams relevant to that 

Key Stage; 

• To support all staff in the maintenance of high levels of discipline, attend Head of 

Department and Heads of Year meetings and contribute to policy formulation and 

review; 

• To accept all unresolved behavioural/discipline referrals from Heads of Department 

/Heads of Year and Lunchtime Supervisors; 

• To undertake thorough investigations and facilitate resolution of conflict; 

• To have a strategic role in the planning and development of the relevant Key Stage 

curriculum and to liaise with the Curriculum Vice Principal and other relevant staff 

regarding subject provision, development, use of Student Planners, Homework and 

pupil career choices procedures. 

Heads of Key Stages will be a strong visible presence in school and will fully contribute to the 

school ethos, aims and vision. 

Heads of Year (two per year group) 

• To act as Line Manager for Form Teachers within a Year Group; 

• To support the discipline, welfare and pastoral aims and ethos of the school; 

• To monitor pupil progress across the Year Group and take action as necessary; 

• To liaise with external agencies as required; 

• To advise /counsel pupils; 

• To inform /update staff regularly regarding individual pupil needs; 

• To create positive partnerships between home and school; 

• To celebrate individual and group pupil successes across the year group; 
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Form Teacher (five classes in each year group 8-14) 

• It is the responsibility of the Form Teacher to ensure each and every pupil in his/her 

care is nurtured, advised and supported; 

• To ensure an updated Form Room Notice Board containing all necessary pupil 

information, including Safeguarding and Counselling procedures; 

• To form links with colleagues enabling information to pass freely concerning the needs 

of individual pupils; 

• To be part of a Year Group team; 

• To treat information with professional confidence; 

• To have a wide knowledge of the pupils in their form class, including their personal 

circumstances; 

• To ensure appropriate records maintained; 

• To provide appropriately detailed and personalised comments for each pupil in their 

form class on the end of year reports; 

• To be the significant adult for pupils in their form class; 

• To establish an effective relationship with the pupils, which is key for the provision of 

good discipline and pastoral care; 

• Only issues unable to be resolved at Form Teacher level should be referred to the Heads 

of Year; 

• Heads of Year to kept informed where there are concerns by the Form Teacher for 

either academic or pastoral reasons. 
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Appendix 6 Participant Biographical information 

 

Table 1 Participant Biographical information:            

 

Pseudonym Gender 
Teaching 

Service 

Years 

in 

current 

school 

Years 

as Form 

Teacher 

Positions of 

responsibility  

Years 

in 

post 

Focus 

Group 

Data 

1 

Data 

2 

1 Kate F 30 15 15 

SLT 6 

B Yes 

VP Pastoral 2 

2 Olivia F 14 14 13 
Head of Key 

Stage 
1 A Yes 

3 Eve F 27 15 12 
Year 

Head/SENCO 
15 C   

4 Mike M 21 15 3 Year Head 15 D Yes 

5 Jill F 37 15 22 Year Head 15 C   

6 Nell F 17 15 2 Year Head 13 A Yes 

7 Jules F 19 15 5 Year Head 10 C Yes 

8 Jean F 10 10 3 Year Head 7 B   

9 Martina M 12 12 7 Year Head 5 C   

10 Connor M 18 12 9 Year Head 3 A Yes 

11 Adela F 15 15 14 Year Head 1 B Yes 

12 Thomas M 4 2 1 Year Head 1 A Yes 

13 Brogan M 4 4 4 Form Teacher 0 C Yes 

14 Alister M 17 1 17 Form Teacher 0 B Yes 

15 Phyllis F 35 15 35 Form Teacher 0 B   
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Appendix 7 Focus Groups/Individual Questions 

 

 Focus Groups/Individual Questions: 

1. Describe some examples of the extreme emotional difficulties, which you 

have had to deal with? 

Rationale for question: To elicit an understanding of the nature of pupils’ 

emotional and mental health problems faced by them as practising 

teachers. 

2. What has been the personal impact of having to deal with these situations? 

Rationale for question: To frame the extent of the impact such encounters 

with pupils had on teachers’ emotional wellbeing. 

3. What support is currently available to you to help you deal with such 

situations? 

Rationale for question: To consider how effective the current school 

structures and policies are in practice. To identify any potential barriers 

for supporting provision. 

4. To what extent do you consider you have a role/responsibility to play in 

dealing with pupils’ emotional health and wellbeing issues?  

(a) What particular strategies do you use to deal with extreme 

emotional/behavioural difficulties? 

(b) How did you arrive at these strategies? 

(a) Where do you locate the difficulties/problems in particular? 

(b) Are there gender differences and how do you deal with these? 

Rationale for question: To locate how teachers arrive at their strategies, to 

determine if there are particular issues and if gender considerations need to be 

addressed going forward. 

5. To what extent do you feel you have been prepared to deal with pupil 

emotional health and wellbeing issues, in particular, those at the more 

extreme end of the spectrum? 

Rationale for question: To find out how teachers understand their roles 

and responsibilities; if they perceive any conflicts in these and how they 

feel they are prepared to deal with the problems as presented. 
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6. What support do you consider is necessary to provide you with the 

capacity to deal with such situations?  

Rationale for question: To understand what training and support teachers 

feel they need in order to fulfil their roles as a professional. 
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Appendix 8: Individual Interview questions 

 

Agreement about definition of pupil mental health and wellbeing. 

Definition of the use of the concept ‘Habitus’ within the research context. 

Section 1:   

You have had the opportunity to review the summary sections from the first data 

collection (Focus Groups). 

1. From the focus group you were part of, do you feel these are an accurate 

representation of the discussions? 

2. Are there any specific points, raised within these summaries, which you would 

like to comment on further? 

Section 2: 

You have reviewed the record of practice and support changes made in this school 

context, as a direct influence from the focus group data.  

1. To date, do you think we have been doing the right things to address the 

representations raised by the focus groups? 

2. Are there specific areas, which you think we should address now; have you any 

suggestions about how we could do this? 

3. Have any of the changes, made so far, impacted on your work as a teacher, 

professionally and/or personally? 

Section 3: 

1. In the first data collection, you were asked about your experiences of dealing 

with pupils’ extreme emotional difficulties in order to determine the range of 

problems faced by pastoral staff.  Do you think that there are now even more 

specific pupil mental health and wellbeing needs in this school, some of which 

may have emerged since the first data collection? 

2. We have a very particular Ethos/Habitus within this school; in what way/s do 

you think this can/does affect pupil mental health and wellbeing? 
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3. How would you describe your professional role in relation to pupil mental health 

and wellbeing? 

4. On reflection, do you think that you separate your personal values and your 

professional perspectives in relation to engaging with pupils’ individual needs, 

including their emotional needs? If so, how do you manage this? 

5. How would you describe your own professional identity as a teacher? 

6. To what extent do you consider that your identity as a teacher, particularly from 

a pastoral perspective, has been influenced by the ethos/habitus of this school? 

7. How does your identity as a teacher sit with your relationships with pupils? Is 

this hard or easy for you? 

8. Reflecting on your own career journey, do you consider that you have adjusted 

your identity as a teacher? If so what or who has influenced any changes? 

9. In your view do we do enough to support new teachers navigate the parameters 

of how we do things in this school, while allowing them to retain their own 

educational values? 

10. To what extent do you think that a teacher should create his or her own ‘inviting 

environment’ within the classroom? 

11. How well prepared were you, through your teacher training, to deal with the 

complex emotional relationships, which arise within the teaching process? 

12. What/ who, has helped you to deal with more complex pupil emotional 

relationships as you have encountered them through your teaching life? 

13. The educational writer and researcher A Hargreaves described teaching as 

‘...emotional practice’ and ‘...emotional labour’. To what extent do these 

suggestions chime with your own experiences? 

14. What motivates you to teach? 

15. To what extent, if at all, do you consider that the expectations placed on teachers 

in dealing with pupils’ mental health and wellbeing needs could be described as 

exploitative? 

16. To what extent do you consider that the increasingly high expectations by 

parents’ affect /have affected your personal and professional life? 

17. How much do you feel that the ‘compliance practice’ resonating in education 

now challenges your professional identity, effectiveness and personal wellbeing? 
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This final question was not on the sheet provided for staff. 

Section two/question 2. Are there specific areas to address in relation to teachers? 
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Appendix 9 Master Table Extracts - Main Themes (Focus Groups) 

 

Conceptualisation of Stress factors (emotional and practical) 

Insecurity of knowledge (as a professional) 

Group A 

Respondent 1: I didn’t know all the answers. 

Respondent 3: I am permanently wondering am I doing this right. I don’t know that. 

Group B 

Respondent 1: It was deciding what was the right thing to do. 

Respondent 3:  You hardly know why you do the things you do. 

Group C 

Respondent 1: It was instinct. 

Respondent 2: You don’t quite know how to ask. 

Group D 

Respondent 1: Whenever I did my PGCE there was no mention of this stuff. 

& 

...I didn’t feel it, even slightly trained to deal with this stuff. 

Lack of confidence (constantly questioning) 

Group A 

Respondent 3: I think you are continually questioning yourself. 

Respondent 4: What did I not do? 

Group B 

Respondent 1: And you need at least one colleague you feel you can talk to. 

Respondent 2: ...but I think we don’t like to say we are not coping. 

Group C 

Respondent 3: Did I do everything right? 
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Respondent 4: Sometimes you feel a bit guarded and think ‘Oh, should I really say that? Is 

that saying too much? 

Moral responsibility 

Group A 

Respondent 1: I have to provide the right examples and the right template for children. 

&  

You want to help that child. 

Respondent 4: You still feel that you could have done more to help them. 

&  

Was there anymore you could’ve done, even though you know sensibly there wasn’t.  

Respondent 1: So scared of getting it wrong. 

Group B 

Respondent 1: I sort of, I felt like I let him down. 

Respondent 3: I think it’s always sometimes shifted onto somebody else and we feel 

responsible. 

Group C 

Respondent 3: What if that pupil goes home and she has taken too many tablets, and she dies? 

That’s my fault. 

Respondent 3: I am too involved, in my opinion. 

Challenge of Time 

Group A 

Respondent 2: I haven’t got time for another meeting. 

Respondent 3: But we all have pressure for results. 

&  

You can’t say, ‘Can you just stop crying for 15 minutes until I have a break here’. 

Group B 

Respondent 1: I still feel I didn’t have enough time with that wee boy. 
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Respondent 3: ...yet we do not get the chance, time to invest in those kids because they’re not 

the ones in our faces causing us the issues. 

Group C 

Respondent 1: In those days I seemed to have time to be able to do those things. 

Respondent 4: Your door never stops. 

Consequences of getting it wrong 

Group A 

Respondent 3: What will that link to if I get that wrong? What are the consequences? 

& 

So scared of getting it wrong because you know the impact that could have on a young 

person. 

Respondent 1: My biggest fear is to and I’m being honest, is making mistakes. 

Group B 

Respondent 4: I think that (the) ethos that pervades the school is one of the main ways you 

can help to deal...  

Group C 

Respondent 2:  ...and I used to go home at night and think ‘’That girl will kill herself’’ 

Respondent 3: It was the first panic moment I’ve really had in teaching, and that was two 

years ago, so I was even younger at that point, so it was quite a traumatic time that I thought, 

‘This is going to be my fault’. 

Emotional effects 

Group A 

Respondent 2: That is really what I would ask myself, am I doing enough? Am I doing this 

right? 

Respondent 4: ...and it did leave me very emotionally scar(r)ed because I think ‘Why didn’t 

you come and speak to me?’ 

Respondent 5: I’m just convinced there’s something I missed there. 

Group B 

Respondent 1: You need somebody who you can go to who will help you see it from a 

positive point of view. 
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& 

You feel like you are letting that pupil down. 

Respondent 4: I think it’s always sometimes shifted onto somebody else and we feel 

responsible. 

Group C 

Respondent 2: Now I felt stalked. 

&  

...but you also get the ones that stay with you. 

Respondent 3: I was really panicking. 

 Support 

Personal experience 

Group A 

Respondent 4: ...but she just needed to get rid of that emotion. 

Respondent 3: If you are trying to deal with that in five minutes that’s when you make 

mistakes. 

Group B 

Respondent 5: I know that I am phoning round, trying to get social service into place, trying 

to get the police organised. 

Respondent 2: ...for some people it is going home and having a five-minute rant. 

Group C 

Respondent 3: I think the important thing is to understand that, in schools, it’s very much a 

team, and it’s nobody’s sole fault. 

Group D 

Respondent 1: ...I’m not a person that would ring for help or go and see outside agencies or 

unions or any of that, it’s not my way. 

& 

I normally say hold on a second, give it a day and then act, because whenever you go 

immediately things are very raw and can go badly wrong so time is a very clever way of 

dealing with stuff. 

Professional 
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Group A 

Respondent 1: It was good to actually learn what they did using my line manager. 

Respondent 2: Everyone knowing they were in the same boat. 

Group B 

Respondent 4: It was that security that it was there. 

Group C 

Respondent 2: You know that girl (external agency) talked me through what I needed to do. 

Respondent 4: ...but support- wise, I would say, I never feel that I am alone in anything in 

this school. 

Group D 

Respondent 1: ...I go and speak to my mum because mum was a head of year in a school 

close by for 20 years. 

& 

Dad was also a social worker for 40 years so quite a lot of stuff he’s seen everything and 

heard everything before so that’s quite useful at times. 

Structures 

Group A 

Respondent 4:  The policies were already there 

Respondent 3: It’s a very hard thing to put into your policy though because different 

departments and different pastoral groups have different dynamics (referring to meeting for 

group support). 

Group B 

Respondent 1: Cathy (line manager) was my support. 

Respondent 3: But then the trouble is you get children in your room that you don’t actually 

sometimes know that there are things wrong. 

Group C 

Respondent 1: But anyway, we worked with the EWO, and that was my first example time of 

working with the EWO, and working with the educational psychologist as well, to set up 

strategies to get her into school. 
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Respondent 3: I was just following school protocol and school procedures, where I was 

saying ‘Right I’ve done this, I’ve noted everything down, now I need to go and pass this 

information onto the net’. 

Identification of Training requirements 

Group A 

Respondent 3: But I know that we would sometimes bring in specialists and they will come in 

and they will tell you things, but I suppose in my head you’re almost wanting that 

reassurance of, ‘Okay, just give me a tick list’. 

& 

The police came in to talk because there is so much more out there than ever has been, and 

even legal highs and all the rest. I just think we should have more training on that because... 

Respondent 1: There was just one thing I would like to say is I would quite like to learn more 

from the professionals. 

Group B 

Respondent 4: Is that when we are trained as teachers we are trained to specialise in the 

subject, we’re trained to teach a class, we have a little bit of dealing with the class in front of 

us and classroom management. We are never taught to be social workers. 

Respondent 2: Because you have come up through a system, that as (Respondent 4) said, you 

know, we were trained to be teachers, not to engage in all this pastoral stuff where that has 

always traditionally been a sort of element of your job. 

Group C 

Respondent 3: At one point there is always a crying out...............So it’s very hard, I can say 

as a new teacher, trying to strike that balance, of actually getting that correct; but I definitely 

think training in identifying that would definitely help. 

Respondent 2: Because I think there was a time when children had no voice and now they 

have a powerful voice, and I think sometimes it’s difficult to get the balance absolutely right. 

&  

So, I think we’re into a whole minefield of how staff are equally well protected. 

Group D 

Respondent 1: ...maybe that would be useful to have a day when we talk over a few things 

that have turned up and how we have dealt with them and then maybe, in doing so, we may 

have discovered I’ve dealt with some badly but at least it’s airing them 
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Construction of Roles/Responsibilities 

Group A 

Respondent 4: Do you see them as statistics, do you see them as a machine that basically has 

to go through an exam, or do you see the human being behind that? 

& 

I think it’s to do with staff and their ability to empathise with others as well, and their own 

emotional intelligence because is it that you genuinely care about these children or is it, this 

is a job? 

Respondent 1: They are so used to seeing us being the authority figure who knows everything 

about their subject. 

& 

It definitely changes how they see you, and I think that’s very good as they see you out of 

your comfort zone (Charity fun event). 

Group B 

Respondent 4: But I think what we have lost sight of is the fact that we have to instil in our 

children that they need to be accountable to some extent. 

Respondent 3: I love my job, but I must be honest. I like the fact that I am just thanked 

sometimes. 

Group C 

Respondent 3: ...you want to give the best opportunity and you want to help out the pupils as 

best as possible. 

Respondent 2: So, what are we doing, as well, that they have this powerful voice, but 

somehow or other, we can’t provide them with a strategy to survive life. I also do think that 

is, partly, our job. 

Group D 

Respondent 1: Okay, so basically, I think I have a large role really because... 

& 

Well I think I’m good at seeing both sides so whenever we are dealing with bullying I can 

quite quickly look at why the bully is doing it and quite often if you explain to a child, not in 

detail, but the idea of what the bully is trying to do, why the bully is doing it....  
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School Culture and Identity 

Group A  

Respondent 1: First and foremost, you have your policies to see what the next available action 

is. As I said I have an excellent line manager that I went to get the correct advice in terms of 

what to do. 

Respondent 4: If you’ve had somebody that’s really wound you up, you can go to (name 

deleted) and say, ‘Do you think I’ve done the right thing?’ 

Group B 

Respondent 2: Well, I know myself, if I am having a moment of stress, I will land into your 

office and go, ‘(name deleted) it doesn’t work!’ 

Respondent 3: But you trod that fine line where you supported me in front of the parents, but 

you didn’t antagonise the parents further and managed to get them back on board. 

Group C 

Respondent 2: And another one that stayed with me…just the abuse, and I came to you, and you 

were great. You talked to her, and I talked to the girl, you rang social services, they were not 

very good, not very helpful. 

& 

…but years later, that wee girl did write me a letter, enclosing two photographs of her two 

children. 

Respondent 3: I think the important thing to understand is that, in school, it’s very much a team, 

and it’s nobody’s sole fault. 

&  

…because I know that if anything happens now, I have got fantastic teachers all around the 

school that I know I can go to. 
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Appendix 10: Researcher as Principal  

 

3.3 Researcher as Principal  

 

In this section, for the purposes of examining my own role and the hierarchy of structural 

relationships within the school in relation to the research, I will write using the first 

person. 

In this section I considered what Cresswell and Miller (2000) described as a validity 

procedure for researchers to, ‘...self-disclose their assumptions, beliefs and biases’ 

(Cresswell and Miller 2000, p.127). 

The purpose of the research was to create a personal and detailed description, within a 

specific school context, in order to develop conceptualised change for ensuring 

appropriate training support for teaching professionals dealing with extreme emotional 

difficulties as expressed by pupils within this context. This research required a level of 

detachment by me as lead researcher; I had to remember that I am fallible as a human 

being. The validity of the research is crucial; to maximise this any possibilities for error 

and bias needed consideration at each step. The methods included focus groups and 

individual interviews with teachers, in considering the place of role, meanings, agency, 

emotion and reflection, which influence how they perceive their professional positions 

and give direction how their needs must be met. 

Burgess (2006) recorded how in such research there are, ‘...tensions and challenges to 

reconcile’ (Burgess 2006, p.420), while Niema, Heikkinen and Kannas (2010) made an 

important point about not just whose voice is selected for inclusion in research data, but 

also what is excluded. It is of central importance that the participants ‘...see themselves 

as part of the process of breaking barriers for speakers and listeners, writers and readers’ 

(Niema et al., 2010, p.140). 
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3.3.1 Self-reflection 

 

The issue of ‘voice’ is of relevance in this research as I am the lead researcher and the 

Principal of the institution. Murphy, Smylie, Mayrowetz and Louis (2009) noted that, ‘In 

some real sense, at school level, all change flows through the principal’s office’ (Murphy 

et al., 2009, p.181). 

McNiff (2001), like Hammersley (1993) and Hargreaves (1995), supported the position 

that teaching should be ‘...regarded as a research- based profession; (McNiff 2001, p.3). 

For a school leader this should mean a responsibility, personal as well as professional, to 

be accountable and open in the production of research evidence to make clear that 

educational attitude and practice is of the highest possible quality. I selected action 

research as the best methodology for this specific research study. Using a qualitative 

approach played to my personal strengths as a leader; McNiff (2015) recorded that action 

research methods ‘...enable researchers to realise these commitments through explaining 

publicly how they try to live their values in their practices’ (McNiff 2015, p.1). Of 

significance for this research, Batagiannis (2011) noted that ‘...the principal is defined as 

a leader who cares, listens to, and reflects multiple voices’ (Batagiannis 2011, p.1308). 

As Principal, I have adopted a distributed leadership design to provide the kind of deep 

growth needed for quality provision for pupils and sustainability of professional progress. 

Murphy et al., (2009) offered the consideration that established structures in some schools 

are, ‘...ribboned with barriers to distributed conceptions of leadership’ (Murphy et al., 

2009, p.185). In this school, some of the established structures have worked for some of 

the staff, largely because it is all they have experienced and there is a degree of comfort 

in hierarchical and bureaucratic systems. The creation of a different habitus, one, which 

reduces hierarchical arrangements and provides more equitable space for individual 

voices, including pupils, is taking time and trust. Working within a research study, 

alongside staff, is significant for the development of trust. What has been evident is that 

changing understood structural arrangements is not easy. 

Ethical considerations for the research are examined at a later point, but the essence of an 

ethical awareness permeated all actions, including my own reflections on how I should 

process the project. In particular, the quality of purpose for the research had to be seen by 
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those involved, as emerging from a genuine concern expressed from within the school. I 

needed to be honest in acknowledging my own interests as an EdD student, as well my 

purpose as a leader in tackling the areas of concern expressed by several teachers in a 

school audit and equally expressed through recorded pastoral minutes over a recorded 

period. The approach and development of the project needed understood in the right way, 

within the current context of self-evaluation. The legitimacy of the initiative and its 

relevance to classroom practice needed agreement by those involved; it had to be a 

process of shared understandings. Ebbutt (2002) described this as ‘...working together on 

a similar idea or a range of ideas, as opposed to leadership from the front in order to 

demonstrate the feasibility of the research process’ (Ebbutt 2002, p.136). 

Walters served a reminder about, ‘The importance of living one’s values in the 

educational process’ (Walters 2014, p.74). I needed to be critically self -reflective in 

relation to my own character, motives and paradigms; I had to be clear and careful to 

identify my own core values and order my thinking so that those with whom I worked in 

the project were enabled to locate and frame their own positions. Walters recorded the 

importance of this personal pedagogical reflection as ‘...whether one’s values are just 

abstract theorising or whether they are alive in one’s practice is a good starting point in 

this respect’ (Walters 2014, p.76). 

In all I do within school, I must be self-reflective about the way my actions may be 

interpreted, particularly as we have emerged successfully from the weight of a huge 

inherited financial deficit. Staff were affected by this in several ways, including voluntary 

and compulsory redundancies and I needed to remain conscious that their agendas could 

be influenced by the possible perceived politics of this. I needed to exact caution with 

such organisational politics and my dual role in the project.  As leader, I accepted 

participant responses with respect even if they challenged my own position and views. I 

had to be conscious of the possible difficulties of participants in relating their views with 

the necessary candour because of my role within the organisation. Coghlan et al., (2014) 

recorded such difficulties and include the challenge, ‘...to protect the integrity of the 

research, while maintaining positive organisational relationships’ (Coghlan et al., 2014, 

p.997). 

 



 

194 
 

3.3.2 Learning culture 

 

As Principal I see it as my role to provide for a stronger and deeper pool of leaders by 

crafting opportunities for staff to engage with shaping school initiatives and above all by 

listening and responding to staff views in a positive way. My intention has been to 

continue the development of a viable research culture within the school, to contribute to 

ongoing professional knowledge and provide the basis of a sound evidence-based 

practice. It is an emergent culture at this stage; we have moved from individuals 

developing their own practice to groups working on a range of teaching and learning 

initiatives. Initially the initiatives were departments based but have moved gradually into 

a shared arena. Bargal (2006) stated that action research is expected to generate two kinds 

of knowledge, one of which is, ‘...actionable knowledge’ (Bargal 2006, p.383), while 

Marshall and Mead (2005) summarized the qualities of first person action researchers as 

‘...cultivating a quality of critical humility’ (Marshall and Mead 2005, p. 241). 

Our experience in this school is reflected in Ebbutt’s (2002) words, ‘In schools with an 

emergent research culture, if there has been any history of school-based research it is 

fragmented and discontinuous.’ (Ebbutt 2002, p.135). At least we have had some basis of 

a research culture. It is an evolutionary journey where, unfortunately some staff hold the 

view that independent research projects previously carried out, did not translated into 

obvious changes within the school. This group is, in general, indisposed to a climate of 

individual or group research input. More recent initiatives have had better outcomes in 

terms of influencing lived classroom experiences; this has helped move the perceptions 

of useful professional knowledge forward in terms of school improvement.  

As the school’s principal leader, I have openly acknowledged the importance of looking 

at issues together to broaden our collective knowledge as practitioners. I have deliberately 

imbued my conversations informally and formally with the language of professional 

challenges and research information. I have taken a long- term view of how this will 

succeed in an overall culture but need to move some areas forward within a shorter 

outcome time, most particularly the focus on emotional welfare training for staff in an 

agreed and internally supported organisational programme. Walters (2014) stated that 

school improvement, directed from within an institution, has led to the concept of the 
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‘Thinking School’ (Walters 2014, p.73). The development of this ownership of 

professional enquiry has significance for the enhancement and integrity of internal 

research practice. 

 

3.3.3 Changing roles 

 

I have been in the school for over four decades; this offers both advantage and 

disadvantage. I took over as Principal in 2012, on a temporary basis, following the former 

principal’s sudden retirement and then permanently in 2013. I had served as Vice 

Principal for 12 years following the amalgamation of two distinctly different single sex 

selective grammar schools in terms of cultural ethos, particularly within the pastoral area. 

I have what Coghlan et al., (2014) described as ‘...a deep level understanding of the 

business context, its dynamics, its evolution and performance’ (Coghlan et al., 2014, 

p.994). In my work as Principal and with the research participants, I am all too aware of 

the challenge, or indeed potential for bias arising from favouritism. Murphy et al., (2009) 

provided a cautionary note for advancing change ‘...for administrators to avoid the 

perception of favouritism in the selection process, an assessment that has the potential to 

stunt the growth of distributed leadership’ (Murphy et al., 2009. p.187). Mockler (2014) 

contended that ‘...sound critical engagement with practice relies upon the enactment of 

ethical practice’ (Mockler 2014, p.148). 

 

3.3.4 Power relationships 

 

I want staff to engage in a positive way with the generation of ideas and feel the freedom 

to move them forward in creative directions rather than simply conform to received 

structural patterns. This is about the values and relationships we are currently transacting 

within the school environment and how I can support these as both a leader and a 

colleague. There will always be the centre proliferation of school actions, what I need to 

move forward is the satellite progression of these. I am also aware that there must be a 

consistency between what I see as important and necessary and what the collective 

‘selves’ of staff see in relation to our understanding about the school’s ethos, purpose and 
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mission. It is insufficient for me as a leader to define what is required as an element for 

any defined focus; the staff need to see this for themselves, at least those for whom it has 

direct impact on professional engagement. I must always be conscious of not imposing 

my own understandings of good practice to the detriment of the views of others.  

As a school, we have begun a journey into collective evaluation, this needs moved in a 

supportive way, into collective research. We must be critically robust about our practice 

at every level of leadership. We have already changed elements of our practice as an 

outcome of collective consideration; this needs to continue, recognised as professional 

research by staff; we are transforming our internal educational landscape but not actively 

identifying it as the outcome of research. I need to highlight this more positively in my 

communication with staff when pointing to our continual refining of academic and 

pastoral progress. Coghlan et al., (2014) noted that, ‘Being a change agent is playing 

politics and is a big challenge for anyone, whether as a manager or an outside consultant’ 

(Coghlan et al., 2014, p.996). 

As a research group we needed to arrive at what Ladkin (2005) describes as ‘...the 

development of working “truths”’ (Ladkin 2005, p.110). The quality of the work 

produced by the group and its working mechanisms was highly dependent on the way we 

related to each other as well as to the focus issue. My role needed to include sensitivity 

to individual perspectives in relation to the topic under research, which may include 

deeply personal experiences. Ladkin (2005) provided some illumination on the nature of 

influence and working collaboratively, ‘As with the hammer, in enacting it, influence can 

be seen to ‘fall away’, to dissolve into the emerging behaviours of those influencing and 

those being influenced’ (Ladkin 2005, p.116). 

The research group had to find a way to work together as well as doing it. This 

collaborative and voluntary engagement required honest self-reflection by all involved. 

The research work required not just commitment from the participants but also a sound 

understanding of its relevance for daily practice and its importance in the wider 

pedagogical picture of school life. This returns me to the consideration of how the relative 

power relationships might influence the project, its integrity and validity. 

3.3.5 Objectivity 
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Marshal and Mead (2005) suggested that, ‘... writing itself is a form of self-reflective 

practice’ and that it can result in ‘...a text that is nuanced, alive, sometimes raw in its self-

questioning’ (Marshal and Mead 2005, p.243). My main area of concern was how I 

intersected my role as Principal with that of insider researcher. I am in agreement with 

Burgess (2006) when she wrote about the challenges faced by embedded structures and 

bureaucracy; however, she also added ‘My life experience has taught me that congruency 

in what I believe in and what I do keeps me healthy in mind, body, and spirit’ (Burgess 

2006, p.431). 

This research project had inbuilt iterative cycles of self-learning, reflection and action, 

including the locating of myself within the process. It included first, second and third 

person outcomes within the reflexive journey. I could not ignore, however, that social and 

organisational structures of power and politics surrounded the research; throughout the 

process, I had to retain a critical subjectivity and self-awareness of relationships. Ladkin 

(2005) drew attention to the ‘...acknowledgement that the researcher plays a key role 

within any inquiry, also ‘...the appreciation of the part the researcher plays in his or her 

inquiry’ (Ladkin 2005, p.109).  

One of my challenges was retaining objectivity in relation to other valid perspectives as 

well as maintaining a robust inter-relationship between subjectivity and objectivity when 

considering the data outcomes, given the emotional base of the research focus. In using 

the terms subjectivity and objectivity I adopted the definitions as documented by Ladkin 

(2005). Subjectivity is ‘...a way of knowing which is located in a person’s own 

perspective, including their experiences and expectations as well as their ‘here and now’ 

perceptions’, while objectivity is ‘...a way of knowing what is not specifically located and 

in this way can see the entirety of any situation’ (Ladkin 2005, p.110). 

The focus of the research was given direction by information gained from a whole school 

evaluation audit, designed to look at improving the quality of professional practice and 

consistent comments recorded in pastoral team meetings.  Dillon (2014) served a 

reminder that ‘...researcher bias and reactivity are two main validity threats’ (Dillon 2014, 

p.212).  
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In considering the importance of objectivity within the research process, the role of power 

remained a personal concern. Dillon (2014) contended that,  

‘...actions are intertwined with power during the AR process. One outcome of the AR (action 

research) process is new power relations and/or the reinforcement of existing power relations’  

(Dillon 2014, p.213). 

Dillon (2014) subscribed to Foucault’s (1974) power perspectives, which I found 

insightful. For Foucault power is not necessarily adversarial in fashion but in effect a 

relationship between individuals. An interpretation of Foucault would suggest that in fact 

power is about working with management possibilities, summarised by Dillon (2014) 

when he suggested that,  

‘This argument offers action researchers a unique perspective in which we consider how we are 

managing possibilities and structuring the possible fields of action during research’  

(Dillon 2014, p.214). 

Foucault (1974) contended that all individuals within relationships have options; that in 

every power relationship there is an in-built degree of resistance. One of Foucault’s 

interesting ideas is his panopticon, the architectural design where people, as in a prison, 

can be seen without being aware of it but acting in the belief that observation is taking 

place. Dillon (2014) synthesised this as ‘...an important idea in which an individual 

internalizes the power relationship by taking the role of observed and observer’ (Dillon 

2014, p.215). 

Of significance for me was Dillon’s (2014) comment that ‘...power relations can become 

institutionalized’ (Dillon 2014, p.215). In this research, it was important for me to 

understand the pre-existing power relationships, and then to consider how this could be 

developed and possibly changed through the process. The success of this aspect would 

influence the overall research outcomes and their validity. Focault (1974) described five 

points for an analysis of power relations and given my concerns about this aspect of the 

research, and as part of my preparation I considered each of these in turn.  

(a) The system of differentiations 
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There were several differentiations between me and the members of staff, who 

participated in the research. The first was educational; I was pursuing a doctorate degree 

at a Russell University, with the exception of one other participant, the Pastoral Vice 

Principal, who was studying likewise; other members of the group were at Master’s 

degree Level (3) or Bachelor’s degree Level. Two other participants were members of the 

senior leadership team; the remainder held a range of responsibility positions, specifically 

within the pastoral structure. The major differentiation is that I am the Principal of the 

school. 

(b) Types of Objectives 

A chief objective was to complete my doctoral thesis in order to graduate. A second 

objective was to analyse the recorded needs of my staff in relation to their training needs 

with respect to supporting pupils’ emotional health. A further objective was my long-

standing involvement with a Department of Education Working Group in the 

development of a whole school emotional health and wellbeing system for pupils. The 

guidance material, published in 2016, provided a coherent strategy for schools to follow. 

While this action research was situated within a specific institution, the outcomes could 

influence the wider contextual development of how staff are prepared to deal with pupils’ 

emotional welfare needs, within coherent pastoral care guidance for all schools. 

(c) Instrumental Modes 

My status as the lead researcher and doctoral student within a Russell University afforded 

me the position of being the author of the completed work. The final ‘voice’ was mine. 

As researcher, I employed a number of instrumental modes, largely in the form of my 

research methods: interviews, document analysis and research procedures. The research 

participants used instrumental modes in their involvement with document analysis, 

interviews and observations. 

(d) Forms of institutionalization 

The primary form of institutionalization in this research was the university, which 

influenced how I conducted the research and the standards I had to apply.  
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Other institutions, which influenced the research were; the school within which we all 

worked, with its range of structures and expectations of Board of Governors, parents and 

pupils; the Education Authority (EA); the Department of Education; religion and the 

families of participants. 

(e) Degrees of rationalization 

This is the point at which the different areas and actions of power relations are drawn 

together and affected the research. 

I used the perspective of these five points to consider the power relations as the research 

process progressed. Townsend (2013) recorded that, ‘Issues of power and control in 

participation relate to the ways in which peoples’ experiences and views are understood 

and represented and to the resulting influence that they can have over change’ (Townsend 

2013, p.335). 

 

3.3.6 Female Leadership and power 

 

For me the challenge was to consider how to enlist the participants as well as examine 

exactly my values in relation to how I believe power should be used. I have already 

identified my perspective on this in my support for the freedom of staff to think and 

develop creatively, within non-hierarchical structures. Power is not just about the 

development of relationships but also about how the possession of knowledge is first 

acquired, and then owned.  

Fennell (1999) examined women principal’s experiences with power; power over, with 

and through, recording how a view of power ‘...as restricted to relationships of domination 

is constricting’ (Fennell 1999, p.24). In her paper, Fennell (1999) considered alternative 

conceptions of power; these sections reflected my own perspectives on how power should 

exist within an organisation and how challenge to traditional hierarchical conceptions can 

be required.  

It is important, however, to note that I fully recognise that there remain occasions when 

a legitimate use of power structures is required to create a positive and productive 
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environment. The principals involved with Fennell’s research each emphasised the 

absolute importance of empowerment and positive power ‘...sharing power and 

encouraging responsiveness and responsibility in others within their schools’ (Fennell 

1999, p.31). 

Fennell (1999) also noted how ‘...it seems logical that, when one is feeling confident in 

one’s own position and abilities, and is feeling personally empowered, it is easier to trust 

and share power’ (Fennell 1999, p.31). McLaughlin and Ayubayeva (2015), recorded 

Smail’s (2005) comment that ‘...no-one can remove power disparities, but one can 

commit to the loving and self-aware use of power’ (Smail 2005, cited in McLaughlin and 

Ayubayeva 2015, p.64). 

I had to be consistent in reflecting and challenging how I worked with the group and how 

together we facilitated self-reflection; what we were engaging with was both personal and 

emotional. I wanted the teachers involved to appreciate their own self-worth and the 

validity of their contribution to a new programme for both themselves and potentially 

others within the profession. This research was legitimatised by the community of 

researchers and then in the actions within school. Bath (2009) served to remind me that 

‘...the researcher needs to be acutely aware of the politics behind research aspirations and 

interpretations that must be problematised before justification’ (Bath 2009, p.217). 

Avgitidou (2009) drew attention to some aspects of her collaborative work, which I 

needed to consider as part of my planning. In specific she detailed how the data analysis 

of the meetings with her participants in the research, ‘...forced me to deconstruct these 

main ideas and understandings concerning the roles and dynamics of this collaboration’ 

(Avgitidou 2009, p.592). 

Of resonance with me was Avgitidou’s (2009) recording of how through analysing her 

interviews, she noted that her role was the asking of questions, while giving ample space 

for the teachers to respond at length. I had to be conscious of my own weakness for talking 

and ensure that I minimised this to allow the participants quality space for their views and 

ideas. I also needed to resist what Avgitidou (2009) described as, ‘...own-initiated 

directions’ (Avgitidou 2009, p.595). She documents that an important aspect for her was 

an awareness of how individuals contributed to the research in line with their own 
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perception of what was possible for them. She added that ‘...equality is successful as soon 

as you accept this rather than imposing something or reacting with frustration to your 

expectations as a facilitator of action research’ (Avgitidou 2009, p.595). Avgitidou (2009) 

concluded with two very pertinent clarifications for me ‘...equal roles and participation is 

not a fact but a process’ and ‘...imposed action will not actually have a positive response 

from the teachers or become a permanent feature of their practice’ (Avgitidou 2009, 

p.597). 

I had to be patient and not expect everything to happen quickly for sound and positive 

outcomes. While I was part of the social world researched, I was also the researcher 

influencing the process, not least through interpretation of material.  I needed real clarity 

in my reflexivity; Postholm and Skrovset (2013) described this as ‘...an introspective 

ability to reflect and correct one’s own thoughts, values and actions’ (Postholm and 

Skrovset 2013, p.508). Heen (2005) pointed out the danger of allowing emotions to 

become prominent and describing this as ‘...disturbing the clarity of the mind’ (Heen 

2005, p.271). 

 

 

 

 

 


