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Abstract
Wellbeing is an essential element of a thriving school community. This paper outlines
what wellbeing is, why it is important for learning and how positive peer and studentstaff relationships enhance wellbeing and learning. Pastoral care structures that support,
connect and create a sense of belonging for all students are also touched on as an
important element in student wellbeing.
What is wellbeing?
The wellbeing of our students, staff and wider community is determined by the five domains
of human wellbeing and is at the heart of the mission and values of Barker College.
Five Domains of Human Wellbeing

Physical

• Physical safety
• Health

Social

• Positive relationships
• Connectedness

Emotional

• Self awareness
• Emotional regulation

Cognitive

• Positive learning experiences
• Motiviation and achievement

Spiritual

• Sense of meaning
• Purpose

Student Wellbeing
Learning to Be is one of the four pillars of education described by Jacques Delors in his report
for UNESCO on Education in the 21st Century. The others are Learning to Live Together,
Learning to Know and Learning to Do (Roffey 2017). The Department of Education defines
student wellbeing as:
a sustainable state of positive mood and attitude, resilience, and satisfaction
with self, relationships and experiences at school (DEC 2015).
Staff at Barker are committed to creating and fostering a caring and positive Christian
environment for every student in order for our young people to be known, supported
and equipped with the social and emotional tools needed to thrive. The foundation of an
effective education is wellbeing. Barker aims to create an environment that affords all students
experiences of connectedness, a sense of belonging and positive and respectful relationships
based on equity and safety
The purpose of the student wellbeing program at Barker is to empower students with social
and emotional skills and attributes, developed through an holistic program of care, so that
they can thrive throughout their lives. It is hoped that the legacy of the student wellbeing
program at Barker produces graduates who are resilient and equipped to make a difference
in their world and who have given more than they have received.
Wellbeing is expressed in all areas of School life at Barker and is underpinned by Barker’s
Thriving Framework: Inquiry, Rhetoric, Service and Gratitude. Students are immersed in
holistic learning experiences where wellbeing is considered carefully and integrated into
academic learning, outdoor education, service learning, Connect groups, the House system,
cocurricular programs, sport, student academic care and support and through Christian faith
development.
A thread of wellbeing runs through many aspects of life for each student at Barker via:
•

Quality teaching and learning

•

Student academic support and care

•

The house system

•

Counselling

•

The Clinic

•

Boarding

•

Outdoor education and service learning

•

Co-curricular programs – sport, creative and performing arts, STEAM

•

Connect groups

•

Parent engagement

•

Strong policies and procedures

•

Quality staff

•

Professional learning

•

Support from leadership

Benefits of wellbeing programs in schools
There are considerable benefits to student outcomes when wellbeing is at the heart of
teaching and learning and when social and emotional skills (SEL) are explicitly taught to
students. The Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning describes the
benefits of SEL as follows:
Research shows that SEL can have a positive impact on school climate and
promote a host of academic, social, and emotional benefits for students.
(Empowering Education 2016)
Durlak, Weissberg et al.’s recent meta-analysis of 213 rigorous studies of SEL in schools
indicates that students receiving quality SEL instruction demonstrated:
•

Better academic performance: achievement scores an average of 11 percentile points
higher than students who did not receive SEL instruction;

•

Improved attitudes and behaviours: greater motivation to learn, deeper commitment
to school, increased time devoted to schoolwork and better classroom behaviour;

•

Fewer negative behaviours: decreased disruptive class behaviour, noncompliance,
aggression, delinquent acts and disciplinary referrals; and,

•

Reduced emotional distress: fewer reports of student depression, anxiety, stress and
social withdrawal. (Durlack and Weissberg et al 2011)

John Hattie famously highlighted the profound effect that teachers have on student learning
and wellbeing in his acclaimed book, Visible Learning (Hattie 2008). The teacher-student
relationship is pivotal in not only developing deep academic knowledge and skills, but in
helping to develop social and emotional skills that enable students to learn more effectively
and in turn improve academic outcomes.
A caring and supportive classroom environment with a focus on pro-social values and
behaviours makes it less likely that students will behave in anti-social ways (Wentzel 2003).
Benard (2004) argues that positive teacher-student relationships contribute significantly, not
only to student wellbeing and pro-social behaviour, but also to their learning outcomes.
Good student-teacher relationships are important in the wellbeing of students, but students
can also enhance the wellbeing of their peers in school settings as well.
Pastoral care structures and student wellbeing
It is evident that relationships count in the wellbeing of our young people. However, school
culture and operational structures in schools can have significant impacts on student
wellbeing. Pastoral care structures that promote social and emotional learning and encourage
robust discussion and thinking around relationship skills, resilience, ethical decision making
and self and social awareness are essential in providing safe and responsive environments for
young people. In conjunction, having identified and articulated school values that are known
and promoted, provides the framework for a common language of care within schools and
highlights expected student behaviours.
There are many pastoral care structures that operate in schools. Most commonly, they are
horizontal (year level based) or vertical (multi-year level). At Barker, the current structure is
horizontal. There are many benefits to this. Students in each year group get to know each
other well and social and emotional learning programs are developed at appropriate age
developmental stages. However, one of the drawbacks of a horizontal pastoral system is that
students do not connect beyond their year groups and do not experience the incredible
benefit of working and learning from older children.

In a coeducation setting, vertical pastoral care groups where groups are of a mixed age, can
help to promote gender equity and appropriate pro-social behaviours. Graham Best argues
that students in vertical pastoral care groups in coeducational settings are the least likely
to experience poor age-related behaviour patterns (Best 2014). Older pupils are quick to
intervene to prevent bullying both within the pastoral care group and outside in the school
playground and older students also share their expertise, reassure and stick up for younger
students.
Best also argues that young people who are grouped in vertical pastoral care groups also
share school space more equitably, are more embracing of diversity and develop greater self
confidence in the wider school community. He also argues that vertical pastoral care groups
can provide important academic mentoring opportunities and research in some UK settings
have seen academic improvements as a result.
Young people learn pro-social and caring behaviours from each other and there is evidence
to suggest that vertical pastoral care groupings can not only improve academic performance,
but can also enhance the other domains of human wellbeing as well. As Barker moves to be
fully coeducational by 2022, it is important to consider what will be the best structures for our
students so that they can live and learn together in life and thrive.
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