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Abstract: This paper examines how wellbeing has evolved in educational policy over the last 

decade in Ireland. The influence of the developments in national policy on wellbeing are also 

considered. While the concept of wellbeing is progressing in educational policy documents 

and becoming embedded in the language of the school community, a review of literature in 

the area highlights that it is difficult to define and to understand. Although wellbeing is a 

central theme in Early Years education and an area of learning in post-primary education for 

Junior Cycle in the Irish context, presently it can be regarded as implicit in the primary school 

curriculum rather than a defined theme or area of learning. The Draft Curriculum Framework 

published by the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) in February 2020 

includes wellbeing as one of five broad curriculum areas. This paper presents a critical 

reflection on the inclusion of wellbeing as an area of learning in a redeveloped primary school 

curriculum.  

 

Keywords: wellbeing; curriculum redevelopment; primary school; educational policy; Ireland 

 

 

1. Introduction 

In 1999 when the current iteration of the Irish primary school curriculum was launched, its 

overall aims included developing each child’s potential to the full, encouraging a love of learning 

and helping children develop skills that they would use throughout their lives (Government of 

Ireland 1999a). It may well be argued that the wellbeing of each child was a central tenet of this 

curriculum, reflected in its vision to “nurture the child in all dimensions of his or her life-spiritual, 

moral, cognitive, emotional, imaginative, aesthetic, social and physical” (Government of Ireland 

1999a, p.6). In the subject area of Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE), the wellbeing of 

the child is referenced, but it is not a term that is explicitly used throughout or indeed across the 

curriculum. Twenty years later as the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) 

presents the Draft Primary Curriculum Framework for consultation, the wellbeing of each child is 

reflected in the key competencies and in the five broad curriculum areas proposed (NCCA 2020). 

This reflects developments in wellbeing, not only in education, but in national policy in the 

intervening time. It also ensures that wellbeing is a central theme across all stages of education; 

from early childhood through to post-primary. While educators may be in agreement that the 

wellbeing of each child must be a paramount consideration, what exactly do we mean when we 

talk about wellbeing? 
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1.2 What is wellbeing? 

Dodge et al. (2012) consider that wellbeing is the point of balance between the resources one has 

and the challenges one faces. This perspective, while worthy of reflection, does not adequately 

define wellbeing in a comprehensive way. Indeed, defining wellbeing is not straightforward. In 

the first instance it is complicated by variations of its spelling (wellbeing, well-being, well being). 

This is reflected in Irish educational policy documents. In the wellbeing guidelines for post-

primary and primary schools published jointly by the Department of Education and Skills (DES) 

and the Department of Health (DoH) in 2013 and 2015 respectively, the spelling is well-being, 

while the Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice published by DES in 2018 refers to 

‘wellbeing’ throughout. Wellbeing is a very broad concept and encompasses many subsets such 

as emotional wellbeing, social wellbeing, psychological wellbeing and mental health and 

wellbeing (Svane et al. 2019). It is further complicated by the fact that it is a multidisciplinary 

concept applied across various fields from economics to politics, from counselling to education 

and across psychology and philosophy. In fact, following a systematic review of wellbeing 

literature, Svane et al. (2019) concur with Bache et al. (2015) that defining wellbeing is a ‘wicked’ 

problem given the multidimensional nature of the term and the many different definitions that 

exist. According to Souttera, O’Steena and Gilmore (2014, p.497) “despite significant attention to 

conceptualising and evaluating well-being in academic and policy circles, well-being remains a 

narrowly defined, if not undefined, term in education, complicating efforts to plan for and 

monitor it effectively”. Gillet-Swan and Sergeant (2015, p.146) conclude that “wellbeing is a 

highly popularised and aspirational concept in philosophical, psychological, medical and health 

literature”. Despite this, “there has not been a clearly defined and workable definition of 

wellbeing that incorporates its multifaceted, multidimensional and progressive elements”. In the 

Irish educational context, the development of wellbeing has been influenced by national policy 

developments and educational developments in other countries. 

 

1.3 Influences on the development of wellbeing in education 

The development of policy in relation to wellbeing in Ireland is not just a matter for education, 

it is primary concern for the DoH also and indeed for all Government Departments who work 

with and support children. Significantly, the first National Children’s Strategy was published in 

Ireland in 2000 and in many ways it provided an important blueprint for improving children’s 

lives, proposing a vision where  

children are respected as young citizens with a valued contribution to make and a 

voice of their own; where all children are cherished and supported by family and 

the wider society; where they enjoy a fulfilling childhood and realise their 

potential (DES and DoH, 2000).  

One of the significant outcomes of this initial strategy was the establishment of a national 

longitudinal study of children in Ireland and as a result, the Growing Up in Ireland study was 

launched. This government-funded study of children started in 2006 and follows the progress of 

8,000 nine-year olds and 10,000 nine-month-olds. While the primary aim of the study is to inform 

government policy in relation to children and their families, the study objectives seek to examine 

the progress and wellbeing of children at critical periods from birth to adulthood. Key findings 

from the Cohort ’08 (the Infant cohort) who were last interviewed at age nine indicate that most 

nine-year olds are doing well in terms of their socio-emotional and behavioural wellbeing 

(growingup.ie). This shows that national policy is being realised, despite the lack of definition in 

relation to wellbeing. 

http://www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org/
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Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures: The National Policy Framework for Children and Young People 

2014-2020 is the first national policy framework in Ireland for children and young people and 

establishes a shared set of outcomes which all governments departments work towards. The first 

of five outcomes listed outlines that children will be active and healthy, with positive physical 

and mental wellbeing (Government of Ireland 2014). While the inclusion of wellbeing in the five 

outcomes highlights its priority, again there is a particular focus on mental wellbeing. There is a 

similar focus identified in the Healthy Ireland framework developed by the DoH in 2013. This 

framework establishes a vision where ‘‘everyone can enjoy physical and mental health and 

wellbeing to their full potential, where wellbeing is valued and supported at every level of society 

and is everyone’s responsibility’’ (DoH 2013, p.6). These policies confirm a cross-governmental 

approach to improve all aspects of health and wellbeing for children and young people.  

Developments in wellbeing are also taking place in the Irish educational context. They have 

been influenced by international educational developments, in particular those in Scotland. 

Wellbeing in Scotland is described in terms of eight indicators; every child and young person 

should be safe, healthy, achieving, nurtured, active, respected, responsible and included 

(https://www.gov.scot/policies/girfec/wellbeing-indicators-shanarri/). These indicators are 

adapted for use in the Irish context with wellbeing indicators included in the post-primary 

guidelines (NCCA 2017). The post-primary guidelines were updated in 2021 and the wellbeing 

indicators are included in the guidelines, with relevant descriptors for each indicator (NCCA 

2021). The status and place of wellbeing across curricula in other countries varies also. Health 

and wellbeing education is part of the mandatory or state curriculum in many countries 

including Australia, Finland, Denmark and New Zealand. In Scotland, personal wellbeing 

occupies a more prominent curriculum role and is, along with literacy and numeracy, one of 

three key responsibilities of all teachers, and a subject specific responsibility for those teachers 

who have a specific health and wellbeing remit (Thornburn 2015). In other countries, health and 

wellbeing education finds itself vying for a place in official curriculum structures and is relegated 

to the status of non-statutory (Leahy and Simovska 2017). Indeed, arguments are well 

documented about the rise of ‘therapeutic’ education in the context of wellbeing education 

(Young 2013). These arguments contend that therapeutic education is turning children and young 

people into anxious and self-preoccupied individuals rather than aspiring, optimistic and 

resilient learners. While Beck (2012) argues that there is a dearth of reliable evidence in relation 

to this claim, there clearly has been a rise in social and emotional learning programmes in schools. 

Barry et al (2017) have shown that the integration and sustainability of such programmes within 

the context of whole-school systems is far from clearly established. Indeed, O Toole (2017, p.453) 

considers that wellbeing is an area that straddles the disciplinary fields of education, psychology 

and health and as a result there is a “pressing need to scrutinise current approaches in schools 

and to develop conceptual models that resonate with researchers and practitioners across the 

disciplinary boundaries”. Developing a conceptual model from the interdisciplinary fields would 

be most useful in considering the place of wellbeing in the next iteration of the primary school 

curriculum.  

 

2. Educational and curriculum policy developments relating to wellbeing 

This section will pick up on some of the above developments in the Irish context and trace, in a 

chronological manner, the development of education and curriculum policy with regard to 

wellbeing. It is interesting that wellbeing was first introduced to the early years sector, then to 

the Junior Cycle programme and then to primary education. It is not yet addressed at Senior 

Cycle.  

http://www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org/
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2.1 Early childhood 

While the place of wellbeing can be described as implicit within the current Irish primary school 

curriculum, the initial inclusion of wellbeing in Irish education dates back to 2009 when Aistear, 

the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework for children from birth to six years was published. 

The framework uses four interconnected themes to describe the content of children’s learning 

and development: Wellbeing, Identity and Belonging, Communicating and Exploring and 

Thinking (NCCA 2009). Wellbeing, in this context, is outlined as having two major components: 

physical and psychological. The Aistear framework is experienced by many pupils in the primary 

school context, particularly in the infant classes (age four to six years). In practice, classrooms are 

often divided into interest areas such as; a construction area, a pretend play area, a quiet area and 

a messy play area and children engage in learning through a range of activities often linked to a 

particular theme. It is intended that these experiences will support the development of the 

children’s physical and psychological wellbeing.  

 

2.2 Post-primary education 

In terms of wellbeing at post-primary education, the Well-Being in Post-Primary Schools: Guidelines 

for Mental Health Promotion and Suicide Prevention were published in 2013. The purpose of these 

guidelines was to support schools in developing a whole-school approach to mental health 

promotion and suicide prevention (DES and DoH 2013). The overarching focus of the guidelines 

is on a whole-school approach based on the continuum of support proposed by the National 

Educational Psychological Service, with which schools are familiar. Although all schools received 

a copy of the guidelines, given that there was no specific circular from the DES at the time alerting 

schools to their importance or no continuous professional development opportunities whereby 

teachers could engage with their content, the guidelines may have had limited impact in schools.  

In 2015, the framework for junior cycle in post-primary was published. Wellbeing is one of 

the principles that underpins junior cycle education. Irish students now undertake learning in a 

new area entitled ‘wellbeing’ throughout the three years of junior cycle. The associated 

curriculum guidelines were published in 2017 and revised in 2021. It is interesting to note the 

change in spelling from the DES at this point, from ‘well-being’ to ‘wellbeing’. This highlights the 

evolving nature of the concept. While the guidelines outline that teachers in all subjects can 

support student learning in the area of wellbeing, there is “a strong emphasis on the role that 

Civic, Social and Political Education (CSPE), Physical Education (PE) and Social, Personal and 

Health Education (SPHE) can play in supporting learning about wellbeing and learning for 

wellbeing” (NCCA 2017, p.46). The place of wellbeing in senior cycle education is at the 

discretion of the school as no formal guidelines for its implementation are developed. This is a 

clear gap in provision and fails to seize the opportunity that wellbeing education could provide 

for students as they engage in a highly pressurised examination system and prepare to embark 

on a significant transition from school and home life to that of work or further education.  

 

2.3 Primary Education 

While wellbeing is not an area of learning, or a ‘theme’ in primary school education, it is certainly 

a term that has become part of the language of the primary school context in recent years. In 

terms of curriculum at primary level, the subject area of SPHE, introduced in 1999, has always 

promoted the wellbeing of students.  

http://www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org/
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“Social, personal and health education provides particular opportunities to foster the 

personal development, health and well-being of the child and to help him/her to create and 

maintain supportive relationships and become an active and responsible citizen in society” 

(Government of Ireland 1999b, p.2).  

The current SPHE curriculum supports many aspects of wellbeing, including helping 

children to develop both intrapersonal and inter-personal skills and to establish and maintain 

healthy patterns of behaviour. Furthermore, discrete areas are addressed that relate to wellbeing 

and include; self-identity and self-esteem, relationships and sexuality education, substance use, 

friendship and bullying, personal safety, decision making and feelings and emotions. SPHE has 

a very limited amount of curriculum time with just thirty minutes per week, the least amount of 

time given to any curricular area. Furthermore, given that it is twenty years since the curriculum 

was published, teachers do not seem to consider its real relevance in the current wellbeing space 

and tend to consider that wellbeing is something additional to SPHE. As with post-primary, Well-

Being in Primary Schools: Guidelines for Mental Health Promotion were published in 2015 (DES and 

DoH 2015). Although the title has no reference to suicide prevention, the content of the guidelines 

is based on the post-primary school version. In a study undertaken with Irish primary school 

teachers on wellbeing, it emerged that many of the teachers were not aware that the guidelines 

were published and available in schools (Nohilly and Tynan 2019).  

In 2018 the Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice (2018-2023) was published by 

the DES, and is relevant for all schools and centres of education. In his foreword, the then Minister 

for Education, Joe McHugh, outlined that he had “set as a target that all schools and centres for 

education will have embedded a Self-Evaluation Wellbeing Promotion Process by 2023” (DES 

2018, p.1). This framework therefore will become an important guideline for primary schools in 

the more formal development of wellbeing practices in schools. The framework promotes a 

whole-school approach to wellbeing through the four key areas of Culture and Environment, 

Curriculum, Policy and Planning and Relationships and Partnerships. These four areas are 

informed by the Schools for Health Process, an initiative of the Health Service Executive (HSE). 

School Self-Evaluation (SSE) is the vehicle by which the process will become embedded in 

schools. The requirement to use SSE to manage change within an educational context is not new. 

Since 1999, the School Development Planning Support initiative has been introduced to schools, 

promoting processes of reflection, use of evidence and action planning. In 2012, following the 

launch of the Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life, 2011-2020 strategy, SSE was introduced 

to schools and schools have since engaged with the process in an effort to improve standards in 

literacy, numeracy and other areas of teaching and learning. The wellbeing framework requires 

that schools “commit to a process of self-reflection to identify existing strengths, opportunities 

and challenges in their practice and incorporate a Wellbeing Promotion Process into their existing 

planning and self-evaluation processes” (DES 2018, p.24). Although the DES have established a 

dedicated SSE website for primary and post-primary schools and have delivered a number of 

important updates to schools via Circulars and ‘SSE Update’ newsletters, the requirements for 

schools in the area of wellbeing have not been clearly outlined, resulting in a lack of awareness 

from the schools’ perspective in relation to requirements. Furthermore, the framework was 

published in July 2018, when schools were closed for the summer break. Although wellbeing will 

be a key priority for schools following the impact of the Coronavirus pandemic, many teachers 

are unaware of the requirements of the framework.  

The recently published Draft Primary Curriculum Framework for Irish primary schools 

proposes that wellbeing will be included as a curriculum area in the next iteration of curriculum. 

The framework is due to be finalised and published in 2021, and the development of curriculum 

http://www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org/
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area specifications is proposed to be completed by 2024. The draft framework proposes a set of 

seven key competencies that are closely linked to both the Aistear and the Junior Cycle framework 

and ‘fostering wellbeing’ is one of the seven key competencies outlined. Wellbeing then, is one 

of five broad curriculum areas proposed for the redeveloped curriculum and incorporates the 

subject areas of Social, Personal and Values Education and Physical and Health Education. Of 

particular note is the increased time that is being considered for the area; two and a half hours 

per week at the Infant level and three hours per week from first to sixth class (NCCA 2020). While 

the proposed inclusion of wellbeing in the redeveloped curriculum is most welcome as is the 

increased time, the content and changes to the structure of the current SPHE and PE curricula 

will take particular negotiation and consideration.  

 

3. Definitions of wellbeing in education policy 

In the field of education, there are different interpretations of wellbeing and again, wellbeing and 

mental health are presented as synonymous in some documents (DES and DoH; 2013; 2015). 

Indeed, the terms are often used interchangeable and unsurprisingly, are also interlinked in 

research (Svane et al. 2019). In recent years, the discourse in relation to mental health has 

dominated, particularly in the context of school life. My World Survey 2, the National Study of Youth 

Mental Health in Ireland, presents a second wave of data on youth mental health in Ireland and 

highlights that levels of depression and anxiety have increased in adolescents and young adults 

(12-19 years) since the first survey was completed in 2012. Furthermore, levels of self-esteem, 

optimism and resilience; key protective factors in supporting mental health have decreased 

(Dooley et al. 2019). Despite the concerning growth in rates of anxiety among young people, a 

focus on mental health alone narrows the concept of wellbeing, particularly in the school context.  

Many definitions of wellbeing are presented in educational policy documents (DES and DOH 

2015; NCCA 2017 and 2021; DES 2018). Furthermore, a ‘wellbeing working group’, consisting of 

representation from the Teaching Council and Irish Primary Principals’ Network propose a 

definition of wellbeing for schools (Authors). As the literature has highlighted, wellbeing is a 

‘wicked’ problem and difficult to define, however a definition in the school context enables a 

common understanding across the whole school community. The definitions share the 

importance of the students’ experience at school, including quality teaching and learning and a 

sense of belonging to the school community. The development of a conceptual framework to 

contextualise wellbeing would certainly support a broader understanding in the area and situate 

wellbeing within an educational framework. The multiple interpretations presented in the field 

of education has the potential to cause further confusion of an already complicated concept, or 

alternatively, it may offer schools choice in selecting a definition that is suitable to the context of 

the school. Given the requirement for schools to engage with the DES Wellbeing Policy Statement 

and Framework for Practice (2018), the definition of wellbeing presented therein is likely to be 

accepted by many schools. Specifically, the DES definition considers that  

wellbeing is present when a person realises their potential, is resilient in dealing  

with the normal stresses of their life, takes care of their physical wellbeing and has  

a sense of purpose, connection and belonging to a wider community. It is a fluid  

way of being and needs nurturing throughout life (DES 2018, p.10).  

The concept of wellbeing as fluid takes account of the multiplicity of factors that impact on 

wellbeing and furthermore of the potential for a state of wellbeing to be influenced by a range of 

external factors. It is important to consider wellbeing as a continuum with consideration of 

illbeing as part of the reality of human development. Simply put, illbeing represents a lack of 

http://www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org/
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wellbeing (O’Brien and O’Shea 2017). When illbeing is considered within a normative context, 

the concept can be viewed negatively as a state of illbeing such as negative moods, thoughts or 

feelings can be seen as a contradiction to wellbeing. However, as disruptions and setbacks are an 

integral part of wellbeing achievement, illbeing is therefore part of wellbing. Teachers and 

students have knowledge and experience of illbeing as part of the reality of human development 

and there is space for this experience to be included in an exploration of wellbeing. If it is ignored, 

students may interpret wellbeing as a solely positive state and ignore the circumstances where 

wellbeing struggles to flourish and be meaningful in practice. Illbeing is part of the human 

experience and can be seen as “crucial for human flourishing” (O’Brien and O’Shea 2017, p.30). 

While the place of wellbeing in the curriculum is so important, and particularly welcome in the 

primary school context, pupil experiences of wellbeing at school extends far beyond the 

curriculum space.  

 

4. The influence of schools on the wellbeing of pupils 

It is widely accepted that schools are settings that can have a great impact on the health and 

wellbeing of young people, given the influence they have on children at such an important stage 

in their lives (Deschesnes et al. 2014). Wellbeing has gained a prominent position on the 

educational landscape due to the wellbeing-learning connection. Wellbeing supports young 

people’s cognitive and emotional engagement with school which influences educational 

achievement (Pietarinen, Soini and Phyalto 2014). Considering that pupils spend the majority of 

their school day in the classroom, “the day-to-day experience of teaching and learning within the 

classroom probably provides the greatest opportunity to contribute to student wellbeing” 

(NCCA 2017, p.32). Teachers, in their everyday teaching support the wellbeing of pupils through 

the implementation of the Aistear curriculum, the use of varied active methodologies and the 

implementation of a broad and balanced curriculum (Tynan and Nohilly 2018). When pupils 

have rich and engaging experiences of teaching and learning, across the curriculum, this is a key 

contributing factor to wellbeing in school. Indeed, one of the key successes of the 1999 Primary 

School Curriculum has been teachers’ increased use of active learning methodologies, while one 

of the major challenges relates to curriculum overload (NCCA 2020). Reviewing and 

redeveloping the curriculum provides an important and timely opportunity to address 

curriculum overload, whilst ensuring pupils continue to experience rich and engaging learning 

experiences.  

The school culture and climate is integral to wellbeing in schools. School culture and climate 

is difficult to define because much of it is unspoken and taken for granted (Tynan and Nohilly 

2018). School culture is concerned with the norms and expectations that exist within an 

organisation. These shared views and beliefs may result from underlying individual values and 

assumptions and exert a powerful influence on psychological wellbeing and much of school 

culture is not very explicit but exists in the hidden curriculum of the school. Climate refers to 

how a school’s environment affects an individual’s sense of psychological safety, and the degree 

to which the environment promotes a sense of accomplishment and competence (Dessel 2010). 

The SPHE Curriculum advocates that a positive school culture and climate fosters the wellbeing 

of all members of the school and reflects an environment where everyone feels safe and 

experiences a sense of belonging (Government of Ireland 1999b). The Junior Cycle Wellbeing 

Guidelines (NCCA 2017), informed by the work of O’Brien and O’ Shea (2017), highlight the 

central role that schools play in pupils learning about wellbeing and learning for wellbeing. 

Accordingly, learning about wellbeing occurs through specific areas of the curriculum and 

through wellbeing events that develop awareness, knowledge and skills about wellbeing. 

http://www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org/
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Learning for wellbeing occurs when pupils’ whole experiences of school life, including the day-

to-day interactions, both within and beyond the classroom, are respectful and caring. Learning 

for wellbeing takes account of the importance of school culture and climate. The for wellbeing is 

as important as the about wellbeing, but because the about wellbeing relates to curriculum and 

wellbeing events, it tends to dominate the wellbeing space.  

Each individual classroom environment within a school has its own unique climate and is 

the space occupied by primary school pupils for the majority of the school day. The classroom 

climate impacts significantly on the quality of learning, pupil motivation and pupil engagement 

in classroom tasks. Teachers create the ‘atmosphere’ in the classroom through the attitude 

displayed to students, the classroom rules created, the interactions with pupils and the language 

used in the classroom (Tynan and Nohilly 2018). Pupils contribute to the classroom environment 

in a significant way also and should be encouraged to support the development of classroom 

rules and given responsibilities. The teacher-pupil relationship is a significant factor in pupil 

wellbeing. Positive relationships with teachers and a feeling of safety are important for pupil 

wellbeing within schools (Jamal et al. 2013). Pupils having a positive relationship with their 

teachers may contribute to school connectedness, which is identified as an environment where 

pupils believe adults in the school care about their learning and about them as individuals (Blum 

et al. 2004). A large body of international evidence shows an association between the quality of 

relationships between pupils and teachers and a number of pupil outcomes including; socio-

emotional wellbeing, engagement in schoolwork, feeling a sense of belonging in school, 

disciplinary problems and academic achievement (NCCA 2017). Learning for wellbeing will be 

significantly influenced by the classroom climate and in turn will support pupils learning about 

wellbeing.  

The wellbeing of teachers and all school staff cannot be ignored. High levels of teacher 

wellbeing have been shown to have significant positive effect across a number of domains 

including health, life and chosen occupation (Turner and Theilking 2019). Weare (2015) considers 

that wellbeing in schools starts with staff. If teachers feel uncared for and burnt out themselves, 

it is hard for them to be genuinely motivated to promote the wellbeing of others. Part of the task 

of putting wellbeing on the school map involves creating opportunities for staff to consider their 

own wellbeing (NCCA 2017). Support for the wellbeing of staff is acknowledged in the DES 

Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice. In addition to building staff capacity to cope 

with challenge and adapt to change, it sustains engagement, enthusiasm and ability to model 

resilience (DES 2018).  

 

5. Considerations for wellbeing in a redeveloped primary curriculum  

Undoubtedly, wellbeing has taken its place on the national agenda in Ireland. This is evident in 

terms of national policy development and consequently, in terms of education policy 

developments. The inclusion of wellbeing as a key competency and as a broad curriculum area 

in the Draft Primary Curriculum Framework is very welcome and will ensure continuity from early 

childhood experiences through to Junior Cycle of post-primary education. However, given the 

ambiguity that surrounds the term, coupled with the fact that wellbeing is so much more than a 

curriculum experience for pupils, wellbeing in a redeveloped primary school curriculum needs 

to be understood and organised so that is takes account of the holistic school experience of pupils.  

Even though it is over a decade since the Aistear framework was launched, no systematic 

evaluation of the implementation of the framework in the infant classes in Ireland has been 

undertaken (Smyth 2012). Consequently, it is difficult to determine how wellbeing is integrated 

into children’s learning at this stage. Continuous professional development of the 

http://www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org/
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implementation of Aistear was not made available by the DES to all teachers, and this has 

impacted on implementation also. Wellbeing as an area of learning in Junior Cycle is also in its 

infancy. An exploratory study completed as part of a Master’s thesis on the impact of the 

involvement of teachers of SPHE, Civic, Social and Political Education (CSPE) and PE in the new 

wellbeing programme at Junior Cycle provides some insight into how wellbeing is taking shape 

in post-primary education. The findings indicate an overall positive response from teachers 

involved in delivering the wellbeing programme, however the study highlights that teachers 

continue to teach their subject areas without consideration of the key skill of wellbeing at junior 

cycle or the wellbeing indicators, which are a feature of the junior cycle wellbeing guidelines. The 

study also recommended that time and support to enable collaboration amongst teachers should 

be provided, given that collaborative practice is key to the successful implementation of 

wellbeing (Ryan 2018). It is important that further research is undertaken on the implementation 

of wellbeing at Junior Cycle, and that the findings and recommendations inform future 

developments in the primary school sector. Otherwise, pupils’ wellbeing experience will be 

rooted in learning about wellbeing and wellbeing may become an umbrella term within which 

subject areas exist without real content or meaning. There is also the scope to bring wellbeing 

into the curriculum at Senior Cycle to ensure students leave their post-primary schooling with 

age-appropriate refined skills to support their health and wellbeing.  

Fattore, Mason and Watson (2007) consider that wellbeing in schools is often viewed from a 

deficit perspective and interventions are implemented in a spurious manner in an attempt to fix 

a perceived problem. Given that wellbeing has weaved its way into the primary school 

curriculum space in a somewhat ad-hoc manner, it can certainly be argued that a plethora of 

wellbeing programmes and initiatives, aimed at enhancing the wellbeing of children have made 

their way into schools. Some examples include Mindfulness practices, Friends for Life, Zippy’s 

Friends, MindUP, and Weaving Wellbeing. Indeed these programmes, while loosely based on 

curriculum, and in particular the objectives of SPHE strand and strand units, become a 

replacement for curriculum. The subject area of SPHE is completely overwhelmed by the number 

of programmes and resources that are available to schools to support its implementation. This 

takes teachers further and further away from the objectives of the curriculum and leads to 

unnecessary feelings of confusion and complication regarding subject implementation. Ensuring 

that the content of the wellbeing area, and the related subject areas is detailed and comprehensive 

enough so that it does not become replaced by commercial programmes is a key consideration in 

curriculum reform. Creating choice should not come at a price of fragmentation and incoherence!  

The recently published Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice (DES 2018), which 

will influence wellbeing developments in the primary sector will need to be considered in light 

of the ongoing work of the NCCA on the redevelopment of the primary school curriculum. The 

current timeline for developments proposes that following a consultation process, the NCCA will 

develop a specification for each curriculum area and this is due for completion by summer 2024. 

In terms of the wellbeing policy statement, schools have until 2023 to engage in a whole-school 

self-evaluation process of wellbeing through the four key areas of Culture and Environment, 

Curriculum, Policy and Planning and Relationships and Partnerships. This timeline has been 

impacted by the Coronavirus pandemic and may need to be extended. In order to avoid further 

confusion for schools and teachers about an already ‘wicked’ problem, it is important that there 

is a clear alignment between the DES wellbeing policy and the ongoing work of the NCCA. The 

work undertaken by schools in the area of wellbeing in the coming years should provide a strong 

foundation upon which schools can build and develop meaningful wellbeing practices.  

http://www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org/


 Wellbeing in educational policy in Ireland 

Nohilly & Tynan 

 

      www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org                    51 

Similar to the multiple definitions of wellbeing, word associations related to wellbeing or 

wellbeing subsets including emotional wellbeing, social wellbeing, psychological wellbeing and 

mental health and wellbeing complicate the area and add to its multidimensional nature (Svane 

et al. 2019). The My World Survey highlights that the number one health issue for young people is 

their mental health (Dooley and Fitzgerald 2012). This is the component of wellbeing teachers 

feel least qualified to address. While it is important that mental health does not overshadow the 

other components of wellbeing in the school setting, planning for wellbeing must pay particular 

attention to this area and ensure school personnel feel competent in supporting children on a 

day-to-day basis in schools and have access to knowledge on pathways and routes of referral for 

pupils with particular mental health needs. Furthermore, the development of an interdisciplinary 

conceptual framework for wellbeing in education, which takes account of its multidimensional 

nature, is important and necessary to conceptualise wellbeing within an educational realm and 

ensure that the multiplicity of factors that influence pupil wellbeing are considered.  

Schools play a central role in promoting the moral, social, spiritual and personal development 

of pupils. There is no doubt that wellbeing that incorporates learning about and for wellbeing 

should feature as a core component of future curriculum iterations. But investment in terms of 

adequate time for the area, adequate research in terms of what the curriculum component should 

comprise and adequate support and professional development for teachers are required to enable 

success of our educational wellbeing initiatives.  

The review and redevelopment of the primary school curriculum that is underway by the 

NCCA is a very exciting time for primary education. The potential to include wellbeing as an 

area of learning across primary schools reflects what teachers value in schools and is important 
for the development of our young people and our school communities. Making it a meaningful 

process for all involves making our wellbeing policy meaningful!  
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