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Executive summary
Introduction

The Oxford International Curriculum (OIC) focuses on wellbeing and the development of global skills, 
and aims to promote academic success through a focus on the joy of learning. The Curriculum 
includes six subject areas (English, maths, science, computing, wellbeing and global skills projects), 
and covers age groups from pre-primary to the end of lower secondary school (Year 9 in the UK, or 
age 13–14 years). In order to assess the evidence to support the OIC’s potential to raise academic 
attainment and improve other student outcomes, this report reviews the evidence on the links 
between wellbeing and academic attainment as well as other key non-academic (e.g. social-
emotional) student outcomes, and in particular the effects of whole-school approaches to promoting 
wellbeing on these academic and non-academic outcomes. 

Focal questions

The purpose of this report is to address the following questions: 

To what extent does the promotion of wellbeing in schools lead to improved educational 
outcomes?  

What effect(s), if any, do whole-school approaches to promoting wellbeing have on students’ 
academic attainment?  
What effect(s), if any, do whole-school approaches to promoting wellbeing have on 
additional student outcomes? 
What specific strategies are linked with positive outcomes (academic or otherwise)? 

Key findings

Relationships between wellbeing and academic attainment: 

There is convincing evidence of a relationship between wellbeing and academic attainment, 
drawing on research conducted in a wide range of countries (e.g. UK, China, Chile, Australia, 
France, Germany, Bhutan, Mexico, Peru), though this relationship is often weak to 
moderate. 
There is some complex variation in the relationship between wellbeing and academic 
attainment, and this is not consistent across age groups or countries. 

Relationships between wellbeing and other student outcomes:  

There is robust, longitudinal evidence that wellbeing is also associated with a variety of 
additional student outcomes including engagement, experiences of transitions between 
primary and secondary school, and success compared to parents at the same stage of 
education (with “success” defined in terms of the highest level of education attained) 

Effects of whole-school approaches to promoting well-being on academic attainment 

There is a strong international evidence base to support the assertion that whole-school 
approaches to promoting wellbeing can have an effect on academic attainment.  
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There is some mixed evidence on this matter (e.g. studies finding a lack of effect), but some 
authors have suggested that where an effect has not been found this may be due to 
problems with implementation.  
Where effects are found they are often small to moderate1, but further research is needed 
to assess whether there are longer-term effects of whole-school wellbeing approaches on 
academic attainment (which may be cumulative over time). 

Effects of whole-school approaches to promoting well-being on non-academic (e.g. social and 
emotional) outcomes 

There is also strong evidence to suggest that whole-school approaches to promoting 
wellbeing can have positive effects on a wide range of other student outcomes, including 
mental health, self-esteem, self-efficacy, motivation, behaviour, and decreased probability 
of dropout.  
As was the case for academic outcomes, further evidence is needed from studies over longer 
time periods to improve understandings of the effects of whole-school approaches to 
promoting student wellbeing on non-academic student outcomes. 

Strategies linked with positive outcomes 

A wide variety of considerations may affect the ability of a whole-school intervention or strategy for 
promoting wellbeing to have positive effects on student academic and other outcomes. Some of the 
key advice from multiple authors based on empirical evidence suggests that schools should:  

Tailor to and account for specific school context 
o Engage in appropriate self-assessment prior to implementation in order to be aware 

of and act on assets and strengths of the school as well as specific problems that 
need to be addressed 

o Ensure that wider school policy supports implementation 
Take an integrated, cross-level (school and classroom) approach 
Actively engage the wider community, including parents/families 
Focus on professional development for teachers to support them with implementation 
Put monitoring systems in place to keep track of and adjust implementation as needed, as 
well as to assess impact 
Ensure that sufficient time and resources are in place to support implementation 

Sources of evidence in this report include studies reported in peer-reviewed journals, evidence 
syntheses (not all peer-reviewed), reports commissioned and published by high-profile/credible 
organisations (e.g. the Department for Education in England), and doctoral research. These are 
colour-coded in the references with brief guidance regarding their perceived rigour/credibility.  

1 Small to moderate effect sizes are quite common in educational research. Although a small or moderate 
effect size suggests less practical importance in context than a large effect size, this needs to be considered in 
terms of the relevant time frame of a study or studies (e.g. many types of school improvement initiatives may 
have effects that are small over one or two years but larger over a longer period of time). 
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Introduction
Context and purpose of this report

The Oxford International Curriculum (OIC) focuses on wellbeing and the development of global skills, 
and aims to promote academic success through a focus on the joy of learning. The Curriculum 
includes six subject areas (English, maths, science, computing, wellbeing and global skills projects), 
and covers age groups from pre-primary to the end of lower secondary school (Year 9 in the UK, or 
age 13–14 years). Given the focus of the OIC on wellbeing as a way to promote academic success, 
the purpose of this report is to review the evidence on the links between wellbeing and academic 
attainment as well as other key non-academic (e.g. social-emotional) student outcomes, and in 
particular the effects of whole-school approaches to promoting wellbeing on these academic and 
non-academic outcomes. 

Wellbeing in education: Definitions and challenges

In recent years, policymakers and practitioners have increasingly had their attention drawn to the 
importance of student wellbeing. However, the evidence on how schools and teachers can promote 
student wellbeing, and the effects of promoting wellbeing on other educational outcomes, has been 
somewhat complex and mixed. 

An unavoidable complication involved in unpacking the concept of wellbeing, ways of promoting it 
and its relationship to other outcomes for students is that the term “wellbeing” itself has been 
spelled, defined and measured in a variety of ways (Dodge et al., 2012). Some authors use wellbeing 
as a term for general happiness, some as an overarching term encompassing physical and mental 
health, while others frame wellbeing as a component of physical and/or mental health (see e.g. 
Hascher, 2010). Seligman (2011; 2018) proposed that wellbeing is made up of five measurable 
elements: Positive emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning and Accomplishment (PERMA). 
This particular theory of wellbeing has been demonstrated to be relevant for measuring adolescent 
wellbeing in school-age young people, albeit with slightly reworded factors of engagement, 
perseverance, optimism, connectedness and happiness (EPOCH; Kern et al., 2015). 

An additional complication involves the measurement of wellbeing, in part because of the above-
noted definitional challenge but also because of the impossibility of taking a direct measurement of 
wellbeing as such. Instead, studies have used teacher report, parent report and student self-report, 
for example, to access information about students’ wellbeing, and for each of these approaches 
there is a long list of available measures from which to choose. As Bethune (2020) points out, there 
are compelling reasons to measure wellbeing in schools, but schools need to consider carefully their 
specific aims in measuring wellbeing (e.g. to evaluate the impact of a specific intervention, or to 
track progress over time in general). The same is true in empirical studies relevant to wellbeing in 
schools, and as a result different studies have used different measures of wellbeing that do not 
mean exactly the same thing. This is important to take into consideration in interpreting the 
evidence base as a whole. 

In the OIC, in part inspired by Seligman’s PERMA model, wellbeing is defined in terms of four key 
domains:  
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Taking care of the body – learning how to keep active and eating healthily can directly 
impact on positive mental health. 
Taking care of the mind – promoting mindfulness to train learners to be more optimistic and 
manage stress. 
Taking care of relationships – how to build and maintain friendships and relationships with 
family, how to communicate with others more effectively and how to connect through acts 
of kindness. 
Finding meaning – encouraging students to have a focus and find purpose in the world 
around them, helping them to aspire to be better citizens. 

In the context of this report, wellbeing is broadly defined to allow the scope of the literature review 
to include studies that used a range of different but (at least loosely) related definitions and 
approaches to measurement.  

The approach to promoting wellbeing in the OIC is intended to be a whole-school approach, with 
teachers who are not necessarily those using the curriculum themselves still adopting the ethos and 
approach of the OIC with regard to wellbeing in their teaching. The emphasis in this review, 
therefore, is on evidence of the effects of whole-school approaches to promoting wellbeing, in order 
to provide a relevant and applicable evidence base for the OIC and its potential to raise academic 
attainment. Relationships between wellbeing and attainment, as well as additional non-academic 
student outcomes, are also considered, however, as these also have the potential to provide some 
useful information towards implementation as well as preliminary indications of possible effects of 
wellbeing on various student outcomes where evidence from relevant interventions is limited. 

Focal questions and review strategy

This report is driven by the following key questions: 

To what extent does the promotion of wellbeing in schools lead to improved educational 
outcomes?  

What effect(s), if any, do whole-school approaches to promoting wellbeing have on students’ 
academic attainment?  
What effect(s), if any, do whole-school approaches to promoting wellbeing have on social 
and emotional student outcomes? 
What specific strategies are linked with positive outcomes (academic or otherwise)? 

In reviewing the evidence base to address these questions, the below sections also account for 
variation between geographical settings, age groups and subject areas where these are evident in 
the relevant research literature. The emphasis of the review is on empirical research published over 
the last 10 years (i.e. since 2010), though some earlier sources are cited to provide relevant 
background information. The search strategy included alternative spellings of wellbeing (e.g. “well 
being”, “well-being”) as well as terms closely related to wellbeing (e.g. “positive psychology” and 
“mental health”). 

Sources of evidence in this report include studies reported in peer-reviewed journals, evidence 
syntheses (not all peer-reviewed), reports commissioned and published by high-profile/credible 
organisations (e.g. the Department for Education in England), and doctoral research. These are 
colour-coded in the references with brief guidance regarding their perceived rigour/credibility. 
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Relationships between wellbeing and student 
outcomes
Despite the above-noted challenges in defining what constitutes wellbeing, there is evidence of 
associations between wellbeing (albeit somewhat varyingly defined) and key academic and non-
academic outcomes. This evidence base is still somewhat mixed in terms of specific relationships 
between dimensions of wellbeing and various student outcomes as well as in terms of the strength 
of inferences, but there seems to be general agreement in the empirical literature that wellbeing 
and attainment, as well as some social-emotional outcomes, are linked. 

Links between wellbeing and academic attainment

There is a fair amount of evidence to suggest that academic attainment may be associated with or 
have an effect on students’ wellbeing (Department for Education, 2011; Gutman et al., 2009), but 
only fairly recently has research been done to investigate how wellbeing may affect academic 
attainment (a considerable number of such studies have been conducted in higher education, which 
is beyond the scope of this review). Evidence of a relationship between wellbeing and academic 
attainment can be gleaned from observational as well as experimental studies (i.e. research 
involving the analysis of secondary data as well as Randomised Controlled Trials). However, the 
strength of inferences about the impact of effect of wellbeing on academic attainment depends at 
least in part upon timing – that is, if wellbeing and academic attainment are measured concurrently, 
there is no way to securely infer a causal relationship between the two, so longitudinal data are 
important to provide meaningful evidence of a directional relationship (e.g. if higher earlier 
wellbeing is associated with later higher attainment, this gives an initial indication of a possible 
causal link, although it is still not necessarily enough evidence to conclusively infer causation). 

A meta-analysis of 47 studies by Bücker and colleagues (2018) provides compelling evidence of a 
relationship between wellbeing and academic achievement, but only a fairly weak relationship.2 A 
study in Shanghai found positive (mostly moderate3) correlations between academic attainment of 
middle-school students (specifically in mathematics) and various measures of student wellbeing (Yao 
et al., 2018). Another study of elementary school students in China found a significant relationship 
between wellbeing and academic attainment, but only for students whose parents’ communication 
with the school was frequent (Lv et al., 2016). Evidence from Chile also showed a positive 
relationship between socio-emotional wellbeing and student achievement (Berger et al., 2011). A 
study conducted on 855 students in France found that only some dimensions of wellbeing were 
associated with academic attainment, and others were significantly associated but counter-
intuitively so (e.g. a negative relationship between academic success and engagement; Fanchini et 
al., 2019). The cross-sectional nature of these studies, however, leaves unclear whether one of these 
variables may act as a driver for the other. In Germany, Crede et al. (2015) found an association 
between high school students’ grade point averages and their life satisfaction, but only for students 
whose mothers had achieved at least a high school education.  

2 Note that a weak relationship can still be statistically significant and have practical meaning – weak 
relationships at one point in time could be stronger measured over different periods of time, for example, 
although to be certain we would need research to specifically investigate this. 
3 A moderate correlation means that the relationship is not weak but not strong – it is somewhere in-between.  
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Evidence from the UK also supports the existence of an association between students’ wellbeing and 
their academic attainment (e.g. see reviews by Brooks, 2014; Weare, 2015; and White, 2017). One of 
the key studies heavily referenced in the UK context to support claims about the link between 
wellbeing and academic attainment is a secondary analysis of longitudinal data from Avon in the 
west of England by Gutman & Vorhaus (2012), which found that emotional, behavioural, social and 
school aspects of wellbeing were all associated with concurrent measures of academic attainment 
(i.e. Key Stage assessment results) at ages 11 and 14, and that wellbeing at ages 10 and 13 (but not 
age 7) were also associated with measures of attainment taken one year later. Emotional wellbeing 
at age 7 positively predicted academic progress in primary school, while at ages 10 and 13 not 
engaging in troublesome behaviours positively predicted academic progress in secondary school, 
and attention skills positively predicted academic progress in both primary and secondary school.  

Interestingly, another – earlier – study in Northern Ireland by (Miller et al., 2008) found correlations 
between attainment in English and maths for Year 4 and Year 7 students, but only on some 
dimensions of wellbeing, and not the same dimensions across subject areas and age groups (e.g. 
weak to moderate negative relationships between English attainment and future aspirations and 
peer relationships in Year 4, which seems counter to what we might intuit; weak to moderate 
positive relationships between enjoyment of school and lower levels of bullying and both English 
and maths attainment in Year 7 as well as between physical wellbeing and maths, school 
environment and English). Taken together, this suggests that the relationships between different 
dimensions of wellbeing and academic attainment and progress may vary by age group, although it 
is important to generalise with some caution results from a study based on data from one county in 
England. Broadly, however, fairly similar relationships have been found elsewhere, such as in a 
Portuguese study of middle-school students that found hope, life satisfaction and self-worth (all 
theorised to be relevant to wellbeing) predicted students’ academic attainment over a two-year 
period (Marques et al., 2011). 

Evidence from a longitudinal study in Australia indicates that students with persistent emotional or 
behavioural problems “fall a year behind their peers in numeracy in the four years between Years 3 
and 7 with similar, although smaller [sic] trends in reading” (Centre for Adolescent Health, 2017). 
The same study found that low student-reported levels of wellbeing in primary school were linked to 
students’ average loss of “eight months of numeracy” (Ibid, p4). While it is possible that earlier low 
levels of wellbeing and later low levels of attainment may relate to a common cause not measured 
in the study, these results do provide more robust evidence that wellbeing predicts later academic 
attainment than do cross-sectional studies reporting associations between concurrent wellbeing and 
academic attainment.  

Although the majority of the available English-language research literature is from high-income 
economies, there is at least some evidence that promoting wellbeing can be associated with 
increased student attainment. A series of cluster-randomised trials (i.e. assigning schools to either 
an intervention group that received a wellbeing intervention, or a control group) in Bhutan, Mexico 
and Peru found that students in the intervention-group schools reported higher wellbeing and 
performed significantly better on national examinations in each country after a 15-month 
intervention (Adler, 2016). Due to the experimental nature of the study design, this provides quite 
robust evidence of an effect on each outcome (wellbeing and attainment). 

 4 
 

44



Oxford International Curriculum: Evidence Analysis | Impact Study

 
Taken together, this evidence suggests strongly that there is a relationship between wellbeing and 
academic attainment, but that this relationship can be complex and may vary across settings and 
student background characteristics to some extent. Although there is evidence that wellbeing may 
vary internationally according to demographic characteristics such as race and class (Fusarelli, 2015; 
Högberg, 2019), it is promising to note that patterns of differences according to individual student 
background characteristics are not consistent across contexts or age groups (i.e. certain groups may 
not be at an automatic, straightforward disadvantage with regard to the potential of wellbeing to 
improve academic outcomes). 

Beyond direct relationships between wellbeing and academic attainment, it is also relevant to 
consider possible trade-offs and tensions that may arise from implementing strategies to promote 
both wellbeing and academic attainment (Heller-Sahlgren, 2018b). For example, increased parental 
achievement pressure, homework and hours of instruction may increase achievement while 
decreasing pupil happiness, satisfaction with school and the quality of teacher-pupil relationships 
(Heller-Sahlgren, 2018a). This suggests that it may be important for schools and teachers to carefully 
consider what tensions may exist between different goals and initiatives in their specific contexts in 
order to navigate and mitigate such potential trade-offs between wellbeing and academic 
attainment. 

Links between wellbeing and non-academic (e.g. social-emotional) student 
outcomes

In the UK, one of the key studies cited above with regard to relationships between wellbeing and 
academic attainment also found positive associations between wellbeing and concurrent, as well as 
later, engagement in school (Gutman & Vorhaus, 2012). These authors found that relationships 
between wellbeing and academic progress, and between wellbeing and engagement were fairly 
consistent across different genders and parents’ levels of education, but that there were some 
complex differences between children with and without Special Educational Needs (SEN), in terms of 
relationships between specific dimensions of wellbeing and academic attainment and progress as 
well as engagement.  

In Australia, the longitudinal study by the Centre for Adolescent Health (2017) also found that low 
levels of wellbeing in primary school predicted low levels of engagement in later years, while 
students with high levels of wellbeing in primary school were two times less likely to disengage from 
school by Year 7. A study of secondary school pupils in Portugal also found an association between 
engagement and wellbeing (Cadime et al., 2016), although without the longitudinal aspect of the 
other studies reported above. Further longitudinal evidence from Portugal based on a sample of 
middle-school students found that aspects related to wellbeing (particularly life satisfaction) 
predicted later mental health over a period of two years (Marques et al., 2011). 

Longitudinal evidence from a study in Scotland (with a sample of over 2000 students) indicated that 
aspects of wellbeing were significant predictors of students’ experiences of the transition between 
primary and secondary school; for example, higher pre-transition self-esteem was linked to a lower 
likelihood of negative transition experiences, while higher pre-transition disengagement, anxiety and 
aggression predicted higher likelihoods of negative transition experiences (West et al., 2010). In 
Germany, Steinmayr et al. (2016) found an association over the course of one year between test 
anxiety (and in particular the worry component of test anxiety) and both wellbeing and students’ 
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grade point averages in 11th grade students; this relationship seems fairly intuitive, although it is 
worth noting that the sample for this study was fairly small relative to some of the others reported 
above (290 students). A French study of primary school students found correlations between 
wellbeing and two dimensions of creativity (“interest in new things” and intrinsic motivation; 
Fanchini et al., 2019). 

In a longer-term context, a Swiss follow-up study of the PISA 2000 cohort (6343 pupils) found that 
higher wellbeing significantly increased the likelihood of successful intergenerational transfer of 
educational attainment; in other words, wellbeing contributed to the probability that adolescents 
would be more successful than their parents (Samuel et al., 2013), with “success” defined in terms of 
the highest level of education attained. 

Effects of whole-school wellbeing 
strategies/interventions
The above sections have so far discussed relationships between wellbeing and various student 
outcomes. This section focuses with greater precision on whole-school interventions or strategies for 
promoting wellbeing, and their effects on various student outcomes. 

Effects on academic attainment

Given the above-noted complexity and diverse definitions of wellbeing as a construct, the evidence 
reviewed here concerns the effects of whole-school approaches that may or may not explicitly focus 
on promoting student wellbeing but also on fostering improvement in related areas such as social-
emotional development/skills, mental and physical health.  

A large meta-analysis of 213 school-based, universal social and emotional learning programmes 
(Durlak et al., 2011) found that students’ participation in social and emotional learning programmes 
had an impact on their academic achievement equivalent to an 11-percentile-point gain4, on 
average, in a large sample of over 270,000 students in kindergarten through high school, which 
offers more robust evidence of a causal link between wellbeing programmes and achievement 
(moderated by implementation). Here, implementation was coded simply in terms of whether, in 
each included study, the researchers monitored implementation at all (yes or no), and whether any 
implementation problems were reported. 

A review of school-based positive psychology interventions by Waters (2011) reviewed evidence 
from 12 interventions that each aimed to build positive factors (hope, gratitude, serenity, resilience, 
and/or character strengths) and that included examples of interventions from junior, middle and 
senior school populations that showed significant effects on wellbeing and academic attainment. 
This review pointed to the importance of whole-school approaches and the effectiveness of 

4 This meta-analysis included a large number of studies of interventions with different age groups. Across all of 
these studies of different age groups in different contexts, students who participated in universal social and 
emotional learning programmes outperformed their peers who did not by 11 percentile points on whatever 
measure of attainment was used for their age group, on average. This does not easily translate to another 
measure of progress (e.g. number of months ahead) because of the different age groups and attainment 
measures. 
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strategies implemented by regular classroom teachers, and proposed the PERMA model (Seligman, 
2011) as an appropriate and useful framework for whole-school approaches. 

A series of studies by Adler (2016)5 in Bhutan, Mexico and Peru demonstrated clear evidence of a 
medium-term (15 months) effect of teaching wellbeing in schools on academic attainment. As noted 
above, this is useful evidence of intervention effectiveness outside the context of high-income 
countries. The intervention itself consisted of explicit teaching of relevant skills but also the 
embedding of these into academic subjects. Sample size in each country was considerable (18 
secondary schools and over 8,000 students in Bhutan, 70 secondary schools and nearly 60,000 
students in Mexico, and 694 secondary schools and nearly 700,000 students in Peru). This, together 
with the study design (random assignment of schools to treatment and control groups) provides 
quite robust evidence. 

A study of very young children in Australia (Ashdown & Bernard, 2012) found that explicit teaching 
of lessons focusing on confidence, persistence, organisation and emotional resilience had a positive 
effect on the reading achievement of lower-achieving Grade 1 students. While this evidence is based 
on a small sample (99 students) and the approach within the intervention wasn’t implemented as a 
whole-school approach per se, this study is still relevant in that the intervention strategies are not so 
distant from those in the OIC. A two-year study of a universal, integrated school-based social-
emotional learning and literacy intervention (the “4Rs Program”) with slightly older children (age 8-
9) in the USA found effects on both reading and maths attainment for students who had been 
identified as being at the highest risk by their teachers before the intervention (Jones et al., 2011). 

An evaluation of the “KidsMatter Primary” mental health initiative in Australia found practical 
impact on academic attainment in 94 participating schools over two years, and further found that 
the quality of implementation in a school affected academic performance. However, the quality of 
evidence from this study is compromised by the fact that measures were largely aggregate and/or 
non-standardised (teacher report of whether each student’s schoolwork had improved; Dix et al., 
2012). 

A recent meta-analysis of studies of whole-school approaches to enhance the social and emotional 
development of young people by Goldberg and colleagues (2019) found a lack of impact on 
academic attainment, in contrast to some of the other evidence presented above. This may well be 
because not all included studies measured attainment, and there is a need for longer-term research 
into effects on attainment (it may be that where an effect is not detected, the duration of the study 
is too short to detect a relevant change). A systematic review of 67 cluster-randomised trials 
involving physical health interventions by Langford et al. (2014) also pointed to the lack of evidence 
of any significant effect on academic attainment. 

One of the difficulties in assessing this evidence base is that the inclusion of academic outcomes 
constitutes a gap in the relevant literature; evaluations of health and wellbeing interventions often 
focus on outcomes directly relevant to the intervention itself, leaving limited evidence regarding 
impact on academic outcomes (Murray et al., 2007). In other words, many studies measure the 
impact of health and wellbeing interventions on health and wellbeing; without having measured 

5 Note that this study was done as the author’s PhD research; although PhD studies may be rigorous and have 
been subjected to review by supervisors and internal/external examiners, they have not been subjected to 
academic peer review.  
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academic outcomes, they do not give us any information about their effects on those academic 
outcomes. 

Effects on non-academic (e.g. social-emotional) student outcomes

It can be somewhat difficult to untangle wellbeing from a variety of social-emotional student 
outcomes, mainly because many of these (e.g. engagement, positive aspirations, or self-efficacy) are 
included by some authors within their definitions of wellbeing. Nonetheless, taking definitions of 
wellbeing at face value within a given intervention or initiative, there is a reasonable amount of 
evidence to suggest that however wellbeing may be defined, whole-school approaches to foster 
wellbeing are often associated with additional positive student social and emotional outcomes.  

Although much of the relevant English-language evidence reviewed in this report is drawn from 
high-income settings, there is also at least some evidence from lower-income countries as well. For 
example, a systematic review of 22 studies (14 school-based) in low- and middle-income countries 
by Barry et al. (2013) found generally strong evidence of the effectiveness of mental health 
promotion interventions for students 6 to 18 years of age, with positive effects on student outcomes 
such as self-esteem, motivation and self-efficacy.  

A study of the effects of an elementary school social-emotional and character education programme 
(“Positive Action”) in the USA (Snyder et al., 2012) showed positive effects of the school-wide 
intervention on teacher, student and parent perceptions of school safety and quality (framed in 
terms of involvement, satisfaction, student support, standards-based learning, focused and 
sustained action, professionalism, system capacity and coordinated teamwork). The cluster-
randomised study design and 3-year duration of the study add to the credibility of this evidence, 
though additional outcome measures might have been useful. 

A national evaluation of the Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) programme in 
secondary schools in England (Humphrey et al., 2010) compared 22 schools implementing the 
programme to 19 control schools as part of a quasi-experimental study. This research found that in a 
cohort of students starting in Year 7 (ages 11–12), there was a lack of impact on pupil and school 
outcomes (social and emotional skills, general mental health, pro-social behaviour and behaviour 
problems for students, and school climate scores at the school level). However, the authors point to 
several reasons for this lack of impact including a lack of resources in participating schools, lack of 
structure and consistency in implementation, and monitoring of fidelity to the intervention 
approach. 

Another quasi-experimental evaluation of “Shaping the Social”, a Danish intervention in four 
intervention and six matched control schools (Andersen et al., 2018), demonstrated positive effects 
on student dropout in upper secondary school (i.e. reduced dropout rates). The intervention was 
designed to foster wellbeing in vocational/agricultural schools for students aged 16 and up, and to 
prevent dropout; specific components of the intervention were developed in collaboration with 
participating schools and tailored to individual school contexts. Student wellbeing was measured on 
four dimensions: school connectedness, teacher relatedness, student support and valuing the 
profession (about which students were learning). Higher levels of each wellbeing dimension were 
associated with lower dropout rates, but school connectedness in particular mediated the effect of 
the intervention on school dropout (i.e. the effect of the intervention, in a sense, operated through 
school connectedness). Another study of a whole-school positive psychology based intervention in a 
secondary school in Israel (Shoshani & Steinmetz, 2014), which involved 537 students in the seventh 
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to ninth grades, demonstrated decreased distress, anxiety and depression as well as increased self-
esteem, self-efficacy and optimism compared to a control group of 501 students in a control school 
that was otherwise similar.  

The same study by Ashdown and Bernard (2012) cited above with regard to academic attainment 
also showed positive effects of the explicit teaching of social and emotional learning skills on levels 
of social-emotional competence and wellbeing, as well as on (reduced) levels of problem behaviour 
in Grade 1 pupils in Australia. As noted above, despite the small sample, this study is relevant to the 
purpose of this review given the specific approach to teaching wellbeing, and additionally, evidence 
of the effectiveness of these strategies for promoting social and emotional wellbeing has also been 
found for older year groups (e.g. in a quasi-experimental study of Grade 5 students by Bernard & 
Walton, 2011). The study by Jones et al. (2011) also found effects on 8–9 year-olds’ aggressive 
behaviours and depression (i.e. reductions of these) and on socially competent behaviour (i.e. 
improvements). 

Elfrink and colleagues' (2017) process evaluation of the “Positive Education Programme” in the 
Netherlands suggested that a whole-school approach to promoting wellbeing has the potential to 
positively impact children’s wellbeing, reduce problem behaviour and improve school climate. 
However, the strength of evidence from this type of study design is weaker, as there was no control 
or comparison group and quite a small sample of two schools. 

The meta-analysis of studies of whole-school approaches to enhancing the social and emotional 
development of young people by Goldberg and colleagues (2019), despite finding a lack of effect on 
academic attainment, found small but significant effects on social emotional adjustment and 
behavioural adjustment.  

Effective and/or promising strategies

As a precursor to effective strategies for promoting improved academic attainment by fostering 
student wellbeing, it is essential to consider what makes an effective whole-school strategy to foster 
student wellbeing in the first place. Research published by NatCen in the UK (based on an analysis of 
secondary data) indicates that young children’s wellbeing is strongly negatively associated with 
neighbourhood deprivation (Chanfreau et al., 2008). While neighbourhood deprivation is obviously 
not a factor over which schools and teachers have direct control, awareness of this relationship may 
be helpful to inform whole-school approaches that endeavour to mitigate or counterbalance 
negative neighbourhood effects. The same report also indicates a general pattern of decline in 
wellbeing in young people over the course of secondary school (between ages 11 and 15), and 
suggests some particular issues associated with this decline including “substance abuse and 
extensive computer gaming” (Ibid, p.13), which might be useful to inform whole-school approaches 
promoting wellbeing in secondary schools. 

Evidence from high-income countries suggests that integrative strategies combining approaches at 
the school and classroom levels have the potential to be effective towards positive mental health 
outcomes (Fazel et al., 2014), but more research is needed on how such cross-level interventions 
(i.e. interventions that are implemented at the school and classroom levels) and initiatives may 
impact additional student outcomes. According to the results of a meta-analysis across 30 different 
interventions (Goldberg et al., 2019), the inclusion of a community component also impacts the 
effectiveness of whole-school interventions focussed on social and emotional development. 
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Research from Australia further suggests that an emphasis on relationships may be key to successful 
efforts to support and promote student wellbeing, including teacher-student relationships and 
relationships inside and outside of school (Graham et al., 2017). 

Drawing upon systematic review findings, Weare (2015) offers specific and evidence-based advice 
for effective implementation of whole-school approaches. These include: prioritization of 
professional learning and staff development, ensuring that supportive school policies are in place, 
engaging pupils and parents/carers in genuine participation, implementing targeted programmes 
and explicit teaching of social and emotional skills, implementing targeted responses (e.g. for at-risk 
groups), and connecting appropriately with behaviour management approaches (e.g. taking time to 
model and teach positive alternatives to “difficult” or problematic behaviour). Clarke (2019) offers 
further recommendations for implementation of whole-school approaches based on empirical 
evidence, including contact with other schools engaged in similar work, collaborative practice within 
and between schools as well as with parents and other agencies, developing and enhancing 
leadership relevant to mental health and wellbeing at various levels of the school, development of 
realistic and sustainable materials and processes, attention to the need for professional 
development for teachers, and acknowledgment of local school context including initiatives and 
linking with priorities that are already underway. Humphrey et al. (2010) further underscore the 
importance of structure and consistency of implementation, monitoring of fidelity to the intended 
approach, provision of appropriate resources and time to allow for successful implementation, and 
engagement with families to bolster school efforts. 

Stirling and Emery (2016) offer practical advice towards successful strategies for embedding 
evidence-based whole-school approaches to promoting wellbeing, including assessing current school 
policies and strategies in order to identify assets and strengths as well as problems that need to be 
overcome to inform implementation. Recent research by Barry et al. (2017) also underscores the 
utility of consulting teachers and students about their needs relevant to supporting the social and 
emotional wellbeing of young people within the development and design phase of school-based 
interventions and approaches. 

Conti and Heckman (2012), drawing on an economic perspective, underscore the importance of 
long-run evaluations of effectiveness. While this is a recommendation for further research, it is also 
a useful point to note for schools implementing approaches to promoting student wellbeing; 
thoughtful and intentional self-evaluation based on robust data over longer periods of time (e.g. 
from beginning to end of primary or secondary school, or across Key Stages or phase transitions) 
may help to inform and improve effectiveness in context as compared to evaluations of 
effectiveness that only last one or two years. 

As noted above, it may also be useful for schools and teachers to take stock of what interventions 
and initiatives are being prioritised concurrently alongside whole-school strategies to promote 
student wellbeing, and to consider what tensions might arise as a result (Heller-Sahlgren, 2018b). 
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Conclusions
Drawing on the above review of the evidence, this section revisits and addresses the focal questions 
framing this report. 

To what extent does the promotion of wellbeing in schools lead to improved 
educational outcomes? 

There is clear evidence of a positive association between wellbeing and academic attainment, 
although the evidence base is still too limited to be conclusive regarding the range of effect sizes and 
exact mechanisms driving this association. There is some evidence that earlier wellbeing is positively 
linked to later academic attainment as well, which is encouraging preliminary evidence of an “effect” 
of wellbeing on attainment. There is some indication that these relationships can be complex and 
can vary by context and student characteristics (e.g. SEN) to some extent, however, which suggests 
the importance of schools taking stock of their own contexts and priorities so as to be able to tailor 
the implementation of an approach to promoting wellbeing to the needs of their students and 
settings. 

There is also evidence of associations between wellbeing and other outcomes (e.g. positive 
relationships with engagement in school, positive transitions between school phases, creativity and 
likelihood of success compared to parents; negative relationships with test anxiety and mental 
health) with some of the same caveats as above for academic attainment.  

What effect(s), if any, do whole-school approaches to promoting wellbeing 
have on students’ academic attainment? 

There is a strong international evidence base to support the assertion that whole-school approaches 
to promoting wellbeing can have an effect on academic attainment. There is some mixed evidence 
on this matter, but some authors have suggested that where an effect has not been found this may 
be due to problems with implementation. Where effects are found they are often small to 
moderate, but further research is needed to assess whether there are longer-term effects of whole-
school wellbeing approaches on academic attainment (which may be cumulative over time). 

What effect(s), if any, do whole-school approaches to promoting wellbeing 
have on non-academic (e.g. social and emotional) student outcomes?

There is also strong evidence to suggest that whole-school approaches to promoting wellbeing can 
have positive effects on a wide range of other student outcomes, including mental health, self-
esteem, self-efficacy, motivation, behaviour, and decreased probability of dropout.  

What specific strategies are linked with positive outcomes (academic or 
otherwise)?

A wide variety of considerations may affect the ability of a whole-school intervention or strategy for 
promoting wellbeing to have positive effects on student academic and other outcomes. Some of the 
key advice from multiple authors based on empirical evidence suggests that schools should:  

Tailor to and account for specific school context 
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o Engage in appropriate self-assessment prior to implementation in order to be aware 

of and act on assets and strengths of the school as well as specific problems that 
need to be addressed 

o Ensure that wider school policy supports implementation 
Take an integrated, cross-level (school and classroom) approach 
Actively engage the wider community, including parents/families 
Focus on professional development for teachers to support them with implementation 
Put monitoring systems in place to keep track of and adjust implementation as needed, as 
well as to assess impact 
Ensure that sufficient time and resources are in place to support implementation 

Although, on the whole there seems to be strong evidence of a positive link between wellbeing and 
academic attainment as well as additional non-academic outcomes, there is also some evidence that 
there can be trade-offs between wellbeing and academic attainment, for example when strategies 
for raising attainment involve increased academic pressure on students (e.g. via increased 
homework or increased instructional time). Schools and teachers considering implementing a whole-
school approach to promoting wellbeing need to carefully consider the potential tensions that may 
arise if this is implemented alongside additional, possibly conflicting initiatives, and to engage in 
intentional planning and prioritizing of school-wide aims in order to mitigate or avoid such tensions. 

Recommendations for future research
In order to have robust evidence regarding the impact of a whole-school approach to promoting 
wellbeing (such as the OIC), below are some key recommendations for future research and/or 
impact studies. 

1. Longitudinal data collection: While there is no specific duration or spacing of time points at 
which data must be collected for a robust longitudinal study (this depends very much on 
resources and contextual considerations), it would seem sensible to focus on longer 
durations to understand effect sizes over a practically-meaningful period of time in students’ 
educational careers. So, for example, studies that follow Y1 children up through to the end 
of primary school (or up to Y7 to account for the transition to secondary school) and/or 
studies that follow Y7 young people up to the end of secondary school (or up through post-
secondary transitions) would be particularly powerful. 

2. Consistent and sustainable monitoring: Monitoring systems must fit within the context of 
the school, i.e. they must not be too disruptive or time-consuming for students or for 
teachers and other school staff to allow them to get on with the business of teaching and 
learning. Key considerations include what to measure (at a minimum: wellbeing with 
commensurate definitions to fit the objectives of the curriculum, and attainment on 
measures that are as consistent across schools as possible to allow for comparisons).  

3. Validated measures, or appropriate piloting of measures: Valid and reliable measures of 
attainment should be relatively easy to obtain, but wellbeing measures will need to be 
carefully vetted for match to intended definition of wellbeing in the specific programme. If 
designing a new measure, it will be important to pilot that measure with a smaller sample 
(ideally separate from the main impact study) in order to validate it. 

4. Qualitative information to understand processes: Interviews with teachers and/or other 
school staff and pupils may help to illuminate the why and how aspects of successes or 
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challenges, beyond measurement of positive and negative effects. Direct observations of 
processes in schools can also be useful in this way to understand mechanisms and processes 
in addition to effects. 

5. Comparison schools: If at all possible, although this may be resource-intensive, an impact 
study should ideally include a comparison group of schools and students (as it is not 
generally realistic to conduct an experimental study for this purpose on the scale that might 
be required). There are different ways of accomplishing this, e.g. finding “matching” schools 
(e.g. based on demographics and/or Ofsted inspection ratings) and getting permission to 
measure wellbeing in these comparison schools in some manageable and cost-effective way 
(e.g. online questionnaires). 
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Glossary of research-related terms
association: A directional (e.g. positive or negative) relationship between measured concepts, e.g. 
wellbeing and attainment. A positive relationship means that when one measure increases, so does 
the other; a negative relationship means that when one measure decreases, the other increases. 
However, association does not imply causation. For example, amount of ice cream eaten may be 
positively associated with the likelihood of getting sunburnt, but ice cream does not cause sunburn. 
Both may be caused by something else, e.g. hotter/sunnier weather may lead to an increase in both 
ice cream eating and likelihood of sunburn. 

correlation: A directional relationship between measured concepts, as was the case above for 
association. The numeric value of a correlation gives the strength of the relationship (how far from 
zero the numeric value of the correlation is – closer to zero is weaker) as well as the direction 
(positive or negative). 

cross-sectional: Research that gives a “snapshot” in time. Data are collected at essentially one point 
in time. Findings can tell us something about relationships between different measured concepts, 
and can compare different groups that already exist at that point in time, but cannot tell us about 
causal relationships because we do not know the mechanisms of any observed relationships without 
knowing something about them over time. 

effect size: A numeric measure that helps us to gauge how substantial a statistical finding is, e.g. 
how strong a relationship is between variables (e.g. an intervention and an outcome), or how big a 
difference is between groups. There are standard rules of thumb for classifying different types of 
effect sizes (e.g. differences or correlations) as small, moderate or large, based in the academic 
literature (e.g. Cohen, 1988). A detailed breakdown of effect size guidelines goes beyond the scope 
of this report, as practical meaning varies depending on the specific measures (e.g. of attainment). 
However, in general, the larger the effect size, the more important the relationship or difference is 
in practical terms. 

empirical study/research: Research based on actual experience, observation and/or measurement 
rather than pure theory. 

experimental: Research that (in its simplest form) involves an intervention group and a control 
group, and participants (or “clusters”, e.g. schools or classes) are randomly allocated to these 
intervention and control groups. Provides what is considered the “gold standard” of evidence of a 
causal relationship between an intervention and a measured outcome. Also referred to as a 
Randomised Controlled Trial (RCT) in simplest form or cluster-randomised (controlled) trial when 
random allocation to intervention/control groups is of schools rather than individual pupils. 

longitudinal: Research that involves repeated observations over time. This can tell us something 
about causal relationships depending on what is measured and how it is measured, but is generally 
not as secure evidence of causal relationships as an experimental or quasi-experimental finding. 
There is no specific guideline for the duration or number of time points required for a longitudinal 
study; these choices depend on the specific research questions being investigated and the context of 
the phenomenon of interest. 
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mediated/mediation: When a relationship between two variables is mediated by a third variable, 
that third variable represents the process or mechanism through which the two main variables are 
related. 

meta-analysis: Research that uses a statistical technique to combine the results from multiple 
studies that address the same research question. The purpose of a meta-analysis is to understand 
and quantify a common effect if one exists across the included studies. A meta-analysis typically 
begins with a systematic review to identify relevant studies. Like a systematic review, a meta-
analysis provides quite secure evidence as it draws on multiple studies, although it is important to 
consider inclusion and exclusion criteria and sample size (e.g. how many studies were included? 
Were they all from the same country, in which case we may not be able to generalise to other 
countries?). 

moderated/moderation: A “moderator” variable affects the direction and/or strength of a 
relationship between two other variables. Here, for example, implementation can affect the 
strength of the relationship between a whole-school wellbeing intervention and academic 
attainment. 

observational: Research that does not involve manipulations (e.g. interventions) on the part of the 
researcher, but instead studies the “state of the world” or a population or sample as it is. This can be 
cross-sectional or longitudinal; if longitudinal, observational studies can provide evidence of causal 
relationships, depending on what is measured, how it is measured and what other features the 
research may have (e.g. to compare pre-existing groups in a sample or population). 

quasi-experimental: Research that involves an intervention group and a control or comparison 
group, much like an experiment, but does not involve random allocation to intervention and control 
groups. Provides secure evidence of a causal relationship between an intervention and a measured 
outcome, but slightly less so than an experiment/Randomised Controlled Trial because of the lack of 
random allocation. 

significant/significance: A statistically significant result is meaningful in that it is unlikely to be due 
to chance (e.g. it is not a quirk of the particular sample selected for a given study). A significant 
result may be small or large, weak or strong. 

systematic review: An approach to reviewing the literature that involves a tightly-defined research 
question or questions, a clearly-specified and systematic protocol for searching the literature, and 
explicit inclusion and exclusion criteria (e.g. types of studies – qualitative/quantitative/mixed). 
Systematic reviews typically involve quality assessments of included studies, and attempt to 
synthesise the evidence from those studies to draw broader conclusions across them. A systematic 
review provides quite secure evidence as it draws on multiple studies, although it is important to 
consider inclusion and exclusion criteria and sample size (e.g. how many studies were included? 
Were they all from the same country, in which case we may not be able to generalise to other 
countries?). 
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