Defining Wellbeing in Irish
Post-Primary Schools

Introduction

There is a lack of consensus in the literature on what
wellbeing is and how it should be defined (Burke, 2020).
Definitions are blurred and too broad to understand
(Forgeard et al, 2011). This can have adverse
consequences when perceptions of the term are not
addressed (Thorburn, 2018).

Though wellbeing is not a new concept, it has become
more important in the educational context in recent
times, evident in its inclusion on agendas of international
organisations such as the UN (1989), UNICEF (2016), and
WHO (2020). Nonetheless, teachers and school
management struggle to grasp its meaning (Doran et al.,
2023), which makes the implementation of a wellbeing
policy and framework in schools more difficult (Camfield
et al., 2009).

The research

The research described here focused on how teacher
wellbeing is perceived by key stakeholders, principals,
deputy principals, and teachers in post-primary schools in
Ireland. Phase two examined the similarities and
differences in these perceptions of wellbeing. All key
stakeholders in post-primary education in Ireland were
invited to participate, and participants included the
Teaching Council, National Association of Principals and
Deputy Principals (NAPD), Teachers Union of Ireland (TUI),
Association of Secondary Teachers Ireland (ASTI), Joint
Managerial Body for Voluntary Secondary Schools (JMB),
Education and Training Boards Ireland (ETBI), principals,
deputy principals, and teachers.

Through the lens of dialectical pluralism, 13 interviews
and a focus group were used to gather further data.
Principals and deputy principals were from Munster and
Leinster and had a variety of management experience, up
to 20 years. The focus group consisted of seven post-
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primary teachers from seven different schools. Participants were aged 23-60,
with teaching experience ranging from less than one year to over 20 years. They
were employed in both private and public schools (Education and Training
Boards, voluntary secondary schools, and community colleges), in areas with
widely varying socioeconomic circumstances. Thematic analysis was used to
determine the key themes, including how wellbeing is defined.

Findings

The findings showed that to enable a school to follow a wellbeing policy and
framework, a clear definition of wellbeing is imperative, as there are adverse
consequences when individual perceptions of the term are not addressed
(Thorburn, 2018) and when a common definition is not outlined to ensure that
everyone is working towards a common goal.

The research found confusion among all participating groups about the
definition of wellbeing in the school context, with little empirical evidence on
the definition of teachers’ wellbeing and limited knowledge on how it is
measured (McCallum et al., 2017). It is widely accepted that wellbeing is
important in the school environment, with links to students’ outcomes, yet
there is still much confusion about what it means.

While it is clear that wellbeing is a growing concept, theory-based formulations
of wellbeing are absent in both research and practice. The lack of a clear
definition creates difficulties for many aspects of school culture, including
management decisions, legal responsibility, and blurred boundaries of
accountability. It was well noted in the findings that wellbeing is also a personal
journey and something that all participating groups aim for, yet it is unique to
everyone.

The research stresses the importance of a collaborative approach from all key
stakeholders on agreeing to a definition of wellbeing, and the need to embrace
a series of components. Participants acknowledged how fluid and diverse
wellbeing can be. It can be relative to a teacher’s career stage and experience,
as it encompasses individual elements that interact across a lifespan (McCallum
& Price, 2016). Wellbeing can perhaps then be described only in very broad
terms.

The study emphasised the difficulty of defining wellbeing in the school context,
because it is experienced differently by different people. This relates to
Dierner’s (2009) definition, where wellbeing needs to be considered in relation
to how an individual - in this context a teacher - feels and functions across
several areas, such as cognitive, emotional, social, physical, and spiritual
wellbeing. This approach is supported by ecological systems theory
(Bronfenbrenner, 1992), which stresses the importance of studying an
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individual in the context of the multiple environments in which they are
positioned (Darling, 2007), not just one specific setting.

Conclusion

When formulating a definition for teacher wellbeing, perhaps the key
stakeholders need to consider it in this context. Schools are central to
promoting the wellbeing of children, young people, and teachers, so it is no
surprise that the study participants are challenging the educational
stakeholders, particularly principals and deputy principals, to centre teacher
wellbeing as both a foundation to and an integral part of the schools
community structures. To achieve this, however, a collaborative and agreed
definition of wellbeing needs to exist. This is the challenge, and it is necessary in
order to move forward in supporting teacher wellbeing effectively.
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