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Praise for The Wellbeing Effect

Unless children’s wellbeing is taken more seriously, attainment will 
not improve. This is one of the central messages of this excellent, 
timely and grounded book written by somebody who deeply 
understands children, schools and deprivation. A must-read for 
everyone.

Sir Anthony Seldon, Head, Epsom College

A compelling story of real-life school development. Recommended 
reading for all those about to embark on the restless journey of 
improving the lived experience of school, on behalf of children.

Dame Alison Peacock, DL, DLitt, Chief Executive,  
Chartered College of Teaching

The Wellbeing Effect is a narrative of respect, hope and common 
sense. It tells the tale of a school in a severely deprived area of 
England that decided, after many years of trying and failing to raise 
standards, to take a risk and do things differently. And it paid off.

This book exemplifies what many educators have always known. 
Wellbeing and school improvement are not an either/or dichotomy 
but two sides of the same endeavour – and when both are in place, 
provide a positive spiral upwards, each reinforcing the other. Our 
kids and their future deserve no less. 

In many UK schools, education has been a one-way street with 
teachers delivering prescribed information in the expectation that 
kids will take it in – and then regurgitate it at specific times. The 
prize for this endeavour is a school getting a good or even an out-
standing Ofsted report. The unintended consequences for pupils 
and teachers have, however, been writ large in headlines about 
absenteeism, behavioural challenges, high levels of anxiety and 
other mental health concerns, teacher attrition and a widening gap 
in educational outcomes between different communities. The 
‘good’ and ‘clever’ kids from supportive, comfortable homes prob-
ably do OK academically under this regime, but even privileged 
students have struggled with a lack of agency, creativity, collabora-
tion and respect. For many children it has undermined a love of 
learning. 
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Wellbeing can be an elusive concept in education, but one thing is 
for sure: it does not exist in a single intervention, however well 
meant, but in what happens all day, every day for everyone. It is 
about engaging children as active learners with ideas of their own, 
acknowledging the strengths and experiences they bring with them 
but also opening their minds and hearts to challenges. Many who 
fear failure lack confidence, so mistakes need to be built in as steps 
to learning. Wanting to get better at things is part of healthy child 
development and doing things together is much more fun, so it is 
not surprising that the approaches espoused in this book have seen 
pupils flourish and fly. 

So what did head teacher Andy and teachers in his school do that 
made the difference? Give yourself a treat and read on.

Dr Sue Roffey, FRSA, FBPsS, psychologist, academic, author, 
activist and speaker

In recent years, many people have called for children and young 
people to become more involved in driving their own learning. 
However, in a top-down system, that’s easier said than done. What’s 
so special about Andy Mellor is that he walks the talk. The ideas in 
this book are tried and tested, hard won and proven to work within 
the system as it currently exists. Inspiring, urgent, recommended 
reading for all teachers and school leaders.

Dr James Mannion, Director, Re-Thinking Education

I have always had the greatest respect for those professionals who 
choose to work in the most economically and socially challenged 
communities. Professional life can be challenging, unpredictable 
and at times uproariously funny.

Andy Mellor devoted a large chunk of his teaching career to lead-
ing a primary school in Blackpool and managed to create a very 
special place of learning and living. He has brought these experi-
ences and insights together in this book. It’s based on real life, with 
the many ups and downs, and embraces these as part of the jour-
ney for all schools. 

It is rich in academic research (nationally and locally created) and is 
underpinned by an education philosophy that embraces differ-
ences, respect, love and a strong desire to achieve the best. 
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Throughout, Andy ensures that the school journey includes other 
professionals and emphasises the part they play in creating a learn-
ing environment for all. There are many brilliant colleagues working 
in some of the toughest areas of our country. This book makes clear 
just how marvellous they are.

Frank Norris, Education Advisor to Northern Powerhouse and 
previously CEO of Co-op Academies Trust

Teaching is not about content. It’s about knowing the minds and 
hearts of the kids who are in front of you. Every student walks 
through that door with a story – a unique blend of strengths, strug-
gles and dreams. As educators, we need to meet them where they 
are, see the person before the pupil, and design learning experi-
ences that connect with who they are rather than what the 
curriculum dictates. When our focus is shifted from ticking boxes to 
really knowing our students, it creates space for each and every 
child to feel valued, understood and inspired to realise their full 
potential. It is a journey to an approach where relationships come 
first and learning follows.

Dave McPartlin, Head Teacher, Flakefleet Primary School 

Few people speak with as much authority on transforming out-
comes in marginalised communities as Andy Mellor.

Too often, wellbeing and school improvement are framed as 
opposing forces. Andy dismantles this false dichotomy, demon-
strating with conviction that wellbeing is not a barrier to school 
improvement – it is the catalyst for it. He makes a compelling case 
that eudaimonic wellbeing – the deep sense of purpose and fulfil-
ment – forms the foundation upon which great schools are built.

This book is as heartfelt as it is practical. Through personal anec-
dotes and sharp insights, Andy vividly illustrates both the challenges 
schools face and the opportunities available to those willing to 
rethink their approach. His unflinching commentary on the corro-
sive impact of school inspection, particularly in the country’s most 
deprived communities, will resonate deeply with educators and 
leaders alike.

Yet, this is no counsel of despair. Far from it. The Wellbeing Effect 
is brimming with practical advice and actionable strategies to help 
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leaders create school cultures where both students and staff can 
truly thrive. Andy offers a bold vision – a path not yet well trodden 
but with the power to transform countless lives. For any educator 
seeking to drive meaningful change, this book is essential reading.

Nick Brook, Chief Executive Officer, Speakers for Schools
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i

Preface
This is a book for all those who lead schools and potentially for 
policy makers. It’s an articulation of the things that hamper progress 
as well as the things that schools can do to promote progress. It is 
based on a journey that a few schools made in Blackpool at a time 
when good seemed to be all you could aspire to, given the low 
starting points of the children on entry to formal education. It’s a 
book of hope for those who are tired of the perceived wisdom of 
working staff and students harder and harder and somehow 
expecting results to improve. I know that when I’m at the gym, the 
harder I work, the poorer my results are! Many of our staff are on 
their knees, exhausted and ready to walk away. 

This book provides an alternative to the ‘work harder for longer’ 
mantra and advocates the building of staff and student autonomy, 
engagement and an approach to wellbeing that helps all of us to 
be the best version of ourselves, both in a professional and per-
sonal sense. It’s a book of hope that there is another way and that 
the ‘wellbeing effect’ can help to improve the performance of your 
staff and their students. It’s a book that reflects the journey that 
many schools have been on but it is challenging and takes courage, 
determination, perseverance and vision, and is all about your 
school’s context.

I often hear people say that the changes that we made and what we 
did as a school were brave, but in many ways, having seen genuine 
progress by the time the original ‘Requires Improvement’ (RI) 
judgement arrived, we were already committed to doing things 
differently. We wanted our staff and students to thrive, to be enthu-
siastic about learning, to be engaged and see the purpose in 
learning and work towards being the best version of themselves.

We also knew (and it has become more and more appropriate since 
2025 as funding cuts have eaten away at staff and wider school 
support services) that habitually working double the paid hours and 
being asked to work harder, with fewer staff to do more work, the 
job was rapidly becoming undoable, the workload unsustainable.
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We now understand enough about wellbeing to know that the cur-
rent ask of schools and their staff is unsustainable and will lead to 
ill health in time, whether that be mental or physical. The current 
ask habitually requires teachers and school leaders to work well 
beyond their contracted working time of 32.5 hours per week. The 
Working Lives of Teachers and Leaders survey reported for the 
Department for Education (DfE) in September 2024 that teachers 
and leaders now work 17 and 25 more hours, respectively, than their 
contractual obligations – in other words, for free.1 These extra hours 
to discharge the job aren’t a temporary response to increased 
workload; they become expected and they are on the increase year 
on year. While I’ve yet to come across a teacher who refuses to work 
beyond their contracted hours if the children benefit, we have to 
draw the line somewhere. Not only is it personal wellbeing but 
family and social relationships that are being compromised, and 
that is unacceptable. The Education Support Partnership reported 
in 2024 that 73% of staff in school say that their job leaves them no 
time for a personal life.2

We are also seeing the excessive workload resulting in less efficient 
and effective task completion. The law of diminishing returns states 
that there comes a point in terms of working harder and longer 
when our efforts are affected by exhaustion and what might have 
taken X amount of time takes X times 3, which adds to the time 
spent working.

While schools regularly prove to be full of curriculum innovators, 
imaginative educators and tremendous problem solvers, they are 
now essentially the front door for social care and health services, 
and are given more and more health and social care issues to solve. 
The reason for this, as every teacher and school leader will tell you, 
is that unless we address these external issues, we won’t remove 
the barriers to learning, which is necessary for schools to do their 
job. There are now numerous examples across the country where 
the threshold for social care involvement has risen and the gap 

1	 DfE, Working Lives of Teachers and Leaders: Wave 2 Summary Report (2024). 
Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-lives-of- 
teachers-and-leaders-wave-2/working-lives-of-teachers-and-leaders-wave-2- 
summary-report.

2	 Education Support Partnership, Teacher Wellbeing Index 2024 (London: 
Education Support, 2024), p. 15. Available at: https://www.educationsupport.org.
uk/media/ftwl04cs/twix-2024.pdf.
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between work in schools and social care intervention has grown. 
Similarly, health interventions such as dental hygiene, typically hav-
ing previously taken place in community settings, are now being 
driven through schools. Many schools are now providing the sort of 
community support that social care teams might have done previ-
ously, such as washing school uniform and completing referrals to 
other support agencies. Sometimes there simply aren’t the social 
workers to do this work any longer.

Fewer health and social care services, and gaps between school-
based work and access to these services, means that schools 
inevitably end up problem-solving because schools understand 
that their effectiveness as places of learning is diminished without 
those services. This is far more of an issue for schools in challenging 
or disadvantaged areas, which tend to have fewer resources and 
less staff time to improve learning. 

As the head of a school in a coastal town, and having taught in city 
schools, I feel that there is a misunderstanding about the chal-
lenges that coastal schools face. The concept of parachuting ‘hero 
heads’ into coastal schools, first mooted by the Blair government in 
1998 and put forward more than once, has thankfully never become 
national policy, as it fails to recognise that not all schools and their 
communities are the same and the challenges are in many ways so 
different from other schools.3

The basis of this book is my experience over thirty-two years in 
teaching and leading schools in more challenging areas of the 
country, both in mainstream and special school settings. The book 
is intended to show that context for your school is vitally important, 
and understanding your context should be the first step in any 
school improvement initiative.

The second aim of the book is to show that the perceived wisdom 
of some national policy makers and politicians that one solution will 
fit all schools is erroneous and just isn’t true. There are alternatives 
to ‘drill and test’, where filling learners with knowledge is the only 
remit of schools. We know that employers want employees who  
are problem solvers, think flexibly and have self-motivation. Sitting 

3	 Ysenda Maxtone Graham, Big heads, Spectator (20 February 2016). Available at: 
https://spectator.com/article/big-heads/.
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children in rows, filling them with content so that they can 
regurgitate it in a test is not preparing our young people for the 
world they are to inherit. Our role as educators should be to give 
the learner knowledge and the opportunities to use and apply it, as 
well as the opportunities to develop an understanding of 
themselves, their skills and abilities, and the character qualities that 
will allow them to be successful in whatever they do. 

The third aim of the book is to provide the reader with an under-
standing of the strategies that we employed which improved 
wellbeing through agency, autonomy, engagement, mission and 
purpose, and led to mastery. While these strategies worked for us, 
this is not a ‘pick up and implement’ model but an opportunity to 
reflect on your context and provide some alternatives to better 
improve learning for the students you serve and give teachers and 
all school staff a greater sense of mission and purpose. 

The approaches we used led to a greater sense of wellbeing for all 
within the school community and all aspects of school life improved, 
including learner outcomes and staff fulfilment. It also improved 
Ofsted outcomes as our efforts have been recognised by Ofsted 
twice now, under different frameworks, as leading to genuinely 
outstanding outcomes. However, our focus was on improving well-
being for all and learning outcomes for our learners. The fact that 
Ofsted recognised it was great, but we didn’t do this for Ofsted.

What follows is a testimony to the spirit, dedication and commit-
ment of all the staff as professionals; to the unwavering support of 
governors and our parent community; and to the children who 
provided us with constant reminders of why we do the job, as well 
as the odd challenge!

Or as one member of staff said just after our RI inspection: ‘We are 
going to create a category above Outstanding called S**t Hot!’

Finally, the book will go into my experience of working with school 
leaders all over the country and the factors that indicate how thriv-
ing in a school leadership position can be achieved. These school 
leaders have been inspirational in the decisions that they’ve made 
about their health and wellbeing and are reaping the benefits. They 
are ordinary, dedicated professionals with the same workload as 
any other school leader, but they’ve built their own self-care regime 
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based on reflection and what they know about themselves to 
ensure that they not only can cope with the pressures of the job but 
work to help their colleagues and students to thrive across their 
organisations.

There is much to learn from these leaders who have made these 
decisions about their health and wellbeing, and the book con-
cludes with lessons from their experiences, which should give you 
some ideas and strategies that could help you to thrive. 
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1

Introduction
For a long time I subscribed to the belief that ‘in a town like 
Blackpool’, ‘good’ in Ofsted terms was as good as it got for 
schools. Outstanding was a term reserved for schools with more 
privileged communities where children came into school with a 
level of parental support and school readiness which meant that 
making average progress would see these schools hit national 
expectations at the end of primary school.

These weren’t the sort of schools I worked in. The system seemed 
to be stacked against my kind of schools and indeed it is, or at least 
the type of education system often referred to by policy makers at 
a national level is stacked against my kind of school. Unless we do 
education differently and don’t play by the conventional wisdom of 
policy makers!

I have to admit that as a teacher and school leader I subscribed to 
the view that as an educator you had to work excessive hours, com-
promising family and social life, and be comfortable with that. After 
all, isn’t that what we all do in education? Thriving as a concept was 
for other people. How can you thrive in a school when the negative 
impact of working 60–70 hours a week strips you of the capacity to 
have a ‘normal’ life?

This book explains how:

	● Schools can teach and children can learn differently so that 
they thrive and are the best versions of themselves, resulting in 
hugely improved wellbeing and higher educational standards.

	● As an educator you can thrive in your role, maintain your 
physical and mental health, and act as a catalyst for higher 
outcomes for your learners.

None of this is easy and it takes considerable effort and reflection, 
and what some will call ‘personal indulgence’ but I call ‘self-care’. 

We put the children first in everything we do, but if we are to pro-
vide for them to the best of our ability, we need to put our own 
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health and wellbeing first. It’s the old oxygen mask analogy: ‘Look 
after yourself so that you’re able to look after others.’

We need to be doing this so that we give our schools and our fam-
ilies the best of us and not what is left of us. 

Over the last five years, as National Director of Wellbeing for the 
Schools Advisory Service, I’ve worked with over 100 school leaders 
as a wellbeing leadership consultant. The majority of these leaders 
have a wellbeing deficit each week, which is unsustainable in the 
long term. However, there are a small group (about 15%) who are 
thriving. I am fascinated by this group, and as we go through the 
book you’ll see why they are thriving.

These 15% tend to be the same type of school leaders as the other 
85%. They have the same pressures, work in similar schools, and yet 
they are managing the pressures of the job and thriving.

But don’t for one moment assume that this is easy. Most of the 15% 
have gone through fairly life-changing events that have shocked 
them into making decisions about their health, wellbeing and rela-
tionship with family, friends and the job, but some have simply 
taken time out to think about what they want for their lives and have 
taken steps to put things in place in a non-negotiable sense and 
stick to these decisions. 

I was working with a head teacher from the 15% fairly recently who 
summed up the position perfectly. She started to explain her 
understanding of wellbeing and then checked herself. This is what 
she said: ‘Wellbeing is easy really, isn’t it? Actually let me rephrase: 
wellbeing is simple – it isn’t easy.’

What she meant by this is that we all know what we need to do for 
own health and wellbeing, for the good of ourselves. But putting 
into practice what we know we need, and sticking to it, is much 
harder.

However, wellbeing is an investment, just as paying into your pen-
sion is an investment. We put away now so that we can draw down 
on our investment later.
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What if?
What if there were an alternative to the ‘raising standards in 
schools’ agenda that didn’t involve damage to the mental health 
and wellbeing of students, loss of purpose among staff, and the 
anxiety and stress that it currently causes? 

What if that approach not only left students and teachers feeling 
more empowered and motivated but was also recognised by the 
inspection system? 

And if that approach raised standards by up to 20% rather than the 
2–3% gains brought about by the ‘drill and test’ approach that is 
the current system, you’d expect policy makers to be all over it, 
wouldn’t you?

Actually, very few schools are doing this work, quite simply because 
they don’t know about it. This book intends to blow the cover off a 
system of working with students that not only improves their mental 
health and wellbeing and drives greater staff motivation but also 
raises standards. This book is intended to give you an alternative to 
the high-stakes drill and test method, which is the predominating 
model for school improvement and which, in my opinion, adversely 
affects the mental health and wellbeing of staff and students. 

It stands to reason that staff are more fulfilled when they are teach-
ing children and young people the skills to learn for themselves 
beyond the classroom rather than simply delivering content to 
facilitate the accountability system. Similarly, we know that student 
mental health was deteriorating before the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which has simply accelerated the situation.

The challenge to schools wanting to adopt an alternative approach 
is that there is a sense that the current system of drilling is the 
model that the inspectorate almost inevitably expects to see.1 

1	 Drilling is a model that simply sees teaching and learning as the transmission and 
retention of knowledge with the express intent of passing a test or exam, and in 
this sense the exam becomes more important than the learning.
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If I’m honest, it was the approach that I felt compelled to follow as 
a young head as there didn’t seem to be an alternative. However, 
in 2012 we broke away from this model and started to work with our 
learners in a different way. The impact was almost immediately tan-
gible, and we started to see improvements in staff wellbeing and 
some pupil outcomes. But then we were inspected under a frame-
work that didn’t allow credit for direction of travel and simply 
looked at current data, and we ended up with a judgement of RI. 

We all know what the implications can be for heads who preside 
over schools deemed to be continually failing. It was a time to hold 
our nerve and I felt that if I was going to lose my job with a double 
RI, I was going to do it doing what I believed in. 

Those of you who were trained with an understanding of Bloom’s 
Taxonomy will know that the deeper, more prevailing and sustaina-
ble learning that allows connections with other learning comes 
from creating, justifying, synthesising as well as understanding.2 In 
my experience, those more nuanced concepts aid remembering 
and understanding but they are done in a far more consensual way 
that respects student wellbeing and their part in the learning pro-
cess. They also create neural pathways and connections between 
aspects of learning that lend relevance to the content being learnt. 
Students get the point of learning if they can use and apply it in a 
range of ways. 

It also allows teachers to be engineers of learning opportunities 
where the skill of the teacher is to redirect, redefine and challenge 
depending upon where they find themselves within a lesson. 
Teaching is so much more than just following a lesson plan! 

The problem with the silver bullet form of school improvement is 
that it suggests there is a prescribed form of improving standards, 
but in the words of Dylan Wiliam, ‘everything works somewhere, 
and nothing works everywhere’.3 

2	 Benjamin S. Bloom (ed.), Max D. Engelhart, Edward J. Furst, Walker H. Hill and 
David R. Krathwohl, Taxonomy of Educational Objectives: The Classification of 
Educational Goals, Handbook 1: Cognitive Domain (London: Longmans, 1956).

3	 Dylan Wiliam, Assessment: The Bridge between Teaching and Learning, Voices 
from the Middle 21(2) (2013): 19. DOI: 10.58680/vm201324461.
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What if?

This book sets out an approach to teaching and learning that 
establishes the wellbeing of staff and students as the underpinning 
foundation for learning. It is common sense that those involved in 
teaching and those involved in learning produce better results if 
they feel better. 

Over the lifetime of the schools inspectorate since its inception in 
1992, inspection frameworks have varied on the extent to which 
knowledge acquisition is valued. However, since 2010 we have seen 
a far greater emphasis on the delivery of knowledge as opposed to 
the development of skills. The debate on social media between 
‘progressives’ who want to see a greater emphasis on skills devel-
opment and ‘traditionalists’ who want to see a greater emphasis on 
knowledge acquisition has raged for some time, and in many cases 
has become quite toxic and views have polarised.

More recently it has felt as though teachers were being asked to be 
couriers of knowledge in a purely transactional way, delivering par-
cels of knowledge to children rather than equipping them with the 
skills to become lifelong learners. Clearly, knowledge is important, 
but how you apply that knowledge and can use it, as well as devel-
oping a lifelong thirst for knowledge and learning, are vital skills.

For me as a head, I was only really bothered about the quality of 
learning, and the transactional model of teaching presupposed 
learners were switched on and excited by this approach. In reality, 
the children I worked with, who lived in some of the most disadvan-
taged wards in the country, weren’t switched on by this transactional 
model – they wanted to know why this learning was important, 
especially when learning and schools had not been the passport for 
prosperity and happiness for previous generations around them 
who remained unemployed.

The idea that all learners came to school skipping with the excite-
ment and anticipation of the learning that ‘Sir’ or ‘Miss’ was going 
to give them was at best naive, and at worst spoke of the more 
privileged background of ministers and their advisers, and the 
assumption that context played no part in the learning process.

Context is everything! I’ll come on to that in a moment.
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In reality, schools have changed very little in the 140+ years since 
compulsory education was first introduced in the 1880 Education 
Act. A child transported from 1880 to 2026 would find warmer class-
rooms with more colourful displays and would be mind-blown by 
the technology. However, they’d recognise the teacher-led learn-
ing, which often still sees children sat in rows being told to behave. 
Nowadays, suspension and isolation replace the outlawed corporal 
punishment to ensure compliance.

‘Listen and learn’, ‘seen and not heard’ were key phrases in the 
1880s, and although the language has changed, some of this prac-
tice still exists. The purpose of this book is not to criticise that 
approach but to provide an alternative to the prevailing model.

I made a decision as a head that I would never openly criticise 
another head as it is the most difficult job, and everyone has their 
own way of doing it and knows their school best. However, we 
developed a model that raises standards in ‘disadvantaged areas’ 
while improving wellbeing, recruitment and retention, and sense of 
professional purpose – and Ofsted liked it. 

Given all of this, it seems churlish not to share it – as part, or all, of 
it might work for you. 
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