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HOW INDEPENDENT SCHOOLS 
 CAN HELP STUDENTS AND STAFF THRIVE 

 – WITH THE RIGHT SUPPORT

Independent schools are  
ideally positioned to support 
the wellbeing of staff and 
students – but schools need  
the right skills and capacity  
to be truly effective.”



We ask why we are seeing what we are 
seeing, then do something about it.  
We put a plan in place for Rosy, gave her 
one-to-one support and partnered her  
with occupational and speech therapists, 
and she thrived. It was a great day when 
she successfully transitioned to secondary 
education. We all rejoiced in her success. 
She bolstered the resolve of staff to keep 
on making a difference” 

SUPPORT FOR 
WELLBEING  
IS ESSENTIAL
WELLBEING OF STUDENTS  
MATTERS TO EVERYONE.
INDEPENDENT SCHOOLS 
PRIORITISE WELLBEING, 
SAFETY AND POSITIVE 
RELATIONSHIPS

The Australian Student 
Wellbeing Framework  
describes Australian schools  
as “learning communities  
that promote students’ 
wellbeing, safety and positive 
relationships so that students 
can reach their full potential.”

Independent schools are 
committed to this concept. 

SUPPORTING  
TEACHERS AT 
INDEPENDENT 
SCHOOLS

The wellbeing of school staff  
is intertwined with wellbeing 
of students. Schools are most 
effective at caring for students 
when staff themselves feel 
supported and well-equipped. 

Teaching is a stressful 
occupation at the best of times 
and during the pandemic,  
this has been even more so. 

Burnout contributes to teachers 
leaving the profession 
altogether. Safework Australia 
reports that teachers are over-
represented in the number  
of paid claims and early career 
teachers are leaving the 
profession at high rates.1

Wellbeing programs for schools 
range from mental health 
prevention activities for the 
whole school community to 
one-to-one intervention for  
the most vulnerable students.  

UNIVERSAL PREVENTION 
FOR SCHOOL COMMUNITY

SELECTIVE ACTION FOR 
STUDENTS AT RISK

INTERVENTION FOR  
STUDENTS EXPERIENCING 
POOR WELLBEING

WELLBEING PROGRAMS
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Calvary Lutheran Primary school  
is a special place for one recent 
graduate. Rosy knows she has 
difficulty learning, indeed she has 
been classified as having 
‘Substantial Needs’, but she also 
knows that her school had been  
a place where people understood 
her and were there to help, not 
just with her learning needs, but 
her confidence and wellbeing too. 

CALVARY  
LUTHERAN 

PRIMARY 
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INDEPENDENT SCHOOLS 
AUSTRALIA (ISA) RESEARCH 
REVEALS TROUBLING 
TRENDS FOR STUDENT 
WELLBEING.

The research shows that after  
a disruptive couple of years  
due to the pandemic, the need 
to protect and support students 
and staff has never been  
more important. 

Independent schools across 
Australia have a well-deserved 
reputation for delivering 
programs that support the 
wellbeing and mental health  
of their students.

They have also invested in  
the health and professional 
development of their staff  
to support the wellbeing  
of students. 

However, our research and 
experience shows more is 
required. ISA has taken a close 
look at the needs of students 
and staff, successful practices 
that support wellbeing and 
what Independent schools can 
do to best meet those needs.

TAKING A  
CLOSER LOOK  
AT THE  
RESEARCH 



WHAT’S  
AT STAKE

SCHOOLS  
HAVE A  
CRITICAL ROLE

STUDENT WELLBEING  
IS NOT DISTRIBUTED 
EQUITABLY

Psychological disorder is 
more likely if a student: 

Lives in an outer  
regional area

Lives in a low-income 
household 

Self-identifies as  
gender non-binary

Is female. (Adolescent girls  
in particular are more  
likely to experience anxiety  
than boys or other age)

Is Aboriginal or Torres  
Strait Islander  

CHARACTERISTICS 
OF SCHOOLS  
THAT DO THIS  
EFFECTIVELY

Systematic ways of screening  
or identifying the wellbeing  
and mental health needs in  
their school

Frameworks and systems that 
enable proactive and reactive 
interventions

Skills to recognise mental  
health ‘red flags’

Access to resources, and allied 
and specialised services

Strong, collaborative culture  
and family engagement.

CHILDREN ARE 
INCREASINGLY AFFECTED 
AND EARLIER

Half of mental illnesses start 
before the age of 14. 

By year three, children with  
a mental disorder lag 
academically behind their peers 
by 7 to 11 months. This gap 
increases over time. 

Children with a mental disorder 
have progressively higher  
rates of absenteeism over the 
duration of their schooling. 

About 11 per cent of children 
aged 12 to 17 reported 
deliberately harming 
themselves.

About 7.5 per cent reported 
seriously considering suicide  
in the previous 12 months.2  

PROMOTING AND 
PROTECTING WELLBEING  
IN INDEPENDENT  
SCHOOL COMMUNITIES

Prevention programs for  
the entire school community 
(students, teachers, other  
staff, families)

Screening to identify students 
(or cohorts) at risk and  
programs tailored to address 
particular issues 

Intervention for students with 
poor mental health, working 
closely with the student and 
family, in collaboration with 
allied or specialised providers. 

SIGNIFICANT  
STRESSORS OCCUR  
IN SCHOOLS

Academic pressures: 
especially among teenage  
girls with 90 per cent  
reporting school or study  
as a source of stress.3

Bullying: internationally,  
one in three children  
experience bullying. 

COVID-19: Studies are 
emerging that reveal  
impacts of the pandemic  
on students’ wellbeing.

WELLBEING FACTORS,  
CONCERNING TRENDS  
AND UNMET NEEDS

Research shows that the 
complexity and incidence  
of poor mental health  
is increasing and the 
consequences are dire.  
Poor wellbeing affects  
school attendance, learning  
and academic outcomes. 
Stressors are also linked  
to sleep, amount of  
time spent online and  
physical activity.

MAKING INDEPENDENT 
SCHOOLS KEY  
FOR WELLBEING  
SUPPORT

Schools are ideal places  
for children to seek support,  
yet research shows that 
students generally turn 
elsewhere for mental  
health support. 

Only about one quarter of 
distressed students are likely 
turn to teachers or school 
counsellors. Students aged  
15 to 19 years are more likely  
to rely on their friends or a 
mobile phone app.  



WHAT  
SCHOOLS  
NEED

WHAT’S NOT  
WORKING

Schools need the 
right information  
and support  
to be effective in 
protecting and  
supporting the 
mental health of 
their students...”

Choosing the 
most appropriate  
programs takes 
time and expert  
knowledge.”
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PRIORITISING  
STUDENT AND  
STAFF WELLBEING

Incentivise training in  
mental health and wellbeing, 
preventing bullying, and 
responding to trauma.

Trial student-peer support 
programs.

Develop resources to guide  
safe and supportive responses 
to students at risk.
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INCREASING SPECIALISED  
AND COOPERATIVE  
SERVICES 

Train additional allied  
and mental health and/or 
wellbeing staff.

Trial tele-support services  
that integrate school support 
with specialised resources.

Target additional support to 
schools serving communities 
where there is a great need.
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MAKING INFORMATION 
READILY AVAILABLE FOR 
MAKING GOOD DECISIONS 

Develop guidelines and quality 
assurance standards that  
enable schools to assess the 
suitability of programs.

Identify tools that benchmark 
and measure the outcomes of 
mental health programs.

It is difficult to identify or  
access the most appropriate 
programs for students.  
Without standards for quality 
assurance, schools risk making 
decisions that are not in the  
best interest of their community. 

Staff do not necessarily have 
specialised knowledge of 
mental health programs nor 
have sufficient time to 
implement and manage 
programs/resources.

There are only a few well 
tested appropriate programs/
resources for children under 
the age of 12. 

A lack of mental health  
support services (such as 
mental health nurses, 
psychologists, psychiatrists)  
is endemic, especially in 
regional and remote areas. 

Support for gender-diverse 
students is inadequate.

SO MANY WELLBEING 
PROGRAMS  
BUT SO LITTLE  
GUIDANCE 

Hundreds of providers offer 
wellbeing services or 
professional development  
to the education sector,  
yet many are not evaluated  
or lack a robust evidence  
base. Schools find it difficult to 
navigate this crowded space.4 

 

Schools that provide meaningful 
support to students have 
enough staff with the right 
training and enough time  
to select, implement and  
monitor the success of the  
most appropriate programs  
for their school. 

HELPING INDEPENDENT 
SCHOOLS MAKE  
MEANINGFUL DIFFERENCES 
IN PEOPLE’S LIVES

It requires a considerable 
investment by an Independent 
school to develop staff 
competence, quarantine  
staff time and ensure they 
have access to resources  
and specialised expertise. 

Independent schools need 
certainty that they can access 
quality programs and that there 
is support for ongoing training 
for delivering good mental 
health measures. 

THE INCREASING NUMBER OF AFFECTED  
STUDENTS AND COMPLEXITY OF MENTAL  
HEALTH ISSUES POSE CHALLENGES  
FOR SCHOOLS

FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE 
THE EFFECTIVENESS  
OF SCHOOLS’ MENTAL 
HEALTH ACTIVITIES

1  The skills within their 
teaching and non- 
teaching staff 

2  The capacity of staff to  
set aside enough time  
to provide the right  
mix of comprehensive 
preventative mental 
health support and 
targeted programs or 
interventions

3  Access to the right 
resources and expertise 
when it is required.
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ISA-commmissioned research throws light  
on growing mental health and wellbeing 
concerns among Australian school  
students – and how it can be addressed.

This is a summary of that work.

Contact ISA for more information about  
the report; Student and staff wellbeing  
and mental health by Dr Kevin Runions  
and Prof Donna Cross, Telethon Kids  
Institute, 2021.
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