
 Wellbeing at Work in Schools 
 Overview 
 In schools and academies, Teacher absences and employee turnover can impact 
 Students’ educational attainment. The United Learning group of schools recognised an 
 opportunity to work with Business Psychologists to increase employee wellbeing and 
 engagement to increase employee presence and thereby improve their Students’ 
 experience. 

 Challenge 
 The country is facing a national crisis in Teacher recruitment and retention. In 2016, 
 nearly a third of Teachers who joined the teaching profession in 2010 had left within 
 five years. 

 United Learning is a group of schools which aims to provide excellent education to 
 children and young people across the country. They seek to improve the opportunities 
 of all the children and young people they serve and make it their mission to bring out 
 'the best in everyone' – Students, employees, parents and the wider community. 
 Uniquely, the United Learning group includes significant numbers of schools in both the 
 public and the private sectors, working together for mutual benefit. At the time of this 
 case study there were over 60 schools in the group, employing around 7,500 people 
 and educating well over 40,000 Students across the UK. 

 Teachers striving to increase Student attainment have more targets than ever. And 
 United Learning take on some of the most challenging schools with a deep history of 
 underperformance. Working in these schools is extremely rewarding, but also very 
 demanding. 

 In the educational setting, absence and staff turnover can directly affect Students’ 
 educational attainment. Students need Teachers to be at the top of their game, 
 enjoying their work, performing well, and, most importantly, present in the classroom. 
 So, United Learning’s ability to recruit and retain quality Leaders and Teachers has a 
 major impact on the education of their Students. 

 United Learning elected to work with Robertson Cooper, a Business Psychology 
 Consultancy with a mission to create more good days at work through a commitment to 
 workplace wellbeing. Together with United Learning they undertook delivering an 
 employee wellbeing initiative that would raise engagement and motivation levels for all 
 employees across United Learning, thus ensuring they were enabled to deliver the best 
 lessons and offer the best support and advice to their Students. 



 Approach 
 The Business Psychology Consultants set out to improve wellbeing across United 
 Learning’s multiple sites and populations. They did this by providing toolkits, training 
 and resources (with implementation guided by baseline measurement), activated by a 
 Wellbeing Champions network. 

 The Consultants guided United Learning on the basis of their experience and clear 
 evidence from published scientific research. (High levels of wellbeing at work had been 
 demonstrated to be good for both the employee and the organisation with manifold 
 associated benefits. Furthermore, Psychologists had demonstrated that people with 
 higher levels of wellbeing lived longer, had happier lives and were easier to work with 
 (Robertson & Cooper, 2011).) - Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of the ABP Awards 

 Business Psychology Applied 
 References and models applied by the Consultants concerned bringing together 
 constructs of employee engagement and psychological wellbeing. 

 A model from the Consultancy addressed “Full Engagement.” Many perspectives on 
 employee engagement include little of direct relevance to wellbeing and reflect a 
 narrow, commitment-based view of engagement focused heavily on benefits to 
 organisations. A broader conception of engagement (referred to as “full engagement”), 
 includes employee wellbeing, and offers a basis for building sustainable benefits for 
 individuals and organisations. “Full engagement,” is more likely to be sustainable when 
 employee wellbeing is also high (Robertson & Cooper, 2010).  Additional research from 
 the Consultants included evidence that employee work engagement has been related 
 to: 

 ●  Positive health consequences for employees (Halbesleben, 2010) 

 ●  Higher productivity and employee performance (Halbesleben, 2010, Robertson & 
 Cooper, 2011; Xanthopoulou, et al., 2007) 

 ●  Financial gains for companies (Wiley, 2010) 

 ●  Employee health and turnover intentions (Halbesleben, 2010) 

 ●  A service climate (Salanova et al., 2005) 

 ●  Organisational commitment (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004) 

 ●  Taking personal initiative and extra-role behaviour (Salanova & Schaufeli, 2008) 



 Setting Objectives 
 The goals for the Programme of work were to: 

 ●  Create a Group wellbeing strategy, that would translate into an accessible and 
 consistent set of standards, to guide school activity in the areas of wellbeing and 
 resilience 

 ●  Create a strong advocate cohort of Heads who would both promote and encourage a 
 focus on wellbeing amongst others inside schools and across the Group 

 ●  Create a capable and enthusiastic Wellbeing Champion’s network, who could support 
 the rollout of the strategy out across their schools 

 ●  Create an overarching acceptance of personal responsibility for wellbeing by all 
 employees 

 ●  Integrate wellbeing activities into other HR priorities, particularly recruitment and 
 retention 

 ●  Track the impact of health and wellbeing investment on key School performance 
 indicators, such as Student performance 

 It was decided to set out with a pilot for the work, demonstrating how these goals could 
 be achieved, specifically understanding the nature of pressures on the pilot schools 
 and the impact on health and wellbeing in those pilot schools. 

 Piloting Success 
 In the first year they focused on a cohort of eight pilot schools with the core aim being 
 to build consistent levels of awareness of wellbeing via various wellbeing activities and 
 resources designed and supported by the Consultants. 

 Catching the attention of this population created an energy around wellbeing activities 
 that turned into internal case studies and wellbeing stories to share with Schools 
 outside of the pilot group. This encouraged a readiness for development in other 
 schools, so the Consultants moved their focus to upskilling key roles and populations in 
 the second year of the Programme. 

 Expanded Deployment 
 Upskilling individuals to advance the deployment of the strategy was facilitated by 
 providing toolkits, training and resources and a Wellbeing Champions network. 

 In the years which followed, with new cohorts added each year, more and more of the 
 United Learning’s population was addressed; all while the original pilot group continued 
 to build internal capability that supported the in-house management of wellbeing across 
 the United Learning group. 



 The activities conducted in each year were as follows: 

 Year 1 
 ●  Cohort 1: Raising awareness and energy around wellbeing: 

 −  Wellbeing data collection and benchmarking to support design of pilot activities 

 −  Piloting activities with 10 Schools 

 −  Creating case studies for success to promote to other schools in group 

 Year 2 
 ●  Cohort 1: Upskilling key roles around wellbeing: 

 −  Working with Heads to set the standard & enable support structure for Managers 

 −  Development of Human Resources roles 

 −  Upskilling Wellbeing Champions to activate 'Wellbeing Conversations' toolkit and 
 resources to wider populations 

 ●  Cohort 2: Raising awareness and energy around wellbeing 

 −  Piloting activities with 10 new Schools 

 −  Creating case studies to demonstrate success, to promote to other schools in the 
 group 

 Year 3 
 ●  Cohort 1: More focus on self-management and evaluating success of the systems put 

 in place to support the effective management of wellbeing 

 ●  Cohort 2: Upskilling key roles around wellbeing 

 −  Working with Heads 

 −  Upskilling & development of Wellbeing Champions to activate 'Wellbeing 
 Conversations' toolkit and resources to wider populations 

 ●  Cohort 3: Raising awareness and energy around wellbeing 

 −  Piloting activities with 10 new Schools 

 −  Creating case studies, to demonstrate success, to promote to other Schools in group 



 Outcome 
 Reflecting on this work in its third year, the Consultants observed, “improvements in 
 sickness absence, staff engagement and school performance have all been achieved,” 
 for the Schools included to date. In fact, due to the success of the Programme in the 
 pilot schools, a third of the schools in the group joined in the second year. 

 Measuring Success 
 The Group measured performance against various key performance indicators (KPIs). 
 In measuring the success of this Programme, they paid attention to their metrics for 
 staff absence rates and the schools’ academic performance. 

 Even though the Programme was in its infancy, there were improvements in three key 
 areas – engagement, sickness absence and school performance. 

 Absence 
 In the year before the Pilot Programme began, the average sickness absence days per 
 person for the pilot schools stood at 9.96, nearly two days higher than the Group 
 average of 8.00. 

 Two years on, the average sickness absence days per person had decreased to 5.85 
 days, a reduction of 4.11 days. This was nearly three times the average Group 
 reduction over the period, which saw an overall average sickness absence days per 
 person fall by 1.48 days. 

 This translates to a saving of almost £100,000 (£99,146.82) for the pilot group. The 
 actual cost saving resulting from the reduction of sickness absences is likely to be 
 much higher in reality, if one additionally calculated the costs associated with paying 
 Cover Teachers. 

 The impact of the reduction of Teacher absence on Student performance and wellbeing 
 was not measured directly, but it is reasonable to assume that Students have 
 benefitted. 

 Staff Engagement 
 Employee engagement level for schools participating in the Wellbeing Programme rose 
 to 76%, which was 2.5% higher than the Group average, representing an increase of 
 over 3.4% in two years. 

 In the pilot schools, employees’ satisfaction with their work-life-balance increased by 
 4% to an average of 58.33% in two years, which was over 2% higher than the Group 
 average. 

 When asked if United Learning cared about their wellbeing, in the employee survey, the 
 percentage of people rating this positively increased from 48.5% to 56.7%, a 7% higher 
 scoring compared to other schools within the Group. 



 School Performance 
 The schools who had completed the first year of the Programme, saw a great 
 improvement in their school performance and results. 

 One of the pilot schools saw an increase in the expected standard of Reading increase 
 from 48% to 59%, 6% higher than their target of 53%. They also saw an increase of 5% 
 in the number of Students working at “Greater Depth,” above the expected level of 
 Reading and a 7% increase in the number of Students working at “Greater Depth” in 
 Maths. 

 Whilst there would be other contributing factors to this, the happiness of Teachers at 
 work was a key driver in how well they were delivering in the classroom. 

 United Learning aimed to extend this Programme to the remaining schools in the group 
 in the years that followed, to ultimately reach over 7,500 employees. 

 The United Learning Director of People commented: “Partnering with Robertson 
 Cooper has enabled us to take a strategic approach to wellbeing that, after two years, 
 is already delivering real benefits to our Schools. In our initial pilot group of schools, we 
 have seen lower sickness absence, improved levels of satisfaction with 
 work-life-balance, improvements in employee engagement and some of them have 
 already seen an impact on staff retention. As a result, many more schools have come 
 on board and joined our work and we are building momentum toward an embedded 
 culture of wellbeing at work. Creating more ‘Good Days at Work’ enables us to deliver 
 our mission to bring out ‘the best in everyone’ by showing that we really are committed 
 to the health and wellbeing of our employees.” 
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