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Abstract

The academic literature that discusses the benefits of participatory, inclusive, hand-stitching
projects in relation to mental health and wellbeing has, to date, focused on the benefits in adult
communities. Studies have celebrated the value of those creative responses; citing
improvements in wellbeing as a result of learning new skills and with participants achieving an
enhanced sense of belonging and raised self-esteem as consequences of the calming, shared

process of stitching together, and the approval garnered from a finished product.

Such interventions have not been replicated in secondary schools in England who are now

charged with identifying and supporting a growing number of pupils struggling with their mental
health and wellbeing; a situation that was exacerbated during the COVID-19 pandemic, (2020 i
2023). Furthermore, beneficial creative opportunities in schools have been diminished because

of national curriculum changes in the first quarter of the twenty-first century.

This research uses pragmatic, qualitative methodology viewed through the lens of critical
realism, to interrogate the potential for similar outcomes with school pupils (aged 111 16) who
have been identified by their school as vulnerable in respect of their mental health. Questioning
whether hand-stitching interventions can preserve or enhance the wellbeing of those groups, the
study contributes to knowledge on the value of such creative activity to the under-theorised

demographic of children and young people.



iv

The research findings evidence that pupils can benefit socially and emotionally from participation
in hand-stitching activities with others, and that it is possible to replicate in school the positive
outcomes that might have been initially regarded as incidental in some adult-focused settings.
The research also contributes to the understanding of inclusive participation through two models
that build on previous research, focusing on participation and the need to embrace different
levels of individual progress. Additionally, the researcher has generated a representation of
mental health and wellbeing, contextualised for schools, that offers clarification of the
relationships between key elements; a valuable congruence being noted between wellbeing and

mental health, participation, and inclusion.
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WHO World Health Organisation (specialised agency of the United Nations)
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Chapter One

1. Introduction

1.1 Positioning the research and researcher

Primary data analysis evaluates the benefits of hand-stitching for individual makers and for
groups working participatively, from both historic and contemporary perspectives (Africanah.org,
2018; Australian War Memorial Museum, 2017; Biswas, 2022; Blair and Michel 2007; Brown,
2019; Brown, 2020; Browne and Rhodes, 2011; Crawshaw, 2016; Cross, 2025; Desmarais,
2016; Ducker, 2011; Fee 2006; Fine Cell Work, 2017; Fray-Smith et al., 2024; Gordon, 2011,
Green, 2017; Heath, 2019; Jana, 2016; Leahey, 2018; Luo and Williams, 2018; McBrinn, 2016,
2017; Parker, 2010; Parnaby, 2022; Pezzoli-Olgiati, 2023; Schmahmann, 2015; Sen, 2022;

Setterington, 2017, 2018, 2020; UK AIDS Memorial Quilt Partnership, n.d.).

The current body of published work is focused on hand-stitching projects that have been
conducted with adults and deemed valuable in various, different ways (Desmarais, 2016; Green,
2017; Setterington, 2017, 2018, 2020). There is a significant gap in the literature exploring the
impact of hand-stitching projects on the mental health and wellbeing of school pupils. To remedy
that deficiency in knowledge requires the review and consideration of two further disciplines that,
here, are interrelated: firstly, the concepts of mental health and wellbeing and secondly, the

theory of participation (Figure 1).



Hand Stitch Practice
Benefits of hand stitch
practice to individuals,

historic and contemporary

Participation
Defining of terms
participation in schools
creating a successful
participatory experience

Mental Health &
Wellbeing
Defining of terms
Manifestation of
wellbeing

Wellbeing and education
Impact of COVID-19
Effective interventions

ab: evidence of hand-stitching impacting the mental health and wellbeing of the stitcher

ac: benefits of hand stitch practice to groups, historic and contemporary; examples of
participatory arts projects in schools and community

bc: impact of successful participatory experience on mental health and wellbeing

abc: impact of successful participatory hand-stitching experience on mental health and
wellbeing

Figure 1, Literary themes (Howard, 2023).



This thesis contributes to the emerging, if currently limited, body of literature that addresses the
meanings and relationships inherent within the concepts of wellbeing and mental health; seeking
to clarify and position them in the context of school pupils' engagement with creative activity in
the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. The study also raises questions about the theory of
participation, more usually defined in literature in terms of citizenship, democracy and pupil voice
(Arnstein, 1969; Brodie et al., 2009; Mitra, 2004), instead speaking afresh to the way in which
pupils can be supported to participate effectively in extra-curricular activities that would enhance

their wellbeing.

The researcher has comprehensive experience, prior knowledge and understanding in each of
these three main areas of focus (see Appendix 1) and approaches the study from a
constructivist perspective (Tashakkori et al., 2021), valuing the voices and vision of the pupils
and families with whom she has worked. That experience serves as an enabling factor but also
requires reflexive consideration to understand how those values and beliefs may introduce bias
and impact research decisions. Furthermore, differences in social identity that can influence the
relationship between researcher and participants, were significant in this context; with potential

imbalances rooted in age, status, ethnicity, and education (Wilson et al., 2022).

1.2 Setting the scene

The research has its roots in the world of secondary school pupils, male and female, aged from
11 to 16 in the West Midlands, England. From early in 2020 the effects of the global COVID-19
pandemic and its later repercussions began to be felt in education in England as the impacts of
lockdowns, school closures, losses and bereavements were assessed (Cullinane and
Montacute, 2020; Ghosh et al., 2020; Singh et al., 2020; Sonuga-Barke, 2020; Weisbrot and
Ryst, 2020). The already complex landscape of mental health and pupil wellbeing was
challenged significantly; exacerbated by rising numbers of pupils in need of support and the

further deterioration of many pre-existing family and community pressures that compounded
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issues of under-resourcing and over-stretched primary and secondary services (NSPCC
Learning, 2022). Latterly, those struggles have been further intensified by national and
international stressors that include the cost-of-l i vi ng c¢cri si s, war , and gl ot

2024; DfE, 2023; Newlove-Delgado et al., 2022).

Within this context, school pupils are navigating adolescence, the unique and formative,
physiological phase between childhood and adulthood (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; 1997; 2002;
2014; WHO, 2024a; 2024b), classified as falling between the ages of 10 and 19 (WHO, 2024a;
2024b); and a time when children experience rapid physical, cognitive, emotional and social
change (Csikszentmihalyi, 2024). Such change can render adolescents vulnerable to mental
health problems, a susceptibility that highlights the need for adults to support and protect them
from those challenges. The World Health Organisation (2024b) identified that adolescents
require access to mental health care and to educational opportunities that would promote
emotional and psychological wellbeing. It is here that this research contributes, both in the
active promotion of wellbeing and in access to restorative provision and intervention for pupils in
secondary school in the UK who are evidencing, or are at risk of evidencing, issues with their

mental health.

1.3 Developing research questions

The process of determining the research questions is mapped in Figure 2, below:

Knowledge, understanding and experience of the researcher, perceiving need and
opportunity

. 2

Initial research hypothesis
Participation in inclusive, group hand-stitching textile projects can have positive impacts
on the wellbeing and mental health of school pupils.

\ 4

Literature review
Exploring literary themes (Figure 1)
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L 2

Contributions to knowledge relating to:

1 Implementation of original, participatory hand-stitched textile interventions in
schools

Developments in interpreting mental health in school pupils

Developments in modelling participation with school pupils

E R

Research questions

1. What has been understood of the experience of school pupils in England in regard
to their mental health and wellbeing, before, during and since the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020?

2. What impact have national changes in the context of education had on
opportunities for schools to provide support for their pupils?

3. Drawing from both historic and contemporary examples, what have been the
experiences of those engaged in hand-hand-stitched textile work, either
individually or as participants in groups, in regard to their mental health and
wellbeing?

4. How can good mental health be defined and understood to support the
implementation of creative interventions in school?

5. What theoretical factors and perspectives will enable the establishment of a
successful, informal, participatory experience in school?

6. What have been the experiences of school pupils involved in the participatory,
inclusive, hand-stitched textile interventions in this research?

7. How can a model of practice for participatory, inclusive, hand-stitched textile
interventions in schools be developed?

Figure 2, Developing research questions (Howard, 2023).

The initial research idea was rooted in the personal knowledge and experience of the researcher
and led to the formulation of the hypothesis, thereby identifying the central thesis, whether
involvement in participatory hand-stitching textile projects can have positive impacts on the

wellbeing and mental health of school pupils (see Figure 2 above).



Research questions were derived in the pursuit of understanding and clarification of the several
aspects of this complex, multi-disciplinary study and in order to align with and inform the
achievement of the objectives. A key, establishing question (question 3 in Figure 2 above)
sought validation of the impact of the historic and contemporary textile interventions with
individual adults and groups to inform the potential for replication with the hitherto unexplored
secondary school audience. It was then important to understand the extent of the need for
supportive provision for these pupils against the backdrop of influential, Government-led,
national changes to curriculum and pastoral expectations in schools, (questions 1 and 2 in

Figure 2 above).

Understandings of mental health and wellbeing, and of participation, through the lens of
education, were sought to inform and support the design and implementation of effective
interventions (questions 4 and 5 in Figure 2 above). Later, the experiences of school pupils
involved in the participatory textile activities, carried out as fieldwork, were explored, (question 6
in Figure 2 above). This is arguably the most important research question, speaking directly to
the core of this study, seeking to discover whether the experience of these participants married
with that of the adult groups that are the subject of the establishing question. Subsequent
understanding then contributes to the consideration of the ways in which a model of practice for
participatory hand-stitched textile interventions in schools could be developed, (question 7 in

Figure 2 above).

1.4 Developing the r esearch aim and objectives

Derived from the initial research hypothesis, axigipation in inclusive, group hand-stitching
textile projects can have positive impacts on the wellbeing and mental health of school pupils,6
the research questions were then further developed to clarify their purpose, detailing the
understanding that they were designed to generate, and specifying the objective with which they

aligned and were anticipated to fulfil.



Those relationships are mapped in Table 1, below:

Hypothesis: Participation in inclusive, group hand-stitching textile projects can have positive
impacts on the wellbeing and mental health of school pupils.

Research questions

Purpose of question

Obijective to be achieved

1. What has been
understood of the
experience of school pupils
in England in regard to their
mental health and wellbeing,
before, during and since the
onset of the COVID-19
pandemic in 20207

Seeks to understand the
extent of the need for
supportive provision for poor
mental health amongst
secondary school pupils.

2. What impact have
national changes in the
context of education had on
opportunities for schools to
provide support for their
pupils?

Seeks to understand whether
contemporary, school contexts
are enabled to offer support to
pupils in need.

1. To appraise developments in
the context of the research, in
regard to both the extent of poor
mental health amongst school
pupils and the impact of national
changes in education on
opportunities for their schools to
provide support.

3. Drawing from both
historic and contemporary
examples, what have been
the experiences of those
engaged in hand-stitched
textile work, either
individually or as
participants in groups, in
regard to their mental health
and wellbeing?

Seeks validation of the impact
of the historic and
contemporary textile
interventions with individual
adults and groups to inform
the potential for replication
with the hitherto unexplored
secondary school audience.

2 To critically evaluate existing
evidence of the mental health
benefits of textile-based activities,
historic or contemporary, for
individuals and groups.

4. How can good mental
health be defined and
understood to support the
implementation of creative
interventions in school?

Seeks to understand the
functioning of mental health,
including definition,
manifestation and
categorisation, through the
lens of education, to enable
successful interventions.

3. To establish how good mental
health can be defined and
understood to support the
implementation of creative
interventions in school?

5. What theoretical factors
and perspectives will enable
the establishment of a
successful, informal,
inclusive, participatory
experience in school?

Seeks to understand the
theory of participation to
enable successful
interventions.

4. To analyse the theoretical
factors and perspectives that will
enable the establishment of a
successful, informal, inclusive,
participatory experience in school

6. What have been the
experiences of school pupils

Seeks to answer the central
tenet of this research; does




involved in the participatory,
hand-stitched textile
interventions in this
research?

the experience of pupils of
process and outcomes of the
interventions, echo that of
adult groups.

7. How can a model of
practice for participatory,
inclusive, hand-stitched
textile interventions in
schools be developed?

Seeks to understand what
constitutes a successful
intervention and how that can
be replicated in other school
settings

5. To critically evaluate the
benefits gained by school pupils

participating in the fieldwork case
studies, determining best practice
in inclusive, group hand-stitching

projects that build in a level of
replicability.

Table 1, Mapping hypothesis, research questions, purpose of research questions and
research objectives (Howard, 2025).

1.4.1 Aim:

To determine whether participatory, inclusive, hand-stitching interventions can preserve or

enhance the wellbeing and good mental health of secondary school pupils (aged 111 16),

identified by their school as being vulnerable in this respect.

1.4.2 Research Objectives :

1. To appraise developments in the context of the research, in regard to both the extent of poor

mental health amongst school pupils and the impact of national changes in education on

opportunities for their schools to provide support.

2. To critically evaluate existing evidence of the mental health benefits of textile-based activities,

historic or contemporary, to individuals and groups.

3. To establish how good mental health can be defined and understood to support the

implementation of creative interventions in school.

4. To analyse the theoretical factors and perspectives that will enable the establishment of a

successful, informal, inclusive, participatory experience in school.




5. To critically evaluate the benefits gained by school pupils participating in the fieldwork case
studies, determining best practice in inclusive, group hand-stitching projects that build in a level

of replicability.

The fulfilment of the objectives was partially achieved by virtue of the contextual and literature
reviews; those literary findings impacting on the research as it progressed to decisions on

methodology and methods.

1.5 Contribution to Knowledge
This research contributes to the understanding of hand-stitching; of mental health and wellbeing

in pupils and of their participatory journeys.

1.5.1 Contribution s to understanding hand -stitching

The primary gap in knowledge, where a significant contribution can be made, was identified by
the lack of research studies that explored the benefits, for mental health and wellbeing, of
participatory, hand-stitched, textile projects with secondary school pupils in England. There is
much evidence, both historic and contemporary, of the positive impacts of hand-stitching
practice with groups of adults and with individual stitchers, although it must be noted that these

aforementioned benefits may be achieved inadvertently, at least in the first instance.

To give an example, it seems unlikely that the primary aim of the Gees Bend quilters (Fray-

Smith et al., 2024; Leahey, 2018; Luo and Williams, 2018) was to sit together, converse and

stitch; rather, it was to meet the basic physiological needs of their families by making the

fundamental necessaries to keep their homes draught-free and their children warm in bed.

Making light of the workload, they stitched together in groups,wor ki ng t o compl et e
quilts, talking, sharing and learning from each other; incidentally finding themselves within a

support group. There they benefitted, in times of great hardship, from belonging, a sense of

security, and the help and validation of others; supporting their mental health and wellbeing.
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Inversely, this research sets out deliberately to achieve these benefits, initiating case studies
where there was a purposeful aim of making, through which the feasibility of replicating the

benefits could be explored.

This will add to the existing canon of evidence of the value of hand-stitching bringing a new, and
hitherto unresearched, dimension to the debate and supporting the development of a model of
practice as an appropriate strategy to use with school pupils identified as vulnerable to mental ill-

health.

1.5.2 Contributions to understanding mental health

It was from this process that other contributions to knowledge emerged. To establish the need

for the stitching interventions it was necessary to demonstrate that school pupils in England,
moving on with their lives after the COVID-19 pandemic, are struggling with their mental health
and well being. T h e [ &cknbwdedgeatiiasther® © still ro wide-rdngiryy,2 4
regular, national assessment of the mental health of children in England, a deficiency that

required the researcher to piece together the picture from a variety of perspectives and sources.
Once that understanding was confirmed, the relationship between poor mental health in pupils

and their experience in school came under scrutiny.

Both the academic and pastoral curricula in English secondary schools have been subject to
change; much of the creative curriculum, that might be therapeutic, has been significantly
reduced in favour of more academic subjects (Department for Education, 2019a; 2019b), and,
more responsibility has been placed on schools to identify and support pupils with poor mental

health (Department for Education, 2018; 2020b; 2023b).

The interventions in this study do not offer resolution to pupils with chronic, clinically diagnosable
mental disorders rather the researcher aimed to evidence that they can support pupils who are

vulnerable to mental ill health or presenting with emergent issues. This research offers, to those
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pupils for whom least external help is available ( Chi | dr enés Co hmiegicableg ner ,

creative remission from their anxieties; the interventions themselves meeting some of the

responsibilities of the school to offer support.

The body of literature review identifies a wide, but disjointed, range of language, perspectives
and understandings of mental health, this research makes a contribution to knowledge by
providing a new, diagrammatic interpretation of the relationship between different concepts such
as flourishing, the nature of the wellbeing continuum and the tier mechanism; proffering a clarity

that can both support both this research and add to the wider debate.

1.5.3 Contributions to understanding participation

The patrticipatory nature of the planned interventions highlighted the complexities of participation
theory and the nature of inclusion in schools. Much of the existing participation theory focuses
on adults and is predicated on processes surrounding citizenship or democracy in the
community; offering little that can be applied to pupil participants engaged in an informal,
creative experience in school. To address that gap in knowledge the researcher has developed
two, original models that illustrate the approach developed in the case studies and highlight the
importance of inclusion in the educational context. There has also been identified an unexplored
conceptual link between participation and mental wellbeing seen from the perspectives of de
Backer and Jans (2002) and Csikszentmihalyi (1975; 1997; 2002; 2014) that has warranted

discussion.

1.5.4 Drawing conclusions on contributions to knowledge

This research contributes to knowledge by confirming, from a new position, the effectiveness of
participatory, hand-stitching projects in supporting mental health and constitutes a call to action
for those working in schools to explore participatory projects that can contribute to improving or

maintaining pupil wellbeing.

2
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The contributions to knowledge are mapped against the relevant research questions below:

Research questions :

Contributes to knowledge by:

How can good mental health be defined
and understood to support the
implementation of creative interventions in

school?

Demonstrating, for the first time as academic case
studies, the value of participatory, hand-stitching
textile interventions to pupils vulnerable to mental ill
health (at tier one and tier two of mental health

framework)

Developing a model to clarify conceptual

relationships concerning mental health

What theoretical factors and perspectives
will enable the establishment of a
successful, informal, inclusive, participatory

experience in school?

Developing models to clarify approaches to pupil

participation

Exploring the correlations between the theories of
De Backer and Jans (2002) and Csikszentmihalyi
(1975; 1997; 2002; 2014).

What have been the experiences of school
pupils involved in the participatory textile

interventions in this research?

Demonstrating, for the first time as academic case
studies, the value of participatory, inclusive, hand-
stitched textile interventions to pupils vulnerable to
mental ill health (at tier one and tier two of mental

health framework)

How can a model of practice for
participatory, inclusive, hand-stitched
textile interventions in schools be

developed?

Creating a model of practice guidelines for
participatory, inclusive, hand-stitched textile work

with pupils

Table 2, Mapping research questions against contributions to knowledge (Howard,

2025).
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1.6 Scope of study

1.6.1 Inclusion and therapeutic input

The concept of inclusion in education is widely debated and often predicated on Special
Educational Need and Disabilities (Osborne, 2024); however, this research looks more broadly
to ensuring a positive learning environment for all, recognising strengths and enabling every
child to progress (Ainscow et al., 2006). Brooks et al., (2011) evaluated four arts-based projects
that addressed mental health issues in vulnerable adults and considered the ethos of each
intervention in terms of inclusion and level of therapeutic input. This research study aspires to a
high level of inclusion but, as with three of the four projects assessed by Brooks et al.,
therapeutic ethos is low as there is no aspiration to replace clinical intervention or highly
specialised therapeutic work. Specialised clinical interventions would be situated at what are
termed tier three and four levels of need leaving this research better positioned at tier one or tier
two (National Health Service [NHS], Health Advisory Services 1995; Pugh, 2015). Those lower
tiers are defined as being at the self-care or social support extreme of the mental health
continuum, where mental health issues are seen as emerging or low-level and fall below

specialist referral thresholds, (Health Advisory Services 1995; Pugh, 2015). At these levels,

work will focus on early interventions and on preservative measures, supporting pupils to

mai ntain and protect their emotional wellbeing a

1.6.2 Preferred mode of delivery of case studies

The Childrends CJ,exploredthe vews af childierRabdlydung people in
relation to their preferred mode of delivery for any such, supportive interventions. Reported
preferences included that interventions should be non-stigmatizing, delivered, by non-clinical
staff, in familiar, accessible, community environments such as schools or youth centres.
Congruent with these findings, this research established field work case studies as extra-

curricular, school-based, short-term, creative interventions that offered certain benefits to the
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pupils who participated. It sought to determine whether the calming and restorative strategy of
the repetitive hand-stitching process, would promote those fundamental elements of wellbeing
and good mental health that can be achieved through meaningful opportunities to learn a new
skill successfully, to make autonomous choices, and to work with and alongside peers. Further
improvements in self-esteem would be derived from taking pride in having contributed to a
successful, finished product and then receiving praise and approval from others. The case
study interventions did not represent themselves as formal, didactic lessons and were not aiming
to teach embroidery skills or techniques; there were to be no reports or assessments of

proficiency or attainment.

1.6.3 Issues of participation and mental health
This research did not offer an in-depth analysis of the nature and definition of the broad concept
of participation but, more narrowly, considered the way in which pupils could be supported to

participate effectively in extra-curricular activities that would enhance their wellbeing.

The findings of the literature review revealed imprecision and contradictions in the definition and

use of terms referring to wellbeing and mental health. This research does not attempt to make a
comprehensive audit of the wide range of permutations that exist in this regard but uses the

terms6d ment al healt hdéd, dlwedr ibehinmdd atnal , a aH isohae a s h«

can be applied in the context of the fieldwork.

1.6.4 Issues of terminology to describe secondary school pupils

The research has been undertaken with secondary school pupils and for clarity it is necessary to
explore the choice of nomenclature to identify m
those attending school and taught by teachers (Oxford English Dictionary, 2025c), although

some of the schools that are included in the res

mature secondary phase. However, that term is also used for students in both further and
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higher education, thus generating potential confusion for the reader. As this research is focused

on secondary school settings where participants are over 11 years of age, discussion

concerning the case studies and foilelpdi pwdrskd, oma ke
interchangeably. This is not directly transferable to the whole study as little of the literature and

practice included from previous researchers has been conducted in a school setting and may

refer to a wider population of thosenot yet adul t s. I n those instance

people,d® 6adol escentsé and O6children, 8 are used.

1.7 Contextualisation

1.7.1 Provision for mental ill health in children: the context

Contributing to an ongoing, active debate on child mental health (DfE, 2018b, 2019c, 2020b,

2023; National Centre for Social Research, 2023; Newlove-Delgado et al., 2022; 2023), the

Chil dreno6s Goifiom{CE®)ireponterrind2019, on early access to mental health

support, and therein highlighted anxiety, depression and eating disorders as the issues most

exhibited amongst children and young people at that time. The report brought into sharp focus

the insufficiencies in the availability of appropriate clinical provision and support for pupils that

varied significantly in both gual Commissmmrerd20Puant i t
Children and Young Peopleds Mental Health Coal it
services was made difficult because of lengthy waiting lists and the thresholds of severity that

had to be met to be eligible for support (Stafford et al., 2019). TheChi | dr endés Commi s s
(2019), indicated that children with emerging issues and those whose symptoms were not

deemed sufficiently severe for specialist, clinical treatment, were most vulnerable to weaknesses

in service availability.

Analysis of geographical and political differences in spending on mental health services for
children and young people by Clinical Commission

responsible for delivery of NHS services in their local areas in England; found the Midlands and
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the East to be spending the |l east (Childrenbs Co
support, often from charities, schools, youth groups and other localised offers, were necessary
to meet even some degree of need in most parts of the country (Children 6 s Commi ssi oner ,

2019).

1.7.2 Creativity: the context

The choice of an arts-based creative intervention to explore impact on the mental health of
children and young people was predicated on an exploration of the characteristics of creativity. It
is widely accepted that the making of art is a universal behaviour; indeed, such creative activity,
in the broadest sense, seems to have been a powerful motivator for humankind since the
beginning of civilisation and is believed to be a cornerstone of positive emotional functioning

(Dalebroux et al., 2008).

Echoing Maslow (1943a, 1970) in his work on human motivation and needs, creative arts
therapists see the arts as facilitating self-expression, the development of interpersonal skills
such as empathy and emotional awareness and promoting self-esteem and self-actualisation
(Case and Dalley, 1992; Payne, 1992, 1993). Documenting growing interest in creative, craft-
based activity in Finland, Pollanen (2015), summarises the benefits of such pastimes as
evidenced by several studies. These benefits include the maintenance of health and wellbeing
(Collier, 2011; Corknhill et al., 2014; Myselev, 2009; Pollanen (2015); the improvement of mental
health (Griffiths, 2008; lwasaki et al., 2005; Reynolds, 2000); an enhanced sense of identity
(Reynolds, 2000;) and opportunities for self-development (Griffiths, 2008; Reynolds, 2000).
Iwasaki et al. (2005), also explore creative activity as a source of satisfaction and optimism and

an opportunity to build positive relationships.

1.7.3 Education , wellbeing and mental health: the context

This research is positioned at a time of debate over the purpose and aims of education (Adler,

2017; de Ruyter et al., 2022; Durham Commission on Creativity and Education, 2019; Ellyatt,
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2018, 2020, 2022; Kristjansson, 2023). The International Commission on Education for the 21st

Century Report (Delors, 1996), focused on the need to develop talent and realise creative
potentials, signalling the beginning ®&ducaton,ahi ft
long-held and monistic emphasis on individual attainment as a basis for academic and economic
success (Leoni, 2023; Vincent-Lancrin et al., 2019). In its place is found a globally inspired

discussion, fuelled by both academia and policy makers, and encapsulated by de Ruyter et al.,

in UNESCOOGs I nternat i osasedE8ucation Assessmam (@02Ep.d)ide nc e

the rhetorical question,

shoul d he goal of education be to develop huma
emands f

t
0 6homo economicus?Oo

o

In November 2024, Phillipson, the Education Secretary for England, signalled the preference of
the newly elected Labour Government when addressing the Confederation of School Trusts.

She asked schools to look past exams and achievement and instead focus on the wellbeing and
sense of belonging of their pupils, factors that she identified as key to improving the lives of their

pupils (Adams, 2024b).

It is acknowledged that wellbeing can be significantly enhanced by opportunities to be creative
(All Party Parliamentary Group on Arts, Health and Wellbeing, 2017; Csikszentmihalyi, 1975;
1997; 2002; 2014; Durham Commission on Creativity and Education, 2019; Gauntlett, 2011,
Kenning, 2015; Warwick Commission on the Future of Cultural Value, 2015). Critically, changes
in the English National Curriculum at Key Stages three and four (KS3 and KS4) (Department for
Education, 2014), have had the effect of limiting creative provision and opportunity in schools.
As outlined in the contextual review in Chapter Two, those changes were predicated on a
perception that arts subjects lacked appropriate academic rigour and consequently they were
removed from the lists of subjects deemed most valid for secondary school pupils. This move

rendered them completely unavailable to many pupils, either through the taught curriculum or
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through the provision of extra-curricular activities (British Broadcasting Corporation, 2015;
Department for Education, 2019b; Jeffreys, 2015; Lough, 2019; Staufenberg 2019; Turner
2019). Consequently, many pupils, particularly those from lower income communities, do not
have regular access to the arts, resulting in limited opportunity to enhance their wellbeing
through creative activity and to acquire the skills associated with creativity (Durham Commission

on Creativity and Education, 2019; Warwick Commission on the Future of Cultural Values 2015).

In 2020, the Government in England implemented some changes in their expectations of
schools regarding mental health, now requiring them to identify and provide early support for
those pupils facing mental health challenges and to deliver a prescribed mental health
curriculum for pupils at each key stage (Department for Education, 2020a; 2020b); this is

explored further in Chapter Two.

1.8 Chapter Two: The contextual and literature reviews

The contextual review explores the background in terms of education, mental health and
creativity as outlined above, as these were the main features of the context at the beginning of
the research. Then it develops an understanding of the impact of the unprecedented, global

COVID-19 pandemic and the aftermath of that experience.

Then, the narrative literature review addressed several inter-disciplinary research areas to
provide an overview of the theoretical frameworks, findings and debates that underpinned the

study in the three key areas of wellbeing and mental health, participation, and hand-stitching.

1.9 Chapter Three: Developing methodology

Chapter Three explains the decisions made on research methodology; this study is complex and
multi-stranded, based in several different schools and led by a researcher who had considerable
expertise in the field of education. Harnessing thinking around pragmatism as a paradigm

(Morgan, 2014), the researcher was able to select the methods most suited to the enquiry,
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unbounded by the binary polarities of positivism and constructivism (Chafe, 2024). That
freedom permitted the use of a combination of qualitative and arts-based participatory methods
(Fenge, 2022; Stickley, 2012), including visual ethnography (Emmison and Smith, 2000; Pink,
2021, Rose, 2012), defined as the study of the social world through visual techniques (Sage
Research Methods, 2025); participatory group work (Setterington, 2017, 2018, 2020) and hand-
stitch as a method (Shercliff and Twigger Holroyd, 2016, 2020a), seen as a form of silent
communication (Mason, 2017). Those and other choices added both richness and value to the

research.

Implemented in the context of the social reality of secondary schools in England, this research
drew support from the philosophy of critical realism (Bhaskar, 2017). The understanding that, in
real life settings, an intervention cannot stand entirely alone, distinct and aloof from the realities
of the context (Sturgiss and Clark, 2020), steered the research away from accepting a naive
causal link between intervention and outcome, and further from the idea that identical outcomes
would result from interventions that relied upon reiterating the original. Such things are much
more than the sum of their parts; utilising the lens of critical realism encouraged the researcher
to assess the influence of context, people, and mechanisms, in the search for authenticity.
Inevitably, some tried and tested methods have found their place in this research, although
gualitative methods such as case studies have not always been seen as sufficiently rigorous.
Due, in the main, to the work of Yin (1981; 1994; 2003; 2018), case study is now viewed more
positively, and multiple case studies are seen as best practice; a perspective that has
congruence with critical realist philosophy. The use of multiple case studies, ranging over four
different educational settings in the fieldwork, offered an authentic opportunity to understand
how this intervention could be most effective and indeed the ways in which it might prove

ineffective.




20

1.10 Chapter Four: Data collection and generation

The highly detailed chapter developed the field work design (Burgess, 1984) so that protocols
andapproaches to encourage pupilsd initial i nvol v
were set out in a core process that worked alongside the criteria to achieve wellbeing. The

combination of, and synergy between, the various aspects formed a solid foundation for the pilot

study as a precursor through which to assess the methods for later case studies. These

protocols and approaches were necessary to ensure the rigour and consistency of the field work,

because, although following a prescribed format, the different settings presented their own

idiosyncrasies and challenges to the intervention. From the perspective of critical realism this

provided authenticity and ensured the rigour of the research.

1.11 Chapter Five : Data Analysis

In Chapter Five, the researcher set out the narratives of the pilot study (van Teijlingen and
Hundley, 2002) and subsequent case studies as they followed the core process. Detailing each
case study, issues that arose during implementation were addressed and used to adapt and
develop research practice. The field work set out to explore the value of participatory, hand-
stitched textile interventions to pupils identified by their schools as struggling with issues such as
friendship, self-esteem, and self-confidence. Ensuring the success of both the process and the
product of the intervention was critical. Whilst other research had posited that the process was
the more important of the two, this research developed both aspects, bringing different benefits

to the participants.

The data collected from the implementation of the pilot study and case studies was compiled
and analysed both as individual projects and comparatively, using the responses from the semi-

structured interviews and questionnaires to yield both quantitative and qualitative data. The
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iconography of the finished projects, seen through the lens of visual ethnography (Emmison and

Smith, 2000; Pink, 2021), realised further understanding.

1.12 Chapter Six: Discussion

The discussion chapter is mapped against the objectives evidencing the outcomes of the study
and the contributions to knowledge in the areas of mental health and wellbeing, and participation
in the context of this research. Original diagrammatic representations that clarify the
interpretation of mental health and wellbeing in the context of education and ways of considering
participation with a focus on the experience of pupil participants rather than an analysis of the
nature of the process. A model of practice has been developed here to enable future replication
and development of the intervention; this is supported by an operational protocol for use by

creative facilitators that can be found in Appendix 13.

1.13 Conclusions

Drawn from the original thinking, ideas and experience of the researcher, the research
objectives and research questions were developed to support the hypothesis and provide
evidence for discussion. The use of the literature review as a method is explored in the next
chapter to provide context and to explore the three core research fields, mental health and

wellbeing, stitched textile work, and participation.
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Chapter Two

2. Context ual and literature review s

2.1 Contextual review
The contextual review sought to address two of the research questions, that were in turn

focused on fulfilling one of the research objectives as shown below:

Research questions

Purpose of question

Research objective

What impact have
national changes in the
context of education had
on opportunities for
schools to provide
support for their pupils?

Seeks to understand
whether contemporary,
school contexts are
enabled to offer support
to pupils in need.

What has been
understood of the
experience of school
pupils in England in
regard to their mental
health and wellbeing,
before, during and since
the onset of the COVID-
19 pandemic in 2020?

Seeks to understand the
extent of the need for
supportive provision for
poor mental health
amongst secondary
school pupils.

To appraise
developments in the
context of the research,
in regard to both the
extent of poor mental
health amongst school
pupils and the impact of
national changes in
education on
opportunities for their
schools to provide
support.

Table 3, Focus of contextual review (Howard, 2025).

These key questions would support the delineation of the contextual constraints and realities
against which this research was implemented in English secondary school settings between

2019 and 2025.
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2.1.1 The role of creativity in education

The following contextual literary findings offer an understanding of the conflicted environment
against which backdrop the national changes in education in England, noted in the research

guestion, have occurred.

International debates over the purpose and aims of education, broadly polarised between
approaches based either on knowledge or creativity (de Ruyter et al., 2022; Durham
Commission on Creativity and Education, 2019; Leoni, 2023; Vincent-Lancrin et al., 2019) have
been reflected in Department of Education-led decision making and changes to the curriculum in

secondary schools in England, since 2010.

Two significant, wide-ranging and UK-based enquiries by the All-Party Parliamentary Group on
Arts, Health and Wellbeing (APPGAHW), in 2017, and the Durham Commission on Creativity
and Education in 2019, yielded convincing evidence of the importance of the relationship
between creativity, arts and culture and wellbeing. In 2017, the All-Party Parliamentary Group,
founded in 2014, published their findings on their two-year long systematic assessment of the

evidence base and quote Lord Michael Bichard as saying,

imore and more people now appreciate that a
tackle some of the most challenging social
hel p people facing éé depr es s iraatrjoy and soimprove thé
quality of life for those engagedo (2017 p.

This offered a clear endorsement of the fundamental premise of this research and was
reinforced in 2019, again by the Durham Commission on Creativity and Education (2019), where
provision of participatory arts programmes that target the achievement and maintenance of
wellbeing in non-clinical and community settings was one of five strategies recommended as

best for positive arts-based health interventions.

The Commission corroborated the tension between the knowledge and attainment-based

education system that has prevailed since t
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turn of the century challenge to the view that creativity and knowledge are mutually exclusive.
The findings of the Commission indicated that a focus on a knowledge-based approach only
partially equips young people with the skills necessary for modern life. Without creativity,
confidence and resilience remain unembedded and opportunities to develop critical thinking and

imagination are lacking.

The Commi ssion acknowledged that creativity
thrives in a creative culture, in which can be developed personal wellbeing, resilience, and

happiness, stating

Aithe strength, inspiration, consolation and
p.10)

can be fostered in such an ethos, bringing an opportunity for young people to reach their full
potential. Creativity is credited with developing soft skills, such as the abilities to collaborate and
express oneself clearly, that are vital to personal development and valued by employers and the

wider world (Goetz, 1981; Jeffreys, 2018; Mitchell, 2018).

Also in 2019, Sharon Hodgson, chair of the All-Party Parliamentary Group for Art, Craft and
Design in Education (APPGACDE) arguing for the provision of arts subjects in schools,
emphasised the importance of creativity that is developed in schools through opportunities to
imagine or make something new, to generate ideas and apply knowledge. Those skills are
fundamental to all aspects of life, underpinning personal development and social and physical
wellbeing, and bringing greater strength and inspiration when shared within a community

(APPGACDE, 2019).

Supporting the work of these groups there have been several research studies that establish the
positive relationship between creativity and the broadly defined concept of wellbeing
(Csikszentmihalyi,1975; 1997; 2002; 2014; Gauntlett, 2011; Richards, 2018; Runco and Kim,

2011). In brief, these agree that any type of creativity or creative activity, engaged in by

i's n

comm
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individuals or groups can, in some way, enhance aspects of wellbeing. It is here that this
research sits, operating within the additional constraints of the English academic and pastoral

curricula that are now explored below.

2.1.2 The National Curriculum and the English Baccalaureate

Focusing directly on that same research question, this study was implemented at a time when
an increased level of responsibility to identify and provide support for pupils with mental health
and wellbeing issues had been placed on schools by the Government (Department for
Education, 2018; 2019c; 2020b). However, the potentially valuable, creative options discussed
above, were made more challenging to secure because of the impact of the national,
educational framework (Department for Education, 2014), whereby the status of arts subjects,
that could be expected to make a contribution to pupil wellbeing through the opportunity to
explore and maximise their creativity, has been diminished significantly (British Broadcasting

Corporation, 2015).

2.1.2.1 Curriculum choices

Over the last fifteen years many secondary schools in England have limited the availability of
creative arts subjects such as design technology, product design, textiles, art, music, drama, and
dance to pupils studying for GCSE public examinations at the age of 16, in favour of subjects
afforded higher status by the Department of Education after the implementation of the English

Baccalaureate (EBacc) in 2010.

To summarise, at Key Stage 3, only art and design, music, and design and technology must be

included in the curriculum offer for pupils aged from 11 to 14. At Key Stage 4, for pupils aged 14
to 16, it is required that one arts subject and one design and technology subject be available for
selection as an option (DfE, 2014). Textiles, the focus of this research, signifies only as one of

the curriculum areas that could be offered within the design and technology specification.
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2.1.2.2 The impact of the English Baccalaureate

The Department of Education target for schools is that 90 per cent of pupils should be working

towards achieving the EBacc by 2025 (DfE, 2019a, 2019b), an aim that school leaders then

impose on the pupils in their care. Demonstrating competence in what are defined by the
Department for Education as a Yosuentg oofe ospu bejbesc tosp ta
for further study and future car eehashecomgaDepar t me
priority. That approved set of subjects includes no arts or creative subjects, implicitly devaluing

them (Barton, 2018) and greatly reducing the likelihood of their selection as options; thus,

imposing limitations on both the education system and the young people studying within it

(Turner, 2019). The consequence of low numbers has been that many schools have further

limited the availability of arts or creative subjects (NASUWT, 2017) and the resultant reduction in

trained specialist staff and the re-allocation of resources once earmarked for such work, has

made the re-instatement of creative subjects improbable (Evennett, 2021; Jeffreys, 2018).

Despite a post-COVID-19 endorsement of the value of arts subjects by the Conservative

Government of the time (Gibbons, 2020a), there has been no significant recovery in the uptake

of practical arts subjects, with Design and Technology, the area within which textiles would sit,

evidencing the most serious levels of decline.

2.1.3 The formal role of education in mental health

The last ten years (20157 2025) have seen changes in the expectations placed on schools in
supporting directly, the mental health and wellbeing of their pupils; (the Department of Education
have opted to use the term emotional health synonymously with mental health in some

documentation).
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2.1.3.1 Requirements placed on schools

The Department of Education (England) and Public Health England have produced and regularly
updated a body of guidance establishing the functions that schools were expected to fulfil
regarding the mental health and wellbeing of pupils from 2015 to the time of writing in 2025
(Department for Education, 2015, 2018a. 2018b, 2019¢, 2020b, 2023, 2024a, 2024b). In 2015,
the Department for Education confirmed their perspective on whole school responsibility for a
new, broad-based approach to emotional health and wellbeing, identifying the principles that
would underpin the new expectations (DfE, 2015). Subsequent documentation published since
2015 served to validate the need for intervention by acknowledging that poor mental health
affects the attainment, happiness, behaviour, attendance, and resiliency of individual school
pupils and has an impact on the whole school setting. A specific duty has been placed on
schools, by the Department for Education, for managing mental health concerns manifested by

their pupils (Department for Education, 2019c, 2020b, 2023). These responsibilities include:

1 implementing preventative strategies including disseminating information and raising
awareness;
1 the identification of symptoms and subsequent early intervention;

91 referral to outside agencies;

Additionally, during and after the COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns and school closures, teachers

were required to:

1 identify pupils who were particularly vulnerable or at risk (often because of special
educational needs or pre-existing mental health issues),
1 maintain support with and for those pupils,

1 ensure pupil safety
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I maintain or re-establish a sense of belonging to the school community after extended

periods of enforced absence. (Department for Education, (2020b, 2023; 2024c; 2024d).

Gibbons (2020b) has given voice to the view that teachers and other staff in school were under
considerable time pressure to carry out these responsibilities alongside their other work and
Weale (2020) reported that the number of schools buying in mental health support services for

their pupils had almost doubled over the previous three years.

2.1.3.2 Personal, Social and Health Education curriculum

The identified need to develop a curriculum for mental health and emotional wellbeing

(Department for Education, 2015; Personal, Social, and Health Education (PSHE) Association,

2017.) later saw the area encompassed under the formal umbrella of Personal, Social and

Health Education (PSHE). Within that, all secondary school pupils are now required to be taught
Relationships and Sex Education, and Health Education, the latter comprising thirteen,

compul sory, modules including one entitled, O6men
2020a) a conflation of the terms, mental health, and wellbeing, drawn from the World Health

Organisation (2024) and used elsewhere in the material published by the Department for

Educati on. That O6émental wellbeingd module takes
(Reavley and Jorm, in Knifton and Quinn, 2013) incorporating basic information about mental

health disorders, focusing on definitions and symptoms, and identifying sources of support with

references to organisations and charities that offer further resources. Porter (2020) suggests

such teaching methods, limited to sharing knowledge and disseminating information, have been

shown to be ineffective in securing behavioural change.
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2.1.4 Prevalence of and trends in poor mental health and wellbeing amongst children and

young people in  England , pre- and post -COVID-19 pandemic

The research question that relates directly to this dimension seeks to understand the extent of
the need for supportive provision for poor mental health amongst secondary school pupils. The
findings consider the trends before the outbreak of COVID-19 in 2020 and analyse them both

during the pandemic and since it was officially declared to be over in 2023 (UN News, 2023).

Set against the diminished creative curriculum explored above, discussions about the

prevalence of poor mental health and lack of wellbeing in children and young people in this

contextual review were both catalysed and endorsed by the findings from literature produced by
charities,theChi | dr ends Commi ssioner, and t he-toNaet i onal
national trends and statistics. Contributing to awareness and understanding of the issues, their

work sits alongside and informs government planning and policy development. Consideration of

the latest reports from MIND (2024a) , The Chil drendés Society (2024)
Chi | dCommigsi®ner (2024a; 2024b) and the NHS (2023) reveals statistics that derive from

various research projects with differing focuses and different groups of children and young

people. Variationsinf ocus, sample size, terminology and me!

Society (2024b, p.6), to acknowledge that

fone of the fundamental obstacles to improving c¢bh
comprehensive understanding of the state of <chil

However, the findings from those recent reports by charities, the UK government and the
national health service confirm the need to support pupils with the early manifestations of poor

mental health, thereby substantiating the focus of this research project.

2.1.4.1 Mental health: the p re-COVID-19 pandemic context

Young Minds (2019a, 2019b) and a pre-COVID report from the Centre for Mental Health (2018)

summarising several studies, enabled the identification of trends over time. The generalised
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picture in 2015 was that one child in ten had experienced a mental health problem, with those
from lower income families four times more likely to do so than their better-off counterparts
(Morrison Gutman et al., 2015); that figure had worsened to one in six by 2020 (NHS Digital,

2020).

Statistics on self-harming and suicide, both serious signs of emotional distress (NHS, 2018)
demonstrated a worsening in that level of need before the pandemic; in 2015, a quarter of
fifteen-year-olds were reported to have self-harmed (Brooks et al., 2017), with a rise in the
number needing to be hospitalised after such an intentional act seen in 2018 (Nuffield Trust,
2018). In 2017, suicide was the most common cause of death for children and young people
aged between five and 19, accounting, in boys, for 16.2% of all deaths and in girls for 13.3%.
Those figures have risen steadily since that time, achieving their highest level in thirty years in
2021 (British Medical Journal, 2020; Office for National Statistics, 2024; Young Minds, 2022).
Even before the pandemic, both the NHS (2018) and the Nuffield Trust (2018) reported that
service provision was failing to meet need; with more than half of the children identified as

having mental health difficulties unable to access treatment.

2.1.4.2 Mental health: during the COVID-19 pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic was officially determined a global emergency by the World Health
Organisation from 30 January 2020 to 5 May 2023, (UN News, 2023). The strategy of the public
health administrations at that time, was to reduce both the spread of infection and the number of
individuals losing their lives, by imposing periods of lockdown, quarantine, and social distancing
(Filip et al., 2022). It was accepted that such interventions would have a negative impact on the
mental health of vulnerable groups; outcomes that were regarded as both inevitable and
defensible (Sonuga-Barke, 2020). Indeed, the predominant consequences of the pandemic in
the UK, have been the social, economic, and cultural effects on both adults and children (The

British Academy, 2021) and it has now been deemed a significant determining factor in the
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subsequent decline in mental health of children and young people in the country (Richard et al.

(2023).

Identified as one of the more vulnerable groups, pupils were faced with the challenge of home-
based learning, and the pandemic quickly impacted their self-esteem, home lives, family, and
education (Covid-19 Advisory Sub-group on Education and Children's Issues, 2020; Millar et al.,
2020; Young Minds, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c). Experiencing social isolation and the lack of
accustomed freedoms, choices, and routines, many children found themselves in situations
where existing issues such as strained or abusive family relationships were exacerbated and the
future looked uncertain (Merry et al., 2020; Mian and Chachar, 2020; Singh et al., 2020). The
disruption to education, friendships and leisure were found to have caused an increase in
boredom, greater dependence on family, increased sadness, and a sense of grief and loss whilst
greater use of social media by school pupils confined to the home resulted in an increased

incidence of online bullying and abuse (Singh et al., 2020).

The pandemic experience highlighted existing deficiencies in service provision for children with

mental health issues, simultaneously amplifying them because of increasing numbers and higher

levels of need (Weisbrot and Ryst, 2020). Those identified as vulnerable or disadvantaged

before the lockdowns, often part of communities least equipped to cope because of pre-existing
socio-economic and health inequities, were more significantly impacted than others (Association

of Directors of Chil drenbés Se roundatoa EEF, 20222Merry Edu c a
et al., 2020; Metherall et al., 2022; Singh et al., 2020; Tang, 2022). In London and in the West

Midlands, the location for the fieldwork for this research study, over 80 per cent of headteachers

expressed their concern over the negative effects the pandemic had had on the wellbeing of

their pupils (Sharp, et al., 2020), again underlining the opportunity for this research.




32

2.1.4.3 Mental health: p ost-COVID-19 context

The incidence and extent of mental ill health amongst children post-COVID has been explored to
identify the nature and degree of challenge facing schools in the aftermath of the pandemic, and
by implication the need for this research. Data may not be directly comparable as criteria and

parameters vary; however, trends are incontrovertibly upwards in each measure.

Post-COVID-19, the number of children reported to have a mental health problem stood at one

in four (ADCS, 2024; Metherall et al., 2022) with 350,000 children referred to mental health

services in the six months between April and September 2021, an 81% increase from

2019. The longitudinal NHS study entitled Mental Health of Children and Young People (2024)

was initiated in 2017 and focused on the eight to 25 age group. The wave four findings of this

regularly updated study (NHS, 2024) revealed that 20.3 per cent of the eight to 16 age group,

both boys and girls, had issues with what were t
from 12.5 per cent in 2017. Barnardods (2024) re
groupwer e thought to havehedthcoddagnosédbwéet menat aurth
expected to have anxiety or other similar difficulties that might not reach a threshold for clinical

diagnosis. Referrals to Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) were 109 per

cent higher in April 2022 than in April 2019, pre-pandemic (Young Minds, 2022).

Garratt et al. (2024) in a UK Parliamentre s ear ch briefing entitled AChHhiI
ment al health: policy and services (England)o de
people were in touch with Children and Young Peo
2023; almost double the figure of 231,000 in November 2019. The earlier figure had, already,

been seen as a significant cause for concern (Stafford et al., 2019), and, as the research briefing

(Garratt et al., 2024) itself identified, calculations omitted the number of children whose issues

were emerging or had not yet met the thresholds for clinical treatment.
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Furthermore, it was also understood that prescribed standards regarding access and waiting

time were not being met with the House of Commons Education Committee report (2023, p.5)

citing the capacity of the Childres(CéePMHS)atoung Pe
that time as fAgrossly inadequateo whilst the Wor

for action to address exi sti nianydthasevwaitingepofiedn di s p
deteriorations in their mental health and their relationships with family members and friends, with

26 per cent attempting to take their own lives in that period. Although there is disparity in waiting

times because of gender, ethnicity, age group and the nature of the presenting problem, the

mean waiting time most recently reported throughthe Chil dr ends Commi ssi oner ( 2
108 days, during which time, the responsibility for supporting children and young people rests

with their families and their schools where resources are stretched.

Subsequent refinement of the statistics has now identified that one in five children and
adolescents have a mental health disorder and confirms that 50 per cent of the mental health
problems seen in the adult community originated before the patient reached the age of 14, thus
supporting the importance of early intervention (Mental Health Foundation, 2024; UNICEF UK,

2024).

The Big Ask (2021), a survey implemented by the Office oft h e C h i Cordnrissianér,ssought
the opinions of half a million children in England and identified that this generation of children is
more aware of the existence of mental health issues than any previous one. The survey
concluded that, highlighted by the pandemic, poor mental health was a significant worry for
many young people and that help was required at the early stages, as, or even before, problems
started to manifest themselves, those stages known, in the Child and Adolescent Mental Health
Specification (NHS England, 2015), as tier one and tier two of a four tier scale. At these levels, it
is suggested that preventative measures are better made available outside of formal, clinical

settings (Chil dr en & Jhesedindings gageidiceat pertinence  thia ) .
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research study, aimed as it was at those with early-stage mental health problems who would

benefit from a less formal, less clinical approach than more serious issues might warrant.

It was important to note that, echoing the findings ofthe Ch i | dr en 6 s C(2022nhabeve,i onher
Barnardo's, 2024; Garratt et al, 2024, the Mental Health Foundation, 2024; MIND, 2024b and

UNICEF, 2024, have all highlighted the need for support at the early or emerging stages of

mental ill health amongst children, stages that are currently deemed under-resourced. Also,

further reinforcing the need for this research, the literature acknowledged the difficulty of

accurately calculating the extent of need amongst children when cases failed to meet thresholds

for clinical referral or simply went unrecognised or unreported, (Barnardo's, 2024,;

Commissioner, 2022; Garratt et al, 2024; Mental Health Foundation, 2024; UNICEF, 2024).

2.1.5 Section summary

The literary findings have clearly addressed the following research questions:

What has been understood of the experience of school pupils in England in
regard to their mental health and wellbeing, before, during and since the onset of
the COVID-19 pandemic in 20207

What impact have national changes in the context of education had on
opportunities for schools to provide support for their pupils?

The literature evidenced that the mental health of secondary school pupils was on a downward
trajectory before the impact of COVID-19 in 2020 (Ellyatt, 2018, 2020, 2022; Kristjansson, 2023;
O 6 H a2018; Patel et al., 2007) and further deteriorated during and after the global pandemic,
thus reinforcing the view that the mental health of children and young people remains a
significant issue in England in 2025. The contextual review also focused on the effect of
national, education changes on opportunities for schools to provide support for their pupils,

establishing that a Department of Education strategy has increased school leadership



35

responsibilities for delivering a compulsory mental health curriculum and for identifying and
addressing the mental health and wellbeing needs of pupils; thus, increasing the expectations
placed on schools. Findings show that this is counterweighted by changes made to the National
Curriculum requirements and the introduction of the English Baccalaureate. As a result, pupil
access to the creative subjects, that are known to have a positive impact on the mental health
and wellbeing of both adults and children (Heinemeyer, 2018), has been severely limited. These
findings confirm that schools now have more responsibility for an increasing number of pupils
who struggle with mental health and wellbeing, but that they are operating within a context in
which one significant supportive strategy has been removed. This endorses that there is a
research space, within the school context, to explore the extent to which the mental health of

secondary school pupils can be positively impacted by the proposed creative activity.

The literary findings also highlight the need for support for pupils experiencing the early stages

of poor mental health, identified as least well served by current provision.
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2.2 Literature Review

The literature review is often set apart from methodology as it serves to bring context, explore
background, and identify under-researched gaps in pre-existing work (Leavy, 2017; Robson,
2011, Snyder, 2019). However, in addition, this research endorses a perspective, developed
since the turn of the century, that sees the literature review also as a method, providing
secondary data to inform primary research, and indeed making a significant contribution to
answering research questions more effectively than might other methods (Onwuegbuzie and

Frels, 2016; Snyder, 2019).

2.3 Mental health and wellbeing

The research question that explored the understanding of mental health and aimed to fulfil the
complementary objective is set out below, the purpose of it being to thoroughly investigate the
complexity of mental health that ranges from the fundamental issue of definition to the best
approaches to interventions in school. In this first part of the review the researcher focuses on

definition and understanding of the functioning of mental health, emboldened below.

Research question Purpose of question Obijective to be achieved

How can good mental Seeks to understand the To establish how good mental

health be defined and
understood to support the
implementation of creative

interventions in school?

functioning of mental
health, including definition,
manifestation and
categorisation, through the
lens of education, to enable

successful interventions.

health can be defined and
understood to support the
implementation of creative

interventions in school?
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2.3.1 Defining terminology

Literary findings emphasised that terminology that is used synonymously but perhaps not
consistently in all contexts or by all actors, is vulnerable to misunderstanding. The process of
clarifying terms that are used both in academia and in the vernacular is complex and challenging
particularly because use in the real world brings to the fore the tension between formal
definitions and the use and interpretation of academic or professional language by different, lay
audiences (Camfield et al., 2009; Carter, 2016). In the context of this research shared
understanding was critical to overcome any misperceptions and manage the expectations of the
various audiences with whom the researcher worked, including heterogeneous groups of

teachers, support staff, pupils, parents, school leaders and others.

The foundationa | phr as e 0 neadefined by the ©xdoldtEm,gd i sh Di cti onary
t he mirndiéal t hy state of mindod ( OxThisisusualymuplifieds h Di
with descriptive adject i vtharardonymb whilsé Wwelolola®a mg 6 ,6 p
|l ess commonly used counter, O6ill beiusagl@ordsand|l ong s
phrases that are assumed, inaccurately, to be synonymous, sucha sl i6f e sati sfacti oni
0fl ourishingédctoahirsaiingdd, 66llbhj ective well bein

6eudai moni a6, 6contentment, 6 or O6fulfil mento.

There are many sources of definition for such terms, ranging from dictionaries to global,

professional authorities such as the World Health Organisation (WHO). An attempt to find a

di stinction between the ter ms 0 nridgyrahddolredicethel t hé an
ambiguous interchangeability in usage was immediately clouded by the definition of mental

health put forward by the WHO (2022, p.1). Their
very words between which there has been interest in distinguishing, that said, the definition of

O6ment al wads| bei ngé
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fa state of mental wellbeing that enables peopl e
abilities, |l earn wel |l and wor k well and contri bu
Other theorists have preferred uncomplicated and wide-ranging options, with Angner (2009,

p.3) seeing wellbeing as a simple notion, encapsulatedasfia doifreg wel |l ; 0 Cri sp (
proffering Ahow well a persondés I|life is going fo

suggesting fAa state of positi v dthdsedefinitionsgendets Ho we v
them prone to ambiguity and limits their pertinence to this research study (Forgeard et al., 2011).

That the concept of wellbeing is multi-dimensional was a significant point of concurrence

amongst many, more recent, researchers. There was a broad acknowledgement that wellbeing

is dynamic, encompassing a wide range of aspects, which may vary with culture and context,

and certainly no single definitive factor (Diener, 2009; Dodge et al, 2012; Forgeard, 2011; Jarden

and Roache, 2023; Michaelson et al., 2009; Pollard and Lee, 2003; Seligman, 2011; Wollny et

al., 2010).

2.3.2 The impact of positive psychology

To achieve a better understanding of the relationshipb et ween t he terms Oment al
6 we |l | theeréview donsidered the semantic journey and the influences brought to bear on

interpretation and meaning. An early perspective on mental health focused on the human

psychopathology of the concept, that is the concentration on treatment for mental illness in the

belief that the absence of mental ill health inevitably constituted, and indeed was synonymous

with, good mental health (Lamers et al. 2015).

At the turn of the twenty-first century, in a challenge to that assumption, (Simons and Baldwin,
2021), Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) developed the discipline of positive psychology,
defined by Park et al. (2014) as the scientific study of wellbeing and healthy, flourishing lives.

Whilst recognising that, under certain circumstances, treatment and preventative strategies are
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needed to remedy mental illness, it was the reiteration of the understanding that it took more
than the absence of illbeing to achieve wellbeing (NHS, 2022; Stewart-Brown, 2013) that

prompted a change of position.

There began a move towards a more enduring and proactive perspective on maintaining

wellbeing and good mental health (Chaves, 2021). The influence of positive psychology had
prompted the devel opment of a drive tSeligmander st an
and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000 p. 5) and a determination to employ the approaches used to treat

mental illnesses positively, utilising them instead to actively promote wellbeing and even

flourishing (Snyder, 2021). In this way the definition of mental health moved closer to the

definition of wellbeing, the latter term having been the subject of extensive discussion for more

than two thousand years beginning, as it did, with the Greek philosopher Aristotle.

2.3.3. The impact of Aristotle  on the wellbeing debate

Credited with an early and fundamental contribution to the wellbeing debate, Aristotle discussed
happiness and human good in the Nichomachean Ethics written around 340 BC (Pakaluk,
2017). He distinguished between hedonic wellbeing, essentially referring to happiness as a state
of mind that included concepts such as enjoyment and life satisfaction; and eudaimonic or
psychological wellbeing that depends on the experiences and conditions bringing happiness,
such as purpose in life, achievement, or positive relationships with others (Ryan and Martella,

2016).

Csikszentmihalyi (1975; 1997; 2002; 2014)c al | s attention to the interd
two perspectives, suggesting that happiness or joy is essential to support, for example,

achievement or purpose and echoing definitions of wellbeing and flourishing that combine

feeling good and functioning effectively (Huppert and So, 2013) thereby integrating the hedonic

and eudemonic elements (Chaves, 2021; De Ruyter et al., 2022, Diaz et al., 2015; Hanlon and

Carlisle (Knifton and Quinn); New Economics Foundation; Seligman, 2002; Van der Weele,
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2017). This reinforced the perspective that these aspects are not mutually exclusive but, in
combination, offer a more holistic and rounded approach to defining and understanding the

complexities of mental health and wellbeing.

2.3.4 Similarities between m ental and physical health

The quest for definition through literary findings is paralleled with an ambition to understand the
positionality and indeed, functionality of mental health in society. The overall health of adults
and children is made up of two components, mental health and physical health; the latter is
generally approached with a view to either prevention or diagnosis, treatment and healing and is
known to fluctuate and change over time for a variety of reasons. The mental health of an
individual is similarly dynamic, also falling prey to change, be that deterioration or improvement,
for a variety of reasons (Association of Ambulance Chief Executives, 2022; NSPCC Learning,
2024). Itis important to recognise the similarities between the two fields of health and to
acknowledge that the health of the mind is as important as that of the body and, as such, should

be afforded the same importance and credence (Eldredge et al., 2022; Galea, 2019).

This researcher adopts the view that, in the same way as physical health is maintained and
protected by, for example, good diet, exercise and sufficient sleep, mental health can be
preserved by maintaining relationships, contributing to society in some way, having a sense of
belonging and feeling successful and valued. The function of this research is to determine how
participating in hand-stitched textile projects can contribute to those preservative, or even

healing, factors in regard to the mental health of secondary school pupils.
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2.3.5 The changing face of mental health

The acknowledgement that the health of an individual changes over time denies the view that a
state of mental health or wellbeing can have permanence, giving preference to an earlier World

Health Organization (2022) definition, that states explicitly that mental health

fexists on a complex continuum, which is experie

The literature review found that the use of continua permits individuals to be at different positions
at different times in terms of their state of wellbeing and supports the opportunity for bi-

directional movement along the range (Chowdhury, 2019; Public Health Insight, 2023).

2.3.5.1 The Mental Health Continuum (Keyes, 2002)

The Mental Health Continuum (Keyes, 2002), in both its long and short forms, is the best-known
example of a continuum used in the context of mental health, an area that is both under-
theorised and under-developed in this sense. The continuum uses a questionnaire and is rated
against a Likert interval scale (Joshi et al., 2015) and was designed as a means to measure the
emotional, social, and psychological wellbeing of an individual for diagnostic purposes. The
short form, in particular, has been used with adults world-wide, since its inception, to self-report
levels of mental health and wellbeing for assessment within clinical settings. A scoring process
allows respondents to be assessed in terms of the severity of their condition thereby determining
their place on the continuum. The reliance on language and self-assessment inherent in the
instrument does, however, call into question its suitability for use with respondents other than

literate adults.

Subsequently, re-consideration of that method engendered the adoption of a visual approach to
the continuum, identifying two extremes of health| abel | ed O6wel | 86 and d6dunwel
the two, | ie 6copi Rigue5)ahighlighting ther oppgriunhitiestgpdomdtes e e

improved wellbeing and for interventions that could target different stages of need. The
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language is not clinical but encourages shared understanding (National Mental Health

Commission, 2023).

@ Children experience a ® Children experience challenges
state of positive mental :  totheir mental health, and are
health and wellbeing :  not managing these effectively

and need additional support.

—— p——— \\‘\

B \} V¥
/
Children experience Children experience
challenges to their mental mental iliness and
health, but are equipped with considerable challenges
the mental resources to to their wellbeing
6 Manage these effectively. They need additional

@ support to manage and

recover.

Figure 3, Mental Health Continuum (National Mental Health Commission, (Australia), 2023,
section 2.2 [online]).

2.3.5.2 The use of continua as self -assessment tools

Similar four-stage continua have been used as self-assessment tools developed by ambulance
services in England (Association of Ambulance Chief Executives, 2022) and in Australia (New
South Wales (NSW) Ambulance, 2024) in response to the real-world needs of working
ambulance crews. In Canada, a further example has been developed for use with the Armed
Forces, as part of the Road to Mental Readiness Program (Government of Canada, 2024) and a
further variation was found on NSPCC Learning (2024). Table 2 below charts the structure of
each instrument demonstrating the consistency in the use of four stages and in the clear

structure of progression between them.
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Instrument 1 2 3 4

National Mental Health well coping struggling | unwell
Commission (2023) [Australia]
(see Figure 5 above)

Association of Ambulance Chief | thriving surviving struggling | in crisis
Executives (2022) [England]

New South Wales Ambulance thriving surviving distressed | unwell
(2024) [stressed

NSPCC Learning (2024) doing ok struggling | unwell in crisis
Canada National Defence healthy reacting injured il
(2024)

Table 4, Comparing language choices in six, four-stage mental health assessment instruments,

(Howard, 2025).

The variety of vocabulary employed in the continua clearly exemplifies the continuing challenge
in finding consensus and shared meaning and emphasised the need to consider the use of

language in the field work in this research.

2.3.5.3 The use of continua as a basis for intervention

This researcher was interested in exploring the more holistic use of such continua to determine
at what stage textile interventions can support the mental health of the pupils involved in the
projects. For example, at stages one and two, where individuals may assess themselves as
coping, surviving, thriving or doing OK, (see Table 4) self-care and social support, such as the
stitching interventions, can be appropriate (MIND, 2024a); whereas at stages three and four
where struggling, and being in crisis are identified; professional, clinical intervention may be
necessary (Government of Canada, 2024). At those latter two stages, MIND (2024a) suggests

that there may be Oment al h e axtehdimg frdrn Israad aheetys 6

t hat
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depression, anger and self-esteem issues to diagnosable, clinical conditions such as hypomania

and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

The interventions in this study can be situated within those first two stages, offering preservative
opportunities for those who are healthy, well or thriving, by maintaining and reinforcing levels of
wellbeing, whilst developing wellbeing traits in those with emerging issues, deemed to be
surviving or struggling. The absence of more literature to support this understanding of wellbeing

speaks to the gap in knowledge and the work that needs to be done in this space.

2.3.5.4 Defining tiers of need and thresholds for referral

As explored in section 2.1.3, responsibilities for prevention, raising awareness, early
identification and intervention in matters of mental health and wellbeing of pupils have been
clearly assigned to schools (DfE, 2019c, 2020b, 2023); a factor that has contributed to attempts
to define and categorise different levels of need and to determine thresholds for referral to any

appropriate specialist, medical or therapeutic provision.

A multi-tiered system of support was promulgated in recommendations from the NHS Health
Advisory Service (1995) that set out a co-ordinated tiered approach to mental health services for
children and young people. In some ways not dissimilar to the mental health continua discussed
above, this has become a basis for determining the relationship between the roles and
responsibilities that can be assumed by schools and those of clinical specialists (McDougall et

al., 2008).

The following table, extrapolated from Pugh (2015), shows the differentiation between tiers as
interpreted by the NHS when considering the position of Children and Adolescents Mental
Health Services (CAMHS). Pugh (2015) acknowledges that all the services and interventions in
these categories will not exclusively be provided by the NHS, preferring to see a comprehensive

support offer drawn from a network of sources. It is easier to envisage services at tiers one and
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two being offered by schools, community providers or charities, rather than the specialist

provisions detailed at tiers three and four.

Nature of service and issues

Tier 1 Universal services (including primary care and preventative work, non-
NHS provision)

Tier 2 Targeted services (mild to moderate issues, non-NHS provision)

Tier 3 Specialist community multidisciplinary teams (moderate to severe issues,
NHS and other specialist providers)

Tier 4 Highly specialist services such as inpatient services and specialised
outpatient services (severe or highly complex issues, NHS provision)

Table 5, Tiers of provision (Howard after Pugh, 2015).
Most of the work, carried out in schools as primary care settings, is by non-specialists and will be
focused on tier one or tier two interventions. At those levels the emphasis would be on the
preservation, promotion and protection of wellbeing and good mental health and the prevention
of more serious issues. These early interventions can be less formal and offer an opportunity to
build trust and allow pupils to have some control over the activity (NHS Health Advisory Service,

1995).

To meet the threshold for tier two, a pupil might exhibit mental health difficulties as laid out by

Pugh (2015) in the NHS defining document; these would include mild to moderate emotional and
behavioural disorders; violent or persistent disruptive behaviour; anxiety, depression, stress and
or other mood disorders; simple phobias; mild to moderate self-harm; anger management issues
and bullying behaviour. Pupils at tier two may also have experienced bereavement, relationship

problems or other family issues that adversely affect their wellbeing.

Pugh (2015) identifies that pupils might move to tier three to access some specialist medical
support, when their presenting problems have escalated to moderate or severe levels. These

might include moderate to severe emotional and behavioural disorders; obsessive-compulsive
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disorders; eating disorders; psychosis; post-traumatic stress disorders; attachment disorders;
neurodevelopmental conditions such as autism or ADHD; and suicidal ideation. Pupils who
reach the level of tier three may have experienced some tier two interventions that have failed to
have significant impact; others may not have had any support at the emerging stages of their

condition. Pupils at tier 4 are likely to be in-patients with severe and complex difficulties.

The researcher is minded to suggest that conflating the terms in Table 4 with the work of Pugh
for the NHS (2015) represented in Table 5 may constitute a step forward in the search for mutual
operational understanding. Together they clarify the positioning of this research in the field of
mental health intervention, ensuring there is no ambiguity in identification of pupils for whom

participation would be appropriate.

Instrument 1 2 3 4

National Mental Health well coping struggling unwell
Commission (2023) [Australia]

Association of Ambulance Chief | thriving surviving | struggling in crisis
Executives (2022) [England]

New South Wales Ambulance thriving surviving distressed/stressed | unwell
(2024)

NSPCC Learning (2024) doing ok | struggling | unwell in crisis
Canada National Defence healthy reacting injured ill
(2024)

CAMHS Tiers (Pugh, 2015) Tier 1 Tier 2 Tier 3 Tier 4

Table 6, Conflating tables 4 and 5 to map tiers against other instruments (Howard, 2025).
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2.3.5.5 Flourishing : an additional dimension

The National Mental Health Commission (2023) explored the potential of adding a further

category to their continuum (Fi gur e 5) by usi ng toexdtendtheiexsting or o6f |
opt i on  otofeferdovaethté of sustained strength and wellbeing in an individual without

psychological problems (National Mental Health Commission, 2021). There is considerable

debate around this concept, that may complicate the quest for clarity in definition. Some viewed

flourishing as the state of optimal functioning (Phan et al., 2020) or the ultimate model of

excellence in terms of wellbeing (Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; 2002; Seligman, 2011). Chaves

(2021) offered the distinction that wellbeing referred to the state in which an individual would feel

goodand function well whilst flourishing encompass ¢

(Chaves, 2021, p.1).

It is helpful to this research to consider flourishing as the pinnacle of the continuum, a place that
might be achieved by some, for some of the time, and that can be supported by the hand-

stitching interventions planned.

2.3.6 Section summary |

The literary findings confirmed the ongoing lack of concurrence in defining terms such as mental
health, mental iliness, wellbeing and flourishing, requiring the researcher to interpret a coherent
response and way forward. To that end the researcher has taken the position that mental health
is as significant as physical health; and as such asserts that poor mental health can be

approached with a view to prevention, healing or treatment.

In this study, mental health is seen as more than the absence of mental iliness, it is a complex,
universal state that encompasses an overall sense of wellbeing, including the emotional,

psychological, and social aspects and that is subject to fluctuation and change. The terms
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6ment al healthdé and 6éwell beingd are used interch

6poor ment al healthd and d6ément al il healt hé.

Tier systems and continua are valuable to demonstrate changeability in the state of wellbeing of
an individual and can illustrate that there will be some degree of movement along the continuum,

or between the tiers, and is a natural, and indeed, inevitable phenomenon.

Flourishing, as a concept, is located at the opposite extreme from severe mental illness on a
mental health continuum. It is taken to refer to an enhanced state of thriving or prospering in the
positive aspects of mental health. A diagrammatic representation of the mental health

continuum envisaged in this study is shown below in Figure 4.

Mental health = emotional, psychological and social wellbeing

Good mental health < » Poor mental health

Diagnosable

Mental lllness

Figure 4, Mental health continuum used in this research (Howard, 2025)

2.3.6.1 Contribution to knowledge

This research will add a voice to the challenge of defining mental health in the context of
education and contribute, through the case studies, evidence of intervention that may be made

at tier one and tier two levels of need.
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2.4 Wellbeing in childhood

The second half of this review focuses on consideration of mental health and wellbeing from the
perspective of children and education; the area is complex and complicated and to achieve
clarity the research question is re-visited below, with the pertinent aspects emboldened. Here,
the review seeks understanding of wellbeing as it relates to children and considers the
manifestation of that positive state, to support the researcher in recognising the relevant
elements during interventions. An analysis of the pre-conditions and enabling factors that

support a state of wellbeing precede discussion of interventions.

Research question

Purpose of question

Objective to be achieved

How can good mental
health be defined and
understood to support
the implementation of
creative interventions
in school?

Seeks to understand
the functioning of
mental health,
including definition,
manifestation and
categorisation,

To establish how good
mental health can be
defined and understood to
support the
implementation of
creative interventions in

through the lens of school?
education, to enable
successful

interventions.

Whilst Aristotle believed that childhood constitutes only a stage in the journey towards adult
wellbeing and that wellbeing, per se, is unachievable in children (Wolbert et al., 2021), the more
contemporary perspective of positive psychology (Diener, 2009; Gable and Heidt, 2005;
Maslow, 1970; Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Seligman, 2002) does not differentiate
between adults and children in its steer towards wellbeing (Chaves, 2021; Dorjee and Roeser,
2022; Gable and Haidt, 2005; Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Seligman, 2002). Wolbert
et al. 2021, see childhood as a phase of life that forms a basis for wellbeing as an adult and as a
time that can itself be positive, independent of the future. More definitively, Ellyatt (2018, 2020,
2022), considers childhood and even pre-natal development as foundational elements of the

process of wellbeing and flourishing as they evolve and embed.
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Children are dependent on others to provide that base from which their wellbeing can develop;
those providers are often their parents or carers, who forge the meaningful relationships, that
both Ellyatt (2018, 2020, 2022) and Wolbert et al. (2021) see as essential sources of nurturing,
love, and attention. These findings highlight that teachers and other adults in the school
environment can also contribute to that process, either alongside or instead of the familial

figures.

This review has highlighted that both the English government and the NHS have recognised the
potential for schools to work with pupils in relation to their wellbeing; and has also noted the
curriculum constraints under which schools work to fulfil that requirement. Those endorsements
confirm that there is a space for creative interventions that aim to offer support to those with

emerging or low-level mental health issues (Konu and Rimpel&, 2002; Stirling and Emery, 2016).

2.4.1 A subjective view of wellbeing inchildren : Good Chil dhood Reports (
Society)

2.4.1.1 Subjective self -assessment by children and young people

The research carried out by The Childrenés Soci e
Reports (2019; 2020; 2023; 2024) offers a different perspective, founded on subjective self-

assessment by children and young people, and offering a reliable assessment of their

experience through their eyes. However, the reports focus less on the quest for definitions of

wellbeing, relying on the use of terms such as happiness and unhappiness, and accessibility-

friendly emoiji-based (smiley) scales (Sedley et al. 2020), to compile the broader, more

qualitative picture of the lives of children. Analysis reflects the experiences and feelings of

school pupils in respect of ten indicators that include happiness in school, with family, with

friends, about appearance, life choices, and use of leisure, encapsulating the overall picture

through the life satisfaction category.
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2.4.1.2 The Good Childhood Index

Accumulating the survey data inthe formof The Good Chil dhood I ndex (The
2024a) provides year-on-y ear compari sons that identify a cont
subjective assessment of their wellbeing over the 13 years of their research, resonating with the

picture of declining mental health reported in the contextual review earlier in this chapter. Ten

per cent of those researched scored below the midpoint on the multi-item measure and therefore

were categorised by the Childrenbs Society as ha
Society, 2023). In 2024, a quarter of respondents reported that they felt unhappy in one or more

areas of their lives; and, consistent with other years, the experience of school was cited as

causing the highest number (14.3% of the ten- to 17-year-olds in the sample), to be unhappy, a

figure that is of interest to this school-based research.

2.4.1.3 The impact of transition

An additional report published by the Chlinnebafr ends
transition on the wellbeing of mainstream school pupils. Notable transition periods in England,

relevant to this study, were between years six and seven, when pupils leave primary school and

progress to secondary education aged between 11 and 12; and between years nine and ten

(when aged 14 to 15) at the point of progression between key stage three and four, when pupils

start to prepare for external examinations. Findings were that pupils in year seven reported

levels of subjective wellbeing, particularly happiness and friendships, that were lower than those

in year six and indeed lower than other year groups, supporting the view that transition between

primary and secondary school is a time of vulnerability in terms of wellbeing. Similarly, year ten

pupils scored lower than any group for life satisfaction; and, when considering gender, it was

found that female pupils scored more negatively than boys.
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When setting up the field work, three schools identified transition as a challenging time in terms
of wellbeing; two schools chose to focus on year seven pupils and one with those transitioning
between key stages three and four that falls between year nine and year ten. Similarly, in
validation of the gender differences highlighted, two schools focused their intervention on female
pupils, deemed to be more in need of support, details of these projects can be found in chapters

four and five.

2.4.1.4 The role of education in supporting wellbeing

Findings highlighted the lack of both proactive, preservative strategies and reactive, supportive
provisions even though key recommendations of the Good Childhood Report (2023) had been
that schools should be enabled to support the wellbeing of their pupils, emphasizing the
importance of the role of education in this regard. The continuing trend of unhappiness in school
caused the Childrenbés Society (2024) to further
the experience of education for pupils by focusing on their wellbeing and providing pupils with
opportunities to be active, creative and to socialize. This emphasises the key bi-directionality of
these elements, in that they can be both enabling factors, or causes, of the development of
wellbeing in pupils, and characteristics, or effects, of a state of wellbeing (Ellyatt, 2018, 2020,
2022; Kristjansson, 2023). Thus, for example, an environment in which there are positive
relationships can be a cause of wellbeing whilst an individual, already in a state of wellbeing will

build positive relationships as an effect of their good mental health (Dorjee and Roeser, 2022).

2.4.2 An objective view of wellbeing in children: education data as an indicator of poor

wellbeing amongst school pupils

From an objective, and more quantifiable, standpoint the review found that a state of wellbeing
has positive effects on the engagement of school pupils with education and with academic
performance (Dix et al., 2012; Howell, 2009; Public Health England, 2024; Suldo et al., 2011).

Wellbeing is argued both to constitute that foundation for engagement and attainment and to be
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an outcome of having successful engagement and academic achievement (McCallum and Price,

2016); a further example of the bi-directionality of factors that prevails in the field.

Poor wellbeing amongst school pupils can be manifested by behaviours that are quantifiable,
and to which comparative measures can be applied by schools or other external agencies.
Trends in academic attainment, levels of attendance, and standards of behaviour as evidenced
by suspension and exclusion rates are analysed nationally by the government, and both locally
and nationally by other interested parties such as academy trusts, local authorities, teaching
unions and education charities. Significant deterioration in these indicators has been evidenced
since the COVID-19 pandemic (Adams, 2024; Department for Education, 2023, 2024a, 2024b;
EEF, 2022; Public Health England, 2024). Sources indicate the decline in academic attainment
since 2017 (EEF, 2022) evidenced quantitatively by comparisons of Attainment 8 data in
England from 2017 to 2023 (Public Health England, 2024), statistics that refer to the average
grade achieved by school pupils across eight subjects at GCSE level. That data indicates that

the scores from 2022/23 were the lowest for six years (LG Inform, 2024).

The most recent attendance data (Department for Education, 2023) indicates that absence rates
have risen from pre-pandemic levels of 4.7% in 2018/19 to 7.4% in 2022/23, with persistent
absence rates (defined by the Department of Education as attendance of 90% or less) that stood
at 10.9% before the pandemic, having risen to 22.3% in 2022/23 (Department for Education,

2023).

Since the COVID-19 pandemic, the behaviour of pupils in school has become a central focus of
discussion. The ultimate sanctions available to school leaders, when faced with a pupil who
struggles to adhere to the rules of their establishment, are fixed-term suspension from the school
for between one and five days or permanent exclusion, when a pupil is not allowed to return to a
particular school because of unacceptable conduct (Department for Education, 2023). Trends in

the numbers of fixed-term suspensions have shown increases with almost a quarter of a million



54

suspensions in the autumn term of 2022/3; the highest level since records began in 2016
(Adams, 2024; Department for Education, 2023). Permanent exclusions rose from 2097 cases in
the autumn term of 2021/22 to 3104 cases in the same term a year later (Department for
Education, 2023). The most common reasons for exclusions or suspensions were persistent
disruptive behaviour, physical assault, verbal abuse, and threatening behaviour (Department for

Education, 2023); all of which may indicate low levels of wellbeing in the perpetrator.

Overall, these statistical findings indicate a significant, current and continuing deterioration in the
quality of the relationship between some pupils and their schools, to the detriment of their mental
health, wellbeing and potential to flourish in what should, arguably, be a primary developmental

environment (Hansard, 2024).

2.4.3 The manifestation of wellbeing

To support the researcher in identifying or recognising what it means for an individual to be in a
state of wellbeing requires some understanding of the contributory feelings, experiences and
skills. Much of the theorising of wellbeing has been drawn from research with adults and as
such may not be directly transferable to children, however, there are aspects that would,
arguably, resonate with the world of secondary school age pupils (Chaves, 2021;
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; de Ruyter, 2022; Diener and Chan, 2010; Diener and Ryan, 2009;
Howell et al., 2016; Huppert and So, 2011; 2013; Rusk and Waters, 2015; Seligman, 2011; Van

der Weele, 2017).

The reviewed literature encapsulates the various characteristics that might contribute to the
multi-dimensional picture of wellbeing in an individual; these include having a sense of purpose,
experiencing good relationships, being engaged in activities, feeling competent and capable,
having high self-esteem, being satisfied with life, feeling happy and optimistic, being rewarded,
having resilience and being able to help others (Chaves, 2021; Das et al., 2020; de Ruyter,

2022; Diener and Chan, 2010; Diener and Ryan, 2009; Howell et al., 2016; Huppert and So,
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2011; 2013; Rusk and Waters, 2015; Seligman, 2011; Van der Weele, 2017; Western and
Tomaszewski, 2016). This understanding of good mental health encouraged the researcher to
consider, for example, ways that the intervention could engender a sense of purpose or allow
pupils to feel capable; thereby counterbalancing some of the indicators of poor mental health

explored below.

There is a body of research, carried out with children and young people, that has enabled the
recognition of a lack of wellbeing or of that which may signal emerging mental health problems
(Ellyatt, 2018, 2020, 2022; Noble and McGrath, 2015). It provides evidence of indicators that can
be challenging to recognise and are sometimes deliberately concealed; sometimes identified
subjectively by a pupil, or recognised, more objectively, by others, commonly, parents, teachers
or peers. School pupils who are not in a state of wellbeing may be seen to be anxious,
depressed, disruptive, unable to control emotional outbursts and vulnerable to self-harm. They
may be bullied or bullying, have difficulty in making and maintaining friendships, and lack
confidence and feelings of adequacy. Such pupils may have few achievements or
accomplishments, either academically, physically, creatively, or socially, coupled with little or no
purpose in what they see as a futile life. Other indicators of illbeing include a lack of self-
esteem, a fear of failure or of appearing inept, and an aversion to risk (Ellyatt, 2018, 2020, 2022;

Noble and McGrath, 2015).

2.4.4 Pre-conditions and enabling factors for wellbeing

Literature suggests that the process of achieving a state of wellbeing is dynamic and perpetual,
supported by the existence of certain enabling conditions. Research in the field remains rooted
in the work of Maslow (1943a, 1970), where factors that were cited as either physiological needs
or security and safety needs were seen as foundations enabling progression to higher levels of
development. Including fundamental physiological essentials such as food, warmth, and shelter,

Mas| owb6s mb)dceelFiguelsdelod, also acknowledged the importance of safety,



56

security, love, friendships and a sense of belonging, all elements that need to be in place before

an individual can aspire to increasing self-esteem or achieving self-actualization.

Love and belonging needs:
friendship, family, sense of
connection

Figure5, Masl owbés Hierarchy bopof Needs ( Mas/l ¢

Both Seligman (2011) and Noble and McGrath (2015) offer organising frameworks for the
promotion of wellbeing and the development of sources of enablement, that supported the
identification of criteria that would be targeted through the interventions and also sought to

develop and preserve wellbeing.

Positive . . | Accomplish-
Emotion Engagement Relationships Meaning ‘ -

Figure 6, PERMA framework (Seligman, 2011, p. 24)
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Seligman (2011) formulated the criteria through the acronym PERMA that encapsulates positive
emotion, engagement, positive relationships, meaning or purpose, and accomplishment, see
Figure 6 above. A little later, through the PROSPER model, Noble and McGrath (2015)
highlighted encouraging positivity, building relationships, facilitating outcomes, focusing on
strengths, fostering a sense of purpose, enhancing engagement, and teaching resilience (see

Figure 7 below).

PROSPER framework

Encouraging POSITIVITY
Supporting students to develop positivity skills and experience positive emotions

Building RELATIONSHIPS

Supporting students to develop the social skills and pro-social values that underpin positive
relationships and building positive relationships within the school

Facilitating OUTCOMES

Provision of optimal learning environments and opportunities to learn specific skills that
enhance studentsd outcomes and accompl i sh]j

Focusing on STRENGTHS
Taking a strengths-based approach with students, teachers and the whole school
community

Fostering a sense of PURPOSE
Supporting students to develop a sense of purpose and meaning

Enhancing ENGAGEMENT
Providing opportunities for high student engagement

Teaching RESILIENCE
Supporting students to develop the skills and attitudes that underpin resilient behaviour

Figure 7, PROSPER framework (Noble and McGrath, 2015, p.5).

Ellyatt (2018, 2020, 2022) offers the Flourish Model, that suggests growth, contribution,

fulfilment, engagement, independence, relationships, and security, are the core aspects needed
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to promote wellbeing, (see Figure 8 below).

Flourishing consists of...

Human Needs and Motivations

Spiritual
GROWTH Expansion and vitality
CONTRIBUTION Empathy and co-operation
No matter where Mental FULFILMENT Self-expression and achievement
they live in the e A I
world, human motions Meaning-making and flow
Physical

beings have the

same core needs [Nl sl el Mastery and self-worth

RELATIONSHIP Nurturing relationships

SECURITY Nurturing environments

Spiritual

© Flourish Project 2021

Figure 8, The Flourish Model, (Ellyatt, 2018).

These enabling components are mapped against the categories of the PERMA model derived by
Seligman (2011), emphasising the congruence and concurrence between the approaches, whilst
also highlighting the variety of language and differences in interpretation of the terminology,

serving to complicate the search for shared meaning and understanding.

Factors that enable the Mas | owd s | Nobleand Ellyatt ( 2018,
development of wellbeing Hierarchy of McGrath (2015) | 2020, 2022)
(Seligman, 2011) Needs (19434, PROSPER Flourish
1943b)
P Positive Emotions: Love and Positivity Fulfilment
happiness, enjoyment, pride, belonging Strengths Engagement
love and resilience Resilience Relationships
E Engagement: contentment, | Self-actualisation | Engagement Engagement
absorption, o6f]I
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R Relationships: intimacy, Love and Relationships Relationships
family, friendship, belonging, belonging Security
sharing, feeling valued

M Meaning: purpose, self Self-esteem Purpose Fulfilment
worth, pride, fulfilment, Strengths Contribution
A Achievement: self-esteem, Self-esteem Outcomes Growth
self-belief, competence, Self-actualisation | Positivity Contribution
mastery, accomplishment, Independence
celebration Fulfilment

Table 7, Correlating the factors that enable the development of wellbeing with work of Seligman
(2011); Maslow (1943a, 1943b), Noble and McGrath (2015) and Ellyatt (2018, 2020, 2022).

(Howard, 2025).

There also exist negativepre-c ondi t i ons

heal t h

t hat can

i ncrease

di sor der s 6, ideatified by tHe AlldSk(2023) as bemd Hullied in-pegson

or on-line; lacking friends; feeling unsafe and not enjoying learning; factors that echo the

t

negative manifestations of the state of wellbeing (Ellyatt, 2018, 2020, 2022; Noble and McGrath,

2015) earlier in this chapter.

The reader will note a clear resonance between the ways that good mental health and wellbeing

manifest themselves and the pre-conditions and enabling factors for that state; indeed, those

similarities are also valid when considering the converse position in the form of poor mental

health. This speaks to the aforementioned bi-directionality of these elements as they function,

powerfully, as both the causes and effects of good mental health or the antithesis of it.

2.4.5 Supporting wellbeing through school -based interventions and practice

As is acknowledged earlier in this literature review, trends in subjectively assessed wellbeing

amongst children and young people, explored here in section 2.4.1.1 have evidenced continuing

deterioration ( T h e

Chi | dr e n 6 thisiS aupleckwitly signifeahtZevidence of the

deleterious effect of poor mental health on quantitatively assessed educational measures

he
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(Adams, 2024; Department for Education, 2023; EEF, 2022), reported in section 2.4.2. Both

perspectives raise the question of how best to arrest those declines.

Approaching wellbeing through an educational process can facilitate and reinforce learning and,
potentially, positions schools well to play an important part in supporting their pupils with their
mental health (Chaves, 2021; Seligman, 2011; Waters, 2011). Indeed, Peterson and Lund
(2013) (in Knifton and Quinn, 2013) have determined that the success of life skills programmes
promoting wellbeing is enhanced by being connected to and endorsed by the school. Thus,
theoretically, educational settings such as mainstream or special schools would be well placed
to promote wellbeing through the formal curriculum and also through extra-curricular activities
and interventions (Carter and Anderson, 2011). Furthermore, the relationship between education
and wellbeing appears reciprocal in nature; there is clear interdependence as a positive
experience of education enables wellbeing and being in a state of wellbeing enhances the
enjoyment of and successful engagement in education (de Ruyter et al., 2021; McCallum and

Price, 2016).

Merely imparting knowledge and information does not lead to behavioural change (Arlinghaus
and Johnston, 2017; Porter, 2020); thus, lessons that are only derived from the factual material
of the mental wellbeing module, earlier described in section 2.1.3.2 are unlikely to have a
significant impact on pupil wellbeing in practice. There is a view that wellbeing can be
developed in school as effectively as literacy and numeracy (Durlak et al., 2015) but it should be
recognised that competence in those latter skills hinges on pupils being able to apply them
effectively if they are to be normalised. It can be argued that teaching wellbeing requires the
same approach if it is to be effective. Thus, to achieve real impact the mental wellbeing module
would be better delivered as an element within other interventions in a holistic and supportive
whole school environment (Noble and McGrath, 2015). It is here that this research aims to

contribute.
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2.4.6 Theoretical perspectives and effective wellbeing interventions

Effective interventions to support and enhance wellbeing are rooted in positive psychology

(Burckhardt et al., 2016; Waters, 2011) and would ideally be sustainable, generalisable, and

holistic, engaging participants in both the process and the outcome (Chaves, 2021; Ergas, et al.,

2022). That deep level of engagement is a concept that has beent heor i sed using t he
to refer to optimal performance and the experience of becoming fully focused and engrossed in

an activity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; 1997; 2002; 2014). Flow experiences vary between

individuals but are often associated with creative arts or other activities that require

concentration, a degree of skill, and some challenge. The benefits of flow align with the concepts

of wellbeing and its optimal level of flourishing, and include increased happiness and fulfilment,

improved emotional regulation, high levels of engagement and mastery.

Flow is of interest in this research because of the deliberate focus on the value of the process
rather than only the product, a steer that permits an individual to enjoy concentrating on the
activity and relieves them of pressure to achieve. Fulfilment is achieved through the
developmental learning journey that extends ability and skill just enough to meet the challenge of
the activity (Ellyatt, 2018, 2020, 2022). Under-explored as a pedagogical tool, the characteristics
of flow are acknowledged as significant elements in play when children can become absorbed in
their own world and imaginations (Ellyatt, 2018, 2020, 2022). This study considers maximising
the use of the virtues of flow as identified by Csikszentmihalyi (1975; 1997; 2002; 2014), to
support the development of interventions and activities that promote flow, allowing pupils to
experience the ensuing benefits and to contribute to their own wellbeing. Those characteristics
include the need for the activity to be intrinsically rewarding with challenging but attainable goals
that are commensurate with, or just a little above, the current skill level of the individual. Feeling
completely focused and in control of an activity and its outcome whilst able to receive immediate

feedback builds confidence and encourages engagement.
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Interventions that pursue positive impacts are more than merely entertainment or pastimes but
rather opportunities to engage with the fundamental elements of wellbeing within physical,
cultural, or artistic pursuits enabling socialisation and social participation (Campion and Nurse,

2007; Gillett-Swan and Sargeant, 2015; Noble and McGrath, 2015; Stanley and McGrath, 2006).

Activities that are preferable bring a sense of purpose and an opportunity to succeed, allow each
participant to be autonomous in their choices, to voice their preferences and be heard.. Also, of
value to the development of wellbeing, are options that allow for altruistic behaviours, taking the
participant beyond themselves and exploring ways to help or improve the community or
environment. In school, peer mentoring schemes and similar supportive activities bring
opportunities to show compassion and empathy, negotiate, and engage in conversation, thereby
developing the skills needed to promote and preserve wellbeing (McGrath and Noble, 2011;

Noble and McGrath 2015; Stanley and McGrath, 2006).

Such activities and interventions require a relaxed learning environment that promotes
engagement because learning and applying new skills involves more risk and potential
vulnerability for the participant than simply being present (McGrath and Noble, 2011). It can be
argued that, in this respect, interventions are more akin to recreational activity than to formal,
literacy-based, teacher-directed lessons and that an understanding of the dynamics of such
activities would support the development and outcomes of this study. However, the benefits of
leisure activity for school pupils are also under-researched thus raising again the question of the

generalisability of findings from adult groups.

2.4.7 The impact of praise and approval on mental health and wellbeing
The complexities of the impact of praise and approval on mental health and wellbeing are not a
primary focus of this research but the significance of the relationships between pupils and the

adults in their lives cannot be ignored.
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As is documented earlier in this chapter the Good Childhood Report, (2024), shows continued
downward trends in the subjective assessment of health and wellbeing amongst 10- to 15-year-
olds. Family is reported as the factor that children are most happy with, within that, family
support was the only area that lifted the United Kingdom from its overall ranking of 27" out of 27
European countries to the top 25 percent. The cause of most unhappiness was identified as
school, with pupils feeling neither a sense of safety nor a sense of belonging. Those difficulties

at school underpinned unhappiness in other areas and anxieties about the future.

Praise and approval from significant adults in the lives of pupils, either in the home or at school,
clearly have a part to play. Where there are positive relationships in the home they can be
reinforced or further developed by praise whereas, in the school, where pupils may feel less
secure, positive relationships can be established, building on feelings of approval and

acceptance generated by praise.

Behaviour-specific praise (Perez et al., 2023) empowers adults to support children in any
context, praising effort and the outcomes of that effort; positively reinforcing appropriate
behaviour and helping children to understand that they are meeting the expectations of others.
This type of praise, that is not predicated on intelligence or innate ability, develops a constructive
mindset that is empowering and would encourage a pupil to continue to strive (Dwyer et al.,
2025). Praise as a reinforcer can engender feelings of pride, pleasure and enjoyment, both from
the positive reaction to the effort or progress made, and also from the positive interpersonal
interaction between adult and child (Delin and Baumeister, 1994; Markelz and Taylor, 2016;

Willingham, 2006).

2.4.8 Section summary I
Here, literary findings on the wellbeing of children support those in the contextual review, both
subjectively through the voice of children and objectively, though quantitative school

performance data; re-confirming the existence of the research space.
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An individual with good mental health is anticipated to have a sense of purpose and belonging,

to take pleasure in life, to be resilient, and to be able to function and cope productively daily.

The elements that affect wellbeing are found to be bi-directional, being both the cause and effect
of the journey towards good mental health and having a similar reciprocity with enabling factors
in education. This reinforces the importance of creative opportunities for school pupils and

highlights the appropriacy of the case-study based field work.

2.5 Participation
The research question that relates to this section of the literature review is re-iterated below,
seeking to inform the establishment of a participatory experience in a school setting that will

enable the successful implementation of the intervention.

Research question Purpose of question Obijective to be achieved

What theoretical factors Seeks to understand the To analyse the theoretical

and perspectives will theory of participation to factors and perspectives that will
enable the establishment enable successful enable the establishment of a

of a successful, informal, interventions. successful, informal, inclusive
inclusive, participatory participatory experience in
experience in school? school

2.5.1 Defining participation

Primarily, this aspect of the literature review sought to define participation, a challenge as the
construct is variable and hypernymic; diversely interpreted, contextually focused, and manifested
in a multitude of ways, yet remaining ambiguous and contested (Brodie et al., 2011; Percy-Smith
and Thomas, 2010). At their most simple, the literary findings define participation as to take part
in, a straightforward function of everyday life (Levasseur et al., 2022; Oxford English Dictionary,
2025b; Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010). De Backer and Jans (2002, p.2), working on youth

participation, explored the pos sthdimpliestagegreefof i doi n
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passivity rather than an active role;andfihel pi ng to steer and to for mo
aims of enabling others to contribute to the processes and decision making that affect their lives

(Arnstein, 1969). Active citizenship and democratisation have long been positioned at the heart

of adult participation (Brodie et al., 2011), with some more recent studies focusing on that

redistribution of power, empowering those disadvantaged and without voice to be heard and

enabled (Kelty, 2019).

2.5.2 Modelling participation
Modelling participation enables understanding, with the visual metaphor of a ladder,
representing a stratified typology, explored by Arnstein (1 96 9) i n her seminal 6L

Par t i c iFiguet9) tkahcategbrises and critiques participatory activity (Kelty, 2019).

Citizen control
8
Degrees
Delegated power e Of
7 citizen power
Partnership
6 —
Placation
8 Degrees
Consultation = of
tokenism
4
Informing
3
—
Therapy 1
2 = Nonparticipation
Manipulation
1

Figure 9, Ladder of Participation, (Arnstein, 1969, p. 217).
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Others have developed the concept either to demonstrate hierarchy or analyse the extent of
participatory engagement and the balance of power in projects or strategies (Driskell, 2002;
Fletcher, 2003; Hart, 1992; Shier, 2001; Treseder, 1997). Such models and the theories that lie
behind them can inform the understanding of the determinants in participatory, democratising
activity. The transference of control hinges on the shift from consultation to ownership and
initiation of ideas; from taking direction to decision making; and the avoidance of uninvited

intervention.

In terms of child participation, the ladder developed by Hart (1992) and inspired by Arnstein
(1969), aimed to stimulate dialogue but evolved into a seminal work that enabled professional

adults to evaluate the way work with young people was being implemented in their organisation.

8. Child-initicted,
shared decisions
with aclults

7. Child-initiated
and directed

&, Adult-initiated,
shared decisions
with children

uoynaXyod josaaBag

5. Consulted and

4. Assigned but
informed

oy odioluod-UoN

Figure 10, Hartdéds Ladder of Chil dp®ndés Partici
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In 2020, Hart considered the ladder retrospectively, debating the way the model had been used
over the years, acknowledging that it did not enable focus on the informal participation engaged
in by children in their day-to-day experiences, and reflecting some of the concerns of this
researcher when attempting to apply the model to the interventions in this research. Hart (2020,
pp. 21) proffers the alternative of using the term fscaffoldoto suggest a variety of opportunities
for growth and development and a potential for participants to help one another; in preference to
the ladder that is more restricted from both perspectives. The experience of this research study
supports the need to reflect several different routes to achievement and the inter-dependency of
participants in that process; to that end the researcher has developed an alternative that can be

seen in Figure 70, section 6.5.6.

We live in complex times and over the years interest in all things participatory has burgeoned
(de Backer and Jans, 2002), impacting the challenge of theorising the concept. Arnstein, as an
American working at the time of the civil rights movement in the 1960s, provided a basis for
much further work but that cannot be assumed to translate straightforwardly into a more
contemporary context with different actors, as Hart (2020) has clearly illustrated. There is a void
between the aim of achieving democracy as was the focus of Arnstein and fdoing what is
expected of youo(de Backer and Jans, 2002, pp. 2); different approaches have evolved to

interrogate that space, often through the lens of the participation of children.

Lansdown (2001) sought to categorise approaches to the involvement of children, developing
the concept of self-advocacy through which children identify and fulfil their own goals, with adult
facilitators to support the acquisition of the necessary skills. This empowerment approach led to
a consideration of non-categorisation models, such as de Backer and Jans (2002), and Lundy
(2007), that did not pay heed to levels of participation rather drawing attention to underlying
factors, such as the roles, power, context and motives that may better ensure effectiveness

(Kennan et al, 2019). Moving from the hierarchical structure enabled the theorising of the optimal
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conditions for effective child participation in terms of process and engagement (Dolaty et al.,

2022).

2.5.3 Participation by children

It is often through adult-led or adult-derived processes that children can engage in society
(Alderson and Goodey, 1996; British Educational Research Association [BERA]. 2018).

Children may participate socially, in ways as routine as contributing to the family, going to
school, following instructions, or joining in with activities (de Backer and Jans, 2002; Levasseur
et al., 2022; Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010) and may have opportunities to respond collectively
to more political issues that concern them and their life circumstances (Hart, 1992, Mitra,

2004). De Backer and Jans (2002), in Figure 11 below, posit the need for a balance between
three key dimensions; challenge, capacity, and connection; to achieve the effective participation
of children in an initiative. Adults leading such processes can use this approach to determine

how best to ensure that the participative spaces are fit for purpose.

CHALLENGE

PARTICIPATION

CONNECTION CAPACITY

Figure 11, Triangle of Youth Participation, (de Backer and Jans, 2002, p.5).
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Briefly,the f i r st di mdalengedsnggests thahan interfentibncor project that
requires the involvement of volunteer participants should be relevant to them, with purpose that
is of interest (Brodie, 2011; de Backer and Jans, 2002; Kelty et al., 2015; UNICEF, 2001).
Secondly, potential participants must be confident that they have, or will have, adequate
capacity to contribute to the proposed outcome, thus avoiding failure, disappointment and
consequent damage to self-esteem. Thirdly, connection to a proposed activity comes when
participants feel safe in the project environment and secure in the relationships with key adults
and with each other; although patrticipants also need to understand and accept the reasons for
their inclusion in the project (Hart, 1992; Twigger Holroyd and Shercliff, 2020). This approach
informed the choice of method and decisions about the implementation of the field work and

case studies in this research, thus contributing towards answering the research question.

2.5.4 Learning from volunteering , creating a successful participatory experience

Defining the process of participation is a separate issue from determining how an

activity might both engage and endure. Much of the existing research has taken an
organisational perspective, often rights based, and has not delved into the reasons why an

individual may choose to participate and then continue to do so over time.

To reach such understanding was fundamental to the design of this field work and led the
researcher to consider the interface between participation and volunteering. The terms are not
synonymous; whilst a participant in a project focused on democratisation for example, will
usually do so voluntarily, volunteers do not always fully participate in the sense of sharing or
decision making. The resonance between the two lies in the characteristics of an activity or
process that serve to encourage an individual to become involved and then to sustain that

involvement.
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Brodie et al. (2009; 2011), whose extensive research focused in part on adult volunteering and
active citizenship in charities and voluntary organisations in association with the National Council
for Voluntary Organisations in England, explored that dynamic. Consistent with the work of de
Backer and Jans (2002), the findings of Brodie et al. (2009; 2011) begin from the perspective
that proposed participants must find relevance, value, and interest in a project. Other reasons
for sustained involvement identified in the research included the volunteer having a belief in the
impact of the work, an interest in learning new skills, and the desire to help others (Brodie et al.,
2011, Rochester, 2006). The potential to engage in social relationships (Marta and Pozzi, 2008;
Reitsma-Street et al., 2000), and the anticipated status of being involved in something perceived
as different or special are also key; these functional benefits were endorsed by Clary and Snyder

(1999) in their work on volunteerism.

Some volunteers were catalysed by external influences such as the COVID-19 pandemic or
motivated by a specific emotional response or the impact of a significant life-stage event (Brodie
et al., 2011) whilst external contextual factors such as upbringing and the attitude of family and
friends have also been deemed powerful (Marta and Pozzi, 2008, Rochester, 2006). Again,
echoing de Backer and Jans (2002), Brodie et al. (2011) acknowledged the importance of the
setting or environment of the participation, with hostile, negative environments in which the

participant is unsupported cited as unlikely to yield positive volunteering experiences.

Continuing to consider the functionality of motivation, Clary and Snyder (1999) suggest that
optimal effectiveness occurs when there is a match between the characteristics of an activity
and the needs or interests of a volunteer or participant; with the volunteer seeking out the best
opportunity that offers the most congruence. However, Rochester (2006) suggests that the main

reason many individuals participate is simply that they have been asked to do so.
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Generically, in the field of participation, Brodie et al. (2009) see availability of resources as a
limiting factor for individuals making the choice of whether or not to take part; the perceived lack
of practical resources, defined as time, money, and equipment, learned resources of skill,
knowledge and experience or the felt resources, that hinge around self-confidence and self-

efficacy; may deter participation.

Moving on to consider how and why participation is sustained finds Rochester (2006) identifying
less consensus amongst the research. Having a positive experience of participation lies at the
heart of continuing involvement, focusing on the need for participants to be managed in a
developmental, supportive, and appreciative way. Additional significance derives from the extent
to which individuals feel connected to and responsible for the work being undertaken and the
strength of the relationships they have developed in that context (Brodie et al, 2011). The
concept of having an impact or achieving a positive outcome from the shared work can be a
reason for sustaining involvement, as participants, who may have felt that they have little to
offer, gain pleasure, a sense of satisfaction and affirmation from being part of something

successful (Brodie et al., 2011; Marta and Pozzi, 2008; Reitsma-Street et al., 2000).

The foregoing criteria and enabling factors have been drawn from research with adults and
whilst not assuming that those findings would be entirely generalisable to pupils in an

educational setting (Marta and Pozzi, 2008), some have seemed pertinent to the school context.

2.5.5 Inclusive school environments

Inclusion is a term that has been part of educational philosophy for many years, but definitions
have consistently lacked conceptual clarity and have varied under differing political influences
(Krischler et al, 2019). In the 1990s emphasis was aligned with a medical model predicated on
diagnoses of conditions categorised as Special Educational Needs (SEN) and the extent to
which pupils with those medical conditions should be part of mainstream education, (Lauchlan

and Greig, 2015; Osborne, 2024). Subsequently, interpretation and definition shifted towards a
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more social perspective, broadening the range of factors identified as creating barriers to
successful education to include issues such as poverty, ethnicity, language, and being in the
care of the Local Authority, (UNESCO, 2025). Attention is now paid to removing those barriers

and building on strengths rather than focusing on difficulties, (Krischler et al, 2019).

To be included is synonymous with belonging, a central thread in the literary findings concerning
wellbeing (Ellyatt, 2018, 2020, 2022; Maslow, 1943a, 1970; Noble and McGrath, 2015;
Seligman, 2011). Other aspects of inclusive practice seek to facilitate emotional development
and include, feeling valued, having self-confidence, being able to build friendships, to achieve,
engage and experience success (Florain, 2002). That congruence between inclusive practice,
wellbeing and participation is important in this study and again demonstrates bi-directionality, as

the factors that enable inclusion are also the positive effects of inclusive practice.

2.5.6 Formal p articipation in a school setting

Applying the thesis that participation means taking part would imply that, for children, going to
school is inherently a participatory activity. However, children are not powerful actors in
authoritarian institutions like schools and the imbalanced relationship between children and
adults is often cited as a barrier to effective child participation (McNair, 2021). The conventional
dynamic in lessons is tightly structured, time constrained and actively managed by adults, and
without genuine opportunities for school pupils to opt out (Alderson and Goodey, 1996; British

Educational Research Association [BERA]. 2018; Hart, 1992).

Classroom activities are devised by adults to be congruent with what are seen to be the best
interests of children and in line with national curricula. Such activities are not voluntary; their
purpose often lacks clarity for the pupils and task completion can bring little explicit reward.
Group work, a popular pedagogic approach, is not inevitably participatory; at its most basic, it
may merely refer to several school pupils, seated together physically whilst completing individual

tasks on their own.
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2.5.6.1 Participative pedagogy: Experiential learning

Experiential education is the pedagogical philosophy wherein learning is located and defined as
learning through direct engagement or learning by doing (Kolb, 1984). Such approaches build
knowledge, enhance personal development, and explore values and attitudes (Ranken et al.,
2024) and would include the interventions in this research, the findings thereby contributing to
the answer to the research question. It is contrasted with traditional pedagogy that would
conventionally be seen as more rigid, teacher-directed and driven by results and formal

assessments (Vyas, 2022).

Characterised by interaction between experiences, actors, and ideas, experiential learning aligns
with the constructivist approach to knowledge that is the foundation of this research (Slavich and
Zimbardo, 2012) and is predicated on a theoretical framework for effective experiential learning
(Beames and Brown, 2016; Ranken et al, 2024). Agency, authenticity, emotional engagement,
and appropriate support are key features of experiential learning that can have a positive impact

on pupil wellbeing, their socio-emotional skills and behaviour (Ranken et al. 2024).

Of particular interest in this research is the role of learner agency, defined as giving independent
voice and choice to pupils (Manyukhina and Wyse, 2019; Mitra, 2004), thereby enabling them to
lead their own learning (Robinson, 2014). Manyukhina and Wyse (2019) adopt a critical realist
perspective to explore the concept of learner agency in this context and the importance of the
relationship between pupils and their learning environment. This highlights the need to ensure
that pupils have the capacity to act and that the setting for that is conducive and supportive,

(Gao, 2010; Mercer, 2011); in short, that pupils are both able and enabled to participate.

2.5.6.2 Participative pedagogy:  Collaborative learning

The interventions in this research can fall into the category of collaborative learning and as such

this field is explored as a response to the research question. The Education Endowment
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Foundation (EEF, 2021b), defines a collaborative learning approach as one where pupils work
together in small groups either on separate tasks that will combine in a common outcome or
together on a common task. For such an approach to have a positive impact, tasks must be
carefully designed, with appropriate support for pupils who may need additional help. The
research findings indicate that groups of five pupils are often most effective and that pupils in

secondary schools benefit more from collaborative working than younger children (EEF, 2021b).

The collaborative perspective encourages pupils to learn actively by engaging with each other
and with their environment, echoing the constructivist and critical realist approaches explored in
the analysis of experiential learning above and that form key elements in the discussion of
methodology in Chapter Three. A collaborative learning environment challenges learners socially
and emotionally, as they work with and support their peers rather than follow teacher direction
(Laal and Laal, 2012). Pupils are responsible for their own contributions but also for the group

outcome.

The importance of pupil talk in collaborative work is emphasised and research has posited that
those conversations are the basis of pupil learning, as learning is seen here as a social act
dependent on interaction (Gerlach, J.M. 1994; Golub e al., 1988). Those interactions are key in
terms of developing social and communication skills, challenge and encouragement as the

group shares knowledge and ideas.

2.5.7 The role of adults in supporting child participation

For children to participate in activities requires the facilitation and support of key, committed
adults, who may offer practical or technical expertise and encouragement (Lardner, 2001). An
interested, trusted, welcoming, adult can engender enthusiastic participation from children (Hart,
1992; Hodgson, 1995; Treseder, 1997) and that process is seen as a pivotal way for children

who are disadvantaged to transform relationships with adults (Ray, 2010).
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However, adult under-e st i mati on of school pupil sbé potenti al

lie at the heart of inadequate support provision, reducing opportunities for challenge and
success (Hart, 1992; Lansdown, 2010 in Percy Smith & Thomas, 2010). This speaks to the

need to encourage staff in school to be confident in the abilities of their pupils.

2.5.8 Intra- and interpersonal factors that enable participation

Every participant, child, or adult, on every occasion, brings their personal context, life
experience, attitudes, and emotional state to the act of participation. Those intangible elements
significantly influence their entry point to any participation process, their ongoing commitment to
that process and ensuing journey to the destination (Brown and Novak-Leonard, 2011; Shier et

al., 2012).

Self-fest eem, seen as the most power fparlicipdtegitatt,or af f ec
1992), is a key example. Lowself-e st eem i s rooted in an individual
ability, of the degree to which they feel they belong and of the endorsement of their work by

others; it follows that feeling competent, valid, and accepted through effective participation would

improve self-esteem. Similarly, empathy, sharing, turn taking and self-regulation are all

necessary for effective participation (Hart, 1992; Selman, 1980), and each may be learned or

developed as part of the participatory journey.

2.5.9 Section summary

The literary findings propound that non-categorisation models of participation have proved more
useful in this context than earlier ladder-based models; the former focusing on the underlying
factors that need consideration to establish a successful participatory experience, rather than the

hierarchies within that process.
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The review of research into volunteering has demonstrated the key elements that attract
individuals to volunteer and the factors that encourage them to remain involved. This informs

the design and nature of the participatory intervention.

Schools use often use groupwork as an educational method, here, the literary findings indicate
that collaborative learning groups offer a valuable approach; working towards a common
outcome, with an activity that takes the form of a well-structured task with appropriate
adjustments being made for pupils with additional needs. The findings also support the adoption
of an experiential learning perspective that advocates engaging learners in direct experience to

build knowledge, enhance personal development and explore values and attitudes.

The review highlights the reciprocal relationship between effective participation and wellbeing,
each enabling the positive achievement of the other; this echoes the relationship between the
characteristics of good mental health and wellbeing and the factors affecting the development of

those states explored earlier in this chapter.

2.6 The importance of hand -stitched textile practice

Here the researcher to explore the experiences of those engaged with hand-stitching, to
understand the impact on mental health and wellbeing; to clarify and validate the nature of that
impact and then to determine whether similar interventions can have a similar effect on school
pupils. Furthermore, it was relevant to consider twentieth century examples of needlework
initiatives with children to understand the limitations of that experience. The research question is

set out below:
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Research question

Purpose of question

Objective to be achieved

Drawing from both
historic and
contemporary examples,
what have been the
experiences of those
engaged in hand-hand-
stitched textile work,
either individually or as
participants in groups, in

Seeks validation of the
impact of the historic and
contemporary textile
interventions with
individual adults and
groups to inform the
potential for replication
with the hitherto
unexplored secondary

To critically evaluate
existing evidence of the
mental health benefits of
textile-based activities,
historic or contemporary,
for individuals and groups

regard to their mental school audience.

health and wellbeing?

The relationship between human beings and textiles is fundamental and ubiquitous; one of
comfort and need fulfilment; engaging sight and touch; underpinning the essence of this

research (Dolan and Holloway, 2016; Emery, 2017; Gordon, 2011; St Clair, 2018).

This study further contributes to knowledge on the value of creative activity by the specific focus
on the impact of hand-stitched textile work on school pupils. To achieve this, the literature review
considers a range of different types of examples both contemporaneous and historic and
explores the ways in which they have been of value to those engaged in the hand-stitching

practice.

2.6.1 The ubiquity of textiles

fOmnipresent, pervasive and resistant to coherent classification, textiles are interwoven in the
private and public practices of every civilisation, both formal and informal, quotidian and
ceremonialo(Kokoli, 2017, p.61).

Substantiated by archaeological evidence of needles and woven fabrics dating back many
thousands of years it is widely accepted that functional stitching has been an essential part of
human life in every culture since time began (Gordon, 2011; St Clair, 2018). Universal priorities
such as warmth, protection and safety, identified as essential by Maslow (1943a), have been

met in whole or in part by fabric and stitch. This ubiquitous use of textiles in daily life renders
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them almost mundane but also comprehensible and accessible to a general audience that

includes school pupils (Barber, 2016; Gordon, 2011; St Clair, 2018).

The emergence of decorative stitching to embellish the functional is hard to pinpoint as so few
early examples still exist (Parker, 2010). Such embellishment has an aesthetic purpose,
elevating items so they befit celebrations, rituals, and traditions whilst attributing individuality,
sophistication, and prestige to their owners (Gordon, 2011) and bringing a sense of fulfilment
and achievement to the stitchers. Over the centuries, the activity of hand-stitching, the value
attached to the skills inherent in the process, and the resultant outcomes have trodden a
complicated path entangled with issues of class and feminism and the tension between fine art
and craft (Coletti, 2013; Kelly-Gradol, 1977; Parker, 2010; Thom, 2015). However, regardless of
whether the outcomes have been works of fine art or functional craft, there seems to be
poignancy and comfort in the connectedness that can bring people together simply by stitching
and making (Shercliff and Twigger Holroyd, 2016, 2020a). These factors are propitious in
positioning textiles and stitch as a method for this research, their universality and the
connections they can forge making them readily accessible to the school pupils who are

participating.

2.6.1.1 Modern examples of needleworking with children and young people

It would be naive to assume that the past century has seen no efforts to involve children and
young people with the art of embroidery or stitch, albeit without the explicit aim of enhancing
mental health through participation. Some initiatives encouraged engagement in the practice
whilst others focused on the development of practical skills and techniques, and, in the case of
the Needlework Development Scheme (University of Edinburgh, 2025), the raising of standards
of design. A collaboration between education and industry, this scheme originated in four
Scottish art schools in 1934 acquiring a collection of good quality exemplars of work from around

the globe and publishing books and bulletins on sewing and embroidery to support and inspire
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younger girls. This approach to stitching gathered momentum and the post-war years saw
greater interest and higher standards such that the scheme was terminated in 1961. The Textile
Skills Centre, established in England in 2015, may be a modern-day equivalent, aiming to
promote the value of textiles and support teachers, schools and communities in developing skills
and maintaining relationships with industry in the challenging educational context described

earlier in this chapter, (Textile Skills Centre, 2025).

Enthoven (1968) authored a pivotal manual on stitchery for teachers, parents, and children that
encouraged exploration with stitch as mark making from the age of two or three, but quickly
progressed to the demonstration of more than one hundred different stitches of varying
complexity deemed suitable to be taught to children of five years and older. In comparison, the
current English GCSE syllabus for Art and Design (Textiles), for 16-year-olds, specifies no
stitches and positions stitching as just one of a number of methods of working with fabric, yarn

and fibre, (AQA, 2015).

The Royal School of Needl ework and the Embroider
British organisations focused on preserving the art of hand embroidery and maintaining high

standards of technique. Implicit in that desire to preserve is the need to encourage the interest of

younger stitchers if the skills are to be sustained, a situation that is more urgent in the current

educational climate explored earlier in thischapter. The Embr oi derersé Guild
section for Young Embroiderers and one for Junior Stitchers, organised on a local basis by

volunteers. Provision was varied across the country and has declined significantly since the

charity restructured in 2021, there are now but a few groups meeting, on average, six times a

year in different parts of the country. The Qui
groups that have also shown a pattern of decline since 2020. The Royal School of Needlework

currently offer occasional classes to families and children aged seven and over (Arundells,
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2025). However, it must be acknowledged that these opportunities are not realistically

accessible to more than a few children and young people.

Textile artists such as Setterington (2024) and Wellesley Smith (2015) whose extensive careers
have encompassed significant work in the community have worked with schools producing
celebratory banners and wal l hangi ng®rasuch as
Manchester primary school in 2007. Examples of three-dimensional work include that of Briggs,

who established the AccessArt Village Project in 2016, giving pupils in some twenty schools the
opportunity to contribute alongside other community-based groups in the UK and South Africa

(AccessArt, 2025).

2.6.2 The benefits of hand -stitching

This research posits that engaging in creative activity, exemplified here by hand-stitching on
textiles, can be beneficial to the mental health and wellbeing of an individual, and then continues
to argue that additional benefits can be gained when such activities are undertaken by groups of

participants.

2.6.2.1 Knitting and stitching: a comparison

Understanding the functionality and benefits of stitch practice is critical but the area remains
under-theorised in comparison to knitting, a more widely researched textile craft. The researcher
set out to consider the mechanics of that process to support the quest for an answer to the
research question. Knitting is a versatile, adaptable, and accessible activity that, whilst different
from hand-stitching, offers several points of comparison that have been identified by the
researcher based on her experience (see Appendix I) and supported by the writing of Collier

(2011); Reynolds (2000, 2004); and Riley et al. (2006).
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Both activities involve process and product; the processes being repetitive and continuous,

requiring both fine motor and cognitive skills and resulting in the creation of a finished product

(Blanche, 2007). At a simple level both can be straightforward to learn, errors can be corrected

easily and rewarding, tangible outcomes achieved quickly. With experience and confidence, a
stitcheros skill set, l i ke that of a knitter, ca
psychological benefits of accomplishment (Gillow and Sentence, 1999; Hosegood, 2009;

Turney, 2009). The repetitive, rhythmic, and automatic nature of knitting has a meditative quality

that is believed to emanate from the release of additional serotonin as a function of the

repetitious, bi-laterality inherent in the activity (Jacobs et al., 2002). Hand-stitching involves a

simpler unilateral action, that potentially reduces but does not negate the impact of the activity

on concentration. Both processes can be calming and stress relieving (Collier, 2011; Riley et al.,

2013; Turney, 2009) yielding cognitive benefits,
thoughts, dissociate from problems and to achieve the state of flow, as propounded by

Csikszentmihalyi (1975; 1997; 2002; 2014), and discussed earlier. The products of knitting and
hand-stitching can generate praise and recognition from others, elements that too can have a

positive impact on wellbeing (Reynolds, 2000).

Both knitting and hand-stitching are fundamentally individual pastimes, that can be pursued
effectively in solitude without indicating loneliness or isolation (Hemmings, 2019). In fact, either
can offer a way to maximise time spent on other, more passive activities such as travelling,
waiting, and listening to or watching broadcast media, and can engender a sense of productivity

and accomplishment (Riley et al., 2013).

Furthermore, both experiences can be enhanced by attending a group, where social connections
can be forged; developing communication skills, confidence, mutual learning, and a sense of
belonging amongst participants (Black, 2012; Collier, 2011; Minahan and Wolfram Cox, 2007;

Reynolds, 2000; 2004; Staricoff, 2006). Both sewing and knitting groups exist but knitting
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circles, often characterised as O6kni't and natter

theorised. Set up for adult participants across the United Kingdom the groups offer a shared
space for knitters to meet and work alongside each other. This approach is not fully participatory
as group members usually work on individual pieces of their own choosing rather than towards a

collaborative outcome.

The literary findings noted clear correlations between knitting circles and groups that engage in
hand-stitching. Riley et al. (2006), acknowledges that being engaged in an activity that is self-
soothing whilst having to concentrate and focus the eyes on the work in hand, has the effect of
making the interaction with a group somewhat easier. The space required to knit or sew means
that individuals do not get too close to one another and the difficulty in making eye contact,
whilst engaged in an automatic, repetitive task means that conversation can become easier and

more personal, without inhibition.

This study further contributes to knowledge on the value of creative activity by the specific focus
on the impact of hand-stitched textile work on school pupils in three ways; firstly, in consideration
of hand-stitching as a textile practice; secondly, in consideration of school pupils as participants
and finally, as a leisure activity. To achieve this, the literature review considers a range of
different types of examples both contemporaneous and historic and explores the ways in which

they have been of value to those engaged in the hand-stitching practice.

2.6.3 Historic examples of individual stitching

Although there are few surviving works, the individual, Western examples that are identified
below have been born in, and of, adversity; and produced when their creators were struggling
with poor mental health or suicidal feelings that they could not convey on paper. Makers were
able to articulate feelings of dissent, anger, frustration and resentment that might otherwise have
been suppressed, through the medium of hand-stitching. That process reflected the deep

significance of those negative emotions; so powerful were they that they warranted both the time
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and commitment of the makers to execute work as catharsis. In each case, the process of
making has been credited with providing the stitchers with an important opportunity to express
and engage with their feelings and experiences. In the 19" century, hand-stitching was viewed
as a way to invoke acquiescence and passivity from females in the household; paradoxically, as
seen in the cases explored here, they also served to be restorative for the stitchers (Crawshaw,

2016; Jana, 2016).

2.6.3.1 The work of Elisabeth Parker

The expressive nature of stitch is exemplified by the work of Elisabeth Parker that survives from
1830, in Figure 9 below. Believing herself too poorly skilled to write her autobiography, Parker
chose instead to stitch what amounted to a catalogue of abusive treatment, poor mental health
and an attempt on her own life (Jana, 2016; Pezzoli-Olgiati, 2023).The embroidery would have
been time consuming and testifies to the high level of skill that Parker had acquired in her young
life as she created her forty-six lines of minutely cross-stitched words that were part of a
personal, cathartic journey. The therapeutic and even redemptive quality of the process of
stitching is implied by the fact that Parker proceeded to what was apparently a happier adult life

(Hunter, 2019).
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Figure 12, Detail of sampler (Pezzoli-Olgiati, D. 2021 p.4).

2.6.3.2 The work of Agnes Richter

Later, Agnes Richter (1893), incarcerated in a mental hospital near Dresden, coped with
frustrations and anger by stitching words on to her hospital-issued clothing, see Figure 13,
below. Her stitches are neither neat nor particularly controlled but instead seem to exemplify her

emotions as she worked (Biswas, 2022; May, 2022; Roske, 2014).



Figure 13, Straitjacket (Roske, 2014 pp. 227-229).

Figure 14, Detail of Straitjacket (Roske, 2014 pp. 227-229).

2.6.3.3 The work of Lorina Bulwer

The work of Lorina Bulwer, Figures 15 below) that similarly dates from the end of the 19"

century, offers another example of stitch being used as an outpouring of emotion. Incarcerated
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in Great Yarmouth Workhouse aged 55, Bulwer stitched a tirade of anger, disgust, and

frustration in a series of lengthy scrolls (Crawshaw, 2016; Hunter, 2019; May, 2022; Sen, 2022).

g
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Figure 15, Detail of Sampler (Crawshaw, 2016).

Prohibited by the authorities from handwriting her story, Bulwer stitched her feelings neatly but
with emotional urgency, choosing capital letters that are faster to stitch than their cursive lower-
case forms, and eschewing punctuation. Despite giving the impression of passion in her work,
her chosen methodology would have allowed her pause, and offered a therapeutic interlude in

her chaos (Crawshaw, 2016; Hunter, 2019; May, 2022; Sen, 2022).

2.6.4 Contemporary examples of individual stitching

Moving forward to the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, there are many examples of
individuals, most usually women, who also use stitch therapeutically and cathartically. A
consideration of their work suggests that they are arguably achieving the same benefits as their

counterparts two centuries earlier.

2.6.4.1 The work of Tracey Emin

Tracey Emin utilises hand stitch and applique in her quilts and installations, exploring her past

and expressing her rage at her experiences and at politics. Raped as a thirteen-year-old, Emin
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uses hand stitched, fabricc api t al |l etters and confrontational
(what a vy eiafigure 86 (Rray-Srdith &t al., 2024, p.61), to express her feelings and

sense of alienation from the environment that had yielded her attacker.
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Figure 16, No chance (What a year) (Fray-Smith et al., 2024, p.61).

Far from a means to subdue, Emin has weaponised hand stitch to express her distress and

anger (Fray-Smith et al., 2024).




88

2.6.4.2 The work of Georgina Maxim

Zimbabwean, Georgina Maxim, in Figure 17 below, uses hand-stitching to express her
memoaries and childhood experience of bereavement and emotional trauma to self-heal, creating
the impression of scarring by stitching on clothing that is of significance to her (Africanah.org,

2018; Fray-Smith et al., 2024).

Figure 17 When you come back carry me (Africanah.org, 2018).
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2.6.4.3 The work of Rachel May

A third, contemporary and noteworthy example is that of Rachel May, whose diagnosed mental
health disorder had rendered her unable to express herself in written words. Instead, she chose

to tell her story using fabric and stitch, (Figure 18 below) and expresses,

i dealing pleasure from both the tactile properties of textile crafts and the rhythm of the

repetitive motion involved, May( 2022, p.9).

Embroidery, Dr Rachel May.

Figure 18, Untitled (May, 2022).
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2.6.5 Historic evi dence of stitching in groups

The literary findings reinforced the significance of hand-stitching for the mental health of
individual adults both historically and contemporarily, reinforcing the point that hand-stitching is
intrinsically a solitary activity. However, stitchers have worked together in groups for centuries,
for reasons of practicality, economy or companionship. The literature review sought to explore
the additional value added to the impact of hand-stitching on the wellbeing of individuals by
virtue of their belonging to a group, and the extent to which the group, as a distinct entity, also

benefitted from the activity, in terms of both process and product.

There are records of an extensive range of historic participatory projects varying in provenance

and purpose. Working together to achieve a large-scale outcome, as seen in the Keiskamma
Tapestry, or the many smaller pieces made by the
one approach that builds a sense of community, belonging and shared achievement in the

participants.

2.6.6 Suffering and adversity in participatory stitching projects
Some collaborative stitching projects have been found by the review of the literature to have an
explicit therapeutic, even cathartic, purpose. Suffering and adversity are often at the core of such

works, manifested in terms of destitution, war, pandemic, and disaster.

2.6.6.1 Slavery and destitution : Gee6s Bend Quilters

This significant example of stitchers working together has its roots in mid-19th century America.

The stitchers of Geeods By dedtitutioddndtheaxirame deprvatiens f or ¢ e (
of their living circumstances, to make hand-stitched quilts that could serve as carpets, wall-

hangings, draught excluders, curtains, or bed coverings. The epitome of thrift craft, leaving

nothing to waste, women and children worked together after a full day of travail on the
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plantations, to ensure that the whole community was equipped to survive the dead of winter in

the deep South (Arnett er al., 2002; Fray-Smith et al., 2024; Luo and Williams, 2018).

The work, undertaken in conditions of true adversity, seemed to arguably reinforce the love for

God and the keen sense of family that permeated the community. The making of each quilt,

exemplified in Figure 19, was led by the woman for whose dwelling the items were destined.

Each piece was unique, spontaneous, and informal; born from an organic process which had its

roots in chance and happenstance (Leahey, 2018). This originality is immortalised in the term

6my wayd quilting which s omeh owalityeflthe workdliuceand t he f

Williams, 2018).

This continuing dynasty of quilters, many of whom still bear the name of the men who enslaved
their family members in the 19" century, has achieved an elevated and enhanced status over
recent years and is still involved with stitching. Those alive today provide a unigue perspective,
predicated on shared experience and inter-generational word of mouth through which the
benefits of the making process can be explored. Stitching functional necessaries to meet two of
the most basic of human needs; warmth and safety, clearly brings value to the society in which
they live and lived but the communality and mutuality brought other benefits too which can

inform more modern projects
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Figure 19, Example of a Gees Bend quilt. (Fray-Smith et al., 2024 p. 94)

Interviews with present family members offer poignant quotations that speak to the
very heart of the work and illustrate the best outcomes that were to be derived from

this study.

AQuilting was therapeutic. There were no psychol
together and put those quilts together and being able to talk freely without judgement, without
anything. That wa sClaadiafetiay Chatley @ uoand pVilliams, 2018).

Septuagenarian Rita Mae Pettway, who continues t

togethero and Ait brings me c om)f Ohattthe quits hame méti f e . 0O
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with modern day approbation and indeed international acclaim is a source of incredulity amongst
the stitchers. Artistic merit was unrecognised by them, who claim that such distinction would
have been incidental or even accidental (Luo and Williams, 2018). Once the quilts began to be
formally exhibited across the United States of America in 2002 (Luo and Williams, 2018), the
stitchers reported being shocked, and yet proud to be in the limelight. That the process of
making, some two hundred years ago, served important personal functions congruent with the
ones we attribute to similar processes today may tell us something about the intrinsic nature of
humankind. It is true that such therapeutic functions may not have been as well understood,
interpreted, or communicated as they might be nowadays, but they were still accepted as normal

ways of coping with the trials and tribulations of day-to-day life (Dickie, 2011).

This pivotal example of group work is the one that resonates most closely with that carried out in
this research and significantly informed its development. Stitchers in both cases are true
contemporaries, equals, drawn from within the community in question. Each participant
experienced similar struggles, of poverty and hardship in Gees Bend and here of emotional and
mental ill health issues. The regularity and reliability of the interaction between the Gees Bend
stitchers offered a model that ensured mutual support and afforded genuine opportunities for any

individual to contribute ideas and knowledge or to lead.

2.6.6.2 Poverty and destitution : Keiskamma Tapestry

More recently, the Keiskamma Collective working in the Eastern Cape, South Africa, developed
the eponymously named stitched work (see Figure 20) as a source of employment for 100
destitute women with the aim of improving their self-esteem and identity, whilst providing a

source of income.
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Figure 20, The Keiskamma Tapestry (Schmahmann, 2015, p.161).

Celebrating their lives within an impoverished environment the women were able to recognise

their achievement,

AWhen we look at our tapestry and see that it is very special and realise that we made it, we feel

esteem and

pride

é

we

can

s toésohchahmann, a0ds). t el |

The issues of employment and pay can be seen as adding a degree of compulsion to group

membership, decisions on continuing to participate are weighted if there is a consequential, real-

term, loss. This countermands the best practice in participation that requires the opportunity to

opt out as an act of free will, (Alderson and Goodey, 1996; British Educational Research

Association [BERA]. 2018; Hart, 1992), a tenet to which this research strictly adhered.

2.6.6.3 The impact of war: Disabled Soldiers Embroidery Industry and the Changi Quilts

After the First World War, wealthy benefactors funded several experimental therapeutic stitching

projects through the Disabled Soldiers Embroidery Industry, supported by Ernest Thesiger

(McBrinn, 2016, 2017). Focusing on the convalescence and rehabilitation of injured veterans

and servicemen who had suffered significant physical and mental trauma, these initiatives were
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the forerunners of occupational therapy. Seeking to establish the therapeutic potential, the

projects aimed to improve fine motor capability and teach stitching skills, whilst building self-

esteem and confidence (McBrinn, 2016, 2017). The men were not necessarily able to work in

groups, which is a significant distinction from this research, but stitching brought calmness in

their isolation, the collective outcome re-kindling feelings of purpose, achievement, and pride
(Hunter,2019). The Gr eat War Al tar Fr o,ffseedigure2a belov®iwvasPaul 6 s
one of the most acclaimed outcomes; contemporaneous reports celebrated the skills of the men,

who had expressed their pleasure in being immersed in the work (Hunter, 2019).

Figure 21, Great War Altar Frontal St P dKerhnédyg, 2014)

In 1942, during the Second World War, the British and Australian civilian women and children
taken when Singapore fell to the Japanese, were sent to Changi Prison where most remained
until 1944. Existing in a brutal and hostile environment, suffering separation and loss, often
ignorant of the fate of their loved ones, the imprisoned women had only each other for support.

In that context, groups of women embarked upon collaborative projects, as exemplified in Figure
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22, stitching individual squares to make quilts as a strategy to raise morale, pass the time and

potentially communicate with the male prisoners (Ducker, 2011).

Figure 22, Changi quilt (Australian War Memorial Museum, 2017).



97

Figure 23, Detail of the Changi Quilt (Australian War Memorial Museum, 2017).

Whil st not meeting the need for the practical ne
quilts, the Changi quilts had other benefits. Very much in line with this research and with the

other historic and contemporary examples shared here, each woman was asked 0
of herselfo into their wor k ( AAhoughetheie & norabad Me mo
of the prisonersdé feelings whilst stitching, one
and humour both to the stitchers and the wider community as the squares were shared and the

quilts were pieced together. Representing thoughts, hopes, fears, and dreams, the work was

significant and therapeutic (Ducker, 2011), and again reinforces that same learning from other

projects.

This work was more formal and more regularised than the work of the Gees Bend quilters and
certainly than the outcomes of this research. To be allowed to make the quilts the prisoners had
to give them a validity and purpose that would be acceptable to their captors and would disguise

their more subversive aim of being a form of inter-camp communication. This research sought to
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avoid formal control from adults or those in authority. Makers were free to choose the nature and
purpose of the outcome and to determine the content and meaning of both their own

contributions and the message generated by the composite whole.

2.6.6.4 Disease and disaster : The AIDS memoaorial quilts, Grenfell Tower and  the response

to COVID-19

Creating quilts as a challenge to significant political and social events has advanced as an act of
agency whereby stitchers use their work to articulate opinions and responses, this research has
extended that approach to include the crisis of poor mental health and lack of flourishing

amongst children and young people, that is potentially a challenge for coming generations.

The projects explored here all extended an invitation to anyone affected by the issue at hand, to
contribute to the envisaged outcome by making and submitting work that adhered to certain
practical constraints. Makers benefited by having an opportunity to express their opinions,
losses and emotions and by being part of a greater, louder, voice that produced a widely

applauded and appreciated outcome.

The 1980s saw the AIDS epidemic that resulted in many thousands of deaths and has been
memorialised by the construction of commemorative quilts, made in both the USA and the UK
(Blair and Michel 2007; Fee 2006). Those quilts were made by collecting individual contributions
that had been made in separate settings and, as such, offer another perspective, one in which
the outcome and the act of adding to a collective voice bring added strength and support to both
the cause and those affected by it. Initially, in San Francisco, a movement to immortalise lost
loved ones by making placards was so impactful that the American Aids Memorial quilt (1987)
was born, textiles providing a more permanent epitaph in what is now the largest piece of

community art in the world with over 48,000, coffin-sized, contributions, see Figure 24, below).
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Figure 24, American Aids Memorial Quilt, (Fee, 2006).

Behind the broadcast, public commemoration, lie unique, personal experiences of mourning;
celebrating lives lost that were elsewhere shamed and denigrated (Blair and Michel, 2007).
Later, the UK AIDS Memorial quilt (Figure 30) was compiled using three hundred and eighty-four
commemorative panels of an equivalent size to the American version. Making and contributing
to the panels was again seen as part of the grieving process, both in memory of individuals lost
to AIDS and as a collective commemoration for the lost community (Heath, 2019; UK Aids

Memorial Quilt Partnership, n.d.).
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Figure 25, UK AIDS Memorial quilt (UK AIDS Memorial Quilt Partnership, n.d. Quilt 36).

That expression of feelings was therapeutic, encompassing as it did an outpouring of grief and
loss for the makers and engendering a response from those who saw and reacted to the made
work. In addition to grief, loss, and memories the American quilt offered a way to share anger
and confront and challenge the attitudes to HIVAIDS and those who fell victim to it (Blair and

Michel 2007).

Outpourings of grief, anger, distress, and loss also derived from the controversial, fatal fire at
Grenfell Tower in North Kensington, London in 2017 and the global COVID-19 pandemic which
began in 2020; both events have generated responses from groups of stitchers making large
pieces of work for public display. The Grenfell Tower quilt (Figure 26) aspires to be the height of
the block itself and through that significant visual impact will express grief, challenge the safety

decisions that were made and ensure that the loss of life is not forgotten. There is power and
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healing in that for the bereaved and for all the others affected by the tragedy (Cross, 2025;

Parnaby, 2022).

Figure 26, Grenfell Tower Open Collective (Cross, 2025)

Similarly, Same Sea, Different Boat, seen in Figure 27, constructed during the lockdowns
imposed during the COVID-19 pandemic, was open to contributions from anyone who chose to
share their experiences and feelings of loss, love, and support for those attempting to save lives
(Brown, 2020; Brown et al., 2021; Crafts Council, 2021). Other projects were constructed
elsewhere which endeavoured to enable people to feel more connected and to express their
feelings about the unprecedented situation in which the world found itself, through a collective

outcome.
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Figure 27, Same Sea Different Boat. (Brown, 2020).

The AIDS quilts, the Grenfell Tower quilt and Same Sea Different Boat are all constructed in a
more impersonal and distant manner than the other examples cited here. Responding to an
externally pre-determined brief or design criteria, participants contribute their completed
elements that are added to work of others by third parties. This approach means that the full
group of makers will not work together, the compilers do not know their contributors and the

makers do not all see the completed project in reality.

Whilst these factors by no means invalidate the benefits of making, of expressing feelings and
emotions and of taking pride in participation in an outcome, they do render the approach

inappropriate for this research where the real time group participation was key.
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2.6.7 Contemporary participatory projects w ith disadvantaged groups

The literature review then shifted focus from the higher profile and more publicised examples
that have responded to circumstances of significant suffering or hardship and considered other
projects that further explore the unfolding story of hand stitch-based interventions with groups of
people often from disadvantaged or disaffected sectors of society, including ethnic minority
groups, young people at risk, vulnerable men, prisoners and the homeless. Human beings need
to be able to express themselves and to know that they are heard, (Bob and Roberta Smith,
2014; Corbett, 2019), a tenet which applies universally but particularly to those deemed
voiceless and disempowered. Using words and art through a range of community-based,
collaborative projects gave such groups a voice and contributed to building confidence, esteem,

and self-worth (Bob and Roberta Smith, 2014; Bone, 2018; Chevalier-Amy, 2020).

Demonstrating similar variations in modes of implementation to those explored earlier, the next
projects again fell into two categories, those where community-based groups came together to
work on a regular basis at a set time and place and others where contributors submitted a piece

of work, adhering to pre-determined constraints, that was then added to an outcome.

2.6.7.1 Reflections on the work of Desmarais (community -based groups)

The effect of the process of participating in a group is a significant element in these

projects. Broadly congruent with the first approach is @ffective Materials6 Degmarais, 2016); a
project that sought to research the effectiveness of group-based craft hobbies as a means of
promoting health and wellbeing amongst adults. Participants were able to join one of two, small,
community-based groups by self-referral or through their GP; collaborating over a two-year
period the groups met regularly in the same space, participating in various crafts, and producing

work for display and for sale.
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Clearly encountering challenges and practical problems, Desmarais (2016) considered the
establishment and working processes of the two groups and offered feedback from the
participants and the facilitators. Group members reported that they felt more competent and
skilled and had developed a sense of capability and even expertise that allowed them to support
others in their turn. That sense of skill supported growth in self-esteem and the re-framing of
previously negative self-perceptions. Crafters reported that gaining approbation from both their
own family and friends and from other group members was significant and that they had felt
pride in their achievements. Often for the first time, creating something that was valued by others
brought the participants an understanding of their own feelings of self-worth, self-efficacy, and

self-agency; an outcome that resonated with the findings of this research study.

Here there may be a resonance between participants for whom D e s ma r grdupwork was
socially prescribed by their GP and pupils selected to participate by their teachers. The
influence of an authority figure can be powerful but opting out was a choice for members of both
groups. In this research it was decided to maximise the impact of contributing to a shared

outcome rather than encouraging individual craft activities worked in parallel to one another.

2.6.7.2 Reflections on the work of Green (community -based groups)

Similarly, Spinning Yarns (Cox,2016; Green, 2017) examined the therapeutic value of textile-
based craft with Man Craft, a group for vulnerable adult men with mental health issues and
learning difficulties. Green focused on five tenets, connectedness, hope, identity, meaning and
empowerment by encouraging dialogue and storytelling whilst crafting, over a one-year period in
the first instance. The men worked on individual projects within the group and were able to
engage with each other; learning, sharing, and expressing themselves, a part of the making
process that became at least as important as the made work and that later became a focus of

this research project.
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2.6.7.3 Reflections on the work of Setterington (contribution -based work)

In her doctoral thesis, Setterington (2018) considered community stitch projects that addressed

what she sees as the Aundi scl ¢Seterhgtonr2018,p.)afnd wi de
stitch activities carried out in groups, referring to them, in the title of her dissertation, as the

Ahi dden Waeallknownsab her interest in and work with signature or autograph cloths

Setterington (2017) consi der s her own pr o] e(Eigure 28), Shatw Near ¢é
comprised modern, embroidered signatures made in a series of one-off workshops by local

stitchers and then assembled to form the male pseudonyms of the Bronte sisters to be installed

on the West Yorkshire hills. These huge installations involved the work of over 150 volunteers,

but their participation functionedinadi f f er ent manne group mampersDe s mar ai s 6
Sett er i ngtlasedsomedive ggars, @artd all the pieces of work contributed to one of the

three final outcomes. Participants joined workshops held in different community venues with the

explicit aim of embroidering their own name to add to the greater whole. Those brief windows of

opportunity limited the developmentoftheaf or e ment i oned alfhbuglgden val ues
Setterington (2018, p.126) concludest hat t he wor k Afacilitated a sel

b e | o n geeimgreativity as a way of forging connections between people (Gauntlett, 2011).

Figure 28, Sew Near Sew Far, (Setterington, 2017).
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The disparity between Se t t e r iprojgct amdtidissresearch lies not only in the stimulus for
and ownership of the work, the control of the outcome and the sense of belonging to a group,

but also in the duration of the project that was much longer than is feasible for work in schools.

2.6.7.4 Reflections on the work of Shercliff (community -based groups and contribution -

based work)

Working with several groups of adults allowed Shercliff (2014) to assess the impact of hand-
stitching from different perspectives that echo the approaches identified above. Some
participants were experienced in stitch and met as groups of embroiderers with a regularity of
time and place, others attended as members of the public at informal drop-in sessions set up at

various community venues.

Figure 29, Articulating Stitch (Stitching Together, 2019. (Shercliff case study)).
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Seeking to understand how hand-stitching together with others affected both cognitive
experience through the skilled, learned processes and the more emotional and social experience
through shared interaction, Shercliff (2014) was able to conclude that both bore fruit. The
repetitive, conscious act of making stitches brought calm and order to the participants, restoring
a sense of control, and distancing other issues. Belonging to and being accepted by a group,
collaborating and co-operating with others all engendered feelings of self-worth and self-efficacy.
Sher cl i feinféreed theovievk that the process of working together is more important than
the outcome (Knott, 2015; Prain, 2014; Setterington, 2017, 2018, 2020; Shercliff, 2014) whilst

this research has seen value in both perspectives.

2.6.7.5 Reflections on the work  of Kenning (community -based groups)

Working with older adult women who were making lace at the Lace Study Centre in Sydney,
Australia, Kenning (2015), focused on a wide range of potential impacts and values of craft
textile participatory work for those women. Her findings offered useful insights that she felt could
be generalised to other groups; a suggestion she bases on the ubiquitous nature of textiles and

stitch (Gordon, 2011; Hunter, 2019; Parker, 2010; St Clair, 2018).

A significant difference between the participantsinK e n n i n g arsl thege in tke research in
this study is the level of expertise that affects the confidence of the participants and the
outcomes of the work. K e n n i ranjoipants pvere experienced crafters, lace makers, and
members of established craft groups, who, when interviewed about their attitudes towards the
various activities in which they were engaged, identified four areas of impact; health and
wellbeing; self and identity; community, sharing and belonging; and learning, growth and
transition. Kenning (2015) proposes that the project generated a much wider and more diverse
range of impacts in terms of wellbeing than previous research may have suggested. Her
respondents identified that the craft activities contributed positively to both mental and physical

health and helped them to manage stress. Whilst some regarded the activities as relaxing as
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they required little concentration, others enjoyed having to concentrate to take their minds off

other matters.

Here, the findings of the review evidenced that, in terms of self and identity, there was significant

impact on the self-worth of these already skilled and experienced participants who were keen to

identify as makers or crafters. Pride in completed work or in tackling more complex or

challenging projects was described, and enhanced status gained from having work on public

di splay in galleries or exhi bi thierarohg of ne€ds,¢haset hr ou g
impacts are self-actualising; bringing fulfilment of potentials to those involved and are of a higher

order than enhancing self-esteem although that would also be an outcome (Maslow, 1943a;

1970). These participants belonged to established, and in some cases high profile, making

groups, a situation that contributed not only to their feelings of happiness, belonging, life

satisfaction and community but also to their confidence in sharing and developing their skills.

Kenning (2015) expressed the key elements that have rendered the work successful, as being
making participants feel positive by enabling them to become absorbed, authentically, in an
achievable, purposeful activity. This summary encapsulates the essence of flourishing;
happiness, flow, purpose, achievement and positive relationships and offers a parallel to the

work in this study.

2.6.7.6 Reflections on the work of Fine Cell Work  (contribution -based work)

Highlighting the benefits of learning a new skill, Fine Cell Work, a prison-based social enterprise,
teaches prisoners to embroider, provides materials and patterns, markets their products and
offers opportunities after release. Prisoners often work alone but are part of the wider group in
their own institution and across the prison estate countrywide. Formally evaluated (Browne and
Rhodes, 2011), the work aims to foster hope, develop self-discipline, and raise self-esteem,

reducing the risk of recidivism.
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Echoing the concept of hidden benefits cited by Setterington (2017, 2018, 2020), prisoners
credited the work with giving them a sense of self-worth and the opportunity for inner peace
along with increased self-confidence, patience, perseverance, the ability to stay calm and
relaxed, and learning to be proud of their achievements (Fine Cell Work, 2017). Also identified
was an improvement in social skills and relationship building through interaction with other

prisoners, relatives and with volunteers supporting the work.

2.6.8 Contemporary p articipatory projects with school pupils

The realm of participatory creative work with school pupils is under-researched and its
importance is under-theorised. Two projects have informed the current research significantly,
firstly Art Works (Art Works, 2013; Sellman, 2013), a collaboration aimed at promoting mental
wellbeing, delivered through Nottingham University and partners in each of four schools, with
pupils aged between 10 and 14 and identified as vulnerable. Secondly, in Threads of Identity,
Setterington (2018, 2020), worked with hand-stitching in one comprehensive school in
Manchester with fifteen, Asian, year 8 boys creating a memorial for a boy killed in a racially

motivated incident some thirty years previously.

Art Works was participatory and collaborative producing outcomes that allowed pupils to take
pride in both the work and the feedback from it. The processes, ranging from sculpture to interior
design, brought enjoyment, and the degree of absorption in the task gave respite from the

stresses of daily life.

Threads of Identity was also focused on producing a substantial, physical outcome that the
school pupils had worked on collaboratively, each being responsible for and in control of one
part of the final piece. Displayed at a launch event, the wall hanging was celebrated and
validated by families, the community, and the wider school population; also generating pride,
improved self-image, and self-worth amongst the school pupils involved (Setterington, 2018).

Setterington (2018), valued the conversations during the stitching sessions when the pupils
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engaged with one another and with the adults supporting the project, crossing boundaries of
culture, age, and gender, and important in social inclusion. In her evaluation Setterington
celebrates the trust and close working relationships that developed between the participants
during her project. The development of social capital in this way is important to foster co-
operation, trust, and teamwork (Institute for Social Capital, 2025), a theme that was also

reflected in the Art Works projects.

Art Works aimed to improve emotional wellbeing and reported positive outcomes in terms of
reported increases in confidence, self-esteem and resilience amongst pupils who also
demonstrated better interpersonal and communication skills in their groups. More tangibly, there
was also evidence of increased participation in school life and improved attendance among
those who had taken part in the projects. The Threads of Identity project expanded the creativity
and personal skills of the pupils, elements also perceived to be functions of participatory arts-

based making projects (Gauntlett, 2011, Knott, 2015).

Arts-driven projects are sometimes seen as difficult to evaluate, their impact difficult to measure,
this may be because of the hidden or covert nature of some aspects (Setterington, 2017, 2018,
2020). Challenges to the validity of the most frequently used assessment methods have been

made and acknowledged (Hewison, 2014; Setterington, 2018).

A senior member of staff at the school, where Setterington worked, commented on the improved
confidence and levels of skill that developed amongst the boys over the duration of the project,
suggesting that they had acquired a potentially lifelong skill because of their participation
(Setterington, 2018). Setterington herself (2018, p.95), chose to cite Gauntlett (2011, p.245) who

says,

it hrough creative activity, where making is
build resilience in our communities;o

conne
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indicating her belief that the Threads of Identity project had indeed, achieved those outcomes.
Embarking on new work practices clearly stretched the innovative capacity of the boys and the
growing resilience in the community was evidenced by the reactions to the memorial work and
the discussions on knife crime and racism that went on during the process. Furthermore,

Setterington also rehearses the view, mentioned earlier, that the process of being involved has

been at least as important as the outcome of the work (Knott, 2015, p.89).

The literary findings from the foregoing examples, drawn as they are from a range of historic and
contemporary contexts, worked individually or in groups, and with a variety of rationales, have
offered a response to the research question. Demonstrating the mental health benefits for the
stitchers in each case, this has provided a solid foundation for the extension of the stitched work

process to school pupil participants.

2.7 Considering the impact of leisure activity

This section of the literature review considers the point alluded to in section 2.6. above, that,
although the interventions in this research are carried out in school settings, they have more in
common with recreational activity than formal lessons. Leisure activity offers a counterweight to
the world of work, and in the adult context refers to time spent on non-work activities that are
chosen and engaged in voluntarily for the enjoyment of the individual (Fancourt and Finn 2019;
Fancourt et al. 2021). That definition is arguably transferable to the world of children and young
people who also have time available when they are not required to go to formal lessons in
school or undertake any specific activities. Importantly, Shin and You (2013) acknowledge that
participation in leisure activity has long been understood as a contributor to overall wellbeing and

good mental health.

Findings from literature suggest that leisure is multi-functional, seen by Kleiber (2002) as self-
protective, a source of hope for the future, and a force for personal growth, renewed self-worth

and transformation. lwasaki et al. (2005), see leisure as a coping mechanism, defined as the
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means to manage the demands of stressful situations (Algorani and Gupta, 2023; Folkman and
Moskowitz, 2004; lwasaki et al., 2005), suggesting that leisure pursuits may be effective at
times of stress and or ill-being (Pollanen, 2015); Reynolds (2000) adds that opportunities to be

creative and learn new skills are integral to the use of leisure.

Iwasaki et al. (2005), highlighted aspects that facilitate the beneficial impacts of leisure. These
are developed further in the methodology chapter and include the physical issue of the
availability of a leisure space that is both different and separate from the sources of stress.
Leisure pursuits function as both a form of stress prevention and a source of escape from and
balance to existing stress (Benson and Klipper, 2000; Caltabiano, 1994, 1995; Trenberth et al.,
1999; Trenberth and Dewe, 2002). The activities employed in this research can be theorised as
leisure stress-coping as they are chosen to resolve a stressful situation or stressed state of mind
(Iwasaki and Mannell, 2000; Pollanen, 2015). Such strategies offer a change from stressful
activities, an opportunity to share enjoyment with others engaged in the same activity and to
enhance and build positive mood (lwasaki and Mannell, 2000b) and therefore echo the

approach used in these interventions.

2.7.1 Section Summary

The literary findings confirmed that the anticipated benefits for individuals and groups engaged
in hand-stitching can be corroborated by evidence from historic or contemporaneous examples
of work. The ubiquity of textiles makes the stitching projects accessible to the participants as
they are familiar with, comforted by, and indeed, already have relationships with the fabrics and

materials to be used.

It is clear that individual adults working alone can gain from self-expression, from cathartic
exploration of feelings and concerns and from achieving their personal outcomes; but, when in
groups, also benefit from belonging and collaborating, from contributing to a larger whole and

from receiving the praise and approval of others for the collective product. Stitching that is
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undertaken in adversity, by groups deemed disadvantaged or by those voiceless at times of
tragedy, has been empowering and cohesive. These findings substantiate the research aim
that was to determine whether those powerful benefits, clearly identified in groups of adult
participants, are replicable with groups of secondary school pupils. However, it must be noted
that the benefits found are sometimes assumed from what might be termed old knowledge and
also that they are often incidental rather than intentionally sought. Despite the similarities that
can be cited there is considerable diversity between the groups in terms of composition and
working practices, and all are different in a variety of ways from the groups in this research.
Drawing on the literary findings this study aspired to maximise the benefits of both process and

product contextualised by participant ownership and real-time collaboration.

2.8 Conclusion

The contextual review and narrative literature review have focused on the research questions
and, by seeking answers to them, aimed to fulfil the research objectives in whole or in part. That
done, it was possible to identify areas of research that would benefit from the use of other
methods of data collection or generation. Table 8 below, takes the four research objectives that
have been addressed here and, for reference, sets them alongside the purpose of the
supporting research question and the answers yielded by the literary findings and identified

literary themes, showing clearly where there is congruence between them.
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Research objective

Purpose of supporting
research question

Answers inherent in main literary
findings and themes

To appraise
developments in the
context of the
research, in regard to
both the extent of poor
mental health amongst
school pupils and the
impact of national
changes in education
on opportunities for
their schools to provide
support.

Seeks to understand the
extent of the need for
supportive provision for poor
mental health amongst
secondary school pupils,

and whether contemporary,
school contexts are enabled to
offer support to pupils in need.

Agrees that the mental health of
secondary school pupils continues to
be on a downward trajectory.

Agrees that schools have
responsibility for the mental health of
their pupils but have reduced
curricular opportunities to do so.

To establish how good
mental health can be
defined and
understood to support
the implementation of
creative interventions
in school?

Seeks to understand the
functioning of mental health,
including definition,
manifestation and
categorisation, through the
lens of education, to enable
successful interventions.

Findings require further data
collection:

Mental health can be viewed as
operating on a continuum.

Interventions in schools can be
successful in improving or
maintaining mental health, by
supporting wellbeing characteristics.

Maintenance of wellbeing or
intervention with low level or
emerging issues are most relevant
for this school-based research.

To analyse the
theoretical factors and
perspectives that will
enable the
establishment of a
successful, informal,
participatory
experience in school

Seeks to understand the
theory of participation to
enable successful
interventions.

Findings require further data
collection:

Non-categorisation models of
participation support best practice.

Intervention design can be influenced
by factors that enable volunteering.
Adoption of an experiential learning
perspective will build knowledge,
enhance personal development and
explore values and attitudes.

To critically evaluate
existing evidence of
the mental health
benefits of textile-
based activities,
historic or
contemporary, for
individuals and groups

Seeks validation of the impact
of the historic and
contemporary textile
interventions with individual
adults and groups to inform
the potential for replication
with the hitherto unexplored
secondary school audience.

Agrees there are mental health
benefits for individuals and groups
engaged in hand-stitching activities in
a range of different circumstances.
Leads back to research question:
How can a model of practice for
participatory hand-stitched textile
interventions in schools be
developed?

Table 8, Considering the research objectives, literary findings and methods for
development. (Howard, 2025).
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Tofulflthe remaining objective, idclusive dgreup landrstitchieg best p
projects, critically evaluating the benefits gained by the school pupils participating in the field
work case studies, 6 r equi r es tfibldworkamethbds and thei complenoehtary

evaluation methods that explored their success.

The research continues by exploring the methodology of primary data gathering and data

analysis in chapter three below.
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Chapter Three

3. Methodology

3.1 Philosophical journey

Progression from the initial identification of a research subject to the construction of a robust
research process is a complex and detailed philosophical journey. The choice of ontology, that
reflects the beliefs that the researcher holds about the nature of the world and the structure of
reality (Al-Saadi, 2014; Crotty, 1998; Snape and Spencer, 2003), is entwined with the
epistemological position on the ways of knowing about the world and the relationship of the
researcher to that knowledge (Al-Ababneh, 2020; Collis and Hussey, 2014; Snape and Spencer,
2003). Those distinct, but inter-dependent, philosophical stances then support decisions on
methodology, the approach that is to be taken to the process of the research (Al-Ababneh, 2020;
Leavy, 2017); and methods, the practical research techniques that are selected for the purpose

of data collection, that includes, here, the use of the literature review (Robson, 2011).

3.2 Ontological and epistemological positioning

The research aim in this study was to determine whether participatory, group, hand-stitching
interventions can preserve or enhance the wellbeing and good mental health of secondary
school pupils (aged 117 16), who have been identified by their school as being vulnerable in this
respect. This was further broken down into five research objectives (see section 1.4.2), one
focusing on the context of the research, one centred on the proposed hand-stitching
interventions, and three that address the key areas of mental health and wellbeing, participation,
and hand-stitching. These three objectives (listed below) were the subject of significant
exploration in the narrative literature review that yielded secondary research data sufficient to

provide methodological direction for the developing study. Those objectives were:
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1 to critically evaluate existing evidence of the mental health benefits of textile-based
activities, historic or contemporary, for individuals and groups

i to establish how good mental health can be defined and understood to support the
implementation of creative interventions in school

1 to analyse the theoretical factors and perspectives that will enable the establishment of a

successful, informal, participatory experience in school.

Whilst the literary findings in these areas offered considerable clarity, there is potential in each
area for the collection of valuable primary data by other methods. There is an important
interface between each of the objectives listed above and the final objective that specified the
future implementation of the proposed hand-stitching interventions andwasf r a me tb a s
determine best practice in inclusive, group hand-stitching projects, critically evaluating the
benefits gained by the school pupils participating in the fieldwork case studiesa This was

accomplished, at least in part, by retrospective evaluation.

The table below captures the three areas of data generation and collection.

Narrative Literature Review -secondary data

Field work T primary data generated by case studies in four schools

Methods within multiple case study approach Data source

Interview (set-up)

Focus groups Field notes

Interview transcript/notes

Stitch as method

Stitched outcomes

Participatory group work/workshops

Photographs

Participant observation

Multi-sensory approach
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Visual ethnography

Retrospective Evaluation T primary data generated by case studies in four
schools

Semi-structured Interviews and questionnaires, transcripts and notes, photographs

Table 9, Chosen methods (Howard, 2025)

The final objective is focused on the subjective nature of reality, where socially constructed
meanings emanate from the interactions between, and the experiences, interpretations and
perceptions of, the social actors involved; offering an opportunity for further research findings

that will add value to the other areas of the study.

It is for the researcher to determine what is inherent within the empirical phenomena that is
fundamental to this research (Goertz and Mahoney, 2012). All the objectives align with the
adoption of a constructivist ontology, a qualitative paradigm that enables the subjective
viewpoint that reality is socially constructed and subject to change and interpretation (Al-Saadi
2014). Similarly, epistemologically, a constructivist perspective on the generation of
understanding can be applied to this research, rooted in subjectivity and social interaction,
knowledge is constructed through the engagement between researcher and participants; a

characteristic of much qualitative research (Tashakkori et al. 2021).

3.3 Considering hermeneutics and reflexivity

Interpretation is central to constructivism, the meaning of social interactions and experiences
being construed, by individual participants in this study, the researcher and other involved
adults. That focus on interpretation is the essence of hermeneutics, a qualitative methodology
that contributes to the collection and analysis of data in this study (McLeod, 2025). As stated

above, qualitative research is socially constructed, built on the subjective views of the actors
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within the process (Leavy, 2017) and this approach acknowledges that the meaning of a
phenomenon emerges from the interaction between the interpretations of the lived experience

from the different perspectives of those actors.

The interpretation of the sole researcher is, inevitably, central but she is expected to be aware of
her bias, assumptions, and pre-conceptions (Patnaik, 2013; Peddle, 2022).and of the effect
those factors can have on the perceived validity of the research in the eyes of the reader
(Patton, 2015, Peddle 2022). Remaining open to the viewpoint of the participant and accepting
that there is potential impact inherent in their own positionality requires the researcher to be

critically self-reflective.

As an active participant in the process of the construction of knowledge (Patnaik, 2013) the
researcher had to consider any potential bias that might emerge as a result of her background
and was also aware of the need to find a balance between her teaching skills in the classroom
and the role of the novice researcher. There were several tensions between the social identity
of the researcher and those of the participants, inherent in those differences were arguably
issues of power, lying, for example, in age, status, ethnicity, and education that could be barriers
to or facilitators of the process (Patnaik, 2013). A particular concern, however, was to avoid
adopting a teacherly approach that might negatively affect the role and functions of the
researcher. This was later substantiated by the transcriptions of early semi-structured interviews
that made the researcher very aware that she would benefit from allowing more silence in the
interactions that would allow the respondent reflection time (Carolan, 2003). Recognising that
enabled her to be more vigilant, choosing to use a follow-up question only when the participant
had had time to pause. Transcribing later interviews revealed that the researcher had spoken

less, giving the interviewees the opportunity to contribute in more depth.

Setting up research in schools is challenging both in terms of ethics and in accessing the

research community ( British Educational Research Association [BERA]. 2018). The experience
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and understanding of the researcher (Appendix 1) had a positive impact on overcoming those
barriers and in gaining the trust and confidence of staff and pupils in the school context. In that
respect she was well-qualified to gain access to and engage with an audience that has been

under-represented in this area of research.

The research relationship between the researcher and the participants interrogates the
knowledge, understanding and perceptions that one holds of the other (Patnaik, 2013). The
perceptions of the participants of the nature of the research will be influenced by their prior
experience and may or may not cohere with the subjective expectation of the researcher
(Dennis, 2014). Similarly, the researcher will have attitudes and beliefs about the participants;
one of several examples lies in the apprehension she felt when planning work with the boys from

School C, who had significant social, emotional and behavioural problems, (section 5.8.4 refers).

The commitment of the researcher and her closeness to the work may be assumed to render her
vulnerable to unconscious bias. Research findings can be influenced, even distorted by
selection or confirmation bias and it was important to take action both to avoid such effects and
to maintain the credibility of the study. Here, selection bias, actively choosing sympathetic
participants, was avoided as school staff led the choice of a purposeful sample. Confirmation
bias, seeking findings that support a hypothesis, was mitigated by triangulation and the use of

multiple sources of data.

Ultimately, the researcher needs to remain critically self-reflective, applying their understanding
of hermeneutics and reflexivity to methodologies and methods thus ensuring the rigour and
reliability of the research processes and findings. This transparent reflexivity (Caretta, 2025),

reinforcing researcher impartiality, is key to inspiring confidence in the robustness of the study.
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3.4 Use of the pragmatic paradigm

Having situated ontological and epistemological perspectives within qualitative paradigms directs
the researcher to use a similar conceptual lens through which to then examine the
methodological aspects of the research project (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017; Olssen, 1995).
However, theorising research paradigms in the context of methodology is not simple and there is
a growing understanding that philosophies and beliefs intertwine and overlap rather than being
distinct and detached from one another (Hood, 2006). Where there was once little more than a
binary choice between two key paradigms; positivism (Park et al., 2020), which advocated
guantitative methodology (Lim, 2024a) and constructivism (Dagar and Yadav, 2016), that
propounded qualitative approaches (Lim 2024b); there now stands a post-modern movement,
epitomised by pragmatism (Morgan, 2014), that argues for a more cross-disciplinary approach

(Bowden, 2020) thereby admitting other philosophies to the ongoing, dynamic debate.

3.5 Methodological choices

3.5.1 Pragmatic paradigm

Positioning this research broadly within a pragmatic paradigm invites the use of a combination of
methodologies, most commonly, but not restricted to, a balance between the qualitative and
guantitative approaches. A benefit of this approach is that the advantages of one perspective
can outweigh the disadvantages of the other while supplementing, confirming, and enriching the
research (Burke Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Greene, 2008; Kumar, 2019; Plano Clark et

al., 2008, Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009).

Pragmatists accept that different tools may be used in different contexts (Khadi, 2017; Pink,

2007), building on the idea that the choice of methodologies depends on the nature of the

research questions and the anticipated outcomes of the study. McGuigan (1997, p.2) stresses

that fAmethods shoul d s er \Lacerdehat, 2@18; MsGuigah, t he r esea

1997: Robson, 2011; Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009) whilst Cherryholmes (1992, pp13,14)
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explains Aour pragmati st would pick and choose h
Datta (1997, p.34) suggests that to be pragmatic the design decisions made by a researcher will
be Apractical, contextwually responsive and conse

responsiveness.

Also, between the polarities of positivism and constructivism and positioned alongside

pragmatism as a complement rather than at variance with it, lies the philosophy of critical realism

(Bhaskar, 2017; Elder-Vass, 2022; Robson, 2011) that can contribute an additional ontological
and methodological lens for use by researchers to support their understanding of the social

world.

3.5.2 Critical realism

Critical realism suggests that reality is stratified, divided into three overlapping domains, that are
identified as 6empirical 6, dédactual 6 and o6real 6 (
recognize the complexities of the unseen elements that can provide an explanation of reality,

(Clark et al., 2008). Applied to this research (Figure 37),t he &éempirical é6 | evel a
concrete evidence of the experience of the school pupils in regard to their mental health, this is
positioned within the édactual 6 frame that ident.i
related to poor mental heal t h, and finally, both strata are
acknowledges the influential, unseen factors that operate within the wider perspective

(Koopmans and Schiller, 2022).
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REAL
Impact of COVID-19 pandemic,
global warming, war, cost of living
crisis, generalised deteriorating
picture of mental health of children
and young people in England.

Figure 30, Applying domains of reality to this research (Howard, 2025).

Critical realism is unique in clarifying those unseen causal mechanisms (Alderson, 2021) that in
the period of the research included the ongoing impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, global
warming, war, and the cost-of-living crisis. Acknowledging this domain has enabled a greater

degree of richness of understanding within this research.
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Additionally, critical realism discourages researchers from hypothesizing that there is a simple
causal link between an intervention and the generation of an outcome that could be replicable in
various other contexts. Sturgiss and Clark (2020), argued that interventions alone are not
agents of change but rather are dependent on the social interaction between the context and
mechanisms within which they are implemented that will then affect the outcome. When

formulated as an equation,

C(ontext) + M(echanisms) = O(utcomes)

the centrality of the relationship between the setting (context) and the cognitive or emotional
reactions of the participants (mechanisms) is emphasized and inspires detailed consideration of
each element to clarify differences in outcome. In this research, the contexts are schools and
the mechanisms, the levels of pupil engagement and their reactions to intervention, allowing the
researcher to consider and understand any variations or similarities in outcome (De Weger et al.
2020). The advantages of using a critical realist perspective lies in that opportunity to determine
how to best construct the context of the research and then to understand the effectiveness of the
intervention through the nature of the outcome. Synthesising the findings from the observations
of the several case studies lends greater insight to the evaluation, and, by virtue of the process
of abductive reasoning permits conclusions about the most likely explanations to be drawn

(Zelechowska et al., 2020).

3.5.3 Qualitative methodology i participatory creative practice and fieldwork

It is accepted that qualitative methodologies are well placed to make sense of human experience
(Bhandari, 2020; Robson, 2011), because of their contextuality and the importance placed on
identifying the different perceptions, experiences and views of the participants, (Creswell, 2005;
Trochim, 2006). In fact, rather than relying on traditional forms of interaction, through the written
or spoken word alone, qualitative approaches can be extended to include, for example, those

drawn from field work or arts-based, participatory methodologies; a strength of which lies in their
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potential to elicit responses through creative practice and self-expression (Leavy, 2020; Nathan
et al, 2023). Additionally, in principle, the inherent participatory nature of arts-based
methodology empowers participants and offers a more meaningful, deeper dimension to
discussion (Brown, 2021; Nathan et al, 2023). Qualitative research methodology requires that
participants are engaged in the process if significant outcomes are to be achieved and arts-
based methodology has been highly effective in that regard, particularly with young people, who
have been enabled to interact with both the
intrusive and f p i, arfdFithithe &rtb-leaged actvily {Barron et al., 2021;

Nathan et al, 2023).

Field work is also identified as a qualitative methodology (Pole and Hillyard, 2016), that enables
the researcher to collect data by virtue of first-hand, personal interaction and even rapport with
their participants in the research setting and as such is appropriate for this study. Fieldwork is
best used when the required data is only authentically available in the field in this case a
classroom with school pupils; and where an opportunity to test a hypothesis exists as part of a
daily routine or in an established context (Pole and Hillyard, 2016), here as part of the school
day and timetable. Fieldwork should employ a range of research tools and methods that are
selected specifically to achieve certain objectives or answer research questions (Pole and
Hillyard, 2016), those objectives are represented diagrammatically below. The researcher then
interprets the fieldwork account and views the findings through the hermeneutic and reflexive
lens they have constructed. Inherently unpredictable, fieldwork requires the researcher to
manage a degree of uncertainty by responding flexibly (Thrift, 2012), and understanding that

different settings may yield various idiosyncrasies.

rese
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To establish how good
mental health canbe
defined and
understood to support
the implementation of
creative interventions

in school

Fieldwork methodology: to
determine best practice in

group hand-stitching
projects, critically evaluating
the benefits gained by the
school pupils participating
in the field work case
studies

To critically evaluate
existing evidence of the
mental health benefits of
textile-based activities,
historic or
contemporary, for

individuals and groups

Toanalyse the

theoretical factors and
perspectives that will

enable the

establishment of a
successful, informal,

participatory

experience in school

Figure 3 1, Fieldwork methodology contextualised (Howard, 2025).

3.6 From methodology to methods

3.6.1 Situating methods

Positioning this research both ontologically and epistemologically within the constructivist

paradigm, acknowledges the relevance of interaction, experience and subjectivity, in the

understanding of social reality and knowledge. To support and develop that position a post-

modern pragmatic paradigm underpinned by the philosophy of critical realism was identified to

address the issue of methodology. That focus enabled the use of a combination of qualitative,
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field work and arts-based participatory methodologies (Brown, 2021), from which methods of

data collection or generation and data analysis were chosen.

3.6.2 Data collection or data generation

The issue of gathering relevant data lies at the core of the epistemology of this research. Here,
the researcher would argue, are found two approaches that indicate differing degrees of
interaction and subjectivity in their implementation and that would benefit from the use of
different terminology to reflect those differences. Data collection is seen as the process of
compilation of data to gain insight (Taherdoost, 2021) whilst data generation leans more towards
the creation or production of new data (Given, 2012). It may be pertinent to apply the term data
collection to matters such as the narrative literature review when used as a method, but the
researcher prefers the term data generation when applied to the case study strategy in this
research. Detailed in Chapter Four, the case studies created unique data built on the
constructive interactions between the researcher and the participants; building a social reality

from that subjective experience.

Table 10 below rehearses the research objectives and locates appropriate methods of data

collection or generation for each, then indicating methods that can be employed to analyse the

data once gathered.

Research objective

Methods of data
collection /generation

Methods of data analysis

To appraise developments in the
context of the research, in regard
to both the extent of poor mental
health amongst school pupils and
the impact of national changes in
education on opportunities for
their schools to provide support.

Narrative literature
review (encompassing
a range of published
materials pertinent to
this objective (Hart,
1998))

Identifying data that addresses
research objectives (Popenoe et al.
2021).

Synthesis, analysis, summarising,
drawing conclusions (Popenoe et al.
2021).

To critically evaluate existing
evidence of the mental health
benefits of textile-based activities,

Narrative literature
review (encompassing
a range of published
materials pertinent to

Identifying data that addresses
research objectives (Popenoe et al.
2021).
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historic or contemporary, for
individuals and groups.

this objective (Hart,
1998))

Synthesis, analysis, summarising,
drawing conclusions (Popenoe et al.
2021).

To establish how good mental
health can be defined and
understood to support the
implementation of creative
interventions in school?

Narrative literature
review (encompassing
a range of published
materials pertinent to
this objective (Hart,
1998))

Field work: Case
study including stitch
as a method and visual
ethnography. Field
notes.

Identifying data that addresses
research objectives (Popenoe et al.
2021).

Synthesis, analysis, summarising,
drawing conclusions (Popenoe et al.
2021).

Hybrid coding, developing themes,
reflexive thematic analysis (Braun
and Clarke, 2019; Byrne et al., 2021,
Miles et al. 2014).

Case-oriented approach, (Yin 2009).

Thematic analysis of visual imagery,
(Braun and Clarke, 2006).

To analyse the theoretical factors
and perspectives that will enable
the establishment of a successful,
informal, participatory experience
in school.

Narrative literature
review (encompassing
a range of published
materials pertinent to
this objective (Hart,
1998)

Field work: Case
study including stitch
as a method and visual
ethnography

Semi-structured
interviews

Questionnaires

Participant
Observation

Field notes.

Identifying data that addresses
research objectives (Popenoe et al.
2021).

Synthesis, analysis, summarising,
drawing conclusions (Popenoe et al.
2021).

Hybrid coding, developing themes,
reflexive thematic analysis (Braun
and Clarke, 2019; Byrne et al., 2021,
Miles et al. 2014).

Case-oriented approach, (Yin 2009).

Thematic analysis of visual imagery,
(Braun and Clarke, 2006).

To critically evaluate the benefits
gained by school pupils
participating in the fieldwork case
studies, determining best practice
in inclusive, group hand-stitching
projects that build in a level of
replicability.

Narrative literature
review (encompassing
a range of published
materials pertinent to
this objective (Hart,
1998))

Field work: Case
study including stitch
as a method and visual
ethnography

Semi-structured
interviews;
Questionnaires

Identifying data that addresses
research objectives (Popenoe et al.
2021).

Synthesis, analysis, summarising,
drawing conclusions (Popenoe et al.
2021).

Hybrid coding, developing themes,
reflexive thematic analysis (Braun
and Clarke, 2019; Byrne et al., 2021;
Miles et al. 2014).

Case-oriented approach, (Yin 2009).
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Participant Observation | Thematic analysis of visual imagery,

) (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
Field notes.

Table 10, Research objectives and choice of method of data collection/generation and data
analysis (Howard, 2025).

Reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2019; Byrne et al., 2021) focuses on the active
role of the researcher and leans on their interpretations of the data collected or generated in the
project. Adopting reflexive thematic analysis within this constructionist epistemology allows the
researcher to prioritise meaningfulness in their interpretation of the data, (Braun and Clarke,
2019; Byrne et al., 2021). Thematic analysis can also be applied to the visual imagery, stitched
by pupils, that they have chosen to represent their feelings and ideas and will then be interpreted

by the researcher and from which meaning will be constructed.

3.6.3 Triangulation of methods

The traditional benchmarks of reliability and validity that are applied to quantitative studies and
supported by the process of triangulation, are measured in terms of predictability and
generalisability of the research (Golafshani, 2003). Qualitative research strives for deeper
understanding of complex social realities, contextually rooted, human centred and subjective in
nature (Lim, 2024b) and as such, will be viewed though different lenses in the quest for
credibility and trustworthiness (McLeod, 2024). From this perspective, the opportunity to
triangulate (Denzin, 2017) will serve a different purpose, using multiple methods to offer a more
comprehensive and nuanced understanding by exploring what is often a complex social
phenomenon from several viewpoints (Bryman, 2016; McLeod, 2024; Patton, 2002) and thereby
supporting a constructivist ontology (Golafshani, 2003). Triangulation within qualitative research
serves to add depth and breadth, rather than validation (Flick, 2002), with Golafshani (2003)

focusing on adding value in terms of trustworthiness, rigour and quality. In this study the
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various research methods used have the potential to evidence different findings, fill in gaps or
identify common themes from the diverse sources of information they generate (Creswell &

Miller, 2000).

3.6.4 Narrative literature review as method

A narrative literature review process was selected to explore, from a constructivist ontological
perspective, the subjective and dynamic realities surrounding mental health and wellbeing,
participation as detailed in the research objectives, and stitch practice both historic and
contemporary. Such reviews, often applied to social sciences, offered a foundational
understanding of complex subject matter and enabled the researcher to appreciate the current

knowledge in each field (Ferrari, 2015; Sukhera, 2022).

The use of grey literature (Leeds University Library, 2025) in the narrative reviews enhanced the
depth and breadth of knowledge, bringing subjective perspectives to the semantic debates and
current information on emerging areas of research. The iterative nature of a narrative review
enabled the researcher in this study to remain up to date when considering the subjective and
contextual realities of the worlds of education, legislation and mental health data. By accessing
the subjective interpretation of secondary data from a variety of diverse sources, including
government departments, public and professional bodies, policy organisations, charities and
pressure groups, the review mapped a timeline of changes and drew nuanced conclusions

based on this wealth of knowledge (Bourhis, 2017; Ferrari, 2015; Sukhera, 2022).
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3.6.5 Case study as method

Pole and Hillyard (2016) see field work as a discrete, qualitative methodology that emphasises
the role of the researcher in collecting primary data directly through personal interaction and
active participation. Epistemologically, such methodology is congruent with the constructivist
perspective adopted by this research project, relying as it does on the social construction of
reality and the quality of engagement between the researcher and the participants, (Tashakkori
et al. 2021). Field work permits the researcher to be flexible and adaptable, responding to the

different characteristics of several research sites, as they manifest themselves.

Case study, a method integral to field work methodology, constitutes both process and product

in this research and, as such, is critically important offering

Afan empirical i nvestigation of a partliffcontdxtar cont
using multiple sources of evidenceo (Robson, 201
Consolidating the realities gleaned from those multiple sources is the foundation of the

constructivist ontology that underpins the research, acknowledging that experiences and events

are not discrete realities but instead are constructed by individuals who participate in them

(Charmaz, 2006; Lauckner et al. 2012).

There has |l ong been a ubiquity in the use of the

necessary rigour of research (Robson, 2011; Yin, 2018), complicated by the informal use of case
studies to illustrate and exemplify debate in professional education settings and social science
disciplines (Toogood, 2023). Once seen as a soft choice, inferior to other methods and suitable
only for the preliminary phases of research (Bartlett and Vavrus, 2018), it has now been
acknowledged that, distinct from case studies, case study research is an exacting process of
empirical investigation; pluralistic and as suitable as other strategies for exploratory, descriptive,

and explanatory investigation (Yin, 2018). Yin (1981; 1994; 2018) determined that the case
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study method would be suitable in instances, such as this contemporary, real-world, qualitative

research that does not require a control group.

3.6.6 Multiple -case design

Multiple-case design (Baxter and Jack, 2010) is more valuable than building research around
one project in one single setting, as evidence gathered from a range of contexts is seen as more
robust and more convincing (Dingwall, 1992; Yin, 2018), offering, through the synthesis of
meanings, greater richness in the construction of reality (Lauckner et al. 2017). In this research
each school chosen brought variations within the range of educational demographics, in
practical terms when implementing the interventions and with the dynamics between actors.
Approaching each project through the lens of case study research and utilising the same
protocol, enabled comparisons to be made and supported generalisation to the theorising of a
template for best practice. The generation of robust evidence within case study research
requires fAmultipl e s oy20tleYdn, 2018), irethis researclc sevieral( Ro b s o n
methods were used and implemented rigorously in their own right, including stitch as a research
method, participatory observation, semi-structured interviews, questionnaires, and visual

ethnography.

3.6.7 Sampling strategy

Qualitative research strives for depth of understanding of specific phenomena and as such is not
seen as well served by probability-based sampling methods traditionally designed for
guantitative enquiry (Lohr, 2019; Palinkas et al., 2016; Patton 2002). Rather, theorists have
offereda n a p pr o a cphrposetulrsamgplthgd@s a non-probability-based approach that can
support the generation of relevant, information-rich data (Lohr, 2019; Rapley, 2014; Shaheen et
al., 2019). This approach allows the researcher to select samples intentionally, for their
relevance to the research and in line with certain pre-defined criteria pertinent to the

phenomenon being explored (Leavy, 2017). In this study, the researcher engaged with teachers
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and support staff at chosen schools, as informed partners, to identify and construct the groups to
be sampled. This involvement of school staff avoids any selection bias on the part of the
researcher, thus maintaining the rigour of the process. Key criteria were that each group would
comprise five to ten pupils aged between 11 and 16 and identified by the school staff as having
some experience of emerging or low-level mental health issues. That direct experience was
important from a hermeneutic perspective as it positioned the pupils well for engagement with
intervention. Neither gender nor ethnicity were relevant and there was no need for pupils to be
in pre-existing friendship groups. The process was homogeneous as the groups shared certain
common characteristics by virtue of the agreed criteria (Patton, 2015), an element of
heterogeneity existed between settings however, as the schools themselves differed in certain

demographic and educational characteristics that are explored in Chapter Four.

3.6.8 Pilot Study

A pilot study is a preparatory element in case study design although there is a lack of clarity and
agreement over a precise definition. Yin (1994, 2018) prefers to see a pilot as a formative
process, often with a group that is in some ways more accessible or convenient for the
researcher and that enables a consideration of the procedures to be followed and the data
content to be generated. Yin argues against the idea of a pilot being a pre-test or dress
rehearsal but Leavy (2017), Robson (2011) and Malmaqyvist et al (2019) are less exercised by
that distinction. It is agreed however that the pilot study can contribute points of learning or
changes to be considered to the case study research process to improve future reliability and

validity (Malmqvist et al., 2019; Yin, 1994).

Here, the pilot study offered an opportunity, carried out in the later stages of the COVID-19
pandemic, to work with a group accessible to the researcher. Based in school A, in which she
was a Governor, the pilot study enabled her to work through the planned procedures and

approaches rigorously; considering the future implementation of any changes or adaptations. In
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this way, the pilot study also contributed to the answers to two research questions in fulfilment of
two research objectives, the second of which responds directly to the central focus of the
research when exploring the experience of pupil participation in the light of the experience of

adult participants in other work.

Research question Research objective

What theoretical factors and To analyse the theoretical factors and

perspectives will enable the perspectives that will enable the

establishment of a successful informal establishment of a successful, informal,

participatory experience in school. participatory experience in school.

What have been the experiences of To determine best practice in inclusive,

school pupils involved in the group hand-stitching projects, critically

participatory hand-stitched textile evaluating the benefits gained by school

interventions in this research? pupils participating in the fieldwork case
studies.

3.7 Methods within case study
Embracing multi-methods to offer a rich, qualitative understanding of the phenomenon, a range

of approaches are explored below.

3.7.1 Stitch as research method

Hand-stitching is an arts-based method, a research tool, that is highlighted by Swinnerton
(2014), as being under-theorised, explored in only a limited number of academic studies,
compared with those focused on knitting and crochet. Notable in this small field are recent
doctoral theses (Setterington, 2018; Shercliff, 2014), journal articles (Campbell and Dalton,
2019; Hancock, 2020; Swinnerton, 2014 or 5), an ongoing blog about political textiles, Stitched
Voices (Andra, 2022; Andra, et al., 2020a; 2020b) and the work of the Stitching Together
Network (Shercliff and Twigger Holroyd, 2016, 2020a; 2020b). Arts-based methods are often
challenged because they can be costly in terms of time and resources, a factor that can limit

sample size (Nathan et al., 2023). However, a benefit of working with textiles is that materials
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are cheap and easy to procure, are portable and need little storage space, making them

appropriate for use in resource-poor environments such as inner-city state schools in England.

Fundamentally, straight stitch requires little more than the simple motion of drawing the needle
and thread in and out of the fabric, stitches can be varied by length, direction, spacing, and
uniformity and of course colour, weight, or texture of thread; to create an effect or add interest
(Fotheringham, 2015). Drawing on his experience of teaching novices to stitch, Chalmers
(2017), known by the pseudonym, Mr. X Stitch, notes that after completing a short-lived, learning
curve, a sense of stillness and tranquillity ensues amongst the learners. The concentration
engendered by the rhythmic, repetitive action demands an unhurried and relaxed approach,

centring the stitcher around each small step and their own thoughts.

That contemplative focus lies at the heart of the strength of stitch as a research method, drawing

out the feelings of the maker and permitting their expression and communication. It is seen as
non-textual (Andra et al. 2020a) although, paradoxically, it is not uncommon for stitchers to

include words, echoing the work of Elisabeth Parker (c. 1830) who, believing herself too poorly

skilled to write her autobiography, chose instead to stitch forty-six lines of minute text to tell her

story of abuse and pain, (Jana, 2016; Pezzoli-Olgiati, 2023) thereby unknowingly aligning
herself with Louise Bourgeois for whom the act

recover and exorci se-Shitbetalo202pM@lundso (Fray

In this study, hand-stitching was a collaborative and accessible method that could offer pupils
that opportunity to express and explore their feelings, both intra-personally and inter-personally,
as part of the process of the intervention and through the interpretation of the stitched products.
Some of the school pupils in these case studies had, for a variety of reasons, experienced
difficulty conveying their thoughts and feelings verbally but were able to express themselves
through stitching their chosen images. Creating those images, has been compared to journalling

or keeping a diary, known as diary studies, and recognised methods of self-reflection and self-
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expression (Bolger et al., 2003; Leavy, 2009:215; 2017; Olorunfemi, 2023). The stitched
outcomes of the workshop sessions present themselves differently from the traditional written
word but, the validity of the contributions of each individual, as acknowledged ways of
expressing their feelings, remains undiminished and should be afforded the same significance

as written or spoken words (Pink 2007).

3.7.2 Participatory group work as research method (workshops)

The mindful and meditative benefits of hand-stitching, enabling stitchers to relax and re-focus
can be achieved in solitude, but as a research method it is more powerful when more than one
person stitches in a group, and as such can be a collaborative tool (Setterington 2017, 2018,
2020). This supports the establishment of the group stitching workshops, on which this

research is predicated, rather than allowing stitchers to work in isolation.

There is considerable evidence in literature that the interaction between group members whilst
involved in producing a shared outcome, encourages reflection and sharing, and engenders
positive feelings of belonging and collective pride in the outcome (Andra et al. 2020a; Campbell
and Dalton, 2019; Hancock, 2020; Setterington, 2017, 2018, 2020; Shercliff, 2014; Shercliff and
Twigger Holroyd, 2016, 2020a; Swinnerton, 2014). However, this research study is seeking to
determine whether these benefits, that have been explored amongst adults, can be replicated
with groups of school pupils, thereby adding to the existing body of knowledge in this respect. is
the intention of this research to assess and indeed benefit from the advantages of participatory

group work to the pupils sampled.

3.7.3 Focus groups as method
Focus groups offer an opportunity for participants to discuss a topic amongst themselves,
chaired or supported by a researcher rather than in a manner overtly structured by them. The

qualitative nature of the discussion between participants brings a collective view to the fore,
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based on the interaction between the individuals in the group through which they construct a
meaning and a preferred way forward (Cohen et al., 2007). This method lends itself clearly to
each group determining what will be the outcome of their group workshops and forms the basis
of the collaborative participatory work that is being explored for its potential impact on the

makers.

3.7.4 Interviews as method

Interviews are a very widely used, traditional method of collecting data and enable the views and
knowledge of other actors to be included and considered in the research. They are also used as
a valuable information exchange, as was the case in the set-up interviews that were essential at

the beginning of the research process in each school.

3.7.5 Field notes as method

Phillippi and Lauderdale (2018) suggest that field notes are essential to qualitative research,
enhancing data from other sources and providing context and detailed commentary on
proceedings. Field notes can offer rich, thick, description of the physical environment, of
interactions, and record the impressions of the researcher in real time or immediately afterwards.
The timeliness of field notes adds to the rigour of the process but also to the pressure on the
sole researcher. It must be acknowledged that the researcher will select, perhaps
unconsciously, what to record, and will apply their constructs to the interactions they are
witnessing, choosing what is of importance or to what to pay attention (Shaughnessy et al.,

2003).

Here, field notes required work immediately after each session; the researcher needed to note
down any points she had been unable to record at the time and to amplify those that had been
reduced to key words for speed. Annotation to highlight connections or cross references were

best made in a timely fashion. Thinking reflexively, the researcher needed to be aware that her
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own interests might affect the attention paid to particular aspects of the work and attempt to

redress any imbalances.

3.7.6 Participant observation as method

Drawn from ethnographic practice (Ploder and Hamann, 2020), participant observation is a key
qualitative approach, that can contribute to the collection of information-rich data, to triangulation
and to the betterment of the research evaluation (Abbott, 2024). It allows the researcher to focus
on the dynamics of a group session and offers a formative perspective pinpointing tensions,

areas for development or change in process.

Rooted in the much earlier work of Gold (1958), Kawulich (2005) and Cohen et al., (2007),
distinguish between two alternative roles within participant observation, one being participant-as-
observer and the other, observer-as-participant. Both perspectives require the group members
to be fully aware of the study and its purposes, but a participant-as-observer works as a
contributing member of the group being studied, whilst the role of observer-as-participant allows

the researcher to engage with the group only peripherally whilst focusing on the observation.

There is an expectation that adults in school classrooms will actively engage with school pupils
rather than stand aloof from them; a researcher who did not interact at all would damage the
research setting, causing mistrust and making themselves conspicuous. Such constraints make
the position of observer-as-participant clearly untenable (Lawlor and Mattingley, 2012) and lead
to the alternative, participant-as-observer role, being selected for these case studies. Robson
(2011) sees the assumption of such a predictable role as essential as it offers congruence with
other educators and implies acceptance from school staff that supports further approval from
pupils and imparts status by proxy. The sustained presence of the sole researcher, over the
duration of each case study, is likely to reduce the reactivity effects, whereby the researched

adapt their behaviour in front of the researcher.
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The method is prey to omission however, especially as the researcher in this study is working
solely. It is likely that contemporaneous, continuous commentary will be lost because of
interruption or distraction; that some part of the process, perhaps significant moments, will go
uncaptured thereby diminishing the evaluation. Whilst observing and recording in real time is
preferable to relying on the memory of the researcher, it is sometimes necessary for notes to be
made immediately after the session to avoid drawing the attention of the participants to the

annotation process.

3.7.7 A multi -sensory approach

The term 6édobservationd implies the use of the vi
In the context of this research, a multi-sensorial approach through which a fuller and more

complete understanding may be achieved, is possible (Pink, 2009; Rose, 2012). A focus within

the case studies was the experience of participants in the process of making in a group and as

such touch and hearing, in addition to sight, were considered. Participatory activities engender
conversation and talk; without hearing and indeed listening, the benefit of that would be lost.

Engaging with fabric through touch is evocative and personal, the haptic qualities waken

memoaries or offer comfort and solace. Several of the school pupils involved in the case studies

had learning difficulties, some were neuro-diverse, others suffered from anxiety; all could be
sensitive or reactive to the feel or tph263lihand o

Denton and Daniels, 2002).

3.7.8 Visual ethnography

Ethnography is a qualitative approach, gathering data to enhance understanding of the life of
people and cultures (Ploder and Hamann, 2020; Robson, 2011). Visual ethnography uses visual
data sources to achieve that understanding; however, there remains debate over the types of

visual data that might be admitted (Pink, 2007; van den Scott, 2018).
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The most usually theorised approaches focused on photography or videography (Emmison and
Smith, 2000; Pink, 2007) but a broader interpret
Smith, 2000, p. ix) challenges reductive, limiting alternatives; further encouraging the inclusion of

hand-stitched textile work in that classification.

In this study the researcher was instrumental in selecting the photographs she would take and
that became a source of data, constructing a reality by recording both work in progress and
finished pieces, either as individual elements, or as incorporated into the completed artefacts
(Setterington, 2018). Photographs also served as aide-memoires, bridging the gaps between the
case studies and completion of this research. Close up photographs of the hand-stitched textile
s were open to analysis of content, colour, and the aesthetic of the outcome but of course, are
representations of the pieces of work themselves. Individual, two-dimensional pieces were
combined into three-dimensional soft sculptures or wall hangings and as examples of arts-based
practice were open to analysis as data, coherent with extended definitions of visual media in the

ethnographic context (Cox et al., 2014; Weber, 2008).

3.7.9 Use of retrospective evaluation: semi structured interviews/questionnaires

Semi-structured interviews are a primary research method, favoured in multi-strategy designs
(Robson, 2011) and by hermeneutic phenomenology (McLeod, 2025). Here, retrospective
interviews were used to gather the thoughts, views and experiences of the staff and school
pupils involved in the case studies once the work was completed. However, such interviews are
dialogic encounters, where, from a hermeneutic perspective, meaning is co-created based on
interpretation. To achieve the most effective and robust responses, the researcher will pose
open guestions and listen carefully to the answers, prompting and developing the conversation
to fully understand the lived experience of the participant. In a semi-structured interview
responses may develop in a variety of directions, however, it is important that the core questions

address the central concepts of the study, that will support later data analysis.
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Interviews were recorded and later transcribed when the respondent gave permission and
otherwise, in the instances where recording was not welcome, the researcher noted responses
by hand. Once transcribed the researcher made jottings (Miles et al., 2014) of, for example,
emergent themes, items of interest and or questions to be asked of staff, in the search for the

most comprehensive data set.

Questionnaires that replicated the schedule of questions were available for pupils who preferred
to use them. Potential barriers, implicit in administering questionnaires to school pupils, hinge on
the literacy requirements of that process; whilst the researcher could adjust her spoken
language during interview if required, ensuring accessibility of the written word necessitated
assessment and adjustment of the schedule of questions, by simplifying vocabulary or
substituting an emoji-based scale (Sedley et al., 2005), that is evidenced in Appendix 3.
Furthermore, the use of the written questionnaire in isolation denied the researcher the

opportunity to develop further questions or explore a given response.

Regardless of the format chosen by respondents for the summative evaluation, the retrospective
nature of that enquiry renders it vulnerable to deficiency; answers may focus on effects rather
than process, on generality rather than forgotten detail (Clift et al., 2010; Desmarais, 2016).

Di stortion can be imposed by school pupil sb
answers and the potential impact of the inherent power imbalance between the researcher-as-
interviewer and the school pupils-as-interviewees that may influence responses (Okely, 2012;
Setterington, 2018, 2020). Correspondingly, teachers may be invested in the success of a
project (Shadish, Cook and Campbell, 2002, in Desmarais 2016) and minded, therefore, to

respond subjectively.

Desmarais (2016), chides respondents for the use of banal language that can affect the depth
of findings, she recognises that this limitation may be rooted in a lack of nuanced vocabulary; a

criticism that may carry some weight when, as in this research, the participants are school pupils

ent h
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from special school s. Her further cwoarcmrmrinsopdad
(2016, p.60) on the value of crafting is arguably less valid here as the school pupils are unlikely

to have been exposed to that discourse. To avoid being confined to the retrospective and to add

further rigour to the evaluation (Clift and Camic, 2016) respondents were encouraged to think

prospectively about the impact of their experience. There were informal occasions during

sessions when pupils commented to each other or to the researcher about the work they were

planning to do at home and a formal question to this effect was included in the schedule

compiled for the semi-structured interviews carried out in the post-intervention evaluation

(Appendix 4A).

3.7.10 Exhibition and display of finished work

Physical exhibitions of finished, collaborative outcomes have taken the form of external events

or internal displays within the school setting, other publicity has taken place through social

media, school newsletters and announcements in assembliesordurin g par ent SlBeseevent s
opportunities to celebrate and display the finished outcomes and achievements of the groups

also function as methods (Setterington, 2018, 2020). Once beyond the making space,

participants take additional pride in their work being understood and validated by others from

outside the immediate research group (Andra et al., 2020b) and data on the impact of that

process is significant as a measure of the positive contribution made to their wellbeing by that

approval.

3.8 Data analysis

This research study functioned within the pragmatic paradigm and consequently used a range of
different research methods to generate data that was largely, but not exclusively, qualitative in
nature. Once that wealth of information is gathered it is for the researcher to make sense of it,
(Vogt et al., 2014; Wolcott, 1994) and to establish the ways in which it may be converted to

meaningful information (Taherdoost, 2020). Qualitative research tends to generate data that is
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built on language, be that originally spoken or written, and as such is likely to be information-rich
and full, but may also exist in significant quantities (Robson, 2011). The researcher began the
process of analysis concurrently with the generation of further material from continuing
implementation of case studies, partially to cope with the quantity of material and also to benefit

from any learning that might emerge during the process (Miles et al., 2014).

Imposing order on the considerable quantities of diverse subject matter required the sole
researcher to be mindful of her own subjectivity and avoid perhaps highlighting material that was

congruent with her thinking.

Coding data is a form of categorisation that can maintain the rigour of the process of analysis
and is often seen as either inductive or deductive, here the researcher adopted a hybrid

approach (Miles et al., 2014; Robson, 2011). Combining the use of deductive coding derived
from the literature review with inductive codes that transpired dynamically, was enriching and
supported the triangulation of the varied sources of data. This then led to the identification of

themes that were then used to structure further analysis.

3.8.1 Analysing primary data yielded by case study methods

Having five case studies in all raised the question of managing five sets of data, whether to treat
each as an independent entity (the within-case approach) or to analyse data across multiple
cases (Miles et al., 2014). Working cross-case in this instance would enable generalisation from
the findings and comprehension of the potential for transferability; significant when the
researcher is aiming to offer a standard process to replicate these interventions in a range of
differing school contexts. The researcher looked towards what was described as a case-oriented
or replication strategy (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000, 2013; Ragin and Amoroso, 2019; Yin, 2009)
that enabled in-depth analysis of one case study supported by comparisons drawn from others,

synthesizing the findings.
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3.8.1.1 Detail of analytic process

The sole researcher functioned as participant-as-observer (Kawulich, 2005) and produced field
notes in a manner termed by Leavy (2017:137) as
and were then used to develop initial ideas (Creswell, 2014). The transcripts were annotated
with jottings (Miles et al., 2014) made by the researcher in reaction to the content. As this was
done on a weekly basis after each session and concurrently with other data collection, it may
have drawn attention to particular elements or interpretations and caused the researcher to look
out for themes in later sessions or to stimulate cross referencing with other data sources. Later,
set alongside other data and merged where appropriate, to connect and embed, supplement
and contextualise (Robson, 2011), the notes provided insights into the use and effectiveness of
participatory group work as a research method and, crucially, into the experience of the pupils
involved. This would determine whether the benefits of the textile-based activities seen in other
groups could be replicated with these participants, the question that lies at the heart of this

research.

Data yielded by retrospective, semi-structured interviews, when audio-recorded, also required
transcription, which serves as a means of familiarisation (Braun and Clark, 2006) and was

combined with the data from questionnaires completed by, or on behalf of, some participants.

3.8.1.2 From coding to thematic analysis

As a first cycle approach to coding the researcher made use of the focus areas used in the semi-
structured interviews, second cycle coding was derived from the ongoing process of data
collection and analysis, the two merged by the researcher, reflexively, to arrive at themes in a

manner congruent with both constructivist and realist methodologies (Robson, 2011).

The use of coding can be more than merely limited to the data analysis stage, driving forward

both data collection and data generation, especially perhaps in a context such as this when
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several distinct case studies are implemented over a period of time (Miles et al., 2014), to
achieve congruence and coherence across the research (Jnanathapaswi, 2021; Saldana, 2015)
and highlighting patterns of replication and difference across the multiple case studies (Hatch,

2002; Yin, 2009).

3.8.1.3 Using quantitative techniques

The researcher also took the opportunity to interpret quantitatively, using the identified focus
areas of the questions when re-framed as simple closed questions. This yielded numerical data
that enabled direct comparison between schools to assess, for example, the percentage of
pupils who enjoyed being part of the project and the percentage who reported feeling that they
had learned new skills. This is valuable as quantitative data is widely used in schools and is

seen as both objective and rigorous (Lim, 2024).

3.8.1.4 Analysing visual data

Inherent in the case studies was the use of hand-stitch as a method; evidence of its
effectiveness as a process was recorded in the field notes of the researcher, in the transcripts of
the semi-structured interviews and in photographs of the sessions. The made-work itself and
indeed photographic representations of it, offered an additional source of data as visual
ethnographic evidence of the outcomes. Those stitched outcomes were quantified and
analysed, objectively, in terms of colour, fabric choice and iconography and, more subjectively,
in terms of meaning and message, through the written, qualitative data. These methods of data
collection provide, through their triangulation, additional depth, rigour and quality (Golafshani,

2003) to the research.
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3.8.1.5 Analysing multi -sensory data

The engagement of pupils both with the process of the study and with one another was
facilitated and enhanced by their use of sight, hearing and touch, as a multi-sensory approach.
Recorded by the researcher in field notes and through the semi-structured interview transcripts,

this data added richness and quality to the findings.

3.8.2 Analysing secondary data yielded by narrative literature review

Analysis of the secondary data generated by the narrative literature review, requires the
researcher to identify and select the material that is relevant to the research objectives and
guestions and then to summarise and organise that material in a way that speaks to those
issues (Popenoe et al., 2021). A further dimension, in this study, lay in the considerable

challenges of definition of terminology such as mental health, wellbeing and participation.

3.9 Safeguarding and ethical considerations

3.9.1 Safeguarding

Adhering to safeguarding regulations is a legal necessity in all schools (HM Government, 2023).
Anyone working with school pupils is required to have up-to-date Enhanced Disclosure and
Barring Service (DBS) clearance (Disclosure and Barring Services, 2022). The researcher was,
and is, the holder of appropriate certification but chaperoning protocols mean that visitors, even
with DBS clearance, need to be always accompanied, placing more strain on staffing, and
making the most mundane movements round schools challenging. Obtaining the same
clearance for other adults was problematic, time consuming and expensive, proving to be a
further reason for undertaking the research as a sole researcher. Safeguarding procedures
(Department for Education, 2024c, 2024d; HM Government, 2023), underpin all research
processes in school and have impact on choice of workspace and evaluation methods.
Furthermore, the awareness that research may negatively affect the workload of staff in schools

can be a barrier for a researcher and indeed the staff themselves.
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Safeguarding procedures also mean that the researcher had to be aware that she might witness
something or be told something that had to be reported, this required her to be aware of the staff
who were the Designated Safeguarding Leads (DSLs) in each school and the procedures for
contacting them. She also completed the certificated Keeping Children Safe in Education
(KCSIE) course (Department for Education, 2024) and PREVENT training (Home Office, 2023),

focused on supporting those susceptible to radicalisation, also a requirement for school staff.

3.9.2 Photography and ethics
Photographs of the research process, recording and documenting the stages of the work that
include children, raise ethical issues of consent. Formal permission was gained, and

safeguarding protocols followed.

Routine custom and practice on photography varied between schools; in the special school
settings, photographs were taken by staff throughout the day to be shared on a dedicated digital
application, available to parents, aiming to support and encourage them in engaging with their
chil dbés s c hoThése photquraphs wene noeshared with the researcher for inclusion
in this study as each family agreed their individual terms for sharing and accessing photographs
within the group and on wider school-based social media platforms. In mainstream settings,
photography was discouraged unless formally staged, staff led and agreed by all. This led to a
complex and inconsistent situation when considered across all the case studies and resulted in

the use, only, of pictures in which no-one could be identified.
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Chapter Four

4. Data Collection and Data Generation

4.1 Introduction

Having identified, in Chapter Three, the methods best suited to this research, the purpose of this
chapter is now to document the collection of data. The narrative literature review has been
explored in Chapter Two and so here the focus is the operationalisation of the field work and the

retrospective evaluation to collect the data from the various methods employed in this research.

This field work has functioned as both a research method and a research outcome, both process
and product. The resulting bi-directionality adds some complexity as the case study was
designed explicitly to generate the experience and outcomes that had been seen in work with
adults, applying the learning from the literature review to establish best practice in that field.

This resonates more closely with the concept of data generation, defined as creating data
(Given, 2012) that is sometimes preferenced
sympathetic to that perspective, as she too embraces the view that the interaction between the
researcher and those individuals who are seen as sources, in case study for example, creates

data and constructs a unique reality going beyond simple collection.

4.1 1 Summarising methods

The breadth of the research necessitated different methods to achieve the required outcomes,
detailed earlier in Chapter 3 and in Table 9 therein. Secondary data was gathered by the
narrative literature review, whilst primary data from the four participating schools was generated
through the fieldwork and the methods sitting within that approach. Finally, the retrospective
evaluation required different methods and made use of notes and photographs taken during the
field work. The pattern of gaining feedback from the school pupils was flexible and responsive to

their academic level and learning needs and difficulties. Mindful of the context of the research

over
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and its focus on wellbeing and mental health it was important to offer choice and to make the
opportunities accessible and safe for all. That requirement affected the choice of language in the
formulation of questions and the decision to use an emoji-based Likert scale for pupils with

literacy difficulties (Sedley et al., 2020).

4.1.2 Summarising case studies

The field work, framed as multiple case studies that embody a range of methods, constituted a
main source of data. It was implemented in four schools, the first one hosting the pilot study and
the others undertaking the subsequent case studies within the triangulated, multiple case design

framework. The selected schools referred to are:

School A: Secondary Academy, West Midlands. Pilot study.

School B: Secondary Special Academy (broad spectrum, pupils range from having moderate

learning difficulties to profound and complex difficulties), West Midlands.

School C: Secondary Special Academy (SEMH), West Midlands.

School D: Secondary Academy, West Midlands.
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Date School No., age, Aim and focus areas
type gender
A | June Comp. 8 pupils, Raise awareness and promote understanding of
2021 mental health amongst groups and in school.
11-15yrs
Promote s ¢ h o inténdesl mental health support
MF strategy.
Team building with pupils in role as mental
health ambassadors.
Improve mental health and wellbeing of pupils
Support pupils in returning to school post-
COVID.
B [ June Special 6 pupils, Raise awareness and promote understanding of
2022 | Sch - mental health amongst groups and in school.
learning 13-14 yrs . . : . "
_— Build relationships and support internal transition
F between classes.
Improve mental health and wellbeing of pupils
C | June Special 17 pupils, Raise awareness and promote understanding of
2022 | Schi mental health amongst groups and in school.
SEMH 11-12 yrs
_ Build relationships and support transitions to new
M phases both in school and into school.
Improve mental health and wellbeing of pupils.
C | Sept Special 20 pupils, Raise awareness and promote understanding of
2022 [ Schi mental health amongst groups and in school.
— SEMH 11-12 yrs
— Build relationships and support transitions to new
M phases both in school and into school.
Improve mental health and wellbeing of pupils.
D | Sept Comp. 8 pupils, Raise awareness and promote understanding of
2022 |(—— mental health amongst the group and in school.
11-12 yrs
Build relationships and support transition into
- MF school.
Improve mental health and wellbeing of pupils.

Table 11, Schools AT D, by project date; school type; number, age and gender of pupils

involved; aims and focus of intervention (Howard, 2025).
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The structure of the interventions, the venue in school, the title and nature of the outcomes are

outlined in Table 12 below.

Structure of Venue Title and nature of outcome
interventions

A | Weekly, 607 90 mins, [He a d 6 s [ Breaking the chains (of poor mental

various staff, one lead. | meeting health) (Soft sculpture)
| 6 weeks. room.
B | Weekly, 60 mins, one | Art room Wheels of friendship (Wall art)
staff member (S1). 6
| weeks.
C | Weekly, various staff Multi-use Looking to the future (Jackets and tent)
over three groups, 45 space,
| minutes each. 6 shared

weeks. Head of
centre, S2, on site

throughout.
C | Weekly, various staff Multi-use Safe space ( Re-covered chairs)
over three groups, 45 | space,
| minutes each. 6 shared

weeks. Head of
centre, S2, on site
throughout.

D | Weekly, 60 minutes, Classroom Itis OK to say ( Soft sculpture)
one staff member (S3).
6 weeks.

Table 12, Schools A1 D, by structure of intervention; venue; outcome (Howard, 2025).

4.2 Field work and case study

As determined in the previous chapter on methodology, the use of field work directs the
gualitative researcher to choose methods that will allow them to observe and participate in, first
hand, the experiences in the field, collecting detailed, contextualised, primary data through
personal interaction (Pole and Hillyard, 2016). This research is dependent on the engagement

between the researcher and the participants whereby the reality of the interaction is constructed
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(Tashakkori et al. 2021); to this end, case study, with its associated methods such as focus

groups and participant observation, was a clear option.

The first case study was advanced as a pilot study, followed by four, distinct case studies in a
further three schools. Scaffolded on a rigorously designed and consistently structured
framework, the case study process drew substantially from the findings of the literature review
and decisions on methodology. It was essential to ensure the uniformity of the approach that
ranged across four different settings whilst enabling the researcher to exercise flexibility in
response when required. The case study structure was designed to encourage pupils to engage
and participate, and, more importantly, to facilitate the beneficial outcomes of that participation.
Tables 11 and 12, above, outline the case studies in the research, Table 11 setting out the type
of school, age range and gender of the school pupils and the aim and Table 12 covers the

structure of interventions, venue and the nature of the outcome.

As is common with other extra-curricular projects carried out in schools, this research was
delivered by an outside agency, in the form of the researcher, who was able to visit each the
school on a fixed term basis for an allotted number of hours (Education Endowment Foundation,
2021). Such projects are often informal but would sit within the standard policies for behaviour

and safeguarding and operate in accordance with the normal routines pertinent to each school.

4.2.1 Protocol for generation of data in case study

The reliable implementation of multiple case studies requires uniformity and consistency that can
best be assured through use of a protocol that offers a structural framework and guidelines.
(Brereton et al., 2008; Maimbo and Pervan, 2005; Miles and Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2018). In this
research each individual case study was implemented by the researcher solely; the choice to do
so had been imposed because of limitations on numbers of school visitors during the COVID-19
restrictions (see Appendix 2) and continued to ensure consistency. Whilst this approach reduced

the risk of variation it increased the workload of the researcher.
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A procedural protocol, detailed in Table 13, was followed by the researcher to ensure a rigorous
and uniform process of engagement with the schools and school pupils and to identify the focus

of the data collection that would emanate from the process.

Protocol Procedure Specifics Data generation
Initial Contact Process: Seek approval from | Information
approach to | head headteacher, outlining plans biective f hari
school and confirming key elements | OPJective fact sharing
including gthlcs and Sharing subjective
safeguarding. opinions on context and
Data collected from: field notes | Planning
Outcome: referral to staff
member as lead for projects
Interview Explication | Process: Discuss purposeful Information
with lead and sampling; areas of concern; biective f hari
staff discussion | staff support; workspace; times | OPJective fact sharing
member of options. and dates. Sharing subjective
Data collected from:  field OF'”'QnS on context and
notes, transcript planning
Outcome: Staff member
supports purposeful sampling
process; makes initial contact
with those to be invited to first
focus group.
Focus Meeting Process: Introduce research Information
group 1 - with school | and explore through I .
introduction | pupils in discussion. Objective fact sharing
to pupils sample. , ' iecti
PP P Data collected from: field Sharing subjective
notes, photographs opinions on context and
’ planning
Outcome: pupils optin, are . .
informed, have asked Under_standlng pupil
questions and are beginning to | €XPerience of process to
form as a group. date.
Permission | Consent Process: Issue appropriate documentation and ethics
and ethics and ethics. | forms
forms . .
Outcome: pupils able to continue.
Focus Meeting Process: Enable pupil-led Understanding of prior
group 2 - with school | discussion and planning of experience of group,
process and product, ideas and attitudes to
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to show progress. Emphasise

relationships, support, praise,

positive engagement with staff
and peers.

Data collected from: field
notes, stitched outcomes,
photographs

Outcome: Continuation of
work.

planning pupils in supported by visual and tactile | mental health, group
session sample. aids, identification of focus, dynamic, levels of need.
visual metaphors; _ _
representation. Generation of ideas and
agreement on nature of
Data collected from: field the case study, aim,
notes, photographs context and planning.
Outcome: Selection of focus Understandingp u p i |
and of proposed product. experience of process to
date.
Preparation of materials by the researct
Workshop 1 | Instruction Process: Prepare room and Under standin
- |and pupil workboxes. experience of:

beginnings. .

—— | Demonstrate and explore Trust and safety in the
techniques and equipment, process, developing
health and safety reminders. resilience
Data collected from: field Self-esteem, sense of
notes, stitched outcomes, belonging and wellbeing

hotographs . :
P grap Learning a new skill and
Outcome: Commencement of | starting to enjoy the
work. experience?
Developing positive
relationships, being
heard
Gaining insight from
visual imagery
Workshops | Continuation. | Process: Pupils continue, Under standin
2-6 work placed on the framework | experience of:

Trust and safety in the
process, developing
resilience

Self-esteem, sense of
belonging and wellbeing

Learning a new skill;
become engrossed;
achieviing

enjoyment.

of

Developing positive
relationships, being
heard
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Recognising the validity
of their work and that it is
valued by others

Gaining insight from
visual imagery

Completing | Discussion | Process : Group choices, final ([Under st andi n
the in implementation by researcher | experience of:
outcome workshop. if required. _
Trust and safety in the
Data collected from: field process, developing
notes, stitched outcomes, resilience
hotographs
P grap Self-esteem, sense of
Outcome: Completion of work | belonging and wellbeing
Learning a new skill;
become engrossed;
achievi,ng of
enjoyment.
Developing positive
relationships, being
heard
Recognising the validity
of their work and that it is
valued by others
Gaining insight from
visual imagery
Celebration | Discussion | Process: determine Under standin
of result in appropriate opportunities for experience of:
workshop. exhibiting and publicizing work.

Data collected from: field
notes, stitched outcomes,
photographs

Outcome: Decisions on
placement for display and
publicity.

Trust and safety in the
process, developing
resilience

Self-esteem, sense of
belonging and wellbeing

Learning a new skill;
become engrossed;
achieving of
enjoyment.

Developing positive
relationships, being
heard

Recognising the validity
of their work and that it is
valued by others
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Evaluation Arranged Process: Researcherengages |lUnder st andi n
| witheach with participants as arranged. | experience of:

school. , _
Data collected from: thematic | Trust and safety in the
analysis of interview process, developing
transcripts and/or resilience

guestionnaires, field notes,
stitched outcomes,
photographs

Self-esteem, sense of
belonging and wellbeing

Learning a new skill;
become engrossed;
achievi,ng of
enjoyment.

Outcome: Retrospective
evaluation through semi-
structured interviews or
guestionnaire.

Developing positive
relationships, being
heard

Recognising the validity
of their work and that it is
valued by others

Gaining insight from
visual imagery

Table 13, Research protocol, procedures, and specifics (Howard, 2025).

The operationalisation of the research methods chosen to support the collection of data has
explored below through the lens of the pilot study, the first opportunity to test the process and to

produce an outcome.

4.3 Pilot study as a source of data generation

The pilot study was carried out in the summer of 2021, as schools attempted to resume
normality after the Covid-19 lockdowns, in the secondary phase of an all-through, inner-city
school in the West Midlands. School leaders were supporting school pupils and colleagues who
had been bereaved by the virus or otherwise struggling with the impact of it. At the time, rules
were still in place about the numbers of pupils who could work together, the degree of movement

round school, room occupancy, composition of teaching groups, and access to school by
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external providers or visitors. The latter were to be kept to a minimum, health checked and

limited in their interactions.

Having been a governor at the school since 2019, the researcher was able to gain access
legitimately but perhaps more easily and directly than to other establishments or indeed, more
easily than other researchers without that connection. Availing oneself of such a propitious
opportunity is not unusual when selecting a case for a pilot study (Robson, 2011; Yin, 1994;
2018;) and, here, work began alongside, and indeed as part of, the preliminaries to the launch of

a new whole-school initiativei n t he f or m of a ment al heal t h

4.3.1 Context of the pilot study

Recent government guidance on mental health in schools (DfE., 2018a, 2018b, 2019c, 2020b,)
had centred attention on the content and delivery of what is broadly termed the personal
development curriculum, that includes health education. School staff had taken steps to
introduce the recommended materials (DfE., 2020a, 2020b) but the need to support school
pupils struggling with their lived experience of the COVID-19 pandemic had driven mental health
into sharper focus. Since the latest re-opening of schools in early March 2021, staff were aware
that the already disadvantaged community from which their intake is drawn had been severely
impacted by the virus and the lockdowns. Evidenced by deterioration in attendance, attainment,
and behaviour, it became clear that there were widespread issues with mental health, wellbeing
and a failure to flourish (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, 1997, 2002, 2014, Public Health England,
2019), and that pupils lacked the self-confidence, relationships, and resilience to surmount their

anxieties, doubts, and difficulties when settling back into the school routines.

The school had chosen to put the pupils at the heart of a campaign to raise awareness of what
they opted to term mental health (a nomenclature selected as it would be understood by all
actors). An early decision was to elect a team of mental health ambassadors from years 7 to 10

in the secondary school, who would lead on raising awareness and reducing barriers to open,

amb a
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non-judgmental, discussion in safe environments. This panel of eight was suggested as a group
with whom the research project could be discussed, any outcome had the potential to be part of

a launch for their role in the new school year in September 2021.

4.3.2 Pilot process and outcomes

Pilot aim Pilot process and outcomes

Test Follow research protocol.

feasibility of

research

protocol

Test staff Information gained:

interview School was dealing with post-pandemic trauma

Proposed launch of Mental Health Ambassadors programme to raise
awareness and encourage pupils to talk and seek support.

The principal s meeting room woul
allow for distancing (COVID-19 regulations).

Staffing will vary because of the demands of the school.

Test sample | Select the 8 pupils who were to be mental health ambassadors as a
selection sample.

Test focus Poor mental health is taboo in community;

group 1 Group wished to facilitate support for children in school;
| All had experienced poor mental health, either directly or indirectly;
manifesting in eating disorders, anxiety, panic attacks, self-harm or
suicidal thoughts.

Opportunity to opt out given. Ethics forms and permission letters issued.

Test focus Stimulus materials were used to raise the status of the project.
group 2 Opportunities for sensory engagement with materials.

— | Discussed: choice of message; visual metaphors; pupil beliefs about
mental health; ideas for making (see Appendix 8).

Decision on makingb a | | and chain, 6Breakin
heal t ho, bl ack fabric, coloured t
Test Stitching kits issued and well received.

workshop 1 Pupil reaction to the threads and fabric, both visual and tactile, stroking
— | velvets to self-soothe.

Encouragement; activity is achievable, reassurances given.
Relationships are beginning to form.

Health and safety, risk identified over needles if pupil chose to take work
home.

Pupils stitching but with unexpected making problems, enjoyment and
pride.

Test The staff expressed pupils' excitement and enthusiasm.
workshops 2 | Continued stitching, ongoing construction of final product, skills
-6 developing.
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Work brought in from home and taken back again, developing
relationships with family.

Greater levels of concentration, more mixing and more conversations
despite social distancing.

Some pupils stay over lunch, demonstrating enjoyment.

Examples of work and process in figures 29 -32 below, demonstrate
skills.
Pupil pride in their own work and that of others evident.
Sense of achievement.

Praise from visiting staff and pupils.

Numbers increased, highlighting a problem.

Test product

Work was successfully assembled between sessions, display location

assembly discussed.

Test Questionnaires completed; no interviews possible.

evaluation

Test Display, social media, school publications, assembly, flyer, local mental
celebration health exhibition.

opportunities

Table 14, Pilot process and outcomes (Howard, 2025).

4.3.3. Initial interview with staff (pilot study)

A preliminary interview was undertaken, as a direct interaction between the researcher and a

me mber

of

t

he

s c hool 0;:pre-preparedischdddeaoflissueswas gxplored a m

through open questions, but there was flexibility and a mutual opportunity to gain in-depth

understanding of the context and likely challenges. Here, the researcher had to share her

interpretation of the proposed project and establish trust and confidence, her experience and

knowledge impacting positively on that process. The member of staff was asked, as an informed

partner, to identify and construct the group to be sampled based on agreed criteria, that have

been outlined in Chapter Three. That intentional, purposeful sampling supports the generation of

relevant, information-rich data to ensure the rigour of the process (Lohr, 2019; Rapley, 2014;

Shaheen et al., 2019) and in this case led to the selection of the mental health ambassador

group.
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Some amendments were made to the structure of this interview after the pilot study because of
issues that emerged, those included matters of pupil numbers, staffing and safety that are fully

detailed below.

4.3.4 Focus group | (pilot study)

Having identified the group of pupils, the member of staff briefly introduced the project to them
and issued the appropriate ethics documentation and permission forms provided by the
researcher in line with individual school procedures. With those permissions completed, and
reassurance that they could leave the project at any time, the pupils were invited to a focus
group, wherein the proposals could be further explained, and a guided discussion take place.
Exploring the opinions and attitudes of the participants was key, and the session enabled the
researcher to understand a little of the potential group dynamics. At the heart of the process
was the need for the researcher to establish a rapport with the group quickly and to lay the

foundations of the relationships that would underpin the work.

Explaining that the project was part of a research study based at the University of Leeds and
that participants were needed to implement that work, the researcher made an explicit request
for help during the focus group detailing the context and aims of the research. Being chosen or
invited to take part in something perceived as special can enhance self-esteem, encourage initial
participation and, in turn, benefit that whole process (Brodie et al. 2009; 2011; Rochester, 2006).
For some pupils in this research, the opportunity to help and for that help to be needed and
valued by the researcher was both unusual and significant (Brodie et al. 2009; 2011a; 2011b).
The link to the University had the potential to add value to the research in the eyes of some

pupils and their families.
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4.3.5 Focus group 2 (pilot study)

Once the intervention was introduced and pupils had had the chance to opt out, a second focus
group was held, with the same pupils, to share ideas on the nature of the project and to plan for
the workshops. Before any activities could be commenced it was important that the participants
understood that an inclusive working environment would be emotionally and physically safe;
ground rules compiled by the pupils emphasised the need for tolerance, use of positive
language, kindness, and the avoidance of judgment. The researcher created a welcoming and
stimulating environment for this second group and offered the opportunity for pupils to engage
freely and informally with a range of stimulus materials, books, and objects to encourage interest
and curiosity, exemplified in Figure 32 below. The stimulus materials were chosen to connect to
either the process or the potential product of the research; a full list of those selected and their

intended purpose is included in Appendix 7.

Figure 32, Kantha wraps, laminated exemplars, books, S4S quilt, sashiko exemplar (Howard,
2021).
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For the pupils to make the choice to be involved in a project they need to feel that they have the
capacity to meet the practical demands of them in terms of skill, and find relevance, congruence,
and interest in the proposals (de Backer and Jans, 2002). The explanation of the subject matter
and context of the research, offered by the researcher as a perspective on the reality she wished
to construct, was critical in generating interest amongst those identified. Not only was this
pivotal to the strand of enquiry but also elevated the work in the eyes of all concerned, it was

more than pupils simply being taught to sew.

The area of congruence was broadly defined to the pupils as poor mental health or wellbeing as
that was, and is, the terminology used most in school and by lay people. Having acknowledged
the relevance of the subject matter for themselves and their peers (Brodie et al. 2009; 2011,
Rochester, 2006), altruism and empathy motivated some pupils to engage (Frisch and Gerrard,
1981). This perspective was facilitated through discussion of the ways that the outcome might

be received by the peer group.

The researcher sought to encourage interactivity and discussion in the focus group by posing
open guestions about the social and emotional issues that the pupils feel they, and their peers,
are facing, giving them ownership of the project. Once the message or idea the pupils wanted to
share with the school community was established, the focus group explored how that message
might be best conveyed visually. Exploring verbal metaphors supported a consideration of
visual metaphors and the concept of representation to express ideas; some explanation and
reassurance concerning practical feasibility was offered by the researcher. The sessions moved
towards final, agreed decisions on the messages and outcomes of the research work and pupils
were again given a choice about their continued involvement in the project (Alderson and

Goodey, 1996; British Educational Research Association [BERA]. 2018; Hart, 1992).
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4.3.6 Setting up practical, participatory , group stitch workshops  (pilot study)

The practical workshops were designed to give pupils a positive experience that could enhance
their wellbeing, whether they were experiencing poor mental health at that time or if they needed
support to maintain their wellbeing. The literature review had supported the identification of
various factors that could enhance wellbeing and the aspects of field work design that would
preserve or facilitate them were incorporated into the structure of the workshops, as specified in
Table 15 below. Providing an environment that was well placed to achieve the desired outcomes
optimised the generation of data and thereby made positive contributions to the research
guestions and objectives that sought out best practice and critically evaluated the experience of

school pupils in the case studies.
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Wellbeing will be
enhanced if ....

Field work design

Pupils feel safe
undertaking new
activity

Provides a familiar environment, staffing and materials.

Ensures project is achievable from outset.

Pupils have positive
relationships and a
sense of belonging.

Enables positive relationships through process.

Self-esteem can be
enhanced.

Gives feedback, approval and help through interaction
with researchers, other adults, pupils, friends and
family.

A new skill is learned
and developed to
enhance independence
and pride.

Promotes the learning of hand-stitching, while fostering
independence and individual progression.

Pupils develop self-
mastery and self-
confidence.

Promotes the skills for autonomy; including self-control,
self-regulation, goal setting, stress management.

Pupils can focus,
explore and become
engrossed; achieving
0fl owd

Enables focus and concentration. Support challenge to
match or extend skill | ev ¢

Pupils build resilience
and are supported to
take risks safely.

Supports pupils to overcome difficulties, gives
opportunities for risk taking in making and in social
interaction.

Pupil sé
opinions are heard and
validated.

t ho

Ensures pupils are fully involved at all stages. Include
and credit all contributions.

Csikszentmihalyi (1975; 1997; 2002; 2014) ; Ellyatt (2018, 2020, 2022); Maslow
(1943a, 1970); Noble and McGrath (2015); Seligman (2011).

Table 15 Supporting the enhancement of wellbeing through fieldwork design factors (Howard,

2025).
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The researcher had explored ways of adding value to the workshops that might enhance their
efficacy in terms of improving wellbeing, providing more data for analysis. Commercial textile
workshops often provide participants with the necessities of making to ensure all are equipped
appropriately and to add value to the proceedings. For this research, individual workboxes (see
Figure 33), were assembled for the pupils, ensuring organisational efficiency and to reduce the
risk of time wasting and confusion; the provision of the right equipment optimised chances of
success, and built confidence in the participants. Value and status would be added to the activity
by virtue of offering pupils something that was deemed special, thereby engendering pride and
self-worth. Each kit looked aesthetically pleasing and professional, and, for the pilot study,
included a 10 cm embroidery hoop, a small notebook and pencil, blunt tipped, safety scissors, a
large-eyed chenille needle (risk-assessed as least sharp and easiest to thread), a stitch ripper,

two needle threaders and a pin cushion with 10 glass-headed pins.

Figure 33, Workbox showing equipment (Howard, 2021).
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Hand-stitching is the focus of this research and therefore central to the literary findings, both
historic and contemporary, wherein the process has been found to be beneficial in a variety of
ways to those stitching (see Chapter Two). However, it was also essential that, as a research
method and a technique, it was achievable and practical to use in a secondary school setting
and that participants would feel it was within their capacity (de Backer and Jans, 2002).
Resources for stitching are inexpensive; work is portable and requires no special equipment or
space; as a method it offers participants the chance of success and encourages both continued
involvement and skill development. Any problems or errors can be rectified easily, an important

factor when working with pupils with no experience, low self-esteem, and poor self-confidence.

The planned structure of the first practical workshop is set out in Appendix 9.

4.3.7 Subsequent practical, participatory , group stitch workshops  (pilot study)

Field work must be designed in such a way that it encourages and facilitates the sustained
involvement of participants. Brodie et al. (2011) have determined several criteria that identify
why pupils might continue to participate, those are explored in Table 16 as issues that need
consideration when designing and maintaining field work. These demonstrate a clear coherence
with factors that support wellbeing (Ellyatt, 2018, 2020, 2022; Maslow, 1943a, 1970; Noble and

McGrath, 2015; Seligman, 2011).
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Can Field work design should é.
participants .....

trust in the Enable small-scale, achievable, contributions as successes.
process and its

potential Introduce practices that enable pupils to envisage a successful
success? outcome and monitor progress.

recognise the Enable participants to position their work in situ to confirm their
validity of their validity.

work?

recognise the Ensure participants are engaged with identifying the purpose of
pr oj ect 6]|the project for themselves and the wider audience (Brodie et al.
potential for 2009; 2011).

impact?

recognise that Facilitate opportunities for praise and appreciation to be shown to
their work is participants.

valued by

others?

enjoy the Create a positive and harmonious environment within the policies
experience? of the school (Hart, 1992; Hodgson, 1995; Treseder, 1997).
develop their Ensure support is available so that pupils can explore and

skills? challenge themselves (Lardner, 2001).

develop good Ensure the environment enables relationships to thrive whilst
guality peer stitching (Marta and Pozzi, 2008; Reitsma-Street et al., 2000).

relationships?

Table 16, Supporting the continued involvement of participants through fieldwork design factors
(Howard, 2025).

The process and procedures for the subsequent workshops followed the same basic format as
the first because predictability and consistency are key to ensuring continued engagement
(Rochester, 2006). As the work progressed, increasing emphasis was to be placed on the
journey towards the completed product, encouraging pupils to challenge themselves and take
pride in their achievement. A function of the stitching process was to establish an environment

wherein pupils could begin to relax and express themselves; this built up over the period of the
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subsequent weeks and was observed and noted by the researcher. Opportunities to show their
work to others were made available whenever the school context permitted, with pupils

encouraging friends and favourite staff to visit.

Pupils were encouraged to take their stitching and workboxes home to further their skills and to
exploit connections with interested family members, opportunities that had the potential to
enhance wellbeing through raising self-esteem and building a sense of belonging (Maslow,

1943a, 1970).

Figure 34, Piece stitched at home and praised by parent, school A (Howard, 2021).



Figure 35, Love who you want, second practical session, school A (Howard, 2021).

The discussion on the ultimate location of the finished work was causing concern because of
practical health and safety constraints; failure to find an appropriate space would affect the data
collection generated by the visual ethnography of the completed work in situ and the reaction of

the pupils and others to their achievement.




Figure 36, Adding work to ball between sessions, school A (Howard, 2021).
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4.3.8 Final practical, participatory, group stitch workshop (pilot study)

The pilot was planned to last for a half term, leaving the researcher to ensure that the outcome
would be complete by that time. The last session was scheduled for celebration, appreciation,
and praise requiring key staff, senior leaders, and other pupils to be enabled to see the finished

work and engage with pupils.

Display opportunities had been finalised, with space in the main hall and reception areas chosen
for maximum but supervised footfall from the whole school community, pictures and text were to
be included in the school newsletter, website and Twitter feed, and a launch flyer had been
printed ready to distribute at an assembly that was planned for the beginning of the autumn
term. An opportunity to exhibit locally at a mental health event was secured for October 2021.
These arrangements offered rich opportunities for data generation as pupil pride and the

approval and approbation of others were significant.

Feedback was to be taken from pupils and staff during the session by virtue of semi-structured
interviews, however the COVID-19 regulations and last minute staffing issues at the school
meant that it was only possible to quickly issue the questions, re-figured as a questionnaire (this
interview schedule can be found in Appendices Four A and B. This process did not generate the
richness of data for which the researcher had hoped and indeed the free-text format may have

limited some pupils.

4.4 Other sources of data (participant observation ; multi -sensory approaches and visual
ethnography)

Wor king as -a6plaseivcéepantCohen et al., 2007; Kawul
able to develop positive relationships with pupils in the known context of the school with which

all parties were familiar. Making field notes personally in every stitching workshop constituted

extended practice that reduced the likelihood of reactivity amongst the pupils, although that

phenomenon remained something of which she needed to be aware when considering results
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and findings (Zahle, 2023). Facilitating workshops whilst making notes was challenging at times
and the researcher was not able to record everything in real time, rather needing to set time
aside immediately after each session ended to expand her notes and amplify key words to fuller

meaning.

The patrticipant observation process also enabled the beginnings of interpretation of the ongoing
collection of data (Kirk and Miller, 1986) as some similarities, changes, and patterns, began to
emerge and resonate with the researcher. The observations included a consideration of multi-
sensory data, the researcher noting spoken comments and discussion, visual evidence of
interactions and behaviour and representations made in the stitched work. The enthusiastic
reactions of pupils to the colours of the threads and to the haptic qualities of the fabrics were
also recorded. Immersion in the context generated rich data, supported by the focus
engendered by the process of note-making, but the researcher was mindful of the risk of
omission and of having to make choices of where to centre her attention; the latter potentially

vulnerable to her construction of reality.

Photographs taken by the researcher, formed part of the visual ethnographic body of evidence,
enabling her to record detail about the physical setting, the spatial relationships between actors
and offering another representation of the stitched pieces of work both in progress and when

completed.




Figure 37, Faces of the ball and chain, (Howard, 2021)
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4.5 Data generation : learning from the pilot case study
The data generation process highlighted several practical areas of learning for implementing

future case study practice.

4.5.1 Issues for clarification in future set  -up interviews with staff.

4.5.1.1 Fluctuating group numbers

Group numbers in the pilot study sessions were subject to fluidity to accommodate the needs of
the school. Additional pupils would be brought along to join the group by staff; the immediacy of
which made it very difficult to turn them away. Often, the pupils were interested and pleased to
join in, but newcomers needed support and had not been part of the structured process. Their

presence diluted the time the researcher had to give to making field notes or observing.

Recommendation : Ensure staff understand that the research will be undermined by bringing

other pupils to sessions and that, in the interests of rigour, this cannot be accommodated

4.5.1.2 Inconsistent staff support

The nature of staff support in the pilot study was unpredictable in terms of the identity of the
members of staff, their level of relevant experience, and in their constant presence in the room.
On reflection, the researcher acknowledged that whilst this was typical of the quotidian situation

in schools, a more reliable presence would be more helpful.

Recommendation: Ensure staff understand that the research will be undermined by

inconsistency in staffing and that this should be avoided whenever possible.

4.5.1.3 Potential display locations

Uncertainty over location of the finished artefact in the pilot study caused the researcher to make
significant change to the structure during the process, this was time consuming and challenging;

greater clarity in future case studies will prevent this recurring.
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Recommendation: Enquire about possible locations for the finished object to inform later

decision making.

4.5.1.4 Sensitive issues

Pupils in the pilot study had free choice over the content of their stitching, themes chosen
included comment on LGBTQA+ issues and the Israel-Palestine war; there should be discussion
on the perspective taken by the school on such matters to ensure the process is managed

effectively.

Recommendation: Discuss any sensitive issues and agree a consistent approach.

4.5.1.5 School rule on taking equipment home

Pupils were encouraged to take stitching home as a way of developing skills, continuing
enjoyment and sharing their experience with family and friends. This school permitted all
equipment except needles to be taken home, this meant that only pupils who had sewing
needles at home could participate. The researcher should be aware of that limitation as not all

families possess this basic equipment.

Recommendation: Clarify rules in each school and share with pupils in focus group 2 or in

workshop.
4.5.2 Issues for clarification  during delivery of workshops

The following points emerged as important to keep in the forefront of thinking when the

researcher was delivering workshops

1 Identify and resolve any practical difficulties to ensure that pupils will be successful and
feel rewarded by their achievement, supporting self-confidence and self-esteem.
1 Ensure pupils can share feelings about mental health safely within the group if they wish,

to develop support and self-confidence.
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1 Encourage ambitious and creative responses that will engender pride and a sense of
achievement.

1 The researcher must be very clear in instructions and demonstrations of practice, as
several unnecessary practical issues arose because she had made assumptions of prior
knowledge or understanding.

9 Stitch rippers were unnecessary; they should be omitted from the pupil work boxes in
future.

1 Ad-hoc visits by staff, always full of praise and encouragement, were rewarding for
pupils. The researcher should direct interaction with those visitors to the pupils to avoid

hindering her work by taking field notes and engaging in participant observation.

4.5.3 Issues derived from retrospective evaluation

The pilot study permitted closer analysis of case study methods and the structure of the process;
the researcher noted that several pupils, in informal discussion, asked if it was possible to
continue the work beyond the school vacation. This raised the question of the potential impact
that working with a group over a more sustained, longer period might have on the ongoing

wellbeing of group members.

The evaluation processes were significantly affected by the changes enforced by COVID-19
procedures and by the impact of most attention had to be paid to them before research
continued. The questionnaire was not a fully effective substitute for the semi-structured
interview, the limitations imposed by having only a few questions formulated to be accessible by
all pupils and appropriate for written answers were such that whilst responses were
encouraging, the quality of data yielded through observation notes was higher. Time to gather
the feedback was also limited as staff absence, again due to Covid, impacted on availability.

This affected the opportunity to carry out a formal staff interview, before the end of term, as part
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of the retrospective evaluation; the absence of that data remains a gap in the body of collected

information.

4.6 Data collection and generation post -pilot study

Following the pilot study, access to schools to develop the case studies was still problematic.
National COVID-19 restrictions were gradually lifted with the re-opened schools now facing other
pressures as they attempted to return to normality. Issues with pupil behaviour, attendance and

gaps in learning affected the priorities and choices being made (DfE, 2024a, 2024b).

The researcher re-contacted an Academy Trust in the West Midlands that had expressed
interest in the work; with two mainstream secondary schools and two special schools as
members, the trust offered an opportunity to move forward and to explore the efficacy of the

research in diverse settings.

4.6.1 Case study 1 - School B : Circle of Friendship

The following explanation of the process in case study 1 is positioned within the structure and

language of the research protocol, that are noted below.

4.6.1.1 Initial approach to school

The intention of the initial approach was to seek approval from headteacher, outlining plans and

confirming key elements including ethics and safeguarding.

Following the research protocol established earlier in the process and subsequently tested in the
pilot study, the researcher contacted the head, with whom she had previously worked, and an
agreement in principle was reached during a visit to the special school for pupils with learning
difficulties. This co-educational special school accommodates one hundred and fifty 111 19-year-
olds, with a range of special educational needs, all categorised as MLD (having moderate

learning difficulties) including Autistic Spectrum Disorder, Profound and Multiple Learning
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Difficulties and Speech and Language Communication Disorders. An Education, Health, and
Care Plan (EHCP) is a mandatory requirement for a pupil to be allocated a place at the school,
this indicates the severity of their needs. Most pupils in the school are white British although

they are drawn from various parts of a diverse conurbation.

The head referred the researcher to a lead member of staff, coded as S1 hereafter, with a
commitment that they would support the project throughout; this was a direct, and positive,

outcome of the learning from the challenges of the pilot study.

4.6.1.2 Interview with lead staff member

The intention of the interview with the lead staff member was to discuss the purposeful sampling

process, areas of concern, staff support, workspace, and times and dates.

The member of staff (S1) had identified, tentatively, six girls who were not flourishing in school.
These girls clearly constituted a purposeful sample; finding it challenging to settle back into
school life, the pupils were due to experience further unsettling change after the coming summer
holidays when they were to move from their current groups. S1 explained that, exacerbated by
the pandemic, the pupils had issues of low self-confidence, anxiety, and poor self-esteem; all
were reluctant to try new things, being very concerned about failure. These difficulties had
impacted their academic attainment and enjoyment of school life. School closures, shielding and
periods of isolation had meant that they hardly knew their peers, and struggled to engage with
them; without friendships, education was an impoverished experience. The girls were identified

as dependent on adults as sources of interaction or mediators of conversation.

Five of the pupils were to move into the same class, where they would make up the entire cohort
of girls, and the sixth pupil was due to join the sixth form, her lack of self-confidence and

disbelief in her ability to cope with anything new being a cause for concern for her, her family
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and the school staff. It was hoped that she might be able to assume a leadership role within the

group and be encouraged by learning the new skill of stitching successfully.

An art room was to be available throughout the duration of the project and potential display
locations confirmed depending on the pupil choice of two- or three-dimensional outcome, again
a positive outcome from the learning from the pilot study. In response to the other points arising
from the pilot it was confirmed that no other pupils would be added to the group; sewing needles
could not be taken home by the pupils but could be given to an adult who collected them from
school; and that S1 would tackle any sensitive issues in subject matter, should they arise, in

collaboration with the researcher.

4.6.1.3 Focus group 1

The purpose of the focus group was to introduce the research and to explore its potential

through discussion.

This focus group was modified to meet the needs of the pupils with learning difficulties.
Understanding that, for these pupils, anything different or unexpected can be a source of
anxiety, it was important to reduce that risk and not undermine the work or the relationships. Low
literacy levels required the researcher to adopt a restricted code of language, but it remained

important to avoid condescension.

The request for help with university-based research was well received as it had been in the pilot

study; giving a sense of being needed and valued that contributedt o pupi | s6-weta.nse of
The pupils understood the term, 6 me nt a | healthoé and agreedthathat he
they termed as worries or being scared, made life challenging. Discussion of ways to improve

matters brought ideas of friendship, kindness and reaching out to others to the fore and an

interesting acknowledgement from one pupil that she felt isolated in school unless there were

adults with whom to converse.



180

Appropriate documentation and ethics forms were then issued and explained, to be returned

before the next focus group.

4.6.1.4 Focus group 2

The second focus group aimed to determine the nature of the intended project, to discuss both f
process and product, to identify the area of focus and explore visual metaphors and

representation. The session was supported by visual and tactile stimulus material.

The researcher shared the ball and chain from the pilot study and the story of its making, this
incurred a sensorily-based response highlighting the haptic and aesthetic qualities of the work.
Gradually ideas were presented, and the theme finally chosen was the importance of friendship
and of being a good friend, because pupils could agree that having no friends made them feel
lonely and isolated, sad and inadequate; articulating inadvertently several indicators of poor
mental health explored in Chapter Two. Visual metaphors were explored in a rudimentary way
and the idea of holding hands gained momentum, although at this stage there was no
visualisation of a final outcome. The group deci sion that they
the researcher with a challenge of implementation, given that most of the pupils struggled with

poor manual dexterity and under-developed fine motor skills.

Pupils left the focus group with quiet enthusiasm with one suggesting that her father could

contribute, having heard about the involvement of mothers and grandmothers in the pilot study.

4.6.1.5 Workshop 1

The first workshop included the preparation of the room, provision of workboxes for pupils. The
demonstration and exploration of techniques and equipment supported by health and safety

reminders.

woul c
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Again, as in the pilot, it was important to engender a sense of occasion and difference, giving
value and attractiveness to the activity as that would raise the status of the work and lift the self-
esteem of the pupils involved. Discussion continued around friendship and how that could be
portrayed in textiles, a very simple stitching activity was planned to ensure pupils could achieve
and feel successful. Aware of some of the potential pitfalls gleaned from the pilot study, the
rudiments of simple straight stitch were explored and demonstrated. Motifs would be stitched,
using the ten-centimetre embroidery hoops, to explore feelings about friendship, these small,
manageable elements would then be stitched to hands, perpetuating the challenge to the
researcher. Pupils raised questions about skin tones and shared ideas of a tree of hands or a

circle that showed everyone being together.

The teacher (S1) was supportive and skilled; the pupils, patient and open to participate albeit
quick to declare their self-doubt. The introduction of air-erasable fabric pens, that can be used to
outline designs for stitching before the marks fade away, gave extra confidence that any errors
would not be permanent. Being able to take materials home generated more conversation about
potential family involvement and about pupils wanting to take time to improve. One pupil, was

already able to express her surprise at her newly found skills, never having stitched before.

4.6.1.6 Workshops 2 i 6

Pupils continue with their work that is placed on the foundational framework to show progress.
Relationships between pupils and staff are important in terms of support, use of praise and

positive engagement.

At the end of week 2, S1 acknowledged that the pupils were already talking to each other more
than expected, becoming increasingly encouraging and helpful as they collaborated in the
familiar space of the art room with a boardroom table format. S1 was consistently present but

other staff visited regularly and proved to be a welcome source of praise and encouragement.
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As the sessions continued, teaching and support staff commented on the way pupils were

sharing their enjoyment of the previous week.

Figure 38, Work in progress, School B, friendship wheel (Howard 2021).

Pending the group decision about the final form of the outcome, the decision had been made to

incorporate hands. The researcher, as workshop facilitator, had prepared a number of three-
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dimensional hands, made from white cotton gloves, stuffed, and dyed to represent different skin
tones as referred to by the pupils. These soft and flexible three-dimensional pieces could be
stitched into directly or could have motifs applied; for some, they were easier to handle than the

hoops and so offered pupils a choice of approach.

4.6.1.7 Developing the outcome

As hands were completed, they were pinned together in various configurations to enable pupils
to decide on the outcome and to demonstrate, in line with pilot study, that a positive outcome
was achievable and realistic. Growing in confidence, pupils were sharing ideas about the overall
effect, one suggesting that the hands would benefit from some jewellery, an idea the researcher
was able to facilitate with a range of beads, ribbons, and old watches, rings and bracelets. The
air of excitement, positivity and ownership grew as pupils talked about the appearance of the

outcome and how much they felt others would like it.

As the stitching continued, the pupils made the decision that the finished outcome should be a
wheel, led by a comment from pupil B2, that a circle had no start and no finish, and it showed
the pupils all being friends together. Her ideas were welcomed and then developed by the other
pupils who worked collaboratively to explore placing the hands as if they were clasped together.
The group also felt confident that the symbol of hand holding, and the circularity of the outcome

would be understood by the pupils and adults in the school.

Sessions were more relaxed, conversational, and informal with considerable willingness to help
one another and praise o n e a n owbrk. Biffeéestials in skill level had emerged but the pupils
accepted that and continued to encourage one another. Competence in the use of a needle
threader and scissors was improving, and the teacher and researcher were in much less

demand to support these skills.
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Figure 39, Pupil at School B shows her work (Howard, 2021).

4.6.1.8 Completing the outcome

Pupils B1 and B2 became increasingly focused on the outcome, proactively working towards it
and taking the lead in targeting the number of pieces needed and determining whether

completion by the end of term was feasible.

The first wheel was constructed by the researcher using a metre diameter exercise hoop;
finished pieces were placed in pairs, with the chosen additional embellishments, as decided by

the pupils. A surplus of hands led to a discussion on a second wheel; pupils had expressed a
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desire to include their own names, in the manner of signature quilts, however, the lack of fine

motor skills precluded some of the group from succeeding. As compensation and to remain

inclusive the group used pre-cut, felt letters to spell out their names. Pupil B2 also suggested

thatthewor d oO6friendshipbé be included to explain what
the letters to spell out the word and spaced them out on a smaller wheel. The final outcome can

be seen in Figure 48, having been finally assembled by the researcher at home as a red heat

warning in the UK had brought school closures.

Figure 40, Completed pair of hands | (Howard, 2022).
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Figure 41, Completed pair of hands Il (Howard, 2022).

Figure 42, Completed pair of hands Ill (Howard, 2022).
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Figure 43, Completed pair of hands IV (Howard, 2022).

Figure 44, Completed pair of hands V (Howard, 2022)
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Figure 45, Completed pair of hands VI (Howard, 2022).



Figure 46, Completed pair of friendship wheels (Howard, 2022).
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4.6.1.9 Celebrating the outcome

At the end of each session, pupils were vocal about wanting to take their work to seek approval

from staff and peers who were not part of the project. Individual pieces were taken to show to

other staff and were also shared with people who come into the room, some of those having

been invited by the pupils. The anticipation of seeing their work as a wheel on display was

generating a level of excitement that staff reported to be rare. In the final week, a videographer

was working in the school, and the pupils sought him out to film their work for inclusion in new

publicity material. The headteacher visited and expressed his approval after which the pupils set

off taking the wheel into classrooms and explaining what they had been doing. One pupil
responded by saying he could understand the <circ

end. O

All pupils were able to point out their own work to their teachers and to explain what they had

done and which elements they particularly liked or had enjoyed. Some struggled to identify their

own progress needing to have the elements of improvement and development highlighted to

them before they were able to appreciate the skill level they had achieved and the quality of the
outcome they had produced. A f avourite teacher told them that

seen made in school d which brought a round of ap

4.6.1.10 Evaluation

Pupils were shy of interviews and feedback questionnaires needed modification to enable pupils
to access them, they were re-framed to use a Likert scale with a smiley face emoji. A group
discussion was instigated, using the core questions as a framework, supported by various
supplementary questions drawn from the interview guide (see Appendix 4B), it was recorded

with permission and then transcribed, along with an interview with the teacher, S1.
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4.6.2 Case Study 2 with School C : Looking to the future project

4.6.2.1 Initial approach to school

Again, following the earlier established research protocol that had been observed in the pilot
study and first case study, the researcher contacted the head, in spring 2022, and made a visit
to this special school for pupils with social, emotional and mental health (SEMH) difficulties, also
affiliated to the Academy Trust with which the researcher had been working. The school caters
for boys and girls aged 31 16 and has around 100 pupils, about 95 percent of whom were boys.
All pupils have Education and Health Care plans (EHCP) because of the severity of their
difficulties and unusually elevated levels of need for support and funding. The designation of the
school brings challenges, and, at the time, these were exacerbated for staff by the pressures of
poor ratings from the Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills
(OfSTED), inadequate buildings and facilities, and a significant amount of change in staffing and

leadership structure.

The head referred the researcher to a lead member of staff, (S2). This colleague held the
position of Head of Centre on oStaiingoffthe prdjeet, osce hool 6
underway, could not be confirmed at this point, putting the work out of line with the learning from

the challenges of the pilot study.
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4.6.2.2 Interview with lead staff member

This case study offered insights into implementing the participatory stitch-based interventions in
a context that was predominantly male and outside mainstream education. The headteacher
selected the site that operated as a halfway-house between primary education and secondary
education. The context, in the latter half of the summer term was one of transition, a time
identified in Chapter Two as one of the most vulnerable to poor mental health. There was
capacity for up to 24 pupils, currently all boys, aged between 11 and 12; the Head of Centre,
(52), rather than sampling, wanted to involve all of them in the research. The stitching project
would be one element in a seven-week summer transition programme designed to support their
move and influence their potential to bond and function as a newly formed unit in advance of the

start of the next school year in September.

Some boys were transitioning fromt he school 6s own primary sit

others were joining from external education providers. The school transitions pupils flexibly from
one key stage to the next, responding to pupil readiness rather than adopting the more usual
approach of moving into Key Stage 3 rigidly at the age of eleven. In mainstream education, this
milestone transition between key stages is often undertaken by established friendship groups
moving from primary to secondary school together but there is no such security for these already
troubled youngsters who struggle to build relationships. For this group, a new school year, with
new teachers and new classmates is likely to cause stress; furthermore, the different site in
which the boys were to be educated was a temporary building, due for demolition, with no

immediate outside space.

Once joining the new school, the boys would be placed in three small teaching groups and it was
proposed that those groupings of up to eight pupils, would be the basis of the research cohorts.
This required the researcher to make a substantial commitment to the work and reflected the

degree of flexibility required when working in schools. The boys® i ncl usi on

n

t
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fitted the research criteria as they all had significant experience of poor mental health and
impoverished wellbeing and could not be said to be flourishing. Many are neurodiverse, a term
that is often used synonymously with autism spectrum disorder (Baumer and Frueh, 2021), most
are from single parented or blended families and a higher than usual proportion (four per cent of
the population of this school as opposed to .7 per cent of the national population) (Department
for Education, 2023) are in the care of the Local Authority, living with foster parents or in group
homes. This is compounded by the fact that the communities from which many of the pupils are
drawn are financially and socially disadvantaged and as such have been particularly negatively

impacted by COVID 19 (Metherall et al., 2022).

A lack of wellbeing and a failure to flourish was clearly demonstrated by the behaviours that the

pupils exhibited routinely in school and on school transport. With low levels of emaotional literacy,
pupils struggled to manage their anger and to self-regulate, they were disruptive and disobedient
with the resulting consequences and sanctions adding to feelings of failure and frustration. Many

pupils had limited resilience fuelling poor attendance and even school refusal.

Textile work can fall victim to stereotypically negative perceptions about who may or may not
engage successfully in stitching (Twigger Holroyd and Shercliff, 2020) and for some, a group of
pre-teenaged boys with anger issues and low self-esteem in the context described would have
fallen into the latter category; a view that was held by some of the school staff and the Head of
Centre at the outset. Being a provision predominately catering for white male pupils at this time,
the study has enabled consideration of the stereotypical gender boundaries and attitudes to

what may still be seen as a female activity.

Each group of boys would have a teacher, and a teaching assistant allocated to them and S2
would be in the base too; however, the researcher's experience in schools and in the pilot, study

meant that she was aware there were likely to be inconsistencies over the half term. Sessions
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would take place in a multi-purpose space, that served as a classroom, staff room and

reprographics base. Wall space was most easily available for finished work.

4.6.2.3 Focus group 1

The project was equitable and made available to all nineteen boys currently at School C, there
was no adult-led, selection or rejection process, but two boys refused to participate. Staff
seemed unsurprised as both absented themselves from classrooms, and indeed the building, at
any opportunity. Alternative arrangements were made for them, and they rejected all later

attempts to interest or encourage them to participate in the project.

The remaining seventeen boys joined the three introductory sessions in their newly established
tutor groups and once in receipt of the particulars of the project were asked if they wished to opt
in (Hart, 1992; Kelty et al., 2015). All chose to continue though some were more invested and
excited than others. It became clear that the individual pupils would participate from a variety of

entry points, dependent on their personal context and preferences.

4.6.2.4 Focus group 2

Discussions about what might be made were supported with the stimulus materials, the ball and
chain outcome from the pilot study was particularly enjoyed by the pupils, if somewhat

manhandled.

The final decision in group one, of five boys, was to embellish a tent that could be in their
classroom as a O0time outédé space; not all pupils

willingness to contribute to the outcome.

In group two, eight boys settled quickly on the idea that a jacket could represent carrying the
weight of life experiences. PupilC1 0 sai d Ayou can put the sad, bad

are behind you and have the front to show the br
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power over the other boys, both physically and vociferously, and he was almost immediately

able to lead and direct the group. Others were less confident, but all were willing to contribute.

The four boys in group three were least able to offer ideas but stayed in the room even though
they were not all able to remain seated. In the absence of their own idea, they could have opted

out of the project but instead all chose to contribute to a jacket as suggested by group two.

Differences in willingness, hesitancy, enthusiasm, and confidence were immediately clear, both
between the groups and between individuals within the groups, as were low levels of self-
esteem, a critical factor in effective participation as it impacts group interaction (Hart, 1992). The

researcherds task was how to enable all the pupi

4.6.2.5 Workshop 1

As in the pilot study and other case studies, the stitching process was designed to reduce the

risk of any potentially counterproductive, perceived failure or frustration for the pupils, and again

was supported by the individual work boxes given to each pupil. Reactions to the threads and

fabric was very sensory, pupils were attracted to the haptic qualities of the material and explored

everything. Stroking fabrics and exclaiming over colours and textures, AMi ss, youdve gc
col our s t her e, pupils elgarly erifoyed the opp@rBuity to touch the materials and

that noticeably lifted their mood. Unlike in the pilot study, the environment did little to add value

to the activity as it was a sparsely furnished, dilapidated, multi-functional space.

4.6.2.6 Workshop s 21 6

The three hour-long sessions were held weekly at the same time, in the same space, on the
same day, offering some important structure and predictability to the project (Garner, 2015).
Gradually, the workspace became somewhere the pupils could be sure would be set up in the
same way each week and that it would operate in the way they had come to expect. That it was

not their usual classroom offered the opportunity for a slightly different set of rules, there was no
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rigid seating plan or structured room layout and that had the effect of making the environment
less pressured and more relaxed (Garner, 2015). Each group was supported by a teaching
assistant but inevitably, pupil attendance fluctuated week to week; the school had a pattern of
low attendance, and pupils were sometimes suspended, truanting or had to attend meetings with

external agencies.

Over the five-week period, the pupils made their individual contributions to the work; their

personal decisions and choices both products of their developing abilities and confidence

levels. There wer e, of cour s e, instances when the pur
cope with minor frustrations such as an unthreaded needle or tangled cotton. Occasionally,

work would be thrown or torn up. Language was regularly bad and subject matter sometimes

inappropriate. Each incident was managed with the support of staff, as necessary. It was

important that negative behaviour was dealt with, but no pupil was asked to leave the process

because of their conduct.
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Figure 47, Pinned pieces in place (Howard, 2022).

The pupils pinned each finished piece to either a jacket or to the tent, wherever they chose; a
process that allowed them not only to see their own work in situ, but also to visualise and
monitor progress of the whole work, reassuring them that the project would come to fruition and

offering proof of their collective capacity to achieve.
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Figure 48, Completed tent (Howard, 2022).

It was important that the pupils selected whether their work was for the front of a jacket or the
back, as the front signified moving forward and the back, the things they would rather leave

behind.

4.6.2.7 Completing the outcome

The project came to an end with three jackets and a tent having been completed, more pieces of
work had been placed on the fronts of the garments, that were, for a while, displayed on dress

forms alongside the erected tent in the classroom. The Head of Centre then gave permission for
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them to be placed more centrally in the school; a noticeboard alongside the main corridor was
made available and the jackets and tent were pinned up alongside a selection of photographs of
the pupils, see Figures 54 and 55, below. This had the effect of limiting the impact, the tent could
not be used immediately for its originally intended purpose as a time out space and the reverse
of the jackets could not be seen. One or two staff expressed concern that the work might be

damaged by pupils, however, no harm was ever done.

4.6.2.8 Celebrating the outcome

The work was celebrated on social media and in the school newsletter, but more importantly, as
a display or sometimes modelled, the jackets have been shown and explained to visitors
throughout the year. This has had the effect of extending the benefits of the work over that time
and avoiding the limitations of it being a singular event that could be quickly forgotten (UNICEF,

2001).
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Figure 49, Pupil modelling jacket is camouflaged against display (Howard, 2022).
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Figure 50, Wall display of jackets (Howard, 2022).

4.6.3 Case Study 3 with School C : Time Out Chairs project

4.6.3.1 Interview with lead staff member

As data and feedback were gathered at school C at the end of case study two the opportunity
arose to continue working with the pupils, providing a chance to consider the impact of the
research over a more prolonged period, a point originally raised during the pilot study. This
would enable the researcher to evaluate the view, held by the Head of Centre at school C, that

the work was becoming more impactful as it progressed.
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4.6.3.2 Focus group

Whilst the interviews and questionnaires focused on the first case study were conducted the
pupils were asked if and how they would like to continue, they were then invited to a further
focus group, one being held for each of the three sets of pupils. There had been conversations
amongst the pupils about the poor state of the furniture in the school, much of which was
graffitied and defaced. Pupils had expressed interest in continuing the theme of the previously
made time-out tent by refurbishing three padded armchairs, one per group, that would then be
used as reflection chairs. Reflection spaces are a strategy used to offer pupils a chance to
pause for thought and an opportunity to self-regulate (Department for Education, 2017);
allocating three chairs to be embellished with stitched motifs by one of each of the three groups
will enable all the classrooms to have a place for a dysregulated pupil to re-set their thinking and

reflect on their behaviour.

4.6.3.3 Workshop 1

The more confident pupils assisted in the measuring and planning, and each individual pupil was
given the opportunity to participate and determine the nature of their contribution. Several had
already shared that they wanted to be more ambitious and make work on a larger scale using

bigger embroidery hoops and that they had ideas for new designs.

4.6.3.4 Workshops 21 6

The theme was determined to be something that would facilitate self-reflection and would be
personal for each pupil. Initial ideas included the sea, a tiger, and a map of Jurassic world, all
using large hoops; each of these represented an achievable but increased degree of challenge
for pupils whose skill levels and confidence had improved since the original projects began.
Examples of pupils scaling up their contributions in size and complexity are evident in Figures 51

and 52, below.
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Figure 51, Be loving, Be strong (Howard, 2022).

The new work would see pupils functioning at a higher level in the flow channel
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; 1997; 2002; 2014), and would contribute to their ability to flourish;

summari sed by pupil C7 as, it he mothatiscpromon d o s o me

knowl edge. 0
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Figure 52, Computer game images (Howard, 2022).

While spending more time on more complex designs or developing additional skills was
potentially an issue for those who preferred the instant gratification of less challenging work,
pupil sé& conf i denc elaterethreclbays expeessed aa interastan werking with

the group but wanted to extend their skills by being independent in terms of outcome.

As the work continued the boys showed more interpersonal skills, asking advice or for the
opinions of the other pupils, sharing and supporting each other, sessions often overran into
break times as completing a piece of work or continuing a conversation assumed greater
importance than playing football. Skills continued to be developed from the first steps and the

levels of challenge increased, driven by the pupils themselves. Group three was the smallest
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and least coherent in the first phase but was beginning to stabilise as boys became more able to

settle in the space and engage with one another.

4.6.3.5 Completing the outcome

Towards the completion of the second project, two new pupils joined the school and brought a
high level of confrontation to the setting. Group change is common in the education system but
is challenging for the researcher, as effective participation could be compromised as
relationships and dynamics shifted. When tranquillity prevailed and conversation was focused
on football, the war in Ukraine or even their shared experience of autism, staff were struck by the

intensity of the concentration and the calmness.

4.6.3.6 Celebrating the outco me

Sharing their work and showing their skills to others developed in this second stage. As the
chairs and other items neared completion the levels of pride were more evident, most boys had

n item to show to the others, there was no sense of failure, reinforced by comments from staff.
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Figure 53, Three chairs completed (Howard, 2022).

4.6.4 Case Study 4 with School D: Itis OK to say project

4.6.4.1 Initial approach to school

The headteacher in the second mainstream school (School D) that expressed interest in being
involved with the research directed the researcher to her pastoral team having confirmed her
willingness for the work to go ahead. The school is an 11-18 comprehensive academy with a
demographic that differed from the academy in the pilot study. School D has a smaller intake,
and pupils are drawn from the white British community, OfSTED (2019) noted that levels of pupil

disadvantage were above the national average as were the numbers of pupils that had
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diagnosed special educational needs. Most recent figures indicate that national averages for
disadvantage (indicated by eligibility for free school meals) are 24.6% (GOV.UK, 2024a) and for
pupils with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) are 13.6% (GOV.UK, 2024b).
Data for School D in terms of disadvantage currently stands at 36.67% and for SEND at 20.67%

(Snobe, 2024).

4.6.4.2 Interview with lead staff member

The initial meeting, in May 2022, was with a learning mentor (S3) who had responsibility for the
welfare of several pupils particularly those joining the school each September in year seven at

the age of 11. She was available to support the research each week to ensure safeguarding is
in place and to help pupils with practical skills if necessary. That consistency was welcomed by
the researcher as it mirrored the successful approach in School B and improved upon the

situation in the pilot study.

In common with case study one and two, transition was again the source of poor mental health
and a lack of wellbeing amongst some of the more vulnerable pupils. The school was expecting
a group of pupils to join in September 2022 that had been identified by their primary school
teachers as having emotional difficulties such that would make it challenging for them to settle in
and bond with their peers. It was from that group that S3 would select a purposeful sample,
aiming to develop their interpersonal skills and to reduce levels of anxiety in individual children,
whilst achieving enjoyment in participation and benefiting from praise and recognition from the

outcome.

Fitting additional activities into the established school timetable was challenging, but an hour-
long lesson was identified, weekly, and a classroom made available. The allocated hour
included time taken for pupils to move from earlier lessons and for the researcher to set up and

take down equipment and furniture, that resulted in the time available being the most limited of
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all the research field work. There was display space available for either two- or three-

dimensional work on completion.

4.6.4.3 Focus group 1

The researcher met with a group of eight pupils and the member of staff and explained the
project as it had been introduced in other schools. The second part of the discussion was to
establish what aspect of the pupilsd experience

explore and to share.

The group comprised eight pupils, seven girls and one boy, all were white, three had started at
the school without knowing any other pupil in their intake and were, in the opinion of the learning
mentor, feeling isolated and anxious as a result. The other five had come from the main feeder
primary schools but were known to be struggling with transition for a variety of school-related
and external reasons, the latter including domestic violence, divorce and bereavement. The
group was quiet, but all agreed to continue and to meet again to discuss what they might want to

make.

4.6.4.4 Focus group 2

The ball and chain from the pilot study was used as a visual stimulus, and its story told to the
group, this was supported by the selection of books, pictures, and stitched fabrics used in the
pilot study and other case studies. More inhibited than other groups, pupils sought permission
and needed encouragement before they would pick up a book or reach out to look at a picture.
As the discussion continued it became more punctuated with haptic experience, pupils were
drawn to the ball and chain, stroked the velvet sections, and rolled it around to see all the

elements.

Pupils were comfortable with the phrase 6ment al

worries, anxiety, and anger. As the session progressed the conversation turned to feeling
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inadequate, being judged, and having worries that were difficult to share with others. There was
perceived to be a need to conceal their feelings and to appear as if nothing were amiss.
Although raised initially by one pupil, there was quickly a concurrence from the others who all
recognised the feelings and acknowledged that they too had the same experiences. Pupils then
agreed that most of their peers were likely to have the same underlying concerns, and it would
be beneficial to produce an outcome that would acknowledge the issues and encourage others

to articulate their feelings and to know that they were in a safe environment so to do.

Ideas about how that might be done were slow to come to the fore; pupils not realising what the
possibilities were, or what might be achievable. Exploring potential visual metaphors for an
emotional state was helpful and simple representations were offered, including rainbows, clouds,
and balloons. A consideration of the reasons why the group believed it necessary to conceal
their feelings, yielded the phrase 61l put a
debate towards masks, facades, and disguise. Eventually, the idea of making a head, possibly
three-dimensional, to represent the false face presented to the world, emerged. Pupil D7
commented on the extent of the challenge the group had set themselves and there was a
discussion about whether a wall hanging would be easier; whilst Pupil D7 acknowledged that the
hanging would be simpler, she added that she knew life is not simple and that the outcome of
the project should reflect that. With an outcome agreed upon, the researcher had the
responsibility of determining a way forward and was mindful of the learning from other field work
that pupils responded well if they could visualise the finished outcome and it was achievable and

realistic.

4.6.4.5 Workshop 1

The member of staff was happy with the outcome of the focus groups and reported that one
parent had emailed her thanks that her daughter had been included and that pupil D1 had been

checking daily about the timing of the next session. As previously, the workboxes were issued,

br av
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the equipment explained, and introductory demonstrations given. Pupils were quiet and attentive
but not confident, there was still a low level of engagement with the materials and visual stimuli
that had been made available. The group was more compliant than others, more wary and

anxious about making errors, traits that were reflected in their chosen subject matter.

4.6.4.6 Workshops 2 1 6

The researcher had constructed a three-dimensional padded form in the shape of a head on a
low stand so that pupils could see that their ideas were achievable. The head was 40 cm high
and 25 cm deep, with shaping for the nose and brows. It was greeted by enthusiasm and some
surprise by the pupils as the group gathered, the size was clearly unexpected and seen as
ambitious. Again, the combined confidence of the researcher and the staff member was crucial
in maintaining the trust of the pupils. Any completed pieces were pinned, by pupils, on to the
padded form, and, as elsewhere, the opportunity to take material and thread home was offered

and accepted up by some.
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Figure 54, Left side of stitched head in progress (Howard, 2022).

As the weekly routine became embedded, pupils arrived at the sessions without having to be
collected and in twos and threes rather than solitarily. They were able to settle down quickly,
understanding what they needed to do as evidenced by the progress visible in Figures 54 and

56. Occasionally, group members encouraged others to ask if they could participate, an



212

interesting endorsement of the work in hand although unsuccessful in each case. Covered in
stitched pieces, see Figure 60, purposely aesthetically pleasing to represent the mask that was
worn, the head was then crowned with hair that camouflaged a selection of words and phrases

that expressed their real feelings.

Figure 55, Stitched detail of head (Howard, 2022).

One pupil had been very vocal about her desire to use rainbow imagery in the work, and so it
was decided that the hair could be made with the spectrum of colours to represent inclusivity
and support for everyone, including the LGBTQ+ community. Explorations of how to represent
feelings using colour were quickly underway as one pupil shared her mixed emotions and

discussed the colours she might use to show her confusion.
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Figure 56, Right side of stitched head (Howard, 2022).



214

The most confident and enthusiastic were pupils D4 and D5, both were able to reflect on their
work from previous weeks and acknowledge their successes and improving levels of skill. Pupil
D5 had quickly progressed from simple straight stitching to embellishing her work with words,
expressing her feelings in stitch rather than vocally. Several broken hearts had been made, see
Figure 57, triggered by pupil D4 who had recently been bereaved of her mother, others offered

support and shared their experiences of loss with her, whilst making hearts of their own.

Figure 57, Broken heart (Howard, 2022).



