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Beyond Academics

Schools and their students are
using programs and ingenuity
to battle through a disrupted
year, writes Peter Hanlon.

Wellbeing efforts
reaching beyond
the classroom

The notion of students extending themselves
“beyond academics” has never felt more
tangible. In essence, COVID-19 has made
excelling at wellbeing as crucial as achieving
healthy marks in English or maths.

“It’s not so much a hidden thing anymore
– our girls would say they’ve become
stronger at prioritising wellbeing as an
equal goal,” Toorak College Mt Eliza
principal Kristy Kendall says.

“We tend to hear, ‘I want to get this ATAR,
I want an A-plus for French’. This program
has meant they have a goal in their wellbeing
as well; it’s brought it front of mind.”

The program is Flourishing, a software
tool for schools that requires students to
regularly ask questions of themselves. Their
answers don’t just open the door to a
conversation, they compare them against
hundreds of schools around the world.

Where are my positive emotions at? How
do I feel about my level of sleep and
nutrition? Where is my purpose? How do I
feel when I accomplish something? Through
answering these questions, a common

language is developed, trends identified,
actions triggered.

“Through having this data, I was able to
say to our Year 7s recently, ‘Do you know
you’re sleeping more than most Year 7s
around Australia? You make neurons when
you sleep, so you’re getting more neurons in
your brain than most girls your age! Which
means you’re getting smarter!’ ”

Kendall doesn’t believe the word
“program” is the best fit when describing
such activity, reasoning that wellbeing is a
lens through which all of us evaluate every
moment, every initiative, every action.
Recent trends at Toorak College have
included Year 12s being “off the charts” in
positive emotions, highlighting their strong
connection as a group. Year 7s have ranked
high in community; Year 8s lower in their
positive emotions.

“The power comes in the ‘what next?’,”
Kendall says. “All of our girls have had one-
on-one conversations about their data; we’ve
done year level, we’ve done overall school.

“It means we’re not flying blind in
wellbeing. Just like academic growth, I’ve
got data, I can target it. Flourishing means
we don’t make assumptions, we don’t just
hear the loudest voices. We have a tool to
guide our wellbeing.”

At Yarra Valley Grammar, that tool takes
the form of a modified traffic light, with

students ranking their wellbeing from green
(everything is good, I’m OK), through yellow
(I’m working through challenges myself),
amber (I’m struggling a little and would like a
conversation with my tutor), to red (I need to
speak to my year level co-ordinator) and,
finally, black (I’m really struggling and need to
see the school psychologist).

Principal Mark Merry has been heartened
by the honesty of responses. “The students

say, ‘I’m in this zone or that zone’,” he says,
adding that, of late, an uptick in anxiousness
has been identified.

“Yes, that suggests they are feeling more
anxious, but it also suggests the method of
monitoring is working. The good news is
they’re talking to us.”

At Shelford Girls Grammar, where each
year level has a weekly wellbeing-focused
class, psychologist Jacqui Green works with
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‘Ten minutes [of
mindfulness] a day can be
like taking your brain out of
your head, giving it a good
wash and popping it back in.’
Jacqui Green
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Staying well in the time of COVID-19: ELTHAM College’s Abbey Wells (left), psychologist Jacqui Green, and students at Toorak College.

two distinct groups – students who
experienced anxiety before the pandemic,
and a “seesaw group” who were previously
consumed by sport, drama and other
extracurricular activities. Recently, many in
the latter cohort have come across her radar
for the first time.

“They’ve flipped the other way and are
saying, ‘I don’t know how to put my finger on
it, but I’m struggling now’,” she says. “Pivot

is the word of the year, let’s adapt. But if
you’re a rower and you and your crew can no
longer go for a row, it’s a really challenging
space for those kids.”

For Year 12s – forced into remote learning
in the most important year of their
schooling, with rites of passage such as
valedictory and muck-up days threatened –
Green says there is a palpable sense of grief.
Coping mechanisms are vital, and

mindfulness has been a powerful strategy.
Here, Green points to the need for

wellbeing to be flexible, something that is
both universal yet very much unique to each
person. Ten minutes a day can be “like taking
your brain out of your head, giving it a good
wash and popping it back in”. Relaxation isn’t
the end goal, rather a happy by-product.

“The purpose is to stay in the moment,
and if you have thoughts of, ‘I have to do this’
or ‘That’s due’, you just very gently, without
judgment on yourself, let those thoughts
pass. Don’t jump in and engage with them.
Like a passing cloud or train, pop it on there
and come back to what you were doing.”

With personal interaction on hold, finding
ways to engage has demanded
inventiveness. Yarra Valley Grammar’s
“virtual” house cross country has broadened
to include parents, siblings, old
grammarians; Shelford’s “hopscotch

challenge” grew organically, with courses
that traversed trees and parked cars, and
even featured hopscotch for finger puppets.

At ELTHAM College, the Year 12 leaders
have taken their role in setting the school’s
tone and culture online, engineering a range
of house challenges – photography, trick
shots, a “Race Around Australia” – and
choreographing regular online assemblies.

“Friday Funnies” has been a big hit,
providing laughs but also challenging
students to check in on a fellow student they
might not normally hang out with and report
back next time.

“It’s harder to notice when people aren’t
OK; how do we make sure they’re okay if we
can’t see them?” says Abbey Wells, one of
two college captains. “Our teachers really
focus on how we are going as people first and
foremost. That’s been an awesome shift, and
I think that will carry on.”


