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YOUNG PEOPLE’S WELLBEING

Schools are

stuck
in the past

If you smoke, are overweight or fail to take care of
your body in other ways, it is probably your own fault.
Managing to be well has become the individual’s own
responsibility. Gone are the days when responsibility for
good health and wellbeing was merely seen as a nice
asset or positive personality trait. Today, wellbeing is a
moral obligation – not least among young people.
Body image has always been important to young
people, but today it is an obsession. In Australia body
image is a more significant issue to young people than,
for instance, stress and family conflict.
An increasing number of young people, however, do
not meet the standards of health, fitness and wellbeing.
Every fourth young Australian struggle with mental
problems and more than half of young Australians do
not meet recommended physical activity guidelines.
Is it really their own responsibility if they drink too

An increasing number of
young people struggle to
be well. What do the school
systems do about it? “Not
enough,” says Professor
Johanna Wyn, who calls for
educational leaders to take
more responsibility of young
people’s wellbeing and to
rethink the school’s efforts.

much, get fat or struggle with depression?
No, says Professor Johanna Wyn, the Director of the
Youth Research Centre at Melbourne Graduate School
of Education. “It is time for educational leaders to take
young people’s wellbeing more seriously. The question
of young people’s health and wellbeing is often ignored
in education in Australia and many other countries. But
it is becoming more and more important to include
young people’s wellbeing in education.”
Falls between two stools
Johanna Wyn has studied young people’s wellbeing
for years and has recently written a book on the topic,
Youth Health and Welfare:The Cultural Politics of Education
and Wellbeing, which has just been published by Oxford
University Press.
One important reason why she wrote the book is that
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How well are young people?
Young people are the healthiest group of society
– but new health threats such as obesity and
mental disorders are emerging. Here are some
facts about young Australians:
> 25% of young people experience a mental disorder.
> Illicit drugs (12%) and alcohol (11%) contributed to the greatest
ill health for young males. For young females the greatest ill health
was accounted for by intimate partner violence.
> 25% of young people were categorised as obese or overweight in
2004-5, an increase from 2001, and less than half of young people
were meeting recommended physical activity guidelines.
> Body image was the most significant issue to young Australians
aged 11-24 in 2007, (32.3%) followed by family conflict (29.3%) and
coping with stress (26.9%).
Sources: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW): Young
Australians, Their Health and Wellbeing 2007, Mission Australia
2007 and Johanna Wyn 2009

issues of young people’s health and wellbeing often fall
between two stools. Being well has become a significant
dimension of young people’s lives. Wellbeing is a social
concern and a personal quest, a public preoccupation
and a private responsibility. But neither the health sector
nor the educational sector address young people’s wellbeing sufficiently.
The health sector deals with the problems when they
are there – the symptoms. The educational sector, on the
other hand, tends to focus on the skills that are needed
in the workplace. Despite the importance of wellbeing
to young people, educational systems tend to focus on
the narrow goal of matching young people’s skills to the
needs of economic development.
“We have new health problems to cope with, such as
obesity and bullying, and an increased number of young
people experience mental problems. It is getting worse
because we don’t cope with it,” Wyn says.
New youth
In Australia, researchers talk about a ‘new adulthood’
which involves early engagement in adult practices (such
as sex and work) and a different approach to life. In Europe, researchers talk about a ‘new youth’ with distinctive
new patterns of life (such as marrying and settling down
in their 30s instead of in their 20s). Both terms signify
that youth life has changed.
Johanna Wyn says there are more pressures on young
people today than previously. Many of them assume they
have individual responsibility, even for matters that they
do not control themselves.
“At the Youth Research Centre, we have studied
groups of young people and they all tell us they are juggling too many choices and possibilities. They are trying
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to keep all their options open and be flexible because of
an uncertain future, and that it is hard work.”
Mainstream and at risk
Although several traits can be used to portray the new
youth growing up today, individualism may indeed be
the most adequate characteristic. Johanna Wyn explains
that educationalists often use the idea of a mainstream to
mask the diversity within the young population.
“It is too convenient to assume that most young people are okay and only few need specific attention. What
we think is ‘mainstream’ is actually full of diversity. We
see an increasing mix of diversity in schools that we cannot ignore. Mainstream is not a very helpful concept to
approach the situation today. We have to recognise that
there are many different groups,” Wyn says.
‘Risk factor’ is another problematic concept, which is
often used with reference to youth because adolescence
is seen as an ‘age of risk’. When young people’s wellbeing
is included in education, it is most often in risk-oriented
health programs that actively promote the acceptance
of individual responsibility for broad social health issues.
Anti-bullying, the promotion of healthy canteen food,
sun protection programs or campaigns for safe sex have
come to have a risk management element.
“The identification of ‘risk factors’ in young people is
simply a way of placing responsibility on individual young
people or their families in disregard of the wider social
processes that contribute to the adverse outcome,”Wyn says.
Leaders: Rethink the school
The new youth poses several challenges to the educational
system. According to Johanna Wyn, schools have to keep
pace with the new young generation and the changing
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How leaders promote
wellbeing in schools
Educational leaders can respond to the challenge
of young people’s wellbeing in various ways,
but, according to Professor Johanna Wyn, the
following three steps are particularly crucial:
1 Let young people participate
Young people’s participation is key. Without involvement of young
people, leaders might as well forget it. This is about listening to young
people and about taking them seriously.
2 Introduce cross-sector collaborations
Schools have to collaborate with other sectors. Without some form of
cross-sector collaboration, young people in most need are likely to ‘fall
through the cracks’. Change happens through cooperation between
schools, researchers and communities. Researchers should work with
schools and provide evidence-based research to make better policies.
3 Raise debate
It is also important to raise a debate about young people’s wellbeing.
Many young people find it difficult to raise issues such as bullying,
mental health concerns or eating disorders because they experience
that they are the only ones with any problems. When these issues can
be discussed by young people in public, it becomes easier for young
people to say that they need help and for professionals to provide the
right kind of help.

times. “The world has changed a lot. Schools haven’t. The
schools function like they did in the industrial age. In that
sense, they are stuck in the past. But they have to change
for the post-industrial age,” Johanna Wyn says.
Many elements of contemporary school education
date back to the 1950s, when mass secondary education
was introduced. While education and health systems have
undergone many changes in the past fifty years, these
changes have not kept pace with broader social transformations and their effects in people’s lives, Wyn explains.
She suggests that schools should not just be schools,
but also function as a community centre. In Australia,
some schools are being designed as ‘core community
centres’ and others are being developed as ‘community
hubs’. In both of these examples, schools have professionals (such as health workers, counsellors, citizen’s
advisers and youth workers) who are available to support
students and their families with problems.
These initiatives have been developed because school
principals found that inevitably problems such as family
breakdown, mental health issues, illness and poverty were
taking up their time. Parents often came to the school
when they had a problem, rather than to other services,
because they trusted the school.
Big picture understanding
Educational leaders have an important role in shaping
the educational transformations that will enable schools
to meet the needs of young people, Johanna Wyn says.
But this requires a strong and visionary leadership.
First of all, it is important that school leaders adopt a
broad perspective that cuts across sectors.
“The leaders must have a big picture understanding.
A broad perspective on school and society is more

Young people keep
their options open
“I never knew what I wanted to be, when I was in high school, and I still
don’t. Most of my friends are the same. Even ones who did know are
now looking into other areas of employment. The days of staying in one
job forever are gone. I can’t see myself in this job (nurse) much longer.
So underpaid compared to people in business areas.”
31 year old female
“Social and health balance has become increasingly important to my
lifestyle. I have learned to enjoy the journey rather than focus on the
destination.”
31 year old male
“Often it takes people longer to discover what they really want to do.
They do this by changing education streams and job opportunities and
then finally find something they like doing. It took me a long time, many
courses and different experiences, but I finally got what I enjoy.”
30 year old male
Source: Johanna Wyn: Learning to ‘become somebody well’, The
Australian Educational Researcher, December 2007.

important than ever. We need a new kind of leaders
who bring different sectors together to work together
and who are able to facilitate learning among different
groups.”
Secondly, the leaders should recognise and value the
diversity of young people’s lives. One example of this
diversity is that, in some Australian schools, the students
come from more than fifty different countries.Young
people also live in increasingly diverse families and have
different social backgrounds.
Last, but not least, leaders should understand and value
the role that young people play in society as young people
in developing institutions and communities that work,
Wyn says.Young people benefit from enriched pedagogies that are learner-focused and that foster creativity
and problem-solving – not from pedagogies and schools
that are stuck in the past. n
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Favourite book on leadership?
Virginia Wolf: A Room of One’s Own.
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