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Introduction 

Never before in modern history have New Zealanders found themselves in a lockdown 

situation. Precede this by White Island, Christchurch Mosque attacks, Kaikoura and 

Christchurch earthquakes, and we see that our small island nation has been in a state of 

disbelief, shock, anger, recovery and healing for the past 10 years. 

These unprecedented experiences have shaken our people to their core by 

disrupting lives and livelihoods.  

Educationally, the closure of our schools due to Covid-19, has interrupted the education 

of our children and thrust our schools into totally different way of operating. This has required 

staff, students and whānau to adapt quickly, while also trying to maintain some semblance of 

normality.  

Normality, however, is no longer a given for our students and school communities. Many 

families are experiencing upheaval due to Covid-19, and our youth know it. 

They can see that something has changed, both nationwide and globally, and even 

though they may not be about to articulate or express their understanding of these changes, 

they feel them at deep levels as the impacts effect both home and school life.  Therefore, we 

can see that it is an important time to begin to build Emotional Capital into New Zealanders from 

an early age by providing a tried and tested approach which can demonstrably do so. 

With all the shifts that have happened recently, schools are given a unique opportunity to 

consider implementing a new solution to enhance the mental and emotional well-being of their 

students, educations and whānau. 
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The emotional state of our youth 

Saving Lives and Enhancing Emotional Wellbeing.  

UNICEF ranked New Zealand thirty-fourth out of 41 OECD and European Union nations, 

making Aotearoa New Zealand’s high rate of suicide, one of our country’s most troubling social 

problems.  

During 2018-2019 financial year 685 News Zealanders lost their lives to suicide, with 

deaths during 2012 – 2019 being 144, showing a consistent rise during the 5 year period.  

While the overall number of those taking their lives is of major concern, the provisional 

coronial figures for youth suicide in New Zealand are particularly disturbing. During 2019, 73 of 

our youth between the ages of 15 to 19-years-old died by suicide, up from 53 the previous year. 

Children aged 10 and above are a major cause for concern. Between July 2018 and June 2019, 

11 children aged 10-14 died by suicide (5 males and 6 females), compared to 8 in the same age 

group during the previous year. Furthermore the 2017 UNICEF report Building the Future: 

Children and the Sustainable Development Goals in Rich Countries shows that Māori suicides 

were over-represented in the New Zealand context, with a suicide rate of 28.23 deaths per 

100,000.  

A leading issue in the cause of suicide can be seen in a study by Chan et al. (2018). It 

was found that those living in poverty were nearly three times more likely to attempt suicide. The 

household level of socioeconomic deprivation was assessed through nine indicators: no car, no 

phone, no computer, students parent/s worry about not having enough money for food, more 

than two people sharing a bedroom, no holidays with their families, moving home more than 

twice that year, garages or living rooms used as bedrooms and parents at home with 

unemployment. It was found that students who reported at least two indicators of socioeconomic 

deprivation were categorised as being from homes with high levels of socioeconomic 

deprivation.  
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As we reflect on New Zealand most recent history, with families experiencing 

unemployment, inequity of access to school resources and parents worrying about placing food 

on the table due to loss of employment. We can see that New Zealand is at a critical point of 

ensuring the Unshakeable emotional wellbeing of our students.  

Additionally, New Zealand’s Ministry of Health 2016 report indicates schools are 

experiencing double the amount of students with diagnosed behavioral or emotional issues and 

anxiety. Following this, a study of New Zealand primary and intermediate schools conducted in 

2017 by Boyd, Bonne & Berg found that “Schools’ main unmet need was for mental and 

emotional wellbeing support” (p.3).  

 

Overall, these statistics and reports point to an urgent need to develop 

emotional capital (EC) in our students, so they can sustain themselves 

through their adolescence and into their adult lives. 
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The impact Nation-wide and Community Crisis has on 

Emotional Wellbeing 

According to Otago University research after the Christchurch earthquakes, 

“Cantabrians who experienced serious adversity, both through earthquake events and following 

consequences, were 40% more likely than those living outside the region to have at least one of 

several kinds of disorder including major depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, or anxiety 

disorder” (Fergusson, Horwood, Boden, & Mulder, 2014).  

By reflecting on the above research of the Christchurch earthquakes and considering the 

Covid-19 crisis, we may see a similar ripple effect throughout our country, whanau and youth. 

Layer this with already existing community and whanau stresses of trauma, ensuring 

family and friends are safe, putting food on the table and family dynamics, and we can see that 

our school communities will be faced with supporting their ākonga with more deeper emotional 

needs while still maintaining and delivering the national/local curriculum.   

 

Our ākonga 

Crisis hits the emotional wellbeing of youth in a number of different ways. Connecting 

with their peers provides a sense of connectedness and belonging. A lack of internet or devices 

over the recent lockdown has further highlighted pre-existing inequities for some whanau and 

disconnected some students from their peer support network. Furthermore, for some children 

school and their friends are their safe place. The emotional wake from whanau to children due 

to job losses and uncertainty have an undeniable impact on our ākonga; the ripples of which will 

continue to flow over the coming months and years. 

Students also face disrupted motivation and routines. Where regular school provided 

external motivation and regular routines, learning at home has been different for each 

household.  
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As a result, those who struggle with motivation and a lack of routine may well 

slip between the cracks.  

Even with the best of intent and practice from teachers, some of our most vulnerable 

students will once again be compromised. 

 

Our teachers 

The added pressure on teachers and principals to provide support to their students, will 

have a ripple effect into the emotional well-being of our kaiako. The 2016 NZEI wellbeing survey 

states: 

The one thing teachers do when under pressure is keep going regardless.  

It also states one thing they do not do well is “seek help”.  

While it is natural for anyone to feel emotional, overwhelmed, exhausted, fragile, angry 

and lost during these times, ensuring our staff and own wellbeing is hugely important. Add the 

current climate, and a “carry-on regardless” way of operating, and these statistics will only 

heighten if teachers and staff do not intuitively learn new ways of addressing their wellbeing 

needs. 

Recovery from such crisis is not immediate. We know from international literature that it 

can take five to ten years to recover psychosocially after a disaster, and undoubtedly, if not 

dealt with within the immediate future, this already grim picture regarding the emotional 

vulnerability of some of our young people and the factors underlying it will likely only become 

worse as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic.  
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Rather than emulating the ‘ambulance at the bottom of the hill’ or the well-intentioned but 

piecemeal approaches of the past,  

We now need a proactive solution that takes a deep, comprehensive, inclusive 

approach to developing the unshakeable emotional wellbeing of our school 

communities.  

 

What is currently available for your school? 

Health responses and Research 

In response to these growing statistics, the New Zealand Ministry of Health formulated a 

two-pronged approach entitled Every Life Matters in the form of a Suicide Prevention Strategy 

(2019-2029) and a Suicide Prevention Action Plan (2019-2024). The vision underpinning this 

strategy is the belief that “every life matters”. Overall, the strategy aims to achieve two key 

outcomes: to reduce suicide rates and to achieve wellbeing for all. However, while strategizing 

is all well and good, the strategies employed need to make a demonstratively positive impact on 

our students that we know will make a real difference in their lives both short and long term into 

their adult lives.  

With the best of intent to develop our youth into strong pillars of society, schools are 

faced with addressing the elevated anxiety levels, behavioural issues and the emotional 

wellbeing of their students. In addition, the Life Education Trust, the police, mindfulness training, 

yoga practitioners, or self-esteem lessons all try to develop a child’s social and emotional 

wellbeing. However, programmes such as these have a focused nature that does not 

necessarily address the deeper aspects that underpin a student’s emotional wellbeing. That is, 
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they are often piecemeal, one-off interventions or a short series of lessons that are high in fun 

and low in applicability once integrated into the students everyday life.  

For example, Brackett and Rivers’ (2014) review of a variety of social and emotional 

learning (SEL) programmes across kindergarten, primary and secondary schools in the United 

States of America discovered that, while schools are increasingly implementing school-wide 

SEL policies and curricula in order to foster caring relationships between teachers and students, 

cooperation and conflict reduction among students, a greater sense of school safety, and the 

development of social and emotional skills in students, teachers, and school leaders (Greenberg 

et al., 2003; Zins, Weissberg, Wang, & Walberg, 2004), some of these efforts have had only 

limited success. Brackett and Rivers, for example, found that policies and curricula: (1) focus 

too narrowly on specific social or emotional variables such as preventing bullying, substance 

abuse, unhealthy sexual practices, delinquency, or violence, or on promoting character 

development, career preparation, family life, community service, or on physical or mental health 

or (2) are introduced in a piecemeal, unsystematic fashion. According to Devaney et al. (2006), 

these often-disjointed efforts do not fall under the umbrella of SEL programming and so fall 

short in their ability to develop the life-long emotional capital that young people require.    

As we can see in New Zealand schools, some initiatives are in place, however these 

piece-meal approaches to a student’s wellbeing only offer surface solutions, and fail to meet the 

deeper, long term needs of our students emotional wellbeing.    

Given that Schools are clearly stepping into a new school-norm where there are 

dynamics of volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity, it is time to seize the opportunity to 

future-proof the emotional wellbeing of our school communities. Most unexpectedly, Covid19 

has gifted us this opportunity; we can continue to take an ambulance at the bottom of the hill 

approach or choose not only to transform your ways of working, but also our ways of thinking 

and being across our entire School Community: our students, teachers, leaders and whānau. 
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The Unshakeable partnership 

Much as we may wish to, we cannot insulate our young people from the current 

upheaval that many of our school families will be struggling with for the long term. However, in a 

world where life as we know it has been ‘freeze-framed’ and where we are having to having to 

‘make the plane as they fly it’, there is a need for a more cohesive strategy For our student’s 

wellbeing, one that goes beyond the broadly focused and gives a sustained approach if we are 

to gain maximum impact from wellbeing programmes. 

 

The tools: 

Roche Martin Emotional Capital self-assessment tool: 

Roche Martin International, a London-based company led by two psychologists, have created 

emotional capital assessments for youth. These are the tools that were used in our research, 

and will be using moving forward. 

The approach is focused on three areas of development; inner focus, outer focus and 

other focus.  As seen in the results, students made positive shifts from needing development 

into developing signature strengths. The following competencies sat within each of the focus 

areas: 
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Our aim with the partnership is to create Unshakeable youth who will then become 

adults who contribute to New Zealand society with their own unique talents and skills. We aim to 

connect with and make an impact on youth, giving them the Unshakeable Emotional Wellbeing 

that will carry them into their adult lives. 
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School Communities’ Emotional States 

The chart below lays out the levels at which your school community may be operating at 

and provides a description of what is happening within your school community at each of those 

levels. 

Descriptors of the Survivor Mode Levels 

Shattered. When your School Community is in a state of being Shattered, both 

personally and collectively, people are exhausted physically, mentally, 

emotionally and spiritually. Try as you might, you cannot pick up the 

pieces to form any cohesion or way out. It may seem as though you are 

not juggling the balls, in fact, you have dropped them, and they are 

rolling away. The energy required to pick them up is too much. 

Emotionally as a collective you have retreated to your protective shell, 

you have no fight left. A common phrase that may be said either 

internally or outwardly is “I’m done”. You have reached the point of “It’s 

just not worth it”, you have nothing left to give. Getting through the day 

is your work. Survival is your outcome. 

Struggling. A level up from this is the Struggling School Community. It can feel as 

though you cannot see the wood for the trees. Things seem 

overwhelming, there is just so much to do. Try as you might, you start to 

drop the ball, important aspects are not addressed, mistakes are made, 

and emotional outbursts are not uncommon. Perspective can seem like 

a distant goal as demands keep mounting. A struggling School 

Community may have a common mantra of “I can’t”, indicating that they 

are at capacity. Add anything more to their pile and they will shatter.  

Stirred. In our everyday lives and work, school communities can often operate 

from a state of feeling “Stirred”. It’s as though your equilibrium has been 

shaken-up and you are off-kilter. Things that normally don’t bother you, 

do. You have got it together, but there is a sense that this may not last. 

Internally you are questioning whether or not you have got it together; 

you’re ‘Not sure’. 
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All the above states indicate varying degrees of a survival mentality. Schools are holding 

it together, in the hope things get better, the pressure eases and they can breathe again. 

 

Descriptors of the Thriving Mode levels 

Strong. Strong school communities collectively operate from a state of strength. 

Internally and externally they are Strong. They are proactive, manage 

workload, have strong relationships, and make considered decisions. 

When errors occur, they are able to shine the light of perspective onto 

them and address them accordingly. They are resilient. They’ve got this! 

Unshakeable. When your school community is at the optimal state, you are Unshakeable. 

When faced with adversity or uncertainty you collectively rise above your 

initial state. You take the learnings and create an optimal reality. Energy 

and efforts are strategically managed towards the desired outcome. 

Communication is clear and kind. As a school community, you know when 

to have both focus and flow. Your collective mantra is “Bring it on!” 
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Becoming Unshakeable  

Building emotionally strong, unshakeable school communities using Unshakeable  

Unshakeable employs a triadic approach with the child at the centre to 

comprehensively build emotional wellbeing across the School Community. This approach 

includes students, staff and whanau/caregivers. It also includes training of in-house Emotional 

Wellbeing coaches to ensure internal sustainability. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Child 

Whānau/Caregivers 
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UNSHAKEABLE OUTCOMES. 

The partnership delivers the following outcomes. 

Leaders and Staff are coached in how to: 

● Manage their own emotional wellbeing. 

● Facilitate difficult conversations with confidence. 

● Feel less stressed and better equipped to manage high work demands. 

● Create a positive work environment for others. 

● Be better equipped to positively influence the decisions, behaviour and performance 

of work colleagues. 

● Raise staff coping strategies by 50% in areas of seeking help, self-management and 

dialogue. 

● Reduce time spent fire-fighting for Senior Leadership Team 

● Establish schoolwide common language and understanding. 

● Take a schoolwide comprehensive strategic approach to emotional wellbeing. 

Student outcomes include: 

● Being aware of their emotional state and strategies to support them. 

● Raising student average Emotional Capital Report competencies by two levels. 

● More students displaying leadership qualities 

● 50% fewer behavioural issues because students are self-managing better. 

Whānau/Caregivers outcomes include: 

● Becoming aware of their own emotional state and equipped with tools that support 

both themselves and their children. 

● Raising positive engagement with whānau by 50% 
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THE PATHWAY.  

Below is an overview of the partnership phases, content and timing.  

YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3 

Prepare & Sew 

• Introductory hui/meeting with Board of 

Trustees and Leadership team. 

• Identification of in-house emotional 

capital coaches, trainers and 

assessors 

• Training of in-house emotional capital 

coaches, trainers and assessors (3 

days). 

• “Emotional Capitalists” by Martyn 

Newman reading for Leadership team.  

• 2x Senior Leadership Team and Staff 

Teacher Only Day’s: Understanding 

my own Emotional capabilities and 

Building them in my students  

• SMT 360 assessments and follow up 

coaching and development plan 

• Staff self-assessments and follow up 

coaching and development plan 

Grow 

• Whānau/Caregiver hui to introduce the 

partnership 

• Identification of students and parental 

permission 

• Meeting with students 

• Student self-assessments 

• Meeting with whanau/caregivers and 

teachers 

• Student development plans co-created 

• Meeting with students 

• Lessons with students begin. 

• Whānau/Caregiver hui to share 

strategies and answer questions 

• Teacher professional learning/think-

tank sessions (1 per term) 

• Re-assessment of student 

development at end of year. 

Bloom 

• Repeat Phase 2  

• Induct new staff 

• Integration across curriculum 

• Reconfiguration of curriculum as 

required 

• Personalisation to context 

• Transitioning new teachers and 

students 

• Expansion further across school as 

required 

• Ongoing assessment and tracking of 

student results 

• Ongoing teacher professional 

development/think-tank sessions (1 

per term) 
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LEVELS OF INTERVENTION. 

This partnership will have three different layers of intervention. Adopting The intervention 

triangle adapted by Boyd (2016), it will operate on three tiers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tier 3  

1-5% intensive prevention and support 

for high-risk and vulnerable students. 

Individual high risk or vulnerable 

students receive 1:1 emotional 

intelligence support. 

Tier 2  

5-10% selective prevention and support for targeted groups. 

Targeted groups of students receive small group support in 

developing their emotional intelligence. 

Tier 1  

80-90% of school effort with a universal proactive approach for prevention for all 

students/schools. Here we take an in-class approach, where each student’s EI 

and learning goals are blended. Students regularly reflect on their goals. 

Teachers integrate emotional intelligence learning into their programme 

Diagram adapted by Boyd to suit a New Zealand context from CASEL™ Chafouleas et ai.39 

Chart The intervention triangle: Planning to promote wellbeing and behaviour 
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YEARLY OVERVIEW.  

Now is the time to prioritise the emotional wellbeing for our youth by creating long term 

effective, strategic plans for the deep development of an Unshakeable school community.  

It is vital to understand that each school community has a sustainable model in place, 

and this takes time.  

 

Year 1 is focused on building a rich foundation within your school, and sowing the seeds 

of learning. It includes training of in-school emotional intelligence coaches and working 

alongside school leaders, staff and the Board of Trustees (BOT) to build a deep understanding 

about the EI competencies and tools. 

 

Year 2 sends the ripple out further to whānau and students. It includes whānau hui to 

provide them with tools and strategies to support their child. Student assessments are 

completed. From the assessments, student development plans are co-created, which are then 

activated in-class, specialist small group lessons and 1:1 support. 

Alongside this, teacher and leader development continues and deepens. 

 

Year 3 sees the continuation of all activities. It introduces new whānau and staff to the 

learning and continues to deepen teacher practice so the emotional intelligence competencies 

are an integral part of planning and teaching. Whānau hui continues and deepens during this 

time. 
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GETTING STARTED.  

 Maybe you already have some MOE PLD funding tagged for Wellbeing, or perhaps you 

wish to apply for some? We can use this avenue. 

 

Or perhaps you wish to self-fund as a school community? We can do this also! 

 

Contact Mary-Anne to discuss how to get this partnership started within your school 

community.

mailto:mam@mary-annemurphy.com?subject=Unshakeable


 

 
 
  
  

 

 

About Mary-Anne Murphy 

 

www.momentumlearning.ac.nz 

+64 21 888 597 

mam@momentumlearning.ac.nz 

Developing socially and emotionally agile youth, leaders & organisations.  

Speaker, Trainer, Mentor. 

M.O.E Accredited Facilitator and PLD Provider: Momentum Learning Ltd 

Mary-Anne is passionate about growing greatness in others. She does this through her work with 

leaders, teachers, and youth. 

She brings over 25 years’ experience working with schools and youth from her times as a primary 

school principal, secondary school HOD, secondary school professional learning leader, national 

and international-level facilitator, and qualified coach. 

She is also RocheMartin’s Emotional Intelligence for Leadership lead coach, trainer and assessor 

for New Zealand. 

Her qualifications include: Masters Ed. Leadership, Graduate Diploma of IT in Education, Graduate 

Diploma the Arts, Bachelor of Education, Diploma of Teaching. 
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https://www.linkedin.com/in/mary-anne-murphy-48647840/
https://twitter.com/mamurphy2
https://www.facebook.com/maryannemurphy2/
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