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Abstract 
 

Background: Schools are not only places for learning, but also environments that shape youth 
wellbeing. The Youth Development Instrument (YDI) is a provincial wellbeing survey for British 
Columbia (BC) high school students (Samji et al., 2025) and in 2023, among the 14,596 
students surveyed, only 36% reported a high sense of school belonging and 35% viewed their 
school’s social atmosphere as strongly positive (Samji et al., 2023). These findings, among 
other research, emphasize the need to reimagine school settings as spaces that foster 
belonging and strengthen supportive environments.  
Methodology: Building on these insights, our youth participatory action research (YPAR) study 
(Ozer, 2016) engaged youth in visually designing wellbeing promoting schools, inspired by a 
United Kingdom workshop (Chapman et al., 2022). We invited 26 BC youth aged 15-18 from 
two provincial Youth Advisory Council (YAC) cohorts to envision their ideal school 
environments. Working in small groups, participants reflected on daily school routines and 
factors shaping their school experiences. Using posters, youth created visual representations of 
their “dream schools for wellbeing” and presented central features to the larger group. Four 
youth researchers, supported by adult researchers, conducted inductive thematic analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2012). Approval for the study was granted by the Simon Fraser University 
Research Ethics Board (Protocol # 30003162).  
Results & Conclusion: Through thematic analysis, researchers collaboratively identified seven 
themes: (1) equity promotion; (2) student autonomy and choice; (3) youth engagement; (4) 
policy; (5) school environment; (6) outdoor time and engagement; (7) mental health and 
wellness support. These themes reflect a vision for transforming schools into more inclusive, 
supportive systems, with special consideration for students who face inequities. Youth also 
emphasized improved policies for educators and classroom environments, and highlighted 
opportunities to integrate youth voice in educational planning. These themes align with the 
Comprehensive School Health (CSH) approach, which recognizes that promoting student 
wellbeing necessitates coordinated action across multiple levels of the school system 
(Comprehensive School Health, 2025). This work has also informed changes to the YDI, namely 
the inclusion of questions about school context and student voice in school decision-making. 
Ultimately, our study provides actionable, youth-informed strategies for enhancing the 
wellbeing-promoting characteristics of high schools.  
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