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Learning for Life: a critical analysis of the evidence for which education in Wales prepares children and young people for a good life in a rapidly changing global context. 

Within this assignment, the author has chosen to explore the topic of mental health and how education in Wales prepares young people for a good life. The author has chosen the topic of mental health as she would like to both explore and critique the way that mental health is addressed within different educational settings. Primarily, she wishes to focus on informal and/or non-formal education and its method of address to mental health, in comparison to formal education. 
When discussing the topic of health, there can often be strong links found between this and that of wellbeing (Health Improvement Analytical Team, 2014). Although the author plans to discuss mental health within this assignment, health and wellbeing can often be found to be very closely linked (Mind, 2016). The term ‘mental health’ can be viewed upon negatively, and holds a lot of stigma around the topic, rather than it being a term neutrally used in both positive and negative states of mind (Time To Change Wales, No Date). Poor mental health can be found due to several reasons, whether it be inherited or rather situations and/or occurrences have led to poor mental health (Mind, No Date). Poor mental health can be supported, whether it is long term and can be medically treated, or that it may be able to be combated in the early intervention stages with techniques and/or support from others (Public Health England, 2018). Within this assignment, the author plans to explore the ways that education can impact mental health, and the way that education in Wales can support individuals with this through various methods, as stated in the assignment title, ‘learning for life’. 
Whilst exploring mental health across the UK, there has been a rise in the amount of support and services needed to cater individuals across the board, as well as amongst children and young people specifically (BBC News, 2018; Rodger, 2019). Although mental health services and provisions will always be needed across the country, there is evidence to suggest that children and young people are experiencing poor effects on their mental health, which could then be seen as a contributing factor as to why health and wellbeing is being promoted across the country, within our communities and schools alike (NHS Digital, 2018). Observing articles and news reports over the last few years, there has been a particular focus around the mental health and wellbeing of children and young people and the pressures to which they are facing in everyday modern life (Ali, 2015; Pym, 2016). A number of the modern day pressures within society, such as social media, has caused young people to speak up about the way they are feeling and the effects this is having on their mental health (BBC News, 2017; Kirby, 2017; Parveen, 2018). With all this in mind, it is evident that young people are needing support with the challenges they face within today’s society, as well as Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) (Public Health Wales NHS Trust, 2015) adding to the support young people need with their mental health. The author will now explore education and the way it can support young people with these issues around mental health. 
Education can be delivered both formally and through informal and/or non-formal methods, both of which children and young people may experience throughout childhood and adolescent years (Sapin, 2013). Within these various education methods, mental health has become a topic of discussion, whether it be on the formal education curriculum, or within the informal and/or non-formal educational aims and objectives for activity sessions to raise awareness and support young people (Children, Young People and Education Committee, 2018, p.20). Within formal education, it could be seen that health and wellbeing is one of the topics taken highly into consideration, especially when looking at the new curriculum plans for Wales. Health and wellbeing have become one of the six core areas at the forefront of the structure of the new curriculum for Wales, there six core areas are the Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLE) (Welsh Government, 2017). Throughout the discussion around this AoLE, there has been a number of references made towards mental health, and the links to health and wellbeing. Alongside this, there are also links being made between mental health and physical activity, which evidence has shown that increased engagement in outdoor and/or physical activity can lead to positive outcomes on mental health (Hagell, 2016, p.4). Furthermore, Welsh Government (2017) refers to the process of positive health and wellbeing being a lifelong engagement, education and benefits, with the intent that enjoyment can be obtained through physical activity, providing young people with skills and positive mental health (Welsh Government, 2017, p.5). 
Informal and/or non-formal education, such as youth work, has a slightly different outlook on education in comparison to that of formal. Youth work specifically, works with young people aged 11 to 25 years old, in a various number of settings, with the young person’s participation and engagement being on a voluntary basis (Batsleer, 2008, p.5; Sapin, 2013, p.3). With this in mind, youth work does not have a formal curriculum to follow, although there are government based policies in place that need to be followed and adhered to, such as the Youth Work Wales: Principles and Purposes (Youth Work Wales Review Group, 2013) and the Youth Work National Occupational Standards (Learning and Skills Improvement Service, 2012). Although health and wellbeing, and mental health more specifically, is not documented in a formal way to be addressed, youth work caters for a number of young people with specific individualised needs and support, therefore youth workers tend to go through a lot of specific training, and often update their training to meet the needs and/or requirements of young people in order to adapt to societies changes (Hoggarth, Merton and Tyler, 2009, p.5).
To compare both formal and informal education with regards to mental health support for young people, the Welsh Government have acknowledged that there is a need for support in order to enhance positive mental health and wellbeing amongst young people within society (Children, Young People and Education Committee, 2018; Department for Natural Resources of the Welsh Government, 2015; Welsh Government, 2012). Furthermore, both approaches to this are evolving, although it could be seen that this is happening at different speeds as well as in different directions. An example of this would be formal education within Wales has introduced health and wellbeing to the curriculum, with mental health included within the educational area, through Personal and Social Education (PSE) classes which has formal methods of delivery, with strict boundaries on what can be covered and how. Although in comparison, informal education is quite the opposite. It gives young people the opportunity to engage in sessions which can cover more specific areas, with room for adaptation of content appropriateness for age groups and/or ability for more in-depth sessions and support within specific areas (Hoggarth, Merton and Tyler, 2009, p.121). This would suggest that youth workers may be in a better position in order to signpost young people, as well as supporting with early interventions due to its expansion of the voluntary sector (Hine and Wood, 2009, p.203), whereas within schools, it could be viewed upon as more of an awareness. Further indicating the difference within the informal education youth work proactive approach, compared to that of the structured formal method. 
Focussing more specifically on youth work as an informal education method, there has been several discussions instigated around the way youth work supports young people, and the effects it has had upon young people today with supporting them through the transitional period of adolescence (Young, 1999, p.24). Cuts to funding across the sector has caused a knock on effect on service provisions availability, wait times, and shutting down across the UK (Smith, 2019). Some may feel that due to this, there has been a strain on other forms of education to fill the gaps; in turn this can lead to more pressures on formal education (BBC News, 2018). However, due to these circumstances, youth work continues to grow and support young people through the third sector; by relying on volunteers and support from funding outside of the government and local councils, young people are still able to engage with this form of informal education, although it may not be on a large scale (Rogers and Smith, 2010, p.10). Yet this could cause an impact on the appropriateness of the support a young person would receive due to staff possibly not having the experience to be able to support individuals effectively within a youth work role (Unison, 2014, p.9) 
Preparing young people to be resilient is a discussion which can spark up debate, due to some individuals feeling that resilience is something which is built, from a young age, even prior to birth and is developed through childhood (Palmer, 2006). On the other hand, others may feel that resilience can only be built when a child and/or young person has negative experiences which then in turn lead to a more resilient individual from how they cope with each situation; yet society is impacting on this through regulation of childhood (Prout, 2005, p.32). Although there is evidence to support both sides of the argument, the author feels that there can be a number of contributing factors to building a young person’s resilience, such as ACEs (Public Health Wales NHS Trust, 2015).  Furthermore, the pressures of modern day society, such as social media and the online presence of young people today could make young people feel that they are always in competition with their peers, and only speak via electronic forms such as messaging and chat rooms, in turn leading young people away from socially interacting with their peers face to face (Prince’s Trust, 2019). 
Youth work can support young people to engage within activities and socialise within safe spaces; by providing young people with these spaces and informal education through workshops and general discussion, young people are able to build socially and develop their understanding of supporting each other, as well as how to behave amongst their peers (Batsleer and Davies, 2010, p.158). Some young people may have very little interactions amongst others and/or may not attend the same schools, or even mainstream schooling. Therefore, informal education, such as youth clubs, gives young people the opportunity to engage voluntarily with other young people (Sapin, 2013). 
Through youth work, young people can be seen to build on their resilience and social skills, in order to support them with their positive health and wellbeing, in turn reflecting a positive outlook on an individual’s mental health (Hine and Wood, 2009, p.6). Supporting young people with all aspects of their mental health is important to their development throughout adolescence, especially when supporting young people whom have and/or are experiencing ACEs (Public Health Wales NHS Trust, 2015). By the engagement through young people and youth workers occurring on a voluntary basis, it could be seen that there is a good repour between them (Hoggarth, Merton and Tyler, 2009, p.128), suggesting further that youth workers have the ability to get to know each young person on an individual basis, in turn learning any specific needs. By being able to support young people individually, youth workers can signpost individuals to other organisations for further specialised support, alongside the delivery of early intervention methods, such as mindfulness, play and healthy eating (ITV News, 2018). By supporting young people to find ways to manage their thoughts and feelings throughout adolescence, young people could be seen to build their own resilience, therefore able to combat negative mental health early on, if there is need (Batsleer and Davies, 2010, p.162). Although, drawing back to the author’s previous point of service and provision cuts, it could be seen that regardless to the support of third sector organisations, there is not enough support for young people specifically to tackle issues young people are facing in society every day, therefore society is producing more young people with negative mental health and anxiety (Blake, 2014). 
Some may feel that it is important to support young people not only with poor mental health, however, to support young people with creating a balance within their lifestyle in order to prevent young people from reaching a point of destress with regards to their mental health (Curran, Harrison and Mackinnon, 2013, p.6). Young people may benefit from skills being developed earlier on in childhood, such as resilience, to be able to benefit from furthering these skills within adolescence, rather than developing these for the first time, such as ACEs for example (Public Health Wales NHS Trust, 2015). Furthermore, some may see that young people need to be engaging with life skills within many different areas and aspects of their childhood and adolescence, school and informal and/or non-formal education, for example, youth work. Thus, indicating that both formal and informal education would support young people more if they worked hand-in-hand with the delivery of mental health awareness and support. 
[bookmark: _Hlk7340030]Within Wales, there are a number of Welsh Government documents which aim to support individuals, including children and young people through the country with mental health; these documents include ‘Together for mental health’ (Welsh Government, 2012) and ‘Mind Over Matter’ (Children, Young People and Education Committee, 2018). The author believes that these two documents are in support of each other, as not only do they overlap, they acknowledge the fact that education for mental health is a lifelong journey, and although children and young people need specific support, mental health is not just something that will disappear after adolescence (Welsh Government, 2012). By exploring both Welsh government policies, there is plans to move mental health to the forefront of education of children and young people throughout Wales; thus, indicating the acknowledgement of mental health amongst young people being an issue. This in turn has led to an expansion of health and well-being alongside copying strategies and resilience skills being needed amongst young people to support their mental health (Children, Young People and Education Committee, 2018, p.29).
Alongside the document tailored towards children and young people specifically, Welsh Government also introduced ‘Together for mental health’, which was introduced in 2012, this is a ten year plan which is being implemented in stages to support individuals with mental health across the board in Wales (Welsh Government, 2012). Welsh Government provided a follow up document of the strategy in 2016, which was named ‘Together for Mental Health Delivery Plan 2016-2019’. This plan is set out into sections, one of which is particularly relevant in this instance, based upon the development towards resilience amongst Wales’ children and young people and their emotional well-being (Welsh Government, 2016, p.14). 
In Wales it can be seen that there are movements through education in order to support both children and young people with their health and wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2015; Welsh Government, 2012); however with the strategies still in place throughout 2019, it could be seen that the true effectiveness of the implementation of the proposed cannot truly be summarised. Although, the author can draw upon the fact that Welsh Government can see that there has been gaps within support for young people and have put these strategies in place in order to support young people, both in and out of education. Furthermore, giving the impression that Welsh Government intends to tackle health and wellbeing across all aspects of a young person’s life, thus indicating that these improvements are not only for the gain of ‘school based’ formal educational settings. 
The collaboration of all forms of support for young people’s health and well-being can be seen within ‘Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015’ (Department for Natural Resources of the Welsh Government, 2015). This act is a collaboration of all aspects of well-being, looking at Wales as a whole and the improvements to be made for young people and the country’s future, which in turn has had an influence within other Welsh Government based policies, such as ‘Together for Mental Health’ (Welsh Government, 2016, p.1). With these three strategies and documents put together, it further supports the notion that Wales is acting upon the intention to support young people within Wales with their mental health, both through the various types of education and throughout the course of adolescence into adulthood. 
With these positive notions in mind, it also has to be addressed how mental health amongst young people is currently, and what support is being provided while these strategies are being tried, such as the new curriculum across the pioneer schools that have been selected (Welsh Government, 2016, p.14). Young people may also be finding themselves in need of further support with their mental health as the transitional period between adolescence and adulthood (Prout, 2005). Within this stage, young people may find themselves lost in the system and unable to access the same support they could receive when they were under the age of eighteen years (Sarner, 2019); this would therefore indicate that young people need to be further supported with their mental health through education, such as universities and colleges when progressing from adolescence into adulthood, due to stress and anxiety issues linked with higher education (NHS, 2016). Support for young people through education with their mental health during the stages of early adulthood transition could benefit individuals in a number of ways, including awareness in order to not only identify issues prior to crisis point, but also aid young people to speak out about their issues; although on the other hand without better healthcare for students, this may not always be achievable (BBC News, 2018). With this in mind, it could be suggested that not only Welsh Government need to provide strategies and support, however the NHS could interlink with universities, across not just Wales, but the whole of the UK, in order to combat poor mental health for students, further offering advice and support for those in need before it reaches crisis point, and in some cases suicide (Raddi, 2019). 
As previously discussed, there is no formal style of teaching within youth work, or a curriculum to follow; however, there are a number of documents of guidance when it comes to supporting a young person (Learning and Skills Improvement Service, 2012; Youth Work Wales Review Group, 2013). With the mental health of young people in mind, specifically in Wales, the Welsh Government have provided these policies and strategies to support young people as a whole and through formal education. Yet, there is no such specific evidence to support those individuals whom attend informal education, rather than school like settings. However, some may believe that youth work is the best form of education to tackle negative mental health amongst young people, empowering young people to take control over their mental health and how they feel these services should be provided (Mental Health Foundation, No Date). 
When exploring the challenges to mental health education, the author found that there is a known stigma around mental health amongst not just young people, but society as a whole; this stigma has been recognised across Wales, and led to the creation of the campaign ‘Time To Change Wales’, which is delivered by two mental health charities in Wales, Hafal and Mind Cymru (Time To Change Wales, No Date). By changing the stigma around mental health across Wales, it can help support not only those who have a mental health condition across the country, but support young people to be more aware and talk about negative mental health, changing attitudes for future generations; this is mirrored within the ‘#WeCanWeWill’ campaign under the ‘Time To Change Wales’ umbrella, aimed towards young people having the power to change the future generations in regards to mental health (Time To Change Wales, No Date). Furthermore, campaigns such as these support youth work to be able to engage young people to become empowered, through encouragement and education, young people are able to become more aware about mental health and the way that it can affect an individual, both positively and negatively, and that they are not alone for feeling negatively (Mental Health Foundation, No Date). 
Within formal educational settings, it could be seen that there is an emphasis around the attainment within schools and the ability for the school to be more focus on being grades driven (Palmer, 2006, p.200). Although this may be the opinion of some, others may feel that within Wales, there are conscious efforts being made in order to support the development of PSE, making mental health place higher on the agenda for formal education (Welsh Government, 2017). From articles alone, there can be seen that there is a concern around the mental health and support students are receiving when it comes to modern day pressures within society (Ali, 2015; BBC News, 2018; Pym, 2016; Sarner, 2019); these pressures can often lead young people to become distracted by other issues, with education falling low on their agenda of priorities. 
Young people have a right to education, as stated within Article 28 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of a Child (UNCRC) (Welsh Government, 2016); however, the author feels that it needs to be clearer in whether this entitles young people to skills or grades. Informal education and its relaxed approach to engagement being voluntary (Sapin, 2013; Young, 1999), often supports young people to obtain skills, rather than grades when it comes to their teaching methods; due to this, youth work is often seen as an alternative method of education for young people, in comparison to that of a formal structured context, where young people can find the teaching methods hard to engage with for a number of reasons (Batsleer, 2008, p.3). Drawing back to mental health support within education, it may often be viewed that due to schools having no time for flexibility within their formal curriculum that young people’s needs may often be missed. Furthermore, supporting the author’s notion that she feels all forms of educational methods, alongside outside organisations and/or provisions can support young people better through multi-agency working (Hoggarth, Merton and Tyler, 2009, p.122). On the other hand, multiagency working may not always be affective due to their being a number of people involved in one individual case, which could in turn lead to young people falling through the gaps if there is not a close-knit team to support the young person.  
[bookmark: _Hlk7213608]The author will now explore the United Kingdom as a whole in regard to education, in comparison to other countries across the world. The Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) supply testing of skills and knowledge, to evaluate the educational systems, the testing is known as ‘Programme for International Student Assessment’ (PISA). PISA testing occurs every three years on young people aged 15 years (OECD, No Date). Within the PISA results for 2015, the United Kingdom scored mainly above OECD’s average within educational results, however when looking at the life satisfaction chart, United Kingdom scored below the average; thus indicating low well-being amongst 15 year olds within the UK in comparison with other countries which may score lower within education however are higher in well-being (OECD, 2018, p.16). 
Although the most recent PISA assessment was carried out in 2018, the results of this have not yet been released, therefore the author must use the results from 2015, meaning not all information may be current and up-to-date, therefore data may have changed in the past years and cannot be solely relied upon. With this in mind, the previous suggestions to support mental health amongst young people within the UK, in particularly Wales, is evidently in need of addressing. Furthermore, the statistics from 2015 also show that most of the schools are government funded public schools, which therefore can only partly support statistics partly within formal education (OECD, No Date, p.13).
Across the UK, it has become apparent that there are a number of changes which young people are experiencing which can cause negative effects on individuals mental health; these include country lines, exam and/or educational pressures, ACEs and electronic social pressures (Blake, 2014; Kirby, 2017; Public Health Wales NHS Trust, 2015). Across Wales, formal education is being implemented with a revised curriculum (Welsh Government, 2017), as a method to combat these pressures. Informal education with its lack of structure could be seen to have less opportunity to be able to support young people effectively within this rapidly changing context happening globally; although, it could appear quite the opposite to some. Youth work and its informal structure gives opportunity for young people’s needs to be individually assessed and supported in the most appropriate manner’ by the engagement process being voluntary on the young person’s behalf, there can be a positive repour built between youth worker and young person (Sapin, 2013). This in turn could then be an opportunity to make the process of engagement more effective. Although, the lack of youth services and provision for young people also must be taken into account, as it could then counteract the positive repour being build between young people and youth workers, due to the fact that youth workers may be only able to refer a young person on, rather than be able to support that young person effectively without specialist support (Unison, 2014). 
Looking globally at other methods to education, it has been evident that outdoor informal schooling can be used to educate young people, which has been evident in countries such as Denmark (SBS Dateline, 2016). This method of education could be a form of combating negative mental health amongst young people across Wales. Although we have forest school links across Wales (Forest School Wales, No Date), the number of young people who are exploring outdoors and experiencing other methods of natural free play has decreased (Carrington, 2016). With evidence to support that young people could benefit from being outdoors more in order to support positive mental health (English Outdoor Council, No Date), this global outlook on education being ‘child led’ could have a positive impact to both children and young people within Wales. By adapting another form of educational approach, naturally combatting mental health through outdoor engagement could in turn support teachers to deliver lessons more effectively; with health and wellbeing and further emphasise on play being evident within the new school curriculum, this may be the turning point in Wales’ approach to education (Welsh Government, 2017). 
On the other hand, youth worker’s often work outdoors with young people to support engagement within communities and promote the use of outdoor spaces for young people (Batsleer, 2008, p.128). Furthermore, if formal education is only just promoting this now, it could be said that youth workers have been working to support young people’s mental health informally for a long period of time, prior to the service and provision cuts; therefore indirectly through these cuts more young people may have been finding themselves without support (Campbell, 2018; Sarner, 2019). 
Within this assignment there are strong links between both formal and informal education working in conjunction with health services in order to support young people with mental health issues via Welsh Government strategies and polices (Children, Young People and Education Committee, 2018; Welsh Government, 2016). Although both formal and informal methods of education aim to support young people with their mental health, it can often be tricky to support individuals within one form, meaning there is a need for multi-agency working to combat negative mental health amongst young people (Raddi, 2019). Education in its informal state, such as youth work, supports young people with their mental health through a number of ways (Hine and Wood, 2009, p.1), with the intension of intervention, supporting strategies and awareness. 
[bookmark: _Hlk7355256]With the rapidly changing society of today, young people are more often finding themselves to be challenged with mental health issues across the UK (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, No Date; Pym 2016). The impact of these changes can be seen to be affecting young people from experiencing childhood in the manner it was historically intended, to play; alongside adolescence now becoming more of a thing of the past, due to childhood being cut short for adulthood to commence (Prout, 2005). It can be seen that by young people taking on these adult responsibilities too soon, they add to the other pressures and fears of society that young people are facing; in turn parents and/or guardians are becoming more unwilling to let their young people experience and take up opportunities due to the dangers of society (Palmer, 2006). By the lack of transitional support young people are receiving today, education providing further support to individuals, both through awareness and support, could benefit greatly within this rapidly changing society causing an impact on mental health (Marés, 2017). 
To conclude, the author feels that informal education, such as youth work, is supporting young people with their mental health, and the education around positive and negative emotions through implementing government policy (Children, Young People and Education Committee, 2018; Welsh Government, 2012), alongside continuing to adapt their training in efforts to support young people in the everchanging society within the UK. Although youth work will continually grow, change and adapt to the various contexts they work within, it is important to acknowledge that the mental health of young people will always need to be supported; as well as the understanding that positive and negative feelings are okay to experience also (Time To Change Wales, No Date). Across the UK, austerity of young people is having an impact upon their mental health, specifically when exploring service provisions (Davies, 2019, p.357). By the adaptation of the new school curriculum for Wales, alongside the other government policies in place to support those through informal learning, the author feels that progress can be seen in the way young people are being supported with their health and wellbeing, alongside promotion around the topic. 
The author feels that it should be recognised that mental health issues will affect a number of individuals at various points throughout their life course (Larkin, 2013, p.15), and with that in mind education can only support children and young people throughout their years in education; however within informal education, such as youth work, this applies to individuals up to the age of twenty-five years of age (Sapin, 2013; Young, 1999). Although individuals may only be experiencing support up until eighteen years of age, left without guidance towards further support into early adulthood (Sarner, 2019). Furthermore, the author feels that there is room for improvement within government policy to ensure that individuals are supported throughout their life course and should engage within positive promotion of their mental health from an early age. Although strategies are currently being worked upon to provide this, the author believes that it is difficult to comment on how this is implemented currently, due to the strategy running into the current year therefore is not yet completed, although it has taken over and/or replaced previous government documents during its course (Mental Health Wales, No Date; Welsh Government, 2016). Individuals will continue to learn and educate throughout their experiences and through resilience building within their journey throughout adulthood as much as childhood and adolescence alike (Public Health Wales NHS Trust, 2015; Welsh Government, 2016), which draws the author back to the assignment title, that mental health education is learning for life.   
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