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Resilience is Futile: a critical exploration of the health and well-being of children and young people in Wales and the extent to which risk-based discourses shape health and well-being policy and practice for children and / or young people.

[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay will critically explore the health and wellbeing of children and young people in Wales through a children’s rights lens. It will involve a critical discussion of the extent to which risk based discourses shape health and well being policy and practice for children and young people. The topic that has been chosen to discuss is play, as it is a part of children’s rights and has positive and negative impacts on children and young people in a range of situations. 

Health and well being are important aspects of children and young peoples lives, as it can have positive and negative impacts. From reading and researching a range of sources, the researcher found that trying to define health and well being is difficult. The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) in England suggests that well being is separated “into three different categories – emotional, psychological and social” (Rose, Gilbert & Richards, 2016, p.2). Musgrave (2017) also states that well being can be seen from a psychological and social perspective, but also states that it “can be examined from philosophical, economic … and health perspectives” (Musgrave, 2017, p.2) also. Both sources show that although well being can be challenging to define, there are similar perspectives meaning that it can mean different things for different people. Larkin (2013) also agrees that there is a range of types of well being, “such as social, emotional and psychological well-being” (Larkin, 2013, p.8). She also states that “an important component of our general ‘health’ is our feelings about ourselves as human beings, our lives and our relationships” (Larkin, 2013, p.8), which shows that having good health and well being is an important part of children and young people’s lives as it can have an impact on a range of aspects in their lives, positive or negative. 

The World Health Organisation definition of health, “states that health is a ‘positive concept emphasising social and personal resources’” (WHO, 2986 cited in Musgrave, 2017, p.2). Musgrave suggests that emotional well being relies on individuals having the social interaction with others and also links with the relationship than an individual has in themselves (Musgrave, 2017). This shows that the WHO’s definition has a strong link with Musgrave’s suggestion that having the social interaction with others can help build positive health and well being for children and young people. This can be linked in to the topic of play that will be critically discussed as through play, children are able to socially interact with others, which may mean that are able to have positive health and well being. Musgrave also states that resilience and self-resilience are important as it can help to “develop good wellbeing and improve their mental health” (Musgrave, 2017, p.2). Rose, Gilbert and Richards (2016) also state that some of the aspects of wellbeing include “…being happy and confident and having good relationships with others to managing emotions and being resilient” (Rose, Gilbert & Richards, 2016, p.2). This shows that even though there are many definitions of health and wellbeing, a range of sources suggest similar aspects, such as emotional wellbeing, being happy, having positive relationships and to be resilient, which are all important aspects for children and young people to develop through their lives.

Rose, Gilbert and Richards stated that an aspect of well being is to be happy (Rose, Gilbert & Richards, 2016), however, to be happy is not part of the seven core aims, or Children’s Rights. If happiness is part of having positive well being for children and young people, then it should be part of the UNCRC Children’s Rights, as their rights are there to ensure “that they are safe, have the things they need to survive and develop, and have a say in decisions that affect their lives” (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2018, p.5). Some individuals may argue how are children suppose to develop, survive and cope in the world around them if they are not happy, which in long term may lead to mental health issues, such as depression for example. This would then have a negative impact on the child and young person’s health and well being. 

Both Musgrave and Rose, Gilbert and Richards state that being resilient is a part of health and well being. According to Pearce (2011, p.10), “resilience as a specific characteristic or attribute of a person can be difficult to pin down”. The meaning of resilience may mean a range of things for different people. Although Pearce states that the term is hard to pin down, he describes resilience as “psychological strength” (Pearce, 2011, p.17), which can enable children and young people “to persist in the face of challenges and recover from difficulty or hardship” (Pearce, 2011, p.18). Through play, children would be able to face challenges that will help them to, as suggested by Pearce, recover and build their psychological strength. According to the Association for young people’s health (2016) resilience is an important aspect for children and young people as “it is part of achieving good health and wellbeing” (Association for young people’s health, 2016, p.5), however for children to become resilient, they have to go through a negative experience, such as trauma, and then have the positivity to overcome the situation and move forward. The Association for young people’s health states that “protective factors increase resilience, whereas risk factors increase vulnerability” (Association for young people’s health, 2016, p.5), meaning that children and young people need support to overcome the adversity rather than them taking risks and overcoming them themselves to build their own resilience as they may become vulnerable. On the other hand, Pearce believes that “resilience strengthens a child and enables them to try new experiences, accept challenges, and cope with frustration and failure” (Pearce, 2011, p.18). This shows that children are able to become resilient through trying new things and exploring and taking risks as they go through life. They are able to build their confidence and self-esteem through taking risks and overcoming them, and as the Association for young people’s health states, for them “to bounce back from adversity” (Association for young people’s health, 2016, p.5). However, what will be discussed throughout the essay is whether children built their own resilience as they go through life, or can adults make children resilient. 

The chosen topic to discuss, as stated previously, is play. Play is a part of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), Children’s Rights, Article 31, which states that children have the “right to relax and play” (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2018, p.31). As well as it being part of Children’s Rights, it is also part of the Welsh Government’s seven core aims. Core aim four states that children should “have access to play, leisure, sporting and cultural activities” (Welsh Government, 2015, p.6). This shows that play is an important part of children’s lives as the UNCRC and the Welsh Government have included play in both, Children’s Rights and the seven core aims. The purpose of Children’s Rights is to ensure children and young people “that they are safe, have the things they need to survive and develop, and have a say in decisions that affect their lives” (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2018, p.5). They also ensure that children and young people have the education and to learn, and to gain opportunities, for example, to play and take part in decision making. 

Although these are very positive aspects for children and young people, some other reasons why children have rights is possibly due to them being vulnerable, meaning that adults make the decision for the children by creating Children’s Rights. France (2007) “argues that ‘the young are seen as being in a stage of deficit, where they lack morality, skills and responsibility” (France, 2007, p.157, cited in Jones & Walker, 2011, p.12). This may mean that children are seen as being below the legal status of adults, meaning that they are outside of the legal structure. As suggested by France (2007), children are also seen as being too young to make the right decisions for themselves, and that they don’t have the skills and responsibility to make those decisions, even though article 12 of the UNCRC states that children have the “right to say what you think should happen and be listened to” (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2018, p.12). This image of children has been made by adult construction, as the adults are the ones who make the decisions for children and young people. Jenks (2009) believes that the concept of children is seen as being constructed, where society decides, for example, the Children’s Rights and the seven core aims. This may result in having a negative impact on children and young people’s health and well being as the decisions that the adults make, may not always be the best decision for every child, as every child is different and has different needs. 

On the other hand, from looking back at the history of childhood overtime, in the 16th to the 18th century, children were seen as being born sinful and that parents must eradicate their child sins, and also play was seen as being dangerous and as a sign of evil (Gittins, 2009). As time went on, in the 19th century, children were seen as needing protection and have the need for adult surveillance (Gittins, 2009), which may have meant that children didn’t have the opportunity to take part in play activities and to develop through play. It has shown that adults seem to have more power over the children, by protecting them from taking part in play that may be dangerous or protecting them from any harm or anything that may be of risk to them. However, from taking the history of childhood into account, children are still to this day controlled by adults, for example, adults making the decisions about Children’s Rights and the seven core aims as stated previously. Although the UNCRC Children’s Rights state that children have the right to be listened to and to take part in decision making, it doesn’t necessarily mean that their views are taken into account all the time. 

Bronfenbrenner’s theory can be linked in here as his theory suggests that everything around the child, such as their family, society and the environment around them has an effect on their lives and their health and well being, and that “interactions, will steer child’s development” (Aubrey & Riley, 2016, p.117). If children are over protected and are not able to explore to the world around them and be able to make their own decisions and participate in decisions made about them, then they may feel as though they don’t have a voice and that their views are not taken into account. By children and young people having the interaction with parents or other adults around them, it can help them to make their own decisions and be able to have their views heard and listened to. Through play, children are able to express themselves and learn about the world around them in order for them to learn and develop through their lives. 

In 2002, the Welsh Government published a Play Policy, which was published to show “the importance that the Welsh Assembly Government places on the value of play in childhood and the importance of children in our society” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2002, p.1). The Play Policy states that “play encompasses children’s behaviour which is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2002, p.2). Through play children are able to explore new things and to build on their social development by interacting with other children and young people. It can help with children’s creative and imaginative development, for example, through role play. According to Dr David Whitebread’s report on the Importance of Play, there is evidence that shows that play has a strong “relationship with intellectual achievement and emotional wellbeing” (Whitebread, 2012, p.3). This shows that play is able to help develop children’s intellectual development, through learning in the indoors and outdoor environments. 

Play can provide children with many opportunities to engage in a range of activities that can help them to develop their skills and aid their development. Play for Wales ensure that they take children and young people’s views into account as then they are able to “identify how we are providing, protecting and promoting the right to play” (Play for Wales, 2018, p.12). This would then benefit the children and young people as their views would be taken into account, which ensures that their right is met. They are able to participate in the decision making process which, according to Play for Wales, “is meaningful, not tokenistic” (Play for Wales, 2018, p.12). Dewey would agree with this as he believed “that the interests of the individual child should be at the heart of active experience” (Aubrey & Riley, 2016, p.8). Which by Play for Wales taking into account children and young people’s views and opinions, their interests are being listened to and then used to make a final decision. 

A way in which children and young people’s views and opinions can be heard and listened to is through a forest school, where they are able to explore the outdoors and gain the opportunity to take part in risk taking. According to Woods (2016, p.69), is it “the experience of failure, as a result of risk taking in a safe environment, can help to build resilience to set backs and help young people to manage risk better in the future”. Woods suggest here that by children and young people taking risks, it can help them to become resilient, as they may make mistakes and hurt themselves, but through play they would be able to push their own individual boundaries and then come back knowing what they did wrong and try again and succeed the challenge. However, some parents may not see the benefits of children and young people taking risks, as seen by Play for Wales where they state that “many parents want the children to stay clean and tidy and tell the playworkers that they are not allowed to go down the woods!” (Play for Wales, 2018, p.18). This may have a negative impact on children’s health and well being as they will not have the opportunity to participate in messy play, such as panting indoors with paint or outdoors with mud. By getting involved in messy play, children are able to explore textures and smells, and therefore developing their senses and their understanding of the world around them. 

By taking part in a forest school approach, children are able to learn and explore in a safe environment “where children feel free to play in their own way, in their own time, on their own terms” (Welsh Government, 2014, p.16), this will help children to develop at their own pace on not be rushed. There would also be the opportunity for children to socially interact with other children around the same age group, they may take part in activities in groups so that they are able to develop their group working skills and also their social skills when communicating with one another. This can help children to “negotiate, co-operate, fall out, and resolve conflict” (Welsh Government, 2014, p.16), which will help them understand right from wrong. From being outdoors, the children will learn about “the natural world, … the four elements, … challenge and uncertainty, … changing identity, … movement, … rough and tumble, … the senses” (Welsh Government, 2014, p.17). This will help them to learn about the environment around them and develop their understanding and knowledge through play. 

An example of effective practice of outdoor play from Estyn that has been found is a primary school in Caerphilly, where they felt as though the children who attend the school are not gaining positive play experiences and that the number of children arguing on the playground was increasing (Estyn, 2016, p.4). This may have resulted in the children having low health and well being as there may have been issues such as bullying taking place on the playground. However, the teachers at the school decided, as the school had large grounds, it would benefit the children to have the grounds to play on, which the teachers felt would “address the problem of increased arguments during playtimes” (Estyn, 2016, p.5). Every area that had been developed on the grounds of the school had purpose for the children to learn, it consisted “of gardens and allotments, which the children maintain and are profit making, and four large adventurous play areas” (Estyn, 2016, p.6). As well as the teachers and teaching assistants supervising each zone, pupils from year 6 were able to engage with the younger children, “showing them how to play with the equipment and teaching them how to interact socially with each other, taking turns etc.” (Estyn, 2016, p.6). From the year 6 pupils engaging with the younger children, it may have provided a role model for them, seeing how they use the equipment then the younger children doing the same. 

The pupils along with the staff members are responsible for setting out each area at the start of each day, this provides the children with the responsibility and that they are able to participate. According to Estyn (2016, p.7), “positive playtimes in the Foundation Phase, together with active and quiet zones, have all contributed effectively to the positive wellbeing of pupils”, which shows that by children being outdoors, socialising with others and participating, they are able to develop and learn right from wrong and to understand the environment around them. As a result of this, there has been a decrease in the number of arguments due to there being a calm environment and the children are able to learn how to take turns and share, it has also resulted in “pupils’ wellbeing and enjoyment at school have improved” (Estyn, 2016, p.9) which was shown by the Pupil Attitudes to Self and School Survey (PASS). 

Although this is a very good example of children developing their skills, such as social and creative skills, it does not mention that the children are taking part in any risk taking, which as stated previously, will help children to build resilience and to manage risks better in the future (Woods, 2016, p.69). Connor (2013) states that “it is not through negative experiences that resilience is built, but rather through the reassuring presence of an ‘emotionally aware caregiver’” (Connor, 2013 cited in Woods, 2016, p.69) being near in order to provide an environment where the children are able to feel safe, and where they feel that they are able to take risks and explore. An example of a country where children are provided with the opportunity to take risks is in Denmark, where they have a Danish Forest School Approach. According to Williams-Siegfredsen (2017), if children are not provided with the opportunity to participate in risk taking then it may lead to negative consequences as “in the Danish Forest School Approach, risk and challenge are vital elements” (Williams-Siegfredsen, 2017, p.51). The children are able to take risks with an adult, who they name as the pedagogue (Woods, 2016), present so if anything happens then the children know that there is someone where to help them. The concept of the Danish Forest School was “inspired by the work of pioneers such as Friedrich Froebel, who opened the first kindergarten in 1840” (ASG, 2017, p.8). Froebel believed that “the kindergarten was a garden for children to flourish and grow” (ASG, 2017, p.8). Children are able to learn through first hand experiences and at their own pace at the forest school, as there are no expectations of the children to reach a certain targets, however, they may have individual targets in their mind when trying something new and participating in risk taking and challenges. 

In Wales, as shown previously, Play for Wales stated that parents wanted their children to be clean and not to go to the woods to play, however, in the Danish Forest School, children engage in messy play, they are able to take risks, such as to climb a tree or play with knives, which is done in a safe environment with the pedagogue. Williams-Siedfredsen (2017) describes three stages of the process for children to use, for example, knives or saws. The first stage is for the child to watch the pedagogue use the tool, discussing the possible risk and the safety of using the tool, then the child would use the tool alongside the pedagogue, and finally the child would practice and use the tool themselves independently, confidently and safely (Williams-Siedfredsen, 2017). This way the children are learning how to use these tools appropriately and learn about the risk of using them and how to use them safely. 

The Forest school, according to Williams-Siedfredsen, has “no fences or formal boundaries, but they have invisible boundaries and waiting points that keep the children in a given area” (Williams-Siedfredsen, 2017, p.51). This helps the children to build a trusting relationship with one another and with the pedagogue. The children are told about these boundaries when they first attend the forest school and are reminded of them at the start of every day (Williams-Siedfredsen, 2017, p.51). On the other hand, in Wales, schools have high fences, which in the example from Estyn where the children have different areas to play outside, they are teachers, teaching assistants and year 6 pupils supervising the children at each location (Estyn, 2016). Although in the forest school, the children are supervised by the pedagogue, the children are free to explore and learn about the world around them through playing and socialising with others or even playing and exploring on their own. Health and Safety is a reason why children in Wales and the United Kingdom are unable to participate in the same risk taking as children in Denmark. In the UK, risks in schools are seen in activities “in Design and Technology workshops, science laboratories, art studios, textiles, drama, and PE” (Health and Safety Executive, n.d, p.6). Whereas in Denmark in the Forest School Approach, children are taking part in using knives and saws to, for example, cut and carve a piece of wood, and are able to climb trees. Although, Wales and Denmark have different views on risk taking, both Williams-Siedfredsen and the Health and Safety Executive state that they both weigh up the risk and the benefits of those risks (Williams-Siedfredsen, 2017 & Health and Safety Executive, n.d). 

According to ASG (2017, p.8), “children need real life, first hand experiences … need time to experiment and develop independent learning”. Dewey’s theory can be linked in here as he believed that children learn though taking part in activities (Aubrey & Riley, 2016). He also believed that “creating a trusting social environment for discussion and discovery without the shackles of traditional hierarchical boundaries between teachers and pupils” (Carr, 2003, p.223 cited in Aubrey & Riley, 2016, p.8). From the Danish forest school approach, children are able to build the trusting relationship with their peers and the pedagogue, for example, the pedagogue trusting the children to not go outside of the invisible boundaries that are set and reminded of at the start of every session. The children at the school in Caerphilly are also able to build trusting relationships with their peers, the teaching assistant and the teachers present, however, the children may not learn for themselves, and also by having the supervision there at all times, this may make the children think that there will always be someone there to supervise them and make sure that they don’t hurt themselves. Whereas in the Danish forest school, the children are able to go explore for themselves with the pedagogue present but not always supervising the children, meaning that they are able to explore and learn at their own pace, at their own time. 

By children participating in risk taking, they are able to “build self-esteem and self-confidence, and in group situations they foster the development of trust, leadership and judgement” (Williams-Siedfredsen, 2017, p.51), which will help them build positive health and well being, although sometimes the children may have an accident and hurt themselves. As shown at the start of the essay, health and well being can mean a range of things for different people, however, Larkin believes that “an important component of our general ‘health’ is out feelings about ourselves as human beings, our lives and our relationships” (Larkin, 2013, p.8). Through play children are able to experience the world around them, socialise with other children and also learn about themselves, for example, their interests. Play can help children to build on their relationships with other children as well as with adults who are present, such as parents, teachers or in the Danish Forest School, a pedagogue. By children having the opportunity to socially interact with others, Vygotsky believed that this would be where cognitive development happens, through play (Roden & Szabo, 2017, p.34). Vygotsky shows that by children interacting with others it helps develop their cognitive development, this could be shown through the forest school, as the children would explore the outdoors and talk about the different things they may find, such as insects, and then have a discussion about those insects which will help them to learn and develop their cognitive development. 

According to Woods (2016, p.67), “children are the best assessors of their own abilities”. She believes that children know if something is too difficult for them or if something is too easy and that they know when to attempt to do something that they may have found challenging (Woods, 2016). On the other hand, as stated that the start of the essay, France (2007) states that children and young people “are seen as being in a stage of deficit, where they lack morality, skills and responsibility” (France, 2007, p.157, cited in Jones & Walker, 2011, p.12). An example of where decisions are made for children by adults, are the seven core aims and the UNCRC Children’s Rights. However, as Woods (2016) believes, children are able to know what is easy or what is challenging for them, meaning that they may know what they’d like and that their voices should be heard and listened to as stated in the Children’s Rights. 

In 2015, the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act came into place as a law. This law places requirements on the Welsh Government and Public Bodies “to think more about the long term, work better with people and communities and each other, look to prevent problems and take a more joined-up approach” (Welsh Government, 2015, p.3). There are seven well being goals that the Welsh Government, as well as the public bodies, have to work towards in order to ensure that “the common long term challenges faced by children are considered by public bodies when setting their well-being objectives” (Welsh Government, 2015, p.3). The Welsh Government and the public bodies will be able to review and re-think about the play opportunities that children and young people have, in order to develop their well being and to meet the well being goals, for example, “a resilient Wales … a healthier Wales” (Welsh Government, 2015, p.3). By achieving the well being goals, they would “incorporate the needs of children and young people into how they set and then meet their wellbeing objectives” (Welsh Government, 2015, p.3), meaning that children and young people’s well being needs would intentionally be met, although as stated previously, to be happy is part of well being, but is not an article in the UNCRC Children’s Rights. 
By dong this essay, it has been shown that play has a vital role in the development of children and in their health and well being. Although there have been many positive aspects, such as looking at risky play in Wales and in Denmark, it has also shown that the role of the adult may sometimes be over powering the children, by not providing them enough time to explore and learn the environment, such as a forest school, or learning indoors about the world around them, as stated previously, about the natural world and the weather. Play has been shown to be benefitting children’s social interactions, emotional well being and their cognitive development, which as Vygotsky believed to occur during the social interactions with other children and adults around them (Roden & Szabo, 2017). Children and young people’s health and well being is also able to be positive, by having positive relationships and friendships with their peers. 

As the essay was discussed from a Children’s Rights perspective, the researcher has found that children’s voices may not always be heard and that adults may have more power over the decisions made about children and young people. The researcher believes that children should be provided with opportunities to participate in the decision making process from the start, for example, at schools, as later in life they may feel as though their voices lack meaning and that their opinions don’t matter. This may be due to adults having the power and making decisions over the children and young people, as they are seen as being vulnerable, lack skills and responsibility (France, 2007, p.157, cited in Jones & Walker, 2011). This could then lead to the children having low health and well being. 

Resilience is the other aspect of well being which has been discussed within the essay. By researching and writing up the essay, the researcher believes that resilience is not futile, but can be developed by children with the support from adults. Adults cannot make children resilience, it is a process that children and young people go through in order for them to overcome challenges and possibly even their fears. As stated by the Association for young people’s health, “it is often described as supporting young people’s ability to ‘bounce back’” (Barnados, 2009, cited in Association for young people’s health, 2016, p.5). The role of the adult is to support the children and young people, not to make them resilient. As Pearce states “resilience strengthens a child and enables them to try new experiences, accept challenge, and cope with frustration and failure” (Pearce, 2011, p.18). Through play, children and young people are able to experience all these, they are able to understand that accidents and mistakes happen, but they are able to overcome those and become resilient. Overall, it shows that children and young people should have more of a voice and that play is able to help them do so, and that play can help children to develop positive health and well being and become resilient at their own time and at their own pace. 


I decided to chose Play as the topic of my essay as I was interested in finding out how play has an impact on children and young people’s health and well being. I also found it interesting to research about resilience and applying it to play, and also to find out whether resilience was futile or not. I found that by researching and writing up this essay, it has given me an insight as to how play can help children and young people to develop in a range of ways, and how their health and well being can affect them. 

The sources that I used for this essay were very relevant as I looked at some books and journals to help me gain wider knowledge and understanding of the topic. Although I used many online documents, they are mostly from the Welsh Government website which is a reliable source to gain information. I ensured that I did not use any unreliable sources and I also tried to use up to date documents for my essay. Some of the sources are a bit older than others, but this is due to, for example, the Play Policy which had been published in 2002. This was a crucial document for me to use as I was focusing my essay on Play. 

If I was to complete this essay again, I would ensure that I use my time wisely and possibly be even more critical in discussing whether the documents I used were truthful and reliable, for example. Possibly next time I would try to make a clear plan and a structure for myself to follow, as I found I was jumping from one aspect to another quite quickly. I enjoyed researching for this essay and it has provided me with in depth knowledge and understanding of the topic. 
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