Children and Young People’s Mental Health and Wellbeing

There has never been a more fitting time than the year 2020 to discuss the impact of society on a child or young adults mental health and wellbeing. In a year that has affected so many lives in sadness, loss, poverty, and loneliness there is no doubt that the impact on each individual will be devasting. A Survey carried out by the NHS in July 2020 showed that the number of children suffering from mental health conditions has risen over the last three years, from one in nine in 2017 to one in six in 2020. The survey was conducted on children aged five to twenty-two years of age (NHS Digital, 2020). The purpose of this essay is to critically explore the issues that have an impact on a child and young persons mental health and wellbeing. 
Looking at the definitions of mental health and wellbeing. What do schools offer in support? Can they do more? What policies, theories are there to support children and their families? And what agencies are there that deal specifically in these issues and how do parents access them? The Guardian wrote and article asking the question “Why do more children have mental health problems?” Their article looked in depth as to the reasons why so many young people suffer. They discovered that twenty four percent of the children aged five to nineteen with mental health disorders came from families that were struggling to cope in life.  Only ten percent came from health family backgrounds. Twenty eight percent of youngsters came from families where a parent also suffered from mental health issues. Parents receiving disability allowance also proved a factor as so many children were looked upon as carers. Children who were deemed socially isolated, excluded from school, or suffered exclusion due to an additional learning need or behaviour also showed signs of mental health problems and low wellbeing (Campbell, 2018).  
The definition of mental health according to the NSPCC is that:
Mental health is just as important to a child as their physical health. It has an impact on all aspects of their life, including their educational attainment, relationships, and physical well-being. Their mental health can change over time and to various degrees of seriousness and for different reasons. These issues can also lead to safeguarding and child protection issues especially if it puts the child or others at risk (NSPCC, 2020).
The term Well-being described by the Children’s Society is the “Quality of life. How we perceive ourselves to be coping with situations and how well our lives are going.” They recognise that five/ten percent of children have low wellbeing in the UK. They concluded that the basic needs of children were not being met (Moriarty, 2018).  UNICEF identifies wellbeing as a child being happy, healthy, and satisfied (UNICEF, 2020). With children as young as the age of five being identified as having these issues it is so important for families and practitioners to be aware of the signs that their child could be suffering, as so many suffer in silence. Many people ask the question, what signs do I look for? The NSPCC highlights the main warning signs that a child could be suffering as: Sudden mood and behaviour changes, self-harming, unexplained physical changes such as weight loss or gain, sleeping pattern changes, unusually poor academic performance, out of character irritability, slowness in thought and movement, increased tearfulness, a change in social habits, becoming withdrawn and avoiding speaking about family or friends (NSPCC, 2020). It is important to remember that not all these symptoms will be displayed in every child, there could also be a logical explanation for these behaviours. Therefore, it is so important to build a good relationship between yourself as a practitioner, the child, and their families. So that they feel they can approach you to discuss matters as they arise. Some children have been diagnosed or are displaying signs of mental health disorders or development disorders.  Children suffering from anxiety disorders, where they have persistent fears and worries that plague their everyday lives preventing them taking part in any age-appropriate social play and activities. Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) children with this disorder have difficulty controlling their behaviour, a lot of their behaviour is impulsive they have little or no control over how they act in situations, their attention skills are very poor and some also suffer from hyperactivity. Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurological disorder which can be diagnosed in children under the age of three, there are different severities of Autism every child is individual. The most common universal difficulties include communication and social interaction. These conditions can have a serious impact on the family and not just the child. Support and understanding from mental health professionals are so important (Mayo Clinic, 2020).
Abraham Maslow was an American Psychologist known for creating “Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs” in 1943. This is a motivational theory and was described as a five-tier model displaying the human needs that need to be met to be able to progress fully through life. Everyone starts at the bottom of the pyramid, as we go through life and once a level has been achieved you progress to the next tier. The lower levels are known as the basic needs, such as food, water, warmth, and rest. Then safety needs, the security of a family. The next tiers look at the Psychological needs, these include Belonginess, love and friendship. Esteem the feeling of accomplishment. The higher levels are self-fulfilment needs, self-actualization achieving their full potential.  Every person has the potential to achieve each level, however progress can be disrupted by the failure of meeting the lower levels of the pyramid (McLoed, 2020). Children’s life experiences can affect their progression in achieving the levels in the pyramid. Families going through divorce, loss of a job and the biggest life changing factor of 2020, COVID-19. Children and families have had their lives turned upside down by the pandemic this year. Schools closed; families lost their jobs. Some children revelled in the fact they could stay at home with their families and have fun playing games, barbeques in the garden, but sadly not all children’s experiences were positive. Many children went home to abusive situations, neglect, and poverty. Their safe haven which was school where they had breakfast, dinner, adults that supported them and friends that cared were suddenly gone and not just for a few weeks but for months. Not all families were able to afford having their children home all the time and had to reach out to support agencies for help such as foodbanks. The pressure on parents to tutor their children at home while also working from home has created a tense atmosphere and has pushed mental health issues. A survey carried out by Women’s Health discovered that out of two thousand five hundred that were surveyed seventy percent said that their mental health had got worse during the pandemic (Smith, 2020). One positive that has come out of such a bleak year is the way communities have come together, supporting each other, and helping those in need. Russian American psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner created the Ecological Systems Theory in 1979. He believed that a child’s development is not solely influenced by a child’s immediate environment but by its surrounding environment to. Bronfenbrenner said there were five environmental systems that influence a child’s development. The first level of his theory is called Microsystem, these are people that have the closest direct contact with the child such as a parent, sibling, teachers, school friends. The next tier is referred to as Mesosystem, this encompasses the influences and interactions between the microsystems, for example between the child, parent, and teacher, or between the school and their peers. A further example of this would be a parents evening where a child and teacher would interact in order to better their child’s development. The third layer is called Exosystem, this involved people that formed formal or informal social structures. This included people such as neighbours, parents friends. Even though the children are not directly connected to these people the influences such as a neighbour arguing with a parent will have an affect on the child. The parents could become short tempered or angry. The fourth tier is Macrosystem, this is cultural elements that affect the child such as wealth, poverty etc. The last tier is called Chronosystem. This tier is made up of all the life changing events that happen in life, parents getting divorced, starting school, Covid-19 etc.. These are changes that can occur over a lifetime but have a big impact on the child’s development. Bronfenbrenners theory has played a big part in the year 2020, the year communities came together. Children had the support of not just their own family but in some cases support groups were brought in, food parcels were distributed, the interaction between parents and teachers through social media was enhanced (for the parents that wanted it), but people looked out for each other more than they had ever done before (Guy-Evans, 2020). 
A big step for all children during this pandemic was the return to school. Many children and parents suffered anxiety over whether it was safe to go back. The school life that they were all use to had changed dramatically. Many were split from their friends and some who relied on routine and structure had their lives completely disrupted. This is a good example of how important Bronfenbrenners theory was where the collaboration of parents and teachers were needed to reassure the children that the changes were going to be an adventure and not to fear. The school that the author of this essay worked at made videos through out the lockdown reassuring children, answering their questions, reading them stories and laptops were provided to the children that said they did not have one at home. Staff that were isolating at home called parents weekly to answer any questions and offer support. When it was time for the school to reopen the staff filmed what a typical day would look like. Where they would come into school, what the classroom would look like, this was done to help reassure the parents and especially the children that everything was a safe as it could possible be. This is the support provided during the pandemic. The main critical point to this, even though the school was trying its best to work with parents the parents that really needed the intervention were uncontactable. They never answered the phone, never replied to the teachers emails and children never submitted any work and due to the lockdown restrictions, you could not go and knock on their door.  Before the pandemic, the school offered an open-door policy, parents were always welcome into school to discuss worries, or concerns with the head teacher or class teacher. At the beginning of each term the children from year 2 to year 6 were asked to choose a “key adult” this would be a member of staff that they felt they had a connection with and if there was anything troubling them, they could request to go and speak to that adult at any time of the day. This worked well with a number of children that had difficulties at home. At break times or lunch times children had a choice of going outside to play or to go to a quiet place if going outside made them feel anxious. Sensory rooms that were filled with relaxing lights helped calm children with additional learning needs, behavioural problems, or children with anxiety. Mindfulness was introduced to the children from nursery to year 6, the course was even offered to parents to help them to learn strategies to deal with anxiety and promote wellbeing. 
In 2022 a new curriculum will be rolled out across Wales, starting in Primary schools. The new curriculum focuses on four core purposes, their vision is that children will become:
· Ambitious, capable learners, that are ready to learn throughout life.
· Enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in work and life.
· Ethical informed citizens of Wales and the world.
· Healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society (Welsh Government, 2020 p11). 
Teachers will be allowed to create their own curriculum that is suitable for all ages and abilities. Children will have more say on what they learn and how they learn, therefore promoting wellbeing and the children’s passion to learn. Another policy that is encouraged through out the school is that children are aware of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) the convention has fifty-four articles that cover all areas of a child’s life. It gives the children a voice, a right in how they are treated and how they should be treated. It makes no difference on gender, ethnicity, religion, language, background, it applies to all children and considers children’s mental health and wellbeing. Article 12 states that “Every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously. This right always applies, for example during immigration proceedings, housing decisions or the child’s day to day home life (UNICEF, 1992).
Support is also provided to children in schools through outside agencies such as education psychologists, teachers put together Individual Education Plans (IEP) to support a child’s individual needs it states what interventions will be carried out to help the child reach a realistic outcome. Health Visitors, General Practitioners can also offer support. An organisation called CAMHS offers support to children and adolescents up to the age of eighteen. CAMHS stands for Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services. It provides help and advice to children and their families. The negative aspect is that all their locations are situated around London but there is a lot of information online to help support families (CAMHS, 2017). Before the effects of the pandemic, we have faced this year the education system, social services and many other support agencies have been hit by budget cuts.  Teachers that plan interventions on IEP’s do not have the support staff to support the children. Mental Health Agencies struggle to function on the insufficient funds they receive. Sadly, the impact will be on the children’s learning and wellbeing. We understand that all children have different needs and learn different ways but without the budget and staff to support how can these children be helped and receive the education they deserve.
UNICEF recognised during their research that children learn the most through the first five years. The experiences they have tailor their future and life choices. It is our responsibility as practitioners to acknowledge the low wellbeing and mental health issues that children are facing especially this year and work with them to promote and encourage healthy, positive experiences and ways for them to deal with their negative feelings and thoughts (UNICEF, 2020). A report of the WISH Mental Health and Wellbeing in Children Forum 2015, Richard Layard and Ann Hagell stated that:
Early intervention is crucial. Mental health problems should be tackled when they are first discovered. They need to be recognised by parents, doctors, teachers, and our whole society. They need to become more open about what is a common part of life. Our schools need to adopt children’s wellbeing as one of their major objectives – both in their ethos and their teaching. Life skills can and should be taught as professionally as Mathematics or literature. (Layard & Hagell, 2015, p3) 
The outlook for the introduction of the new curriculum is promising and on paper will benefit children of all abilities, but with budget cuts and the aftermath of this pandemic it remains to be seen how successful it will be. Will there be enough staff to implement the new changes and it is still not known what impact the children not being in school will have. As talked about previously in this essay. There are some families that have worked hard over the lockdown but some that were unreachable. Will there be the staff to help these children reach their full potential as Maslow described is so important in order to achieve the best that they can be. From the writer’s own perspective. After the year we have just come through, we should focus on the children’s wellbeing and mental health before thinking of introducing a new curriculum. Without addressing what has happened and putting ourselves in the position of what some families have been through children will not be able to build or heal in order to learn. Past events can not be ignored and as Layard and Hagell stated problems should be tackled when they are first discovered.
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