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This essay will identify and critically explore the issues that can affect the Mental Health and Well-being of children and young people, and how the education system in Wales can support those who may have been affected by mental health and well-being issues.  
The information in this essay will be supported by theories from Maslow, Bronfenbrenner, Bandura, Bowlby and Erikson, policies, and procedures from the Welsh Government, Department of Education, and the United Nations Convention of Rights of the Child (UNCRC).  The essay will also consider what policies schools follow, along with links to support strategies and agencies that provide vital help to children and young people experiencing mental health and well-being issues.  In 2023, Wales had approximately 1 in 5 (20%) children and young people aged 8-25 who had a diagnosable mental health condition (Children and Young People’s Mental Health Coalition). The mental health issues that will be addressed are linked to Autism, ADHD (AuDHD) and Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs).  

Mental health is viewed in many ways, but it is the same as our physical health: we all have it and need to take care of our mental health.   Good mental health is when you can look after yourself emotionally and psychologically, giving you the ability to cope with the stresses of life, thoughts, actions and feelings (Mind, 2026).   Poor mental health can occur for many reasons throughout your life span, which changes the way you think, as well as how you feel and react, which can make it difficult to cope with your surroundings.   Poor mental health can affect you in a way that can feel worse than when you have a physical illness. People from all social backgrounds are affected by mental health issues that can range from anxiety and depression to suicide or self-harming and bipolar disorder (Young Minds, 2023).   However, factors such as physical illness, disability, economic background and levels of education do have a significant impact on mental health (West Wales Regional Partnership Board, 2025).  

Well-being is a sense of happiness, comfort, and health, incorporating physical, mental, and emotional health, as well as social connections and a sense of meaning or purpose.   In a similar way to physical health, well-being is a day-to-day resource that is determined by the environmental surroundings and social and economic circumstances (Public Health Wales, 2023).  It is the ability to maintain a quality of life and to contribute to society with a meaningful purpose (World Health Organization, 2026).  When well-being is poor or low, individuals start to struggle with their daily life commitments, with feelings of being overwhelmed, having increased anxiety and exhaustion and feeling hopeless.  This can all have a knock-on effect on family lives, work and other commitments that individuals may have (Mental Health Foundation, 2026).  Well-being interlinks with mental health and can be a supporting factor (Department of Health, 2014).   Good mental health and wellbeing are critical for leading a fulfilling life, affecting relationships, physical health, resilience and productivity, which enables one to manage all the challenges in life to the best of their ability while still being able to contribute socially to the community.  To achieve long-term happiness, a good quality of mental health and well-being is essential (UK Government, 2022).  

Autism and ADHD are both neurodevelopmental conditions that affect the development of the brain, which can co-occur.  This results in AuDHD, which has traits from both Autism and ADHD that can overlap and contradict each other, making it harder for those with AuDHD to cope mentally with day-to-day activities (Chang, 2024). The need for strict routines, organisation and planning creates an internal conflict that clashes with the need for impulsivity and novelty (Nathanson, 2024).   An individual may have sensory sensitivity to noise and light and may become easily overwhelmed by their environment.   Emotionally dysregulated individuals experience reactions to intense emotions with high anxiety levels that can lead to quick and unpredictable mood changes (Manchester University NHS Foundation Trust, 2025). A desire for a strong connection amid social awkwardness can lead to social burnout (Dawes, 2025).  

AuDHD can have a huge influence on individuals mental health and well-being due to the mind being in a hyper-focused state that feels energising, to going to the opposite of being in a state of overwhelmed and shutting down.   This consent battle of emotional states can lead to challenges with AuDHD burnout, which can cause the individual to experience a deep physical and emotional crash, which has been caused by chronic stress and sensory overloads.   An onset of fatigue, loss of motivation, numberless or detachment and an increase in anxiety and depression will have a lasting effect on those who have AuDHD (Melville, 2024).  

The knock-on effect of these symptoms for people who have AuDHD can be damaging to the nurturing relationships with those closest to them, as physical behaviours escalate to harm to self and others around them.  The day-to-day social connections and the emotional dysregulation related to ADHD impulsivity and autistic sensitivities led to frequent meltdowns in a fight response, resulting in the individual shouting, using abusive language, biting, hitting, throwing and breaking objects or personal items (Attwood and Aston, 2025). 
Conditions in their environment can also affect their mental health, including noise levels, changes in routine, and exposure to new places that may be overstimulating in ways others cannot see or hear (Social Care Wales, 2024).  

It is important to be aware of those who have AuDHD and the coping mechanisms that they have in place, and to support them in a way that is constructive to their well-being and mental health.   It requires a considerable amount of knowledge and understanding, adaptability and patience to support an individual with AuDHD (At Health, ND). A simple visual structure, such as lists, visual prompts or a now and next cards, can be a positive support strategy which gives the child a sense of control, allowing them to organise their thoughts and have some control of the environment around them (Witherslack Group Ltd, 2025).  
Having good relations with the schools and agencies such as Speech and Language Therapists, SNAP Cymru, CAMHS, GP, and Consultants, as well as Youth Services and Specialist Advisers, who are all involved in the child's care, can also contribute to the support that is in place.  Schools should have an Individual Development Plan (IDP) in place that includes a One Page Profile that is centred around the child to meet the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) of the child that has been agreed by parents/caregivers (Snap Cymru, ND).  

Leading from this, the Welsh Government introduced new policies of the Additional Learning Needs (Wales) Act 2018 and the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Code 2021 to have a single system for ALN that is more learner-centred, giving them the same rights and entitlements regardless of their age or setting that they are in.  Also, having improvements to transitions of settings with the provision of the Welsh Language if needed.   The Welsh Government also hoped that support would be provided earlier, together with proactive intervention, and that information would be more accessible to caregivers (Estyn, 2023).   

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) can be looked at here, with the five-tier model of human needs being central to the well- being and mental health of those living with AuDHD.  The five-tier pyramid suggests that the lower-level needs of physiological, safety, love/belonging, esteem and self-actualisation must be met before the higher level of growth can begin.  This would mean that the prioritisation of factual stability of routine and emotional support will be necessary to achieve their mental health and well-being efficiently (Aubrey and Riley, 2021, p 9-22).  


Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are associated with traumatic or stressful events or circumstances that occur during childhood and affect the child throughout their lives (Welsh Government, 2021).  This can be through any of the ten ACEs that have been recognised in the forms of physical, sexual, emotional, verbal abuse, neglect, or maltreatment of any kind.  The environment that a child lives in can also affect them, as they can, for example, witness the results of household dysfunction, drug and alcohol abuse, domestic violence, mental illness, incarcerated relatives, and parental separation or divorce.   Those children living in care (or looked after children) are also affected by ACEs and mental health issues (Early Intervention Foundation, 2020).  These ACEs will stay with the child for their lifespan and may harm their physical and mental health and well-being (Public Health Wales, 2015).  

According to the UCL Institute of Health Equity (2015), ACEs can affect a child’s mental health and wellbeing by increasing the chance of low self-esteem, depression and relationship difficulties. The research reported that post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) can occur in those children who have experienced abuse.  All of which will have a lasting effect on mental health into adulthood.   Research has shown that 47% of adults in Wales would have suffered from at least one ACE during their childhood, with 14% having suffered four or more ACEs (ACE Hub Wales, 2019).   This has created a current issue within Wales where nearly half of the population of adults have been affected by ACEs in some way.   

 ACEs can affect many different aspects of children’s lives, with the severity dependent on how the children are supported, if at all.  Numerous studies have been conducted to understand the long-term implications of ACEs on life course perspectives. The collective adverse effects and life pathways need to be structured with many forms of socially interactive developmental scaffolding (Waite and Ryan, 2020).  The effect of ACEs can cause multiple health issues, including mental health conditions of anxiety, depression, bipolar disorder, suicide, and substance misuse.  These conditions, when brought together with having experience of developing poor relationships due to an absence of trust, reduced emotional regulation skills and coping strategies, can cause long-term difficulties (Tzouvara, Kupdere, Wilson, Matthews, Simpson and Foye, 2023). 

The experience of child separation and trauma is embedded in the attachment theory, which is a fundamental emotional connection linking child and caregiver that functions as the footing for development and relationships (Waite and Ryan, 2020). Bowlby’s 1969 Attachment theory confirms that for children and young people to grow up mentally healthy, they must feel the warmth, intimacy and consistency of a relationship with their mother or parent, with both involved getting satisfaction and enjoyment from the relationship.  It also states that attachment is not a sign of recession but functions as a natural, healthy purpose even in adult life.  The excessive separation anxiety is due to adverse family experiences.  This could be recurring risks of abandonment or rejection by caregivers, or the illness or death of a parent or siblings, that the child feels accountable for (Bretherton, 1992).  

Children who have experienced physical trauma from a trusted adult or even witnessed someone receiving physical abuse can, in turn, become aggressive towards others due to the trauma that they received or witnessed.  According to Bandura’s Bobo Doll experiment on Social Learning in 1961, children can be influenced by learning from the social behaviours of others around them.  Bandura states that this is learning through observation, watching aggressive behaviour or violence from another person tends to increase this behaviour in the child. In turn, this highlights the requirements for an effective role model in influencing and shaping correct behaviours (McLeod, 2025).  

Many policies and frameworks have been produced in relation to ACE’s and how the government and supporting agencies should work together to give children the best start to life.  The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) policy Report 2021 states having a focus on the prevention, early intervention and the trauma-informed practices, predominantly in education, health and social services, giving children the opportunity at achieving their full potential for the future. With initiatives in Wales that highlight the development of resilience, a reduction in long-term health harms and the breakdown of the intergenerational cycle of trauma (Department of Education, 2025).   In July 2022, the Welsh Government introduced the Trauma Informed Wales framework following the successful creation in 2017 of the ACE Hub Wales.  The framework aimed to give an all-age approach to the understanding, prevention and mitigation of the effects of ACE’s and trauma.  The practices were to be embedded into the public services that included health and education (Trauma Informed Wales, 2022).   Since its introduction, Trauma Informed has grown to become the shared method that helps to decrease the occurrence of trauma while avoiding the potential of negative impacts and improving the results of recovery, growth and healing.  This presents the situation for care and support that facilitates a holistic approach to recognising the appropriate way in which to help those affected by trauma (ACE Hub Wales, 2022).  


Schools have a major role to play in the mental health and well-being of both AuDHD and ACE’s, as having a good awareness of mental health issues, the educational staff will be able to help and guide children and their families to the correct specialist support that is available locally.  This knowledge can be essential to supporting children and their needs with a whole school approach that includes all departments within schools working together with a commitment to keeping the school and its attendees in a good mental health environment (Anna Freud Mentally Healthy Schools, ND).  
The framework of the whole-school approach that was developed with the Welsh Government allows schools to address all the children’s, young persons', and school staff's emotional and mental well-being, bringing them together as a whole school community.  
The framework also enables the identification of signs of poor well-being and the efficient attention to those signs through the support available within the school.  The promotion of a positive cultural environment enables children and young people to build positive relationships with their peers and the staff around them, hence strengthening their relationships (Welsh Government, 2021). 

The commencement of the New Curriculum for Wales saw a new approach to learning within the six mandatory Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLE) that came into effect in 2022.  At the core of the framework is mental health and emotional well being providing a holistic construction for the understanding of health and well-being.  Its key focus is developing the learner’s capability on navigating their life prospects and encounters that may arise.  The primary mechanisms within this area are physical health and development, mental health and emotional and social well-being supporting the learners to have an understanding and appreciation of how diverse components of health and well-being are linked together identifying that good health and well-being are an significant portion of positive learning (Education Wales, 2020).  


There are a number of current issues effecting the persistent rise of mental health and well-being difficulties in children and young people in Wales.  This reinforces the need of early involvement, and combined actions within all the sectors.   Mental health conditions that are being diagnosed in children and young people have risen over the last two decades with numbers of one in ten in 2004, increasing to one in five in 2023.   The factors behind those increases range from family poverty, social inequality, academic pressures, parental mental health issues, together with the influence of digital technology.  There has been a noted lack of timely support for those with mental health issues (Public Health Wales, 2025).  


Whilst researching these conditions and the issues facing the mental health and well-being sectors.  It is important to remember that the best interests of the child must always be the top priority in all matters that affect them.   The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child of 1992 contains 54 articles covering all aspects of children’s lives and sets out the civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights that apply to every child.  Stated within them is how adults and governments should work together to ensure that all children enjoy all their rights (UNICEF, ND).  The commissioners of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child have highlighted areas of concern, including poverty, mental health, and the UK Government's proposed changes to the Human Rights Act.  

There are many ways that schools can support children with mental health and well-being issues, which have a multi-agency feel to them, enabling the child to have the support that they desperately need.  Services that are available with schools include CAMHS, access to educational psychologists, together with partnerships that focus on staff training and NEST (Welsh Government, 2021).  



The NEST framework is a planning tool for mental health and well-being services across Wales. NEST stands for Nurturing, Empowering, Safe and Trusted. Its creation was to support all services, not just the mental health services.  It enables the services to work together in helping children and young people with their mental health and well-being needs. Together with the NEST team, the Welsh Government and Aneurin Bevan University Health Board have given support to the development of a module in e-learning on the Ty Dusgu platform that was launched in 2023.  This module is an introduction into the NEST framework, children’s rights and the healthcare professionals who can implement and support all (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2025).  

Another support strategy is the use of Emotional Literacy Support Assistants (ESLAs), who specialise in the role of teaching assistants and receive training from educational psychologists.  This enables them to support the emotional and social well-being of children and young people by identifying areas of self-esteem, emotional regulation, and social skills.  
It is vital that ELSA support is working within the scope of their practice and passes on any concerns outside that scope to the educational psychologist and line managers.  ELSAs do not fix; they support.   The relationship between an ELSA and a child has to be one of trust and kindness, which will enable the child to reach their potential socially, emotionally and also academically.  ELSAs also must have an understanding of the barriers to the child’s learning and help them through this
Essentially, an ELSA is a person who can support a child's emotional development while helping them cope with life challenges, find solutions to problems in a safe and nurturing way, and create a reflective space for the child (ELSA Support, 2026).  

Another support available to a child and their family is Team Around the Family (TAF), an early intervention and prevention service that aims to support children and young people aged 0-25 years, together with their families or caregivers.  TAF offer advice, help, and support to agencies that can support the child the most in their time of need (Pembrokeshire Community Hub, ND).  




Whilst there is support for those with mental health and well-being issues, there are also lots of barriers to the very same help and support.    Funding is a major barrier to services that are essential towards help and support those who need it the most.   The rising distress and mental ill health in Wales has been caused by a mixture of factors connecting together, for those experiencing poverty and insecure employment, which continues to be beneficial in the poverty and insecurity in their employment.  Also, continuing to have increased risk levels of poor mental health (Mind Cyrum, 2025).  

Having an understanding of basic mental health theory and practice can be beneficial to teachers and support staff, providing their pupils with the support that is needed towards their learning, as mental health and trauma can become a barrier to learning.   Having the teachers and staff trained in the Trauma-Informed schools’ program will help staff identify and respond to mental health conditions and trauma within the children and young people in their care (Plymouth Marjon University, 2026).  

A continuing barrier to the support of children and young people with mental health issues is the lack of fragmented funding from outside agencies across the education, health and voluntary sectors, which has an effect on the long waiting times and access to specialist support agencies.  With this lack of funding, children and young people suffer by not being able to gain the help and support that is needed to start their recovery, with some falling between the services and not receiving any help, as their needs may be too complex for universal services, however, not meeting the threshold for the specialist support.   This then makes the children and young people feel isolated and hopeless (Mind, 2025).   

Looking at both AuDHD and ACEs within a school environment, together with outside agencies, it is clear that there is an overlap of support for both conditions and the mental health issues that play a part in the children and young people's lives.  The appropriate level of staff training in mental health is needed for the day-to-day aspects of the school environment (Education Workforce Council, ND).   There is also a clear path to promote communication between professionals and support the wider networks of support, together with sharing good practice on specialist provisions.   Having the time to be able to support the children and young people who are presenting with problem to their mental health and well-being, which will establish the trust needed for those involved to gather important information on how best to support the child or young person.  

Bronfenbrenner's Bioecological Model (1979) encompasses all aspects of needs surrounding the child or young person.  The theory suggests that a person's development emerges from interconnected environmental systems, spanning from the intimate, family-level to societal levels, which are more of the cultural environment around the person.  
The systems that are involved are the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and the chronosystem, each of which has an influence on behaviour and growth.  
Bronfenbrenner stated that the child’s environment is a nested layout of configurations, with each being contained within the next.   The order in which they are symbolised is how much of an effect they have on the person (Guy-Evans, 2025).  
In effect, the theory is driven by a person-centred view or plan, with each system working together to care for the person and support them in ways that best enable them to develop and learn within their environment. For the systems to work smoothly, they must all communicate and keep the best interests of the person at the centre, thereby maintaining good mental health and well-being. 
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