Introduction (2 Minutes) 
What is Mental Health 
Mental health is the ability to 

Regulate their emotions
The ability to manage emotions is an important aspect of a child’s positive mental health. It includes managing and expressing their emotions in an appropriate and healthy way. For young children, the ability to manage and regulate their emotions can enable them to successfully overcome challenges, establish positive social connections and contribute to their overall emotional and social wellbeing
Cope with everyday challenges
The ability to cope and adapt to challenges and changes is an important aspect of positive mental health. Examples for children may include adapting to unfamiliar settings, coping with difficult emotions such as disappointment, anger or frustration, changes in their routine or navigating conflicts with peers. These coping skills can support children to develop resilience and the ability to cope with future challenges effectively (Masten, 2018).
Emotionally, socially and cognitively develop
Positive mental health significantly contributes to a child’s social, emotional and cognitive development. It enables them to effectively regulate their emotions and develop essential skills for learning such as problem solving and critical thinking. It also supports positive interactions. Together, these skills provide a strong foundation to long-term wellbeing and positive future outcomes (Harvard University, 2013).
Build positive relationships
The ability to build positive relationships is an important component of positive mental health. Through secure and nurturing relationships with parents, carers and practitioners, children can foster a sense of belonging, emotional security and trust. These positive relationships support positive social development and enhance children’s holistic wellbeing (Harvard University, 2013).





What is emotional wellbeing?
Emotional wellbeing involves

Having a connection with others
Having a connection with others is important for emotional wellbeing. Strong, meaningful relationships with family, practitioners and peers can help children foster feelings of belonging and strengthen connections with those around them. These connections help nurture children’s emotional wellbeing, build social skills and contribute to positive mental health (Harvard University, 2013).
Feeling safe and secure
Children who receive consistent positive and responsive care are more likely to feel valued, safe and secure, and develop secure attachments. This sense of emotional stability promotes children’s healthy development and encourages children to explore their environment, build positive relationships and confidently engage in their learning, therefore promoting resilience, confidence and positive wellbeing (Bretherton, 1992).
Positive self esteem
Positive self-esteem reflects how children view themselves and how they value themselves. Children who feel accepted and experience encouragement and respect are more likely to develop a strong sense of self confidence and a positive sense of self. Strong self-esteem can support a child’s overall wellbeing as it helps them foster resilience and motivates them to learn (Harter, 2012).
Managing emotions
An important part of emotional wellbeing is the ability to understand and manage emotions, this helps children to appropriately manage various challenges and develop healthy relationships, therefore building resilience and supporting their wellbeing (Department for Education, 2023). 

Why is it important?
Early childhood is critical!
The early years are recognised as a crucial stage of development, and the first 5 years of their lives have a significant impact on their future health and wellbeing.
During this period, rapid brain growth occurs, with neural networks forming that support children’s social, emotional and cognitive development (VISUAL?)

Positive early relationships and experiences can have a long-term effect on children’s emotional development, ability to learn and ability to regulate emotions and positive early experiences, such as nurturing care and environment help build a strong early foundation for positive mental health (World Health Organisation, n.d.).
Whereas adverse childhood experiences can hinder healthy development and contribute to mental health issues in the future. Therefore,  promoting positive mental health and wellbeing in the early years is fundamental to children’s healthy development and lifelong wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2013).
Mental health and emotional wellbeing – the impact on learning and holistic development.
Children who experience positive mental health are better able to acquire their essential cognitive skills such as problem solving, critical thinking and good memory. 
Children with strong emotional wellbeing are often more able to regulate their emotions and engage positively with others in the educational setting (Department for Education, 2023) 
In addition to this, positive mental health enhances language development by encouraging social interactions, communication and the confidence to express their emotions.
Children are also more likely to maintain focus in school, actively engage in learning and persevere when encountering challenges. 
Therefore, positive mental health is fundamental in supporting educational success and lifelong learning (Welsh Government, 2022). 
The Impact it has on emotional and social development
Children with positive mental health are likely to effectively manage their emotions, develop healthy relationships and gain self-confidence. Together having these abilities are important for positive interactions, resilience and coping with challenges (Department for Education, 2023).

Attachment theory
Bowlby’s attachment theory emphasises the role of secure attachments in children’s development. 
When secure attachments are formed with caregivers, this can develop emotional stability and positive social and emotional skills.
These secure attachments provide children with a sense of support and safety; this enables them to confidently build relationships and explore their surroundings.
However, without these secure attachments children may have an increase in behaviour issues and emotional difficulties (Bretherton, 1992).

As a result, supportive and secure relationships contribute significantly in supporting children’s mental health and wellbeing by promoting positive social development and resilience (NHS, 2025).

Consequences of poor mental health
Children with poor mental health can be at risk of behavioural difficulties, social withdrawal and anxiety which can negatively impact their ability to engage and learn and can affect their ability to form relationships (NSPCC, 2025). 
In the UK in 2023, 1 in 5 children aged 8 – 16 were identified as having a mental health disorder (UK Parliament, 2024). And according to the NSPCC (2021), adverse childhood experiences have a long-term negative effect on children’s mental health, increasing emotional difficulties, depression and anxiety in the future. 
Therefore, without appropriate support poor mental health can negatively impact children’s holistic development and identifying issues early can improve positive outcomes for children and families.

What does research tell us 
Risk factors affecting children's mental health 
According to Hughes et al. (2017) social, environmental and biological factors influence children’s mental health. This study found that experiencing adverse childhood experiences increase the risk of mental health problems in children.
Adverse childhood experiences such as neglect, conflict, abuse and exposure to domestic violence are associated with poorer mental health and can hinder a child’s social, emotional and cognitive development (NSPCC, 2021).
A child’s family circumstances significantly influence their mental health and emotional wellbeing. Being exposed to poverty, parental mental health issues, social deprivation and isolation can increase the child’s vulnerability to developing behavioural and emotional difficulties (NSPCC, 2025). 
These risk factors can make it more challenging for children to build positive relationships, regulate emotions and engage in learning. 
Children who are exposed to these risks are more vulnerable to behavioural issues, low self-confidence and anxiety.
Therefore, early identification and providing support can help reduce mental health issues in the future and can improve overall wellbeing (NSPCC, 2025).

Opposed to this are the 
Protective factors – the relationships and experiences that promote a child’s emotional wellbeing and mental health.
Positive and secure attachments - 
A key protective factor are positive and secure relationships when supporting a child’s mental health and wellbeing.
Bowlby argued that secure attachments in early childhood are essential for children’s healthy social and emotional development. Children who receive nurturing and responsive care are more likely to develop confidence, emotional stability and positive relationships with others (Howe, 2011). 
Consistent routines and nurturing environments 
Children who grow up in an environment that is stable and nurturing are more likely to feel a sense of safety and security which can enhance their resilience, supporting their emotional wellbeing.
Consistent daily routines provide children with stability and help them feel secure by providing structure. This helps children adapt to new challenges and situations (Welsh Government, 2021). 

Social interaction and play
According to Vygotsky’s Social Development Theory, play and social interactions support children’s cognitive development.
When engaging in play and positive social interactions children are likely to develop self-confidence, emotional awareness, communication skills and problem-solving abilities (Vygotsky, 1978).
Collectively, these protective factors contribute to strengthening children’s resilience and support positive mental health and overall wellbeing (Department for Education, 2023)

Applying it to practice 
Building positive relationships
This is a key importance when promoting positive mental health and emotional wellbeing. 
Nurturing, consistent and responsive interactions support children in feeling emotionally safe, secure and valued. 
Bowlby’s attachment theory proposes secure attachments enable children to feel confident and secure in their environment (Howe, 2011).
Early years practitioners can promote children’s positive mental health by developing positive and trusting relationships, taking their views into account and responding in a way that is tailored to their individual needs.
Providing these positive interactions can help children develop resilience a sense of belonging and self-esteem. All of which are important in supporting positive mental health and emotional wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2021).


Creating a safe and nurturing environment
The Welsh Government’s Framework on embedding a whole-school approach to emotional and mental well-being emphasises the importance of promoting an inclusive environment, where children feel a sense of value and belonging.
This can be supported in setting by practitioners implementing structured routines, consistent and clear expectations and promoting inclusive opportunities (Welsh Government, 2021). 
Also providing a stable environment can support children’s mental health and emotional wellbeing by strengthening resilience and minimising anxiety through safety and security (Welsh Government, 2021).


The role of play in supporting emotional development 
Through play, children can develop confidence and social skills while also having the opportunity to express their emotions.
Vygotsky’s social development theory proposed that children’s learning and development are influenced by play and meaningful social interactions (Vygotsky, 1978).
By engaging in imaginative play, storytelling and participating in group activities, children can develop emotional awareness, enhance communication skills and strengthen their ability to solve problems.


 






 




