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Children’s Mental Health and Wellbeing
Action points:
1. More in depth critical analysis of policies and practice
From a modern-day perspective, the greatest ever research of statistics on the health and wellbeing of children suggests the “UK is in danger of failing a generation of children and young people” (RCPCH, 2020, p.1). Whilst further stating for numerous procedures regarding the wellbeing of children progression has “stalled or is in reverse – something rarely seen in high income countries” (Ibid). In addition to this, due to the corona virus, children in the UK are facing a “dramatic disruption than any other generation has ever experienced in modern times”. Mental health has risen in boys from “11.4% in 2017 to 16.7% in 2020 and girls over the same period 10.3% to 15.2%” (NHS, 2020, p.1). Thus, “children are at risk of becoming a lost generation” (Hill, 2020, p.1). This essay will include a discussion into the complex subject of mental health in children and how this impacts greatly in all aspects of a child’s life including the educational setting. “Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model of human development” (McAuley and Rose, 2010, p.140) will be explored and how this may influence the children’s development within each microsystem. The diversity of mental health issues such as depression and the interventions and treatments available to children will further be explored. 
Although there are many definitions regarding mental health and wellbeing, the World Health Organisation recognise it to be:
a state of wellbeing in which every individual realises his or hers own potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully and is able to make a contribution to her or his community. Although this description identifies the positive aspects such as, recognising the “emotional, psychological and social impact that wellbeing has on an individual” (Galderisi et al., 2015, p.231).
One may argue that it fails to consider that good mental health is also associated with periods of sadness, illness and feelings of anger, which is a normal part of the human emotions (Galderisi et al.,2015). Such a perception of wellbeing, motivated by “hedonic and eudemonic traditions which, champion positive emotions and excellence in functioning” (Galderisi et al., 2015, p.233), risks alienating many young people who are often fearful, and those such as sections of society including migrants that suffer from rejection and discrimination (Galderisi et al .,2015). Furthermore, the idea that good mental health is associated with being able to “work productively and fruitfully” (Galderisi et al., 2015, p.231).
further excludes sectors in society which already face challenges such as asylum seekers, people with disabilities and mental health conditions. 
Western values have progressively encouraged a society in which many people are under extreme pressures that daily life presents. Thus, resulting in limited time to nurture one’s own wellbeing and mental health. This may be a contributing factor to the vast myriad of mental health issues we see from a modern-day perspective. For example, globalisation has led to “children and families around the world facing a multitude of ever-changing challenges” (Timimi, 2012, p.413). Children are particularly vulnerable to the ideology’s and “discourses imposed by society’s institutions” (Samimi, 2005, p.1). Thus, resulting in children being “socialised into a system that promotes individualism, competitiveness and inequality” (Ibid). An example being, globalisation has created an education system which encourages a competitive environment where pupils are continually judged by performance based on continual assessments and examinations (Simimi, 2012). Although many children thrive under these stressful conditions, many children do not. Latest research has found that tremendous pressures to attain within education are the “biggest threat to children’s mental health” (Meredith, 2020, p.1). Additionally, issues such as anxiety and self-harm are increasingly rising among children as young as seven (Meredith, 2020). Pupils with (ALN) face further challenges regarding continual assessment and exams as research states, they are at higher risk of developing poor mental health and “academic anxiety” (Freud, 2020, p.1). 
A further factor that is impacting the mental health of children is the development of technology. While it has played a critical role and “revolutionized the global economy” (Lamba and Malhotra, 2009, p.1), the reliance of digital platforms such as Facebook, Tiktok and Snapchat is causing concern among professionals regarding the impact this may have on the mental health of children (OECD, 2018). Research has found that although limited amounts of internet usage can have a “small impact on children’s wellbeing” (OECD, 2018, p.3), extreme amounts can have a detrimental effect causing  feelings of “anxiety, depression and disturbed sleeping patterns” (Ibid). Additionally, “Leon Festinger’s social comparison theory” (Festinger, 1954, p.1) suggests, “there exists, in the human organism a drive to evaluate his opinions and his abilities” (Ibid). Whilst this can have a positive effect on behaviour, the world of social media can often portray false representations of what reality is. Thus, leaving children feeling inadequate and often despondent regarding their own evaluations of themself. Platforms such as Instagram are examples in which one can stage the most appealing imageries of themselves, whilst further allowing one to delete pictures they feel are unappealing (OECD, 2018). In addition to this it allows an interaction among peers who are especially “influential on an individual’s body image” (OECD, 2018, p.9). Although research is limited in this area there is evidence to suggest that platforms such as Instagram may have an adverse effect on “body image, depression, social comparison and disordered eating” (Turner and Lefevre, 2017, p.1) including, the condition orthorexia nervosa when a person can develop a fixation with healthy eating. Furthermore, this condition is “frequently comorbid with anorexia nervosa” (Ibid).  
Classed as a serious mental health condition, anorexia nervosa is among a group of eating disorders which often begins with the person feeling “dissatisfied with their appearance” (Dogra, Parkin, Gale and Frake, 2002, p.181). Concerns regarding “weight, shape, food and diet are especially common amongst teenage girls” (Ibid). Research has found an increase among preadolescents within the UK, with cases “having as much as doubled in ten years” (Davis, 2019, p.1). Additionally, although considered a disorder that primarily effects females, recent empirical studies have found one in four males present symptoms of an eating disorder (Lavender, Brown and Murray, 2017). Furthermore, no longer classed as an exception in males these behaviours are rising at a “faster rate in males versus females” (Lavender, Brown and Murray, 2017, p.1). Whilst, the correlation of these eating disorders is “equally severe in males as those reported by females” (Ibid). Unlike girls where the signs of an eating disorder can present themselves with severe weight loss, boys tend to hide it easier “because often nothing looks wrong on the outside” (Frank, 2020, p.1). Although the risk factors of developing an eating disorder include, “considerable pressures to conform to current fashion trends, media images of attractiveness and peer pressures” (Dogra, Parkin, Gale and Frake, 2002, p.183), research suggests factors such as “vulnerability to eating disorders, parental depression and adverse childhood experiences” (Fairburn et al., 1998, p.1) pose more of a risk.  
Adverse childhood experiences can often have a devasting impact on a child’s mental health and wellbeing and while not all children who have faced adversity in their life will go on to develop emotional instability, a vast amount are often the most “distressed young people in society” (Dogra, Parkin, Gale and Frake, 2002, p.120). Children who are exposed to experiences such as violence, neglect and drug abuse have a high probability of developing conditions in later life such as “depression, eating disorders and alcoholism” (WHO, 2020, p.1). Furthermore, research has found the more adversity experienced by a child, “the less grey matter they have in key areas of the brain” (MDC, 2018, p.1). Thus, in turn effecting the child’s ability to control “self-regulation, fear-processing and stress management” (Ibid). In the fifty’s theorist Bowlby discovered the vital part “the loving attachment between an infant and his mother played in the foundation of mental health amongst children” Bowlby (1969, quoted in Underdown, 2007, p.41). Furthermore, this attachment is “characterized by warmth, sensitivity, responsiveness and dependability” (Underdown, 2007, p.42) leading to a child developing “a sense of belonging and a view that the world is safe” (Ibid). Without these, children are more likely to create “an internal working model” (Underdown, 2007, p.42) which leaves them unable to establish trusting bonds. Having said this, following on from Bowlby’s research, Schaffer and Emerson (1964, quoted in Underdown, 2007) found that other persons who were dependable and consistent could also play a critical role in developing close bonds with a child. From an educational point of view, the intervention of Nurture groups plays an imperative role in providing safe environments where children can develop crucial skills, such as resilience. Thus, enabling children to cope more effectively with “disappointments, challenges, adversity and trauma” (Goldstein and Brooks, 2001, p.24). Nevertheless, it is important to add that even children privileged not to have experienced such trauma are not totally protected from the significant pressures they face in a modern-day society. 
The coronavirus is an example of the devasting impact this virus has had and is still having on the mental health and wellbeing of children and families from all socio-economic backgrounds. Children around the world have had to “adjust to dramatic changes in their education, routine and homelife” (Young Minds, 2020, p.1). Whilst, some have had to endure experiences such as “bereavement and other traumatic events” (Ibid). Additionally, many children who already suffer with poor mental health have seen their symptoms worsen during this time (Young Minds, 2020). The lack of social interaction among peers and the inability to attend school has left a vast number of children feeling isolated and cut off from society. “Maslow’s hierarchy of needs” Maslow (1949, quoted in Shotten and Burton, 2019, p.99) suggests, that prior to the “physiological and safety needs comes the need for a sense of belonging” (Ibid). Although this is initially acquired from a parent/carer, peer groups play a fundamental role in developing a sense of belonging. Thus, “contributing crucially to the development of this need” (Shotten and Burton, 2019, p.99). Research shows people with low self-esteem tend to “be more anxious, depressed, lonely and generally unhappy” (Leary, Schrerndorfer and Haupt, 1995, p.297). Additionally, they are more likely to be excluded from education and develop risky behaviours which cause “danger to themselves and others” (Ibid). Furthermore, research suggests, low self-esteem has further been associated with children from lower socio-economic backgrounds as opposed to children from wealthier ones (Griggs and Walker, 2008). 
(Underdown, 2007, p.56) states, “childhood is one of the most vulnerable periods of the human lifespan”. Thus, socio-economic disadvantage may have the powerful bearing on the wellbeing and development of a child. Studies show children living in continuous poverty from ages “one to five years” (UCL, 2017, p.1) were at higher risk of developing mental health conditions. Whilst, ten percent of children aged 11 displayed symptoms such as, “serious social, emotional and behavioural problems symptomatic of mental illness” (Ibid) including, hyperactivity, attention seeking behaviour and difficulties forming friendships (UCL, 2017). Having said this, the impact for children of primary school age can often have the most damaging impact on their wellbeing (UCL, 2017). Children growing up in poverty will often be victims of bullying for reasons such as not being able to afford the latest trends in fashion or technology. They may be living in unsuitable housing conditions, such as refuges where the mother/ father is escaping domestic abuse. Additionally, they may also be living in cramped housing conditions or having to continually move from house to house. Housing insecurity is shown to have a devasting impact on a child’s wellbeing (Children’s Society, 2021). Research finds “sixty percent of girls who have recently moved were more likely than non-movers to have reported attempted suicide” (Children’s Society, 2017, p.16). Whereas, boys were recognized to be more vulnerable to “victimisation, delinquency and social isolation” (Ibid). 
The concept of children’s wellbeing is increasingly at the centre of contemporary policy and wellbeing. Whilst, the ecology approach has provoked particular interest in adopting policies, as it recognises the “experiences children have will contribute to their overall wellbeing” (McAuley and Rose, 2010, p.22). First discovered by Bronfenbrenner (1979) the “ecological systems theory” (Underdown, 2007, p.10) recognises the child as evolving within an intricate set of “relationships that are influenced by the various levels of the surrounding environment” (Ibid). An example of this theory put into practise is “The Welsh Governments strategy to eradicate poverty by 2020” (Welsh Government, 2015, p.2). Thus, in line with the UNCRC which further recognises the impact that “life situations may have on the well-being of excluded groups of children” (McAuley and Rose, 2010, p.141). The Welsh government has adopted interventions such as “Together for Mental Health, flying start, housing programmes and free school meals and breakfast clubs” (Welsh Government, 2015, p.8). Children whose physical needs are not met, such as hunger, will be unable to function and ready to learn at school Maslow (1943, quoted in Walton and Goddard, 2012, p.86). Furthermore, the “Every Child Matter Agenda” further supports the imperative need for child to “be healthy, enjoy and achieve, whilst further staying safe” (Walton and Goddard, 2012, p.31).  
Schools play an important role, not only for identifying children at risk from mental health issues, but also for the promotion of well-being and emotional health (McAuley and Rose, 2010). From a personnel perspective, school A is a golds rights respecting school and a pioneer school for well-being. Immediate priority’s regarding the well-being of pupils include, to increase the capacity for ELSA interventions and to increase resilience amongst pupils (School A, 2021). Regarding the support available for children with mental health conditions, “Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS)” (Young Minds, 2020, p.1) plays a collaborative role in allowing children access the vital support they need in managing conditions such as self-harm, depression and schizophrenia. Based around a tiered system, tier-one allows primary services such as schools to insure “the emotional and mental health needs of children are met” (MHA, 2021, p.1). Whilst, tier-four requires more specialised services. Having said this, due to factors such as austerity measures introduced by governments, funding for such services has been drastically cut back. This has resulted in “waiting times for CAMHS ranging from two weeks to over a year” (Young Minds, 2020, p.1). Whilst, twenty five percent of children who have been evaluated have been turned away (Young Minds, 2020). This has led to an increase in children becoming more reliant on prescription medication such as antidepressants.
A study conducted in 2017 showed 166,000 children under the age of 18 were given antidepressants for anxiety and depression. 11,000 of these were children under the age of 11 and 537 under the age of 5 (Blow, 2017). Although research deems the use of antidepressants safe, especially in conjunction with interventions such as psychotherapy (Holmes, 2020), studies have found a correlation between these drugs and suicidal thoughts and self-harming (Blow, 2017). Medical professionals have further expressed “that antidepressants are used as a sticking plaster as waiting lists for specialist treatments gets longer and longer” (Blow, 2017, p.1). With many service’s suffering from the lack of funding and the impact the coronavirus has on child’s mental health, the attention has very much moved to “school-based interventions and school counselling” (Shotton and Burton, 2019, p.3). Interventions such as ELSA, nurture groups and pyramid clubs play a very important part of school A’s whole school approach to wellbeing. In addition to this, circle time is used as an established part of the curriculum. This further addresses the “five outcomes from the “Children Act 2004” (Walton and Goddard, 2012, p.45) which states, “help children develop their self-esteem and self-confidence” (Ibid). This is also an example of how Ecosystems can work in a positive way to help children’s development (Underdown, 2007). Additionally, although a new concept regarding wellbeing, yoga is used daily in one’s school as evidence shows the beneficial effects it has on reducing, “anxiety and improving self-esteem” (Wei, 2016, p.1). Furthermore, it can have a positive effect on children with (ADHD), “by improving the core symptoms such as, inattentiveness, hyperactivity and impulsivity” (Ibid). 
Although most common in boy’s attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), if not correctly supported and specific interventions put into place, can “severely impair their development and opportunities for learning” (Walton and Goddard, 2012, p.74). Features of ADD/ADHD that may be misunderstood as behavioural issues can include, shouting out in lessons, not being able to keep still, rapid speech and not always thinking about the consequences of his or her behaviours. Therefore, it is imperative to address these difficulties the pupil may be experiencing and develop a personalised learning plan. Strategies such as visual aids, routine, feedback between teacher and pupil plenty of encouragement and setting realistic goals will all help with the mental wellbeing of the pupil. Thus, lowering his or hers levels of anxiety.
To conclude, mental health is an essential factor of health, Theorist’s such as Bronfenbrenner have been imperative in helping one’s understanding of experiences children face within different systems and how this can often affect their development in either positive or negative ways.  This has played a crucial factor in the way for example governmental policies have been designed regarding the health of children. Having said that, austerity measures have left many of the vital support networks, which children so desperately need, lacking in the funds they require to provide children with this help and support. Furthermore, the lockdown has left many children unable to attend school. Thus, isolated from the crucial support systems which schools and other professionals deliver. Although schools have been open for the most vulnerable pupils during the lockdown period. Latest statistics show that only “five percent of the most vulnerable pupils have been attending” (Simpson, 2010, p.1) Including those on the at-risk registrar” (Ibid). Thus, leaving them at risk from a “cocktail of secondary risks such as, abuse, neglect and parental depression” (Ibid). The microsystem in which the child lives is said to have the most impact on a child’s development (McAuley and Rose, 2010, p.140). Thus, a child growing up with experiences will have a negative effect on their development. With one in six children living with a mental health condition in the UK (BBC News, 2021) the Government needs to put children at the heart of their policies. A survey conducted in the summer found out of 24 European countries the UK ranked bottom of the list for child’s wellbeing (Ibid). Education must further ensure that wellbeing is at the forefront of their curriculum.













Appendices 
Appendix 1 – Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs 1943
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Appendix 2 – Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory (1979)
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Appendix 3 – CAMHS Four Tier System 
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