Hello, My Name is Cerys Bishop. My Student Number is 2418645.
Today I would like to discuss mental health in children. I aim to define mental health, analyse the significance of it, and explore whether it affects a child’s overall health, well being and lifestyle. 
Firstly, what is mental health?
[bookmark: _Int_Uf9Sq7Tw]According to the World Health Organisation (2022) mental health is a fundamental element of a child’s life that encompasses their emotional, social, and psychological well being and affects their thoughts, feelings, and behaviours. The World Health Organisation (2022) defines mental health as a state of well being that is influenced by genetics and biology, as well as environmental and social factors. The quality of parenting that a child receives in their early years, any experiences of trauma and neglect, the education they experience, and whether they have access to healthcare or not are a few examples of these. 
Positive mental health helps children to develop their resilience, their ability to build strong relationships, learn effectively, and to cope with the everyday stresses of life. (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2022) This suggests that understanding a child’s mental health is crucial because our childhood shapes our adulthood. There are various aspects of the environment children live in and grow up in that play a pivotal part in the mental health of children, their homes and early years settings are two examples of this. 
[bookmark: _Int_1VdsX3JB]However, poor mental health in childhood could negatively affect their education, relationships, physical health, and future opportunities. According to Kessler, et.al (2005) Children who experience poor mental health in childhood are more at risk of developing mental illnesses like depression, anxiety, and personality disorders, as well struggling with substance abuse disorders as they grow up. Furthermore, due to long term dis regulation of stress responses like over or under eating, childhood mental health could be linked to physical health conditions in adulthood, such as cardiovascular disease and obesity. (Hughes et al, 2017) Additionally, when poor mental health in childhood is left untreated, they may grow up to be adults who find it difficult to establish healthy and lasting relationships, parent their own children effectively, and engage in pro social activities like sharing, volunteering and giving to charities. (Kim-Cohen et al, 2003)
Why is mental health in childhood significant? 
[bookmark: _Int_F2qxHToD][bookmark: _Int_EaipDL2x][bookmark: _Int_lrAb33Ng]The brain grows and develops quickly during childhood, and early experiences can influence a child’s future. Abuse, neglect and a dysfunctional household are examples of adverse childhood experiences, or ACEs, that can interfere with a child’s normal development and increase the risk of mental health issues in later life. (Hughes et al, 2017) On the other hand, children who grow up in stable, loving, and nurturing environments ad do not encounter ACEs are less likely to suffer with poor mental health in later life. Children are more likely to develop emotionally and have healthy brain architecture when they receive support from their carers. This is crucial because mental health determines the course of life and is connected to academic performance, social and physical development, and mental health in adulthood. (Centre on the developing child, Harvard University 2010) 
[bookmark: _Int_WXHSKhY1]Childhood mental health is significant because it does not only affect the individual, but can also impact their families, friends, and communities. Children with positive mental health are more likely to experience meaningful engagements with their peers and as a result, this will strengthen their bonds with their families and communities. (British Psychological Society, 2017) This is because it will lessen the amount of stress the parent or care giver experiences, helping both the child and caregiver. However, Poor mental health, frequently results in a greater need for social care resources, health interventions and education support services. (Royal College for Psychiatrists, 2020) This implies that early intervention is essential if a child shows any signs of indications of a decline in their mental health. The child and their family would from this since it would promote the development of healthier and safer relationships within their community. 
[bookmark: _Int_fgi00XZh][bookmark: _Int_cWWK325W][bookmark: _Int_y3twzdZD][bookmark: _Int_JKyBZi1g][bookmark: _Int_gc5NINed][bookmark: _Int_BuDx21cO][bookmark: _Int_1QM90Gew]Anxiety, ADHD and depression are the most prevalent mental health problems experienced in childhood. It is crucial that any signs and symptoms of these conditions are spotted, and children receive the best help they can get as soon as possible. Depression in children could present itself as a lingering sense of sadness, irritability, or withdrawal from activities that they previously enjoyed. (NHS, 2023) Early Childhood depression can affect a child’s health, well being and general lifestyle. It can also start a viscous circle that is difficult to break. A child’s physical health may be affected by depression as it could lead to symptoms such as fatigue, headaches, appetite loss or gain, and difficulty sleeping. This could then lead to increased risks of chronic health conditions over time. (Thapar et al, 2012) Depression could also emotionally and socially impair a child too, including potential diminished capacity engage in activities, form healthy relationships, and regulate their emotions. The child’s emotional health may suffer too, as they may often withdraw themselves from their friends and family which could then affect their well being. (World Health Organisation, 2021) Because children who are suffering with poor mental health are more likely to develop unhealthy eating habits, develop an excessive amount of screen time, irregular sleep patterns and little to no physical activity, their lifestyle may also be impacted. Deteriorating mental and physical health could be caused by any of these factors. (Twenge and Campbell, 2018) These behaviours may also cause a child to participate less in school and extracurricular activities which could lead to a child under achieving and subsequently reducing the amount of self esteem they have. (Public Health England, 2015) Additionally, if depression in childhood goes unnoticed and unaddressed it can interfere with developmental milestones and coping mechanisms which could affect the child’s resilience and quality of life. It is crucial to recognise the interconnection between health, lifestyle and well being is essential for holistic development, ensuring that all aspects that influence a child’s recovery and growth are addressed. 
What can practitioners do to support mental health in children?
As frontline observers, early identifiers, and promoters of positive emotional development, childcare providers are essential to promoting children's mental health. They are in a unique and trusted position to support psychological well-being and act quickly when indications of distress arise because of their role in early childhood and educational settings. Creating environments that are inclusive, nurturing, and emotionally safe is one of the best ways practitioners can support children's mental health. The Department for Education (DfE, 2018) states that the foundation for emotional security, particularly in early years settings, is made up of warm adult-child interactions, clear boundaries, consistent routines, and the provision of predictable, responsive care. Children feel appreciated and understood in environments that promote acceptance and a sense of belonging, which lowers anxiety and boosts confidence (Mental Health Foundation, 2023). Strong, stable attachments are another way that practitioners can support mental health. According to Bowlby's attachment theory, a child's social and emotional development depends on stable and emotionally sensitive adult relationships (Bowlby, 1988). Every child deserves an enthusiastic adult, and for those who might not get one at home, a practitioner can offer a "secure base," assisting the child in learning to control their emotions, investigate their surroundings, and develop resilience (Geddes, 2006). Children with behavioural or emotional needs resulting from unstable or disturbed attachments can be better supported by early childhood educators who have received training in attachment-aware practice.
[bookmark: _Int_Zp4hP69F][bookmark: _Int_1EVJxa0N][bookmark: _Int_ZaKi0eS7][bookmark: _Int_MwSEdoka][bookmark: _Int_K1ywqIoy][bookmark: _Int_dMQQwelh][bookmark: _Int_31QIx2io][bookmark: _Int_8nQQwaCm]Early identification of mental health concerns is a critical component of practitioner support. Practitioners are often the first to notice when a child’s behaviour, emotions, or interactions change, this is because they have been trained in observation and child development. This enables staff to identify early signs of difficulties such as anxiety, low mood, trauma responses, or social withdrawal (British Psychological Society, 2017). Patterns that may point to mental health concerns can be found with the help of tools such as the Early Years Foundation Stage observation checklists. However, observation must be followed by timely action and communication. Practitioners should promptly record their concerns, seek supervision or safeguarding support when necessary, and discuss observations with parents or carers in a sensitive, non-judgmental way (Department of Education, 2022). In order to establish a collective understanding of the child’s needs and deciding on the best course of action, communication with families it’s important. Through this collaboration, practitioners can also direct parents to relevant resources like local early intervention teams. CAMHS, and educational psychologists.
[bookmark: _Int_VRFdXWoz][bookmark: _Int_FGeZ3oVs][bookmark: _Int_Q1HKONse]Practitioners also support children’s mental health through direct emotional literacy work. Helping children understand, name, and manage their emotions fosters emotional regulation and self-awareness. According to Hofmann et al, 2020   techniques such as storytelling, playing with puppets, and role play are useful in early years settings as they can create opportunities for children to explore feelings in a structured and supportive environment. Practitioners should model appropriate emotional responses and self-regulation strategies like taking deep breaths, using calming and quiet spaces, or identifying when help is needed. By embedding these practices into daily routines, children learn lifelong coping mechanisms and skills. Furthermore, play is an essential tool for promoting mental wellness. Children can use imaginative and therapeutic play to process challenging feelings or situations in nonverbal ways (Axline, 1969). Additionally, according to UNICEF (2021), giving children the freedom and time to play promotes their cognitive and emotional growth and lowers stress levels.
[bookmark: _Int_0bcFMDS9][bookmark: _Int_CZ6dxYNW][bookmark: _Int_gtYAHbt6][bookmark: _Int_d76y21eL][bookmark: _Int_xgNrIKFe]Another essential component of promoting children's mental health is partnership working. Practitioners are a part of a larger network for wellbeing and safeguarding. A more thorough, coordinated approach to care is made possible by strong ties with educational psychologists, SENCOs, family support workers, and local health teams (Public Health England, 2015). Children with ongoing or emerging mental health needs are guaranteed to receive the appropriate support at the appropriate time through the use of the Early Help Assessment, regular multi-agency meetings, and well-defined referral pathways. Additionally, mental health promotion can be incorporated into whole-setting policies in schools and early childhood settings. Through their activities, early childhood settings can also promote mental health. Early years settings can celebrate mental health week and encourage to children to take part in activities such as reading the colour monster, discussing their feelings, and singing songs like Mr Hapus Ydw I and If You’re Happy and You Know it. 
[bookmark: _Int_0jINJ4Xe][bookmark: _Int_ACPIsc4P][bookmark: _Int_j0Ci3LMR][bookmark: _Int_tX6gooLa][bookmark: _Int_pCSHKntI]Many practitioners report that they lack in confidence or knowledge in identifying or responding to mental health concerns (National Education Union, 2020). Ongoing professional development that covers child development, safeguarding, mental health first aid, and ALN should be mandatory across all early years and school settings. Supervisions, peer support, and time for reflection are equally important, helping practitioners to process emotionally challenging work and avoid burnout. Practitioner wellbeing is directly linked to the quality of care and support they can offer children (Ofsted, 2023). This could suggest that settings that prioritise staff mental health, workload balance, and reflective practice are more likely to sustain supportive environments for children. Essentially, the role of practitioners in supporting children’s mental health is multi-faceted and highly significant. From creating emotionally nurturing environments and modelling emotional well being, to identifying concerns, working with families, and building links with professionals, practitioners are key to early intervention and prevention. Their influence during the formative years can foster resilience, reduce long-term mental health issues, and improve overall life outcomes for children. However, to fulfil this role effectively, practitioners must themselves be supported with adequate training, resources, supervisions, and wellbeing strategies as this will ensure practitioners can provide every child with the opportunity to thrive emotionally, socially, and mentally.

[bookmark: _Int_SCzssxoE]In summary, children's mental health is unquestionably important since it forms the foundation of their overall development and is a critical component of long-term results in social functioning, education, relationships, and physical health. Children who are in good mental health are better able to learn, grow resilient, form positive relationships, and flourish emotionally. Since emotional well-being affects immune system performance, sleep patterns, energy levels, and eating habits, it is associated with physical health and well-being. Similarly, children's lifestyles influence and shape their mental health; healthy habits like consistent exercise, a balanced diet, enough sleep, and social interaction all support psychological development and emotional stability. When these elements are disrupted by trauma, stress, or lack of support, a child’s mental health may suffer, creating a ripple effect that affects every area of their life.
It is impossible to overestimate the importance of practitioners in promoting children's mental health in light of these profound connections. Practitioners are responsible for monitoring children's emotional development, creating a nurturing environment, identifying early indicators of distress, and taking action before problems worsen. Through emotionally intelligent interactions, safe and inclusive learning environments, and collaboration with families and external organisations, practitioners help children develop self-regulation, resilience, and a sense of belonging. Furthermore, practitioners who receive the right instruction, materials, and assistance develop into strong mental health advocates who promote a comprehensive, whole-child approach to wellbeing.
[bookmark: _Int_VwCAt8hn][bookmark: _Int_gAQl0Y7p]Ultimately, making investments in children's mental health is essential. It guarantees that every child can develop, thrive, and reach their full potential and establishes the groundwork for a stronger, healthier society. Supporting children's mental health is a continuous, team-based endeavour that incorporates health, wellbeing, and lifestyles that are guided and supported daily by dedicated professionals.
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