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Script 
Mental Health 
Good Afternoon. My name is Jade. Today I will be discussing mental health and wellbeing in the early years, exploring why is it fundamental to children’s development and examining how practitioners can promote positive mental health through evidence-based practice within the Early Years Foundation Stage. 

Mental health is defined by the World Health Organization (WHO) as “a state of mental wellbeing that enables people to cope with the stresses of life, realise their abilities, learn well and contribute to their community” (WHO, 2022) In early childhood, mental health involves children’s emotional wellbeing, social development, behaviour, and ability to form positive relationships. Conversely, adverse childhood experiences, trauma, neglect and chronic stress can negatively affect emotional development and increase the risk of later mental health problems (NICE, 2022). Research also suggests that early childhood experiences play a significant role in shaping future mental health outcomes (Centre of the Developing Child, 2023)

This presentation will explore why mental health in early years is so important, what research and professionals tell us and how practitioners can support children’s emotional wellbeing through effective practice. 
Children thrive when raised in safe, nurturing environments. However, parental mental illness, domestic abuse, substance misuse or family conflict can negatively affect children’s emotional wellbeing. The NSPCC (2023) reports that adverse childhood experiences (ACES) significantly increase the likelihood of poor mental health later in life. 

Why is mental health in Early years significant? 
Mental health in early years is significant because early experiences can have long-term effects on a child’s development, learning, relationships and future wellbeing. This can be linked to Maslow (1943) Hierarchy of needs, which suggests that individuals must have their basic needs met before they can achieve higher levels of development and reach their full potential. In early childhood, meeting physiological needs (such as food, sleep, and safety) and emotional needs (such as love, belonging, and security) provides a strong foundation for positive mental health. When these needs are consistently met, children are more likely to develop confidence, resilience, and healthy relationships, which support their overall wellbeing and future development. Also, The Royal Foundation Centre for Early Childhood (2023) states that emotional wellbeing in the first five years forms the basis for lifelong mental health. Although Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs remains recognised within education, it has also been criticised for assuming that human needs are always met in a fixed order. In reality, Children’s development is often influenced by multiple factors, including family circumstances, culture and individual experiences. Nevertheless, the theory remains useful within early years practice because it reminds practitioners that children’s emotional wellbeing must be supported before they are fully able to engage in learning (McLeod, 2024). 

Statistics from NHS Digital (2023) show that increasing numbers of children and young people are experiencing mental health difficulties in the UK. This highlights the importance of early identification and intervention within early years settings. 

The WHO states that early childhood experiences strongly influence lifelong mental health and wellbeing. They emphasise the importance of nurturing care, safe relationships, and responsive caregiving. Also, The Department for Education (DFE) highlights the importance of personal, social, and emotional development within the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS). Practitioners are expected to support children’s emotional wellbeing and identify concerns early. 




Application to Practice 
In Early years education, there are many ways practitioners can support children’s mental health and wellbeing. 
One of the most important ways practitioners support children’s mental health is by developing warm, trusting relationships. Bowlby (1969) believed that secure attachments help children feel safe and confident enough to explore their environment. In early years setting, practitioners can provide consistency, respond sensitively to children’s needs, and offer comfort when children become upset. 
This can be shown by - 
A child who is anxious at drop off may benefit from being greeted every morning by the same practitioner, which will help them feel safe and settled. 
Bowlby’s theory was further developed through the work of Mary Ainsworth, whose research identified different attachment styles, including secure, insecure-avoidant, insecure-resistant and disorganised attachment (Ainsworth et al. 1978). Children who experience secure attachment are generally more confident, independent and emotionally resilient. To sum this up, children who experience inconsistent caregiving may find it more difficult to regulate their emotions, develop trusting relationships or manage stressful situations. 

Department for Education 
The Early Years Foundation Stage (DfE, 2024) places strong emphasis on: 
· Personal, Social and Emotional Development (PSED)
One of the three prime areas of learning is personal, social and emotional development (PSED). The EYFS states that supporting children’s emotional wellbeing enables them to develop a positive sense of self, manage their emotions, build confidence and establish healthy relationships with others (DfE, 2024). This is significant because children who feel emotionally secure are more likely to engage in learning and communicate their needs effectively. 
· Communication and Language 
The EYFS highlights the importance of communication and language, recognising that children need supportive interactions with adults to express their thoughts, feelings and emotions. Practitioners play an important role in modelling language, encouraging conversations and helping children develop the vocabulary needed to recognise and communicate their emotions (DfE, 2024). Research suggests that when children can identify and verbalise their feelings, they are better able to regulate their emotions and develop positive relationships (Center on the Developing Child, 2023)
· Building positive relationships 
Another key principle within the EYFS is the importance of positive relationships. The Framework promotes the key person approach, ensuring that every child has a consistent adult who understands their individual needs and provides emotional security (DfE, 2024).
· Supporting emotional wellbeing. 
The EYFS also places children’s emotional wellbeing at the centre of effective practice. Practitioners are expected to create safe, inclusive and nurturing environments where children feel valued and respected (DfE, 2024)
Building positive relationships 
Practitioners should create warm, trusting relationships with children. Children will feel safe, valued, and listened to in order to develop emotional security. 
This can be shown by: 
· Listening actively 
· Greeting children warmly 
· Providing comfort and reassurance 
· Encouraging communication 

Creating safe and nurturing environments 
The DfE states that practitioners should create environments where children feel safe, secure and supported to promote positive mental health. 
· Visual timetables 
· Positive behaviour strategies 
· Consistent daily routines 
Bronfenbrenner (1979) mentions that children’s development is influenced by the environments they experience. A welcoming and supportive setting can have a positive impact on mental health. 
Working with Parents and Carers 
Partnership working is essential in supporting children’s mental health in the early years. The Early Years Foundation Stage highlights the importance of working in partnership with parents and other professionals to support children’s learning, development and emotional wellbeing (Department for Education, 2024)
Early Intervention 
Early identification of mental health difficulties can improve outcomes significantly. Early identification and intervention are important aspects of promoting positive mental health in the early years. Early identification involves recognising changes in a child's behaviour, emotional wellbeing, communication or development as soon as possible.
· Health visitors 
· Special Educational Need Co-ordinator 
· Speech and Language therapists 
· CAMHS 

Research-Based Approaches 
Research-based approaches, such as social and emotional learning (SEL) programmes, have been shown to improve young children’s emotional competence, self-regulation, social skills and early learning outcomes. These findings highlight the importance of using evidence-based strategies to promote positive mental health in early years settings (Blwwitt., 2018).
· Attachment-based practice 
· Play therapy 
· Mindfulness activities 
· Trauma-informed practice 
Example from practice
An example that can be used would be, A four-year-old child may become upset and anxious every morning when saying goodbye to their parent or carer. Rather than the practitioners labelling this as challenging behaviour, they should try to understand the reasons behind the child’s distress. Separation anxiety is common in young children and can be reduced through sensitive and consistent support (NICE, 2021). 
To help the child feel safe and secure practitioners should use a range of strategies such as: 
· The child has the same key person 
· Following predictable daily routines 
· Allowing the child to bring familiar comfort items from home
· Working closely with parents to provide consistency between home and the setting. 
Research Evidence Supporting Practice 
The Education Endowment Foundation (2021) found that social and emotional learning approaches improve children’s behaviour, attitudes towards learning and academic achievement. 
Similarly, UNICEF (2021) highlights that investing in children’s mental health produces benefits across education, employment and physical health throughout life. 
Together, these studies show why promoting mental health in the early years is so important. Good mental health is not only essential in the early years, but it enables children to thrive and have positive outcomes in the future. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, mental health is a fundamental aspect of children overall health and wellbeing. To support mental health, the early years provide opportunities to establish secure relationships, resilience and emotional wellbeing that influence future development. Also, early years practitioners have a vital role in the child's holistic health, especially a child’s mental health. Practitioners should be promoting mental well-being through nurturing relationships, play, emotional literacy, partnership working and early intervention. Research consistently demonstrates that positive mental health supports children’s learning, behaviour, relationships and physical health. Lastly, by recognising emotional needs early and providing supportive environments, practitioners can improve children’s long-term mental health and life choices. 
Thank you for Listening. 
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