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Critically explore the issues that can have an impact on the Mental Health and Well-being in children and young people.

Throughout this essay mental health and well-being will be explored, addressing vulnerabilities and the impact mental health can have in children and young people. Issues such as the impact of COVID-19, poverty and mental health disorders will be discussed whilst linking to policies and theorist such as Maslow. 

The Oxford University Press (2020) define mental Health as “a person’s condition with regard to their psychological and emotional well-being” referring to how individuals think, feel and behave. Mental health or Social Emotional Well-being (SEWB) has been described as multifaceted with six dimensions: behavioural, affective, spiritual, cognitive, psychological, and socio-political” H.F.Unterrainer (2010). The six dimensions can be seen in everyday life within school enabling students to be prepare to live active live as part of their school and community but also play a part in defining who they are as individuals. Furthermore, the Oxford University Press (2020) relate to well-being as “the state of being comfortable, healthy, or happy”. 
Well-being can be seen as an individual ‘feeling good and functioning well’ defined by Trudel-Fitzgerald (2019) through an individual’s own experiences of life, morals and goals. Through comparing life circumstances, environment, values and social norms, well-being can be seen both objectively and subjectively, Western (2016). Objective well-being identifies an individual’s well-being through assumptions based on physical health, environment, education, food and safety. The environment one lives in and associated to such as life in poverty. Subjective Well-being requires an individual to express or to be asked how they feel regarding their own life and well-being based on their own internal feelings of their life. 

It has been regularly voiced that those of ill health are known to have increased risk of mental health and well-being problems, especially those with physical issues that could prevent access to physical activities that have been proven to have positive impacts on health and wellbeing such as the increase of endorphins to the brain, Mental Health Foundation (2016). Although regardless of physical health, all children can experience SEWB. According to Roberts (2017) inequality and SEWB can be associated through different groups of society such as those who live in poverty, disadvantaged background, LGBTQ, asylum-seeking families, refugees, disability and children within the care sector. Factors such as low self-esteem, physical illness, issues with communication and environmental issues such as neighbourhood violence and parental substance use all influence the vulnerability in which children within these groups are associated with having and increase their risk of SEWB. According to Mental Health Foundation (2016) SEWB disorders and problems can “affect about 1 in 10 children and young people”. SEWB disorders that can range from anxiety, depression, Post-traumatic stress disorder and eating disorders.

Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) such as, neglect, abuse, parental absence and violence have been linked establishing a lasting negative consequence on physical and SEWB, Rapaport (2019). Research has suggested positive ACE’s can equip children and young people with the mechanisms to cope and thrive through their school and life experiences.  Reducing negative ACE’s and ensuring children within schools have positive SEWB develops resilience for a child to cope with anything that their embarked within in the attempt to grow into well-rounded, thriving healthy adult that not only benefit the school but the society as a health adult able to contribute to today’s society and community.

Schools in Wales implement a whole school approach for tackling mental health. The funding provided by the Welsh Government is used to provide school counselling services, healthy schools schemes such as the Welsh Network of Healthy School Schemes (WNHSS) that requires every school in Wales  to be part of the scheme implementing a number of requirements such as school time allocated for Health and Well-being activities, Anti-bullying approaches and interventions such as Paths (2017), Emotionally Literacy Support Assistants (ELSA). Schools play a vital role in also referring and supporting external services such as Children and Young People’s Mental Health Services (CYPMHS) and Teams Around the Family (TAF) to allow these services to provide adequate provisions for the child.  
Mental Health practitioners (APA, 2017a) have identified two categories of symptoms. The first being that some mental health illnesses are internal to the person such as anxiety and depression followed by the second type which are external to the individual such as hyperactivity, conduct problems and attention-deficit disorders. Anxiety can be seen as the most common disorder that can differentiate but characterized as feelings of worrying thoughts, tension and physiological implications of increased heart rate, emotional increase, nervousness among others that can trigger physical alternations such as perspiration (APA, 2017a). 
Moving from primary to secondary school can be a period in which anxiety is enhanced within children because of the unknown but especially when the medium age of 11 years (Kessler et al, 2005) is to be believed an average age for anxiety disorder to develop within children. Physical imbalance, family problems stress and the strains of education can ignite and inflame mental health problems and emotional strain in not only children who are of ill health but those also of good health. “Students experiencing greater worries concerning the school environment and relationships over the transition typically have heightened anxiety symptoms”, Arowosafe and Irvin (1992). Transition days from primary and the first two weeks of a student’s time within secondary school are aimed at lowering a student’s anxiety. The days spent within the secondary school when in year five and six of primary school will allow familiarisation to take place and phase the large jump from primary to secondary. Through being emotionally stable, a child can prosper within school. Bronfenbrenner’s “Socioecological system theory” (1979) identifies the student at the centre of their school and without stability within their environment, wider aspects cannot be achieved. Nurture groups provided by schools allocate a support system for children who struggle emotionally, socially or have behavioural issues. The environment provided builds self-esteem and confidence, developing coping strategies and a place where relationships can be developed so those who may suffer from depression or anxiety are able to talk. Nurture groups allow access and delivery of the curriculum meeting a child’s emotional and developmental needs. The Emotionally Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) training adopted by a number of authorities across the United Kingdom allow for a teaching assistant to have allocated time away from everyday lessons to discuss and support children within the school who have been highlighted  to struggle with emotion and a number of mental health disorders such as anxiety and depression. The teaching assistant listens, undertakes approved framework activities from the ELSA organisation to underline the issues and inner feeling of the child with the aims in supporting to understand and resolve the feelings and issues. 
Schools are judged on academic performance, with literacy and numeracy seen as the key areas of success. Unprecedented pressure faced by students can lead to self-harm, eating disorders, depression and anxiety.  A number of professionals such as Dr Alex George (2021) and the Mental Health Foundation (2016) see this flaw within today’s curriculum and demand change, “young people continue to be judged on academic performance with little regard for their mental health and wellbeing”, Rowland (2018). The curriculum does not work for everyone and Health and Wellbeing should be at the heart of the curriculum where the subject is treated with the same high regard as both literacy and numeracy which would be one way in aiding and educating children and young people in this field. Schools are set on data, but shouldn’t the priority of every school have the mental wellbeing of their pupils at the heart of the curriculum? A number of schools are grappling to cope with the advance incline of mental health within children. The rising climb of anxiety, self-harm and depression within children and young people has forced a number of professionals such as Dr Alex George to voice their concerns to parliament about the lack of education within school on mental health, “My number one goal is to help bring meaningful change to mental health education at schools across the UK”. 
Although schools do have health and wellbeing lesson and offer training for some staff, a recent survey by the Association of Teachers and Lecturers (ATL) has indicated that a quarter of students in schools have developed a mental health disorders and that 59% of the staff that took the survey believed that schools had not done enough because of issues such as staff training, educating students and also funding and accesses to resources, Burns (2015). The new curriculum for 2022 and Kirsty Williams (2019) announcing an additional £7million in funding for the availability of staff specialized in the field of counselling and specialized approaches to tackle mental health. The association of mental health disorders can be linked to poorer social groups, lower academic achievement and reduced physical functioning, Thomas, Boyle (2002). Children growing up in families with a low income are more likely to experience mental health problems, and more likely to develop unhealthily. Maslow argued that the failure to fulfil the needs issued at the bottom of his five-step hierarchy pyramid would prevent an individual to develop up the pyramid. Without the provision of safety or food, individuals would be unable to develop to higher stages of the hierarchy and in affect the possibility of it leading to mental health issues, illness or psychiatric, Huitt (2007).
Offord and Lipman (1999) furthermore outline the impact poverty can play on a child’s mental health through the families living on low incomes highlighted to be seen having the highest rates of mental health disorders such as hyper-activity, conduct disorder and emotional disorders within the children and young people. According to The Shelter, “children are teased at school because their clothes smell of damp and run down, which affects self-confidence and they have low self-esteem”, Ridge (2009).
The pupil depravation grant allocated by the Welsh Government (2015) attempted to irradiate this through a £200 grant for those eligible to purchase school uniform and school equipment. The influences income has on the availability, feasibility and the presence of access to social relationships have been known to affect mental health within the overall family function, Adams and Ryan (2000). Many extra activities within schools and outside of school cost money, money that families on low income do not have. Without access to extra-curricular activities children and young people are being deprived of new experiences, socialising as a community through positive interactions in which modelling of behaviours, attitudes and emotional reactions can be evolved. Bandura’s (1977) ‘Social learning theory’ elaborates how human behavior through positive interaction, environmental influences and behaviour can be acquired through the imitation of others. The inability to access extra-curricular activities results in many children being forced to leave school to find a job continuing the trend of living in poverty or furthermore interaction within negative environments. 

Schools generate a fundamental access to social community for many children. Being part of a community can provide positive aspects of belonging for an individual’s mental health and wellbeing. Through involvement within school communities a sense of belonging, purpose, support and social connectedness can be established. One of the six learning and experiences the Welsh Government (2020) has allocated within new curriculum for Wales 2022, Health and Wellbeing as a fundamental part. The Welsh Governments Child Poverty Strategy (2015) underlines mental health problems to be more likely to those families living in poverty because of the risk factors associated such as homelessness, poor quality housing and safe environment. The Child Poverty Strategy (2015) allocates a number of projects and strategies to eradicate poverty by 2020 such as grants for schools to aid those in poverty, see the Pupil Development Grant, for example and free school meals so that children are having the correct nutrition to not only learn but to grow healthily. Programmes such as Flying Start and Building a Brighter Future ensures children are able have the best start to life as well as support for parenting in Wales that enables a platform for guidance, support and engagement.  

The Coronavirus Pandemic (2020) has affected individuals, regardless of their age and background and has left an underlying effect on the mental health and wellbeing of children. The pandemic has surged pressure and strain to those who already struggled with mental health but also triggering SEWB to those who were not to be seen struggling before the pandemic. Children are losing routine, experiencing trauma, losing regular safeguarding contact the schools would provide by seeing the child on a day to day basis but most importantly losing out on social skills. According to the theorist Bronfenbrenner (1998), children are influenced by their “ecological system”. Isolation restricts an individual to one microsystem that being their home environment. Bronfenbrenner mentions how “positive emotional interactions between children are crucial for the development of their social and emotional wellbeing in children” being in isolation for months can only have negative impact on a child’s wellbeing, Darling (2007). The closure of schools for three months during 2020 had positive aspects to those children who got to spend and enjoy valuable time with their own families, spending time outside playing and developing life skills, interacting positively and being home-schooled. Although many children would not have had such positive experiences of this kind and could have developed mental health issues because of lack of social skills and traumatic events that may have played out behind closed doors. Schools in Carmarthenshire identified this issue and the first two weeks back in school were used as settling periods for children who were anxious of returning to school but also away from the regular curriculum and instead where given health and wellbeing lessons throughout the two weeks. The closure of schools does not only have a short-term effect on children but also a long-term consequence on the loss of education and welfare, especially those from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds. The wider concept of loss of growth prospects on human capital due to lack of loss of education and increase in mental health could have long term consequence of a generation that is currently in education throughout the pandemic effecting not only the child but wider the economic growth of the country.

To conclude, after examining the various impacts mental health and well-being can have on children and young adults it is clear to see that in today’s society there are many elements which provoke these impacts and leave varying affects. Although, on a more positive note there continues to be continued research into interventions, support systems and whole school approaches to be able to support children and young people in the best way that they can. According to Slatham (2010) a child’s social and emotional wellbeing can be seen as being as equally important as their physical health. Through a child having good mental health it allows for development as well as the resilience of what they will have to endure through their journey to becoming adults. The environment children and young adults live in which is affected by poverty or poor living conditions make it difficult for children to have friends’ around to play and socialise with which in inevitably impact their social development. Although the Child Poverty Strategy (2015) allocates a number of actions seen by the Welsh Government to “eradicate poverty by 2020” Griffiths (2015), it can be deemed to have been unsuccessful and not been enough now that we are in 2021 and children to this day live in poverty throughout Wales, having potential long-term effects on both their mental health and well-being. More must be done!
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