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Mental Health and Wellbeing of Students
Throughout this journal I will look into two key issues within our educational system, specifically the mental health and wellbeing of secondary school students, along with the mental health and wellbeing of their teachers, as this is a topic which is easily overlooked. Firstly, are our students receiving enough support from their schools or from other support services? I have been working within a special secondary school in Wales, working closely with children from 11 to 16 years old who have social, emotional and behavioural difficulties, all of these pupils are male. Some of these children are diagnosed with ASD, ADHD and ADD, and some are placed here due to other issues concerning their mental health and behaviour which prevents them from attending a mainstream setting. I am going to conduct research to try to understand why children and adolescents like these develop mental health issues and ways to support them. To do this I have carried out observations within my setting and compared my findings with online research. I have also looked at journals and professional research to see how big this issue is within our education system today. 

As previously stated, the pupils in my placement are aged between 11 to 16 years, however, none of their mental ages test the same as their actual age. Some of these children suffer with attachment issues, some specifically struggling to build relationships with female staff like myself, however, others show protective behaviours towards all females. Some pupils have social and emotional issues which require them to need more independent support to engage with activities as they can shy away and refuse to work when placed in a classroom with peers who they do not feel completely comfortable with. The majority of the boys in this school are unable to understand and express their feelings and act out frequently because of this, they shy away from instruction and can become frustrated when asked to do something they do not want to do, and as most are not familiar with strict boundaries at home, school rules can be difficult to follow. As reputation is so important for this generation, specifically for children on the spectrum (Cage et al, 2016), some of the boys in my placement are keen to show their strength to peers by disrupting lessons and becoming volatile. Coyne et al (2015) has researched the effect of change for young people with mental health issues, one being if a key person in that individual’s life leaves for any reason, for example, a teacher or school professional that the student was comfortable. This may leave pupils feeling abandoned by someone they trusted who they would like to confide in. This scenario has recently happened within my settings, as the school has three different locations, staff occasionally move from one to another. A teacher who had worked within this site for nearly a decade had suddenly moved and swapped with another teacher to whom the children are not familiar with. During changes like these, children with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties may struggle to form a new relationship with a different member of staff. The pupils at the school have since been acting out whilst in lessons with the new teacher, not listening, being rude and pushing boundaries they would not usually push. After speaking to some of these pupils concerning the matter, and recently being a new member of staff myself, I have come to the conclusion that it is important for the new staff member to build a trusting relationship with each pupil before continuing as normal with lessons as they feel they should not be instructed by someone they do not know.

We have experienced issues regarding pupils who are drinking alcohol underage, suspected drug use and drug dealing. I myself have overheard a conversation between two pupils who were discussing their use of cannabis and planning to supply to others young adults outside of school, this incident has been recorded, reported and followed up accordingly. There has also been an occasion where a small plastic bag, typically used for containing drug powder, was found inside the boys’ school toilet. Green et al (2018), has researched the connection between childhood poverty and adolescent mental health in the UK, they explain how these conditions can affect both health and behaviour and that without early intervention and support, the child is more likely to develop mental health issues as they get older. To provide extra support for the boys in our school, there are outside services who work directly with the school and provide weekly assistance using a councillor who has built relationships with each pupil. This specialised counsellor who comes in every Tuesday from ‘Wcada’ (Welsh Centre for Action on Dependency and Addiction) to offer support for young people regarding issues with drug misuse, alcohol, safe sex and anger management.  This person does not put pressure on our pupils, but rather offers advice and guidance, should they be dealing with these types of issues, therefore, there is someone there for them if and when needed who ensures they are aware of the dangers these issues can cause and supports them to make safe and informed decisions. We also have a counsellor that works for various secondary schools across Neath and Port Talbot, who comes in every Wednesday and offers support for any other issues or concerns the pupils have that may be affecting them, providing confidentiality, advice and guidance and simply someone to listen to them. These counsellors are based in the school for two days a week, however, the pupils are aware that if they are in need of support at other times, they are able to go to a member of staff or contact these counsellors through the school. Some of the children in my placement have money worries in their families, have parents or carers that do not work and some with a parent or carer who has issues with alcohol and/or drug misuse. Some of these pupils, therefore, do not have many luxuries, meaning some of the boys are seen to wear the same clothes consistently or alter between two outfits, which can be unwashed, worn or damaged. This can leave the individual feeling low and self-conscious about what others may think of them, causing depression and stress. As in the graph below, the BBC, (2018) NHS figures show there have been more cases of children and young people between the ages of five and 19 with mental illnesses from low income homes. These issues have also led to drug and alcohol misuse, particularly in those who are exposed to drugs and/or alcohol misuse at home. Research has shown a direct link between drug and alcohol misuse and mental health problems for adolescents, (Rethink Mental Illness, n.d.) with it heightening the young person’s chance of depression, anxiety and psychosis and can worsen any existing mental health issues. Rethink Mental Illness (n.d.), also explain the dangers of smoking and mental health, they say that even though nicotine can provide instant relaxation, this feeling does not last and soon enough the smoker starts to develop cravings and withdrawal symptoms if they do not have more, becoming an addiction. This is something that has been evident in my placement as a lot of the boys 14 and over smoke, they leave school grounds and smoke further down the street, however, they do not always have access to cigarettes and can become frustrated and aggressive if they feel they need one. 
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Coyne et al (2015) talks of the difficulty for adolescents to seek help, explaining that adolescents feel they are not properly listened to and included within decision making regarding their support and they feel the adults they confide in will make their own judgements and decide what they think is best without consulting them. Olfson et al (2015), found that young people seeking mental health advice from services have gone up over the last two decades, however, the majority of young people that are seeking advice have less severe mental health issues whereas the number of adolescents who are experiencing more severe mental health issues have had the largest increase yet less than 50% of these are using mental health support services. Gonzales-Ball and Bratton (2019) discuss the rise in mental health issues for dis-advantaged children, explaining that they often show disruptive behaviour, which needs to be tackled as early as possible. The older the child becomes without the correct support, the more challenging they become, causing not only behavioural issues, but also educational as they struggle to concentrate, listen and understand. Gonzales-Ball and Bratton suggest these children are often seen to simply be misbehaving and are given various punishments for their challenging behaviour and the teacher grows a negative opinion on them rather than trying to understand why they may be displaying these disruptive behaviours and seeking support for them. They suggest that as the teacher continues the treat the child as disruptive, their peers develop similar attitudes towards them, leaving the child to feel isolated. This can then place a strain on the entire class as the child’s behaviour becomes worse. Within the appropriate support and guidance, the child’s mental health and wellbeing is likely to deteriorate, they struggle to form other relationships with teachers as they are labelled disruptive and they will continue to struggle through education, requiring more support when they are older and having more severe social, emotional and behavioural difficulties. These children will have a much lower chance for academic success, (Gonzales-Ball and Bratton, 2019.) Patel et al (2007), talks of the stigma around mental health issues and disorders which may prevent a student from speaking out themselves. He expressed the importance of addressing these issues for each child who needs mental health support, so they are able to achieve to the best of their ability and develop their skills so they are able to contribute to their community and not feel let down by teachers and without hope of accomplishment. 

To conclude, there has recently been a rise in children and adolescents who are suffering with mental health issues, however, they are not seeking the appropriate support. This may be due to the negative view on mental health disorders. It could also be due to the young person feeling unheard and incapable of making decisions for themselves as children with mental health issues are likely to display disruptive behaviour, research shows that some children with mental health issues are being treated as simply defiant and attention-seeking by teachers instead of being supported, leaving them unable to form trusting relationships. Children are more likely to develop mental health issues if they come from dis-advantaged families or are exposed to alcohol and/or drug misuse. Children who are from families who smoke, drink alcohol or misuse drugs, are more likely to do so themselves, all of these substances increase chance of mental health issues. Services for addiction and dependency are available but as adolescents are not seeking help, more needs to be done to support these young people. Although, as shown, early intervention is key for children and young people with mental health issues, this is not always possible and so there needs to be more done to support them. Unfortunately, students with mental health issues are less likely to achieve within education and are therefore are also less likely to succeed academically in later life. 


Mental Health and Wellbeing of Teachers
When researching the mental health and wellbeing of students in education today, we also need to consider whether the staff of secondary schools are receiving enough support concerning their mental health and wellbeing as well, or if more support is required for them. Are teachers and learning support staff suffering with these issues caused by their roles within secondary schools? After working in a secondary school in Wales for children aged 11 to 16 with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties, I have decided to research this topic in more depth. With permission, I have been observing the staff’s behaviour and ways of dealing with various situations, I have carried out interviews with staff members regarding their mental health and wellbeing, and as I myself have been working in this setting for almost six months, I have been able to understand the impact this job can have on an individual from day to day.  I will also use research from online articles, journals and webpages to develop a better understanding of the mental health and wellbeing of adults working within this sector, not just within this setting alone, I will also compare my findings. 

Within the SEBD setting there is a high staff-pupil ratio, this is due to the needs of the pupils and the individual attention they require. Class sizes are small with the largest being a class of seven.  Pupils have five lessons a day such as Maths and English which are always in the morning straight after ‘pastoral’ time which is used for breakfast and preparing the day ahead. This time of day can become quite stressful for staff as it is difficult to keep all pupils in their allocated classroom. The pupils, who are all boys, are often boisterous in the mornings, wanting to move about the school grounds, indoor and outdoor, finding it difficult to settle. It is the responsibility of staff to know where each pupil is, read what mood they are in, and judge the situation to find the quickest, calmest way to direct them into the classroom and engage them in activity or conversation. When lessons begin it can be difficult to encourage all pupils to participate in work, which causes disruption for others ready to learn, possibly resulting in one or more pupils refusing, continuing to roam the school and even becoming hostile. During these situations, which occur daily, staff are often subject to verbal and even physical abuse from pupils. It is important that in these scenario’s each staff member follows the policies and procedures of the school and are fully aware of them when dealing with the pupils, whilst also trying to shut down the situation as soon as possible. This can become very stressful and intense for staff as they must be wary of everything they say and do with the children as there have been previous issues with false allegations, even though the building has security cameras in every room except the toilets. However, if the situation becomes out of hand and the pupil displays aggressive behaviour and is causing harm to themselves or others, trained staff are required to carry out Team-Teach, (2018) methods to safely hold the child until they calm down. When Team-Teach is used, the child is usually then taken home by another member of staff or collected by a parent/carer and an incident form and follow up report is always required. It is situations like these that require the school to have two daily meetings, one before the pupils arrive which focuses on initial day plan and need to know pupil and school information and another meeting which is called a ‘de-brief’ at the end of each day after the pupils have gone home. A de-brief is time set a-side for staff to discuss any concerns which have arisen, to make others aware of important information such as if a child is excluded the following day, if any property is broken and unusable or if there have been any threats that may have been made by pupils or disagreements between pupils to be aware of for the following day. Discussing worries and incidents that go on in the school can prevent staff from feeling distress as they have communicated their worries with other staff who deal with similar situations preventing them from keeping information to themselves and having to deal with anything alone. 

Teacher’s and support staff in my placement were able to give me more insight into how working in this environment can affect mental health and wellbeing, suggesting that adults working with children with SEBD require personal support systems various personality traits. Jones, (2019) stated that when working with 11-16 year olds with behavioural issues, some teachers and support staff develop a darker sense of humour, and cannot be easily offended, due to comments pupils make, as they are often inappropriate and offensive, not necessarily directed to the receiver. Grice, (2019) discussed how the de-brief meetings at the end of each day prove vital to good mental health and wellbeing as they allow you to unload any information that may be bothering you to people who understand the environment, also being able to ask questions that may be playing on your mind. One teacher attends weekly classes for yoga and other body exercises which she said she finds relaxing and helps to reduce stress and unwind after a stressful week in work. Park et al, (2014), carried out research on 156 teachers who attend yoga classes and concluded that the majority of the teachers’ initial intentions for using yoga were primarily for stress relief and depression/anxiety relief, they also found that these classes do reduce stress levels and promote well-being, mood and self-regulation. One teacher I spoke to told me how mindfulness has been the best solution for work related stress, explaining that focusing on the here and now and becoming to understand the current world as it stands, stops her from over thinking and worrying, she explained how she has now began to realise how much her thoughts about work were controlling her mind, this has given her a much more positive outlook on life. This theory that mindfulness is beneficial for teacher stress is backed by the research of Flook et al, (2013), who discuss the issue of a lack of teacher stress actually being recognised and addressed. They carried out a study on teachers, with aim to find out how, and if mindfulness can support teacher burnout, by conducting a “Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction course”, this course displayed significant signs of reduced psychological symptoms and increased self-worth. Donahoo et al, (2018), backed this theory with their own studies, which also results in positive effectiveness, and reduced stress due to mindfulness and prayer, specifically with teachers working within special education schools. 

Unfortunately, as pointed out by Woudstra et al (2018), there is a major gap within the research of teacher mental health and wellbeing, there is minimal research regarding student-teacher bullying and the silent impact it may be causing. Particularly, when working with children with SEBD, teachers and learning support staff are more likely to become a target for bullying by pupils, possibly leading to feelings of disempowerment, specifically when other pupils are witness to this sort of ill-treatment, teachers’ morale and motivation is likely to drop especially when wanting to support a child who is being verbally or physically abusive. Teachers are often expected to continue without direct counselling or support regarding these incidents as they are the responsible adult (Woudstra et al., 2018). In a study of 153 secondary school teachers, 95 reported some form of verbal bullying from their students within the previous 12 months, 25 reported being threatened by students, 53 being physically hurt by students and 41 having rumours spread about them by students. A study was then carried out on these teachers to compare the anxiety and depression levels in the teachers who had been bullied by students and those who had not, the results showed much higher rates for depression and anxiety for teachers who had reported bullying over the last 12 months (Woudstra et al, 2018). Espelage & De la Rue, (2012), tell how the vast amount of research conducted on bullying victims is primarily restricted to that of children and adolescents, research about adult and specifically teacher bullying is practically non-existent for the majority of countries. With this lack of research, teachers are left feeling isolated without support from higher authority (De Wet, 2010), directly effecting their overall mental health as they as left feeling unprotected. Research on the student bullying of teachers began in the late 1990’s in the UK, however originally restricted to one school in London (Pervin & Turner, 1998), with the hope of recognising the need for further research for the sake of the teacher, unfortunately, as stated, research is still limited. 

When discussing teachers who frequently work with aggressive behaviours, Munn (2007), explains how exhausted and distressed they are left feeling. Describing each individual scenario, Garrett, (2014), emphasises the role of the teacher in remaining within the situation without option to simply walk away and collect their thoughts, they must sustain professionalism and seek to dissolve the situation, no matter their personal opinions. An article by Gray et al., (2017) states, teachers are under high pressure to meet expectations of learning, keeping a class controlled and engaged, whilst meeting all diverse needs of their pupils, which can put them under high enough pressure without the added stress of pupil behaviour and teacher bullying. Gray et al., (2017), explains how this stress is adding to teacher burnout resulting in teachers choosing to leave the profession, this burnout, they explain, is even evident in student-teachers, who are yet to even begin their careers in teaching. The graph below shows the dropping figures of secondary school teachers in England since 2010, compared to the growing number of pupils, Worth (2018) explains that this means the pupil-teacher ratio is also rising and from 2011 to 2017 the secondary pupil-teacher ratio has risen from 14.9 to 16.0. This graph also shows the alarming rate in which pupil numbers are going to continue to rise in the coming years, based on growing class sizes in primary schools currently, suggesting the ratio will also continue to grow, placing more pressure on each secondary teacher. Garrett (2014), talks about why student-teacher bullying goes unnoticed, stating that some view a victim of bullying to be weaker than the bully, which is why it is difficult to comprehend a teacher, who has authority and maturity, to become subject to bullying by their pupils. Chan, (2009), however, states that this is not always the case as in some situations, when more than one pupil is aiming verbal abuse towards a teacher they can group together, becoming more dominant, these situations can then escalate, making it more difficult for a teacher to regain control. Garret, (2014) explains that teachers do not receive enough protection from student bullying due to public obliviousness on the matter of student-teacher bullying and therefore, there are not enough support services available for teacher regarding these issues. She discusses why teachers are less likely to disclose bullying from students, suggesting that they feel this will separate them from colleagues who have not suffered these issues, who may then judge them for not being able to keep control of their classes.

[image: ]


Finally, even though student-teacher bullying is an almost daily occurrence in my placement, it is not commonly discussed, other than as a passing comment or joke with each other that we need counselling from a job which requires such patience and resilience. After research, it has become more apparent that the reasons for this could be due to lack of understanding and research, (Woudstra et al, 2018), therefore not thinking that this sort of bullying is possible, or that maybe we choose not to discuss how the bullying is affecting us and choosing to ignore it or deal with it silently, not making others aware that it is an issue at all. Some of my colleagues are using various support techniques which are proven to work for special education related stress such as yoga or mindfulness whilst others are satisfied with support in work such as the de-brief, or are unaffected by their job as they use humour and distance to separate work life from home life. There is, however, a clear need for more research into student-teacher bullying and whether or not it is causing mental health and well-being issues for staff, should teaching staff be victim to these sorts of issues, support is necessary as research shows that some teachers have admitted to feeling humiliation when sharing these issues with colleagues and worry that is shows weakness and prevents them from carrying out their role properly. As displayed in these studies, many secondary school teachers are suffering with stress burnout and are leaving the profession, it is an issue which needs to be tackled to prevent mental health and wellbeing issues for teachers and support staff in the future and for those who are suffering with these issues now. 
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