


Rachel Szpindor 							Module No: ECCH7001

Slide One - Front Cover

Introduce myself and the aim of today’s presentation is to consider the need for investment in creative approaches to improve the health and well-being of children in Wales.

Slide Two - Introduction

The presentation will begin by trying to determine why there is a need for creative approaches to improve children’s well-being and will focus on some relevant statistics followed by considering the causes and impact of low well-being on children’s lives. It will then take a look at the New Economics Foundations ‘five ways to well-being’, which will be used throughout the presentation in the hope of identifying if they can be used within the chosen creative approaches to enhance the well-being of children in Wales. Next, I will go on to look at creative approaches? And discuss the two I have chosen to focus on which are mindfulness and Lego therapy. They will be considered from two different perspectives. The first, mindfulness will look at how it can be used to support children who experience stress caused by living in poverty. And the second, Lego therapy, will look at how it supports children with Autism Spectrum Disorders. Both of which have being identified as causes of low well-being. The presentation will then conclude by considering if creative approaches are really the answer to improving the health and well-being of children in Wales. But first, I am going to consider what well-being actually means?

Slide Three – Child Well-being

Our sense of well-being is highly personal meaning it can be hard to provide a definite definition. 
Ings, Crane and Cameron state that ‘Well-being is about how people experience their lives, whether they feel able to achieve things and have a sense of purpose’. 
McLellan, Galton, Steward and Page note how ‘It is often used interchangeably with other terms such as ‘happiness’, ‘flourishing’, ‘enjoying a good life’ and ‘life satisfaction’. 
For me this is much more relevant to children as childhood should be about being happy and being given the opportunities to thrive. Something which the Association for Young People’s Health agrees with noting that ‘children who are happy are more likely to enjoy good quality of life into adulthood’. 
However, there is an increasing number of children suffering with poor mental health and low well-being meaning their happiness and opportunities to flourish are becoming less likely. 

Slide Four – Child Well-being 

Evidence of this can be seen in statistics from the Children’s Society in 2012 who highlight how 1 in 11 children was suffering with low subjective well-being. When you consider this alongside the number of children living in Wales which the most recent census results from 2011 estimate at close to one million that is nearly 85,000 children who experience low well-being. Even more recently young minds and the national assembly for Wales estimated that 3 children in every average size class has or will develop a mental health problem. These figures emphasise the need for action to be taken to improve children’s well-being. But in order for improvements to be made it is worth identifying some of the causes and the impact these have on children’s lives.

Slide Five – Cause and Impact

Low well-being in children can be caused by a number of factors. There are too many to discuss in detail but the Association for Young People’s Health highlight that poverty and deprivation, family disruption and bullying are some of the main causes. Poverty can be detrimental to children’s lives and the most recent figures from the Welsh Government in 2017 note that 28 percent of children in Wales are living in relative income poverty. These figures not only offer an explanation as to why children’s well-being might be so low but also highlight the need for either action to be taken or approaches to be put in place for improvements to be made. Family disruptions can also impact upon children’s lives and Mooney, Oliver and Smith note how it is a common feature of today’s society that children may experience family breakdown. In 2014 results from the OECD family database found that nearly 26% of children aged 0-14 lived in a household with just their mother and nearly 3% with only their father. The impact of Bullying on children’s lives can last into adulthood with the anti-bullying alliance arguing it is a cause of poor mental health. Unfortunately, figures from the Schools Health Research Network suggest that 1 in 10 secondary school pupils in Wales are bullied on a weekly basis. This is further evidence of the need for investment in children’s well-being. 
Low well-being can have a significant negative impact on children’s health, school life and relationships. Therefore, it is worth considering what we want for the children living in Wales, good mental health and well-being can influence many areas of children’s lives and the Welsh Government note that children experiencing good mental health have the ability to; recognise and manage their feelings and recover from problems and setbacks. Surely this in itself highlights the need to improve the well-being of children, but what are the best ways to go about this. A starting point is to consider the new economics foundation five ways to well-being.
Slide Six – The five ways to well-being

The National Health Service have suggested that well-being can be improved by incorporating these five actions into daily life. But, what are they:

Take Notice – about being mindful. Be Active - taking regular physical exercise. Connect - building relationships. Keep Learning – continued learning throughout life. Give - giving to others and the wider community. 

It is worth remembering that these approaches to well-being may not work or be possible for everyone so although they provide ideas on what are considered to be the best ways of achieving well-being they do not provide the definitive answer. It is also worth considering how achievable these are for children. An example of this would be children living in poverty, due to the stresses this causes they may find it difficult to live in the moment and be mindful, they may also lack the funds to be active and connect with their friends. Meaning they are not as easy to achieve as they first appear. However, one way in which they could be introduced into children’s lives is through a number of creative approaches. 

Slide Seven –Creative Approaches

Caring for children’s wellbeing is about attending to both their physical and emotional health and in recent years there has been an increased amount of interest in exploring the effectiveness of creative approaches. Ings, Crane and Cameron suggest that they can make a significant difference to children’s well-being and have the potential to improve future outcomes, something which the WAG agrees with suggesting that the earlier interventions are put into place the more effective they are likely to be. Creative approaches offer something different for children, something which is engaging and is of value to them. There are a number of approaches available ranging from play, gardening, art and eco therapy but today I am going to consider 2 different approaches which are used to enhance the well-being of children. These are; Mindfulness and Lego Therapy. 

Slide Eight – Mindfulness

Over the past decade there has been an increase in mindfulness based interventions for children. The aims of the approach are to improve concentration and attention, build emotional regulation and improve empathy and compassion. But how can it be used to improve the well-being of children in Wales especially for the ones living in poverty. Johns Hopkins highlights how living in poverty ‘stresses out children’. This type of stress is toxic and can impact upon how they deal with their emotions. Children who are continually stressed find it hard to regulate their thoughts and feelings but the National Health Service suggest that mindfulness can be used to help children deal with these feelings more productively. A number of studies have been carried out to determine the effectiveness of mindfulness for children, however, many of them are small scale due to a number of limitations. A study carried out in Baltimore found that a 12 week mindfulness intervention including yoga, breathing techniques and guided mindfulness showed improvements in stress responses, relationships and anxiety and further studies found that it can be used to improve the mental, emotional, social and physical well-being of children. However, it is worth arguing if teaching children how to deal with the stresses of poverty is really the answer. The founder of mindfulness Jon Kabat-Zinn describes it as ‘being alive and knowing it’ and the mindfulness in schools project highlight how it can help children to appreciate what is going well in their lives. This is done by guiding their attention to focus on what is happening in the present moment rather than worrying about what has happened or might happen in the future. I feel this may prove difficult for children living in poverty. Although it may help them to deal with the situation and reduce the impact, it does not take away from the fact that once the interventions are complete they will still be experiencing the effects of living in poverty, this is something which is noted by Choudhury and Moses who suggest that it does not address the inequalities in society. Therefore, it would be difficult to use mindfulness as a way of helping children to recover from the stresses caused by living in poverty and it would be better used as a preventative approach. This I very much agree with and feel that the current systems in place which are the causes of low well-being need fixing first. This is something which is evident within Maslow’s Heirachy of needs. Children’s basic needs which form the base of the pyramid need to be met before a person can move further up and achieve fulfilment and as one of the original quotes highlighted ‘flourish’. If those basic foundations are weak then it becomes harder to move up the pyramid, in terms of the approach they are trying to improve children’s well-being something which is higher up the pyramid without first ensuring that the basic foundations are stable. This was echoed by the National Health Service in 2018 who suggested that more needs to be done to get people out of poverty rather than support children who are experiencing it.  Looking back and focusing on the five ways to well-being it does incorporate some elements the main one being Take Notice, the focus of which is being more mindful. I also think it could allow foopportunities to be more active, an example of this can be seen at Ysgol Gymraeg Brynsierfel who hold Yoga sessions throughout the day to promote mindfulness. It has been noted that pupils are more able to focus and are more aware of how to relax. Moving on to the next approach, which is Lego therapy. 

Slide Nine – Lego Therapy

Lego therapy was designed by Dr Dan Legoff and is much more than just building bricks. The aim of the therapy is to improve motivation and initiate social contact with peers and Dr Gina Gomez notes how it is not to simply build a model it is to promote social interaction and collaboration. It also provides opportunities for children to be social, express their emotions and foster their creativity. Many schools now run Lego clubs on a weekly basis but one of the main reasons for Lego therapy is to support children with Autism Spectrum Disorders. There are currently around 700,000 people on the autism spectrum in the UK, that equates to around 1 in every 100 people. Little is known about the specific factors that contribute to their well-being, however, anxiety disorders are very common and the National Autistic Society noted in 2018 that around 40% of people with ASD have symptoms of at least one anxiety disorder. This is not something we want for the children living in Wales. But how does Lego therapy help? It has a number of benefits and the founder Dr Dan LeGoff notes that through the therapy children can experience a greater motivation to initiate social contact and interact with their peers. Furthermore, it allows children to communicate with others, express their feelings and develop better relationships. This is an important element for children with ASD as they struggle to build rapport and communicate effectively. All of these link well with the five ways to well-being. Allowing children to express their feelings can mean they are taking notice. The therapy may also develop their communication skills and build relationships meaning they are more able to connect. Being social and participating in collaborative activity is something which is advocated by Lev Vygotsky, he believes that children can create meaning through their interactions with each other. One highlight of Lego therapy is that it can be tailored to suit each individual child’s needs, something which I feel is important for well-being. It is something which is highly personal and differs from one child to the next.  Although it was highlighted at the beginning that it is more than just building bricks, this may be the case for many children. Some children express themselves more easily using toys as they have the potential to tell a story. The use of Lego in particular can allow children to express their feelings. For example, through them demolishing their creations and building and creating can be positive and satisfying. This type of play helps children to explore and organise their feelings in a way that is appropriate and once again individual to them. One of the only drawbacks I feel of Lego therapy is that in many situations it can inhibit the child from exploring what they want during play, especially if the sessions are directed and very structured. 

Slide Ten – Conclusion

To conclude, I am going to look back at the statistics relating to children’s well-being and mental health. These make it clear that action needs to be taken, the number of children highlighted as suffering with low subjective well-being in my opinion is far too high. I am very much in agreement with the notion that well-being is very much about being happy and for many of the children living in Wales this is not currently their experience of life. But are creative approaches the answer. On the whole I feel that the evidence highlights the need for investments in these types of approaches, however, I would argue that it is dependent on the focus of the approach. Looking back at the mindfulness interventions, I am in two minds about this one in terms of helping children to deal with the stress of living in poverty. Part of me feels that it is a pointless exercise and a waste of time and resources as it does not solve the underlying issue. Also, many of the interventions are short term, the one in Baltimore only ran for 12 weeks, what happens after that. It has been identified by Weare to reduce stress, anxiety and improve self-esteem, but as is noted by Pecora, McAuley and Rose the positive short term effects of any programmes may fade over time. 
Lego therapy I do feel very different about, I know first-hand with my own children how therapeutic and rewarding just building with Lego can be. They become social again and work together and it most definitely improves their communication. I feel that children with ASD need extra support to build these skills. Creative approaches not only provide benefits for children and the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Arts, Health and Wellbeing estimate that £1 spent on early care has been calculated to save up to £13 in future costs. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The approaches definitely appear to support some of the steps within the five ways to well-being. However, I feel that the underlying causes of low-being need to be addressed first. Something echoed by Ings, Crane and Cameron who highlight that policy makers need to understand that it is important to change the factors that make people suffer with low well-being to begin with. Finally, it is worth noting that children are the future of Wales. They are tomorrows workforce, parents and citizens and investment in their well-being will shape the future of the country and more resources are needed to ensure their childhood is as good as it can be. 
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