
In 2019 I worked as a teaching assistant in a year one class in Swansea. This role was a regular afternoon session, which involved working with a class of 25 pupils, aged between 5-6. There was 1 teacher present with me in the classroom. Whilst I was working in this school I was able to observe the relationship between the children and teachers and how teachers managed a class of 25 and supported their mental health and well-being. I considered how the class size impacted the learning experience for a child and how this could impact their mental health and well-being. During this placement I used reflective skills to consider how the school could be approaching classroom management, safe guarding of children and mental health and well-being, and how outdoor learning can enhance pupil’s learning alongside their mental and physical health. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]My initial observation when contracted to work as a teaching assistant in the school was that I was not requested to show any identification or confirmation of a DBS check. I did have a mandatory identification card present, yet this was also not asked to be presented. As organisations that employ people above the age of 16 to work with children or vulnerable people are required by law to request a full disclosure of their criminal history (UK Government, 2019), it prompted consideration of the depth of understanding on the safeguarding of children. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) sets standards on the quality of the education and health care services that a child has access to, and ensures that every child is kept safe whilst having the opportunity to fulfill their potential. As Wales made the UNCRC part of its domestic law in 2011, safeguarding children in all policy making, it should be general knowledge within schools. Yet in the placement school the children only had a surface knowledge in their rights, and not all staff members consistently practiced with the focus on the child’s rights. (NSPCC, unknown). The children’s commissioner of Wales has the Children’s Right’s Approach which is a framework for schools to work under which has the UNCRC at the core of the child’s learning experience. To further the whole schools understanding of children’s rights learning sessions could be scheduled so that the principles of the framework can be developed in the working relationships and classrooms of the school. These learning sessions are an opportunity for children, teachers and parents to empower themselves with the knowledge of children’s rights. The framework acts as the foundation of the educational experience, and ensures that everyone is aware what they have access to, it also promotes a healthy sense of well-being and safety within a school. As it develops open communication with students and teachers, it has also shown to be a catalyst with reengaging children with their school work and increasing attendance. (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, unknown)

The term mental health defines the psychological and emotional well-being of a person and is a state where the individual is able to realise their own worth and manage their lives with a sense of purpose and value of contributing within a community. It is increasingly becoming a key-term that is an umbrella for a broad spectrum of mental disorders that impede individuals in connecting within their community and/or maintaining relationships, cope with daily life, recognise their capabilities, and learn effectively. (Mental Health, unknown). WHO (2019) states that more than half of mental health disorders emerge before the age of 14, which suggests that having preventative measures in place would benefit children as they transition into adulthood. With mental health problems effecting a child’s ability to learn and fully participate in school life, this can lead to the emergence of challenging behaviours, which if not addressed promptly, could lead to life long difficulties. Across education, and other agencies and bodies there is no consensus on the term well-being and how a good level of it can be achieved in schools. Therefore, it is difficult to measure what would have more success in increasing levels of well-being across all schools. (Day, 2015)
Despite this, working in one class allowed me to observe what activities were engaging and increased the classes overall focus and satisfaction in the session. 

In the class the teacher incorporated the topic of mental health into the afternoon story session, which is a great vehicle to deliver less definable skills such as emotional intelligence. The children would get to choose a story from a selection of books, some of which may have been brought in by a pupil, and before reading it would be asked to think about what they expect from the story. The teacher then read the short story and asked each child to consider questions on how it linked to their mental health and life experiences, developing their reflective skills. This engaged the children as they could think about how their personal experiences relate to the story and gave them an opportunity to express their own ideas and feelings. Attached to the story was mental health theme, focusing on an area of everyday life that could be impact mental health. 

One afternoon they listened to a story which emphasized the importance of considering other people’s feelings, which was a theme that was able to continue throughout the afternoon. A pupil approached me upset with one of their class mates, so I used this as an opportunity for them to reflect on the story of the day. As 5-year-olds are learning how to regulate their emotions, I ensured that I acknowledged how they were feeling and then encouraged them to think about how they could use the story to resolve the conflict with the person that they upset or upset them. (Healthy children, unknown). I did notice on multiple occasions that when emotions were intense in the classroom that the teacher would suggest an activity that involved going outdoors. Gustafsson et al (2011) studied the effects on outdoor learning on school children and found that having regular opportunity of participating in natural environments can minimise challenging behaviour. As outdoor learning links learning between emotions, actions and thoughts, it addresses the whole child and their individual needs. As a natural environment has an abundance of resources it enables the teacher to be flexible in the delivery of the lesson and is able to provide suitable experiences for the individual needs in the class. When a child learns in diverse environments, it teaches them to observe and act with flexibility and understanding of what is appropriate in different situations and settings.  (O’Brien, 2009)

The school has an 8.9% of free school meals (Welsh government, unknown) which suggests that the children are from strong socioeconomic backgrounds. This could indicate that the child’s needs are met, yet with the statistic of mental health problems occurring before the age of 14, it is essential that the school provides support for mental health and well-being. (Mental health, unknown). At present the school has regular opportunities for their pupils to engage in activities that increase or maintain good mental health and well-being practices, which includes regular outdoor learning and exercise and various materials and resources to enhance their learning. The Donaldson report ‘Successful Futures’ has six areas of focus for learning and experience, which acknowledged that children required more interactive and practical learning experiences to fully engage in and understand the subjects. The report promoted the integration of emotional intelligence and good self-care practice into the national curriculum in Wales. This links to the well-being of future generations Act 2015 which is a law in Wales that ensures that children have access to quality services that meet their needs throughout their lifetime. It focuses on reaching 7 interconnected goals; prosperity, resiliency, healthy, equality, cohesive communities, vibrant culture and thriving welsh language, and responsibility of our world. Within these goals mental health and well-being is emphasized so that people are able to fully engage in their community and have access to opportunities throughout their life. With these laws and guidelines in how children’s mental health is approached, it ensures that the UNCRC underpins their learning, and acts as a preventative to children potentially experiencing mental health problems in school. (Welsh government, 2015)

To further embed these values into our culture, schools are using outdoor learning to develop a variety of less definable skills, as well as incorporating the core curriculum into the sessions. Forest schools are an example of using outdoor spaces as learning environments for groups of children. O’Brien (2009) states that these types of sessions are built on good working relationships with the teachers providing guidance, not instruction and focuses on the child’s learning, not achievement. Observations in forest schools showed that regular opportunity to explore and learn in natural environments improve physical motor skills, increases focus and engagement in the learning and influences positive working relationships, developing social and communication skills. Working outdoors provides various environments to which themes of learning can be applied to, reinforcing previous learning sessions and developing a child’s mental flexibility and transferable skills. Each session could have a theme surrounding a core curriculum subject or using theories that were learnt in the classroom to determine a suitable approach to the task. (O’Brien, 2009). These transferable themes were demonstrated in an outdoor session in the class I worked when the children planted sunflower seeds. In this session they learnt about science and math, whilst reflecting on life cycles and personal experiences of growing flowers of food from seeds. As the students tracked the growth of the sunflowers, it reinforced previous learning and kept them interested in learning more about the variety of topics surrounding one activity. 

Delivering lessons outdoors provides an environment that integrates the mental health, well-being and development of core skills into their learning. It also nurtures good working relationships between teachers and children, enhancing learning experiences. (Natural resources Wales, unknown). O’Brien (2009) notes that learning in a variety of outdoor environments enhances the learning experience and allows the child to study a subject at depth in a multitude of ways, embedding their understanding. This is because a different environment could help the child remember separate events with more clarity, and link particular places, smells, sounds and activities to their personal experiences or ideas. Learning outdoors can develop children’s confidence in applying their skills and nurture independence in learning, which meets some goals of Donaldson’s report and the well-being of future generations act. Whilst I worked in this primary school the class participated in regular outdoor learning, utilizing the large grounds. Weather patterns could impact how often these spaces are used, but during one outdoor session a teacher expressed that we are able to prepare for weather changes and learn about how it effects the natural habitats. Encouraging the children to work outdoors in different weather instills resiliency and develops a flexible working approach. (O’Brien, 2009)

The school had an emphasis on learning outdoors so that the children had the opportunity to learn first-hand about their natural environment and incorporating that into their learning about creating sustainability in Wales. The school received an adequate estyn report in 2013, which suggests that action has been taken since, as within the report it is noted that the head teachers primary focus was on improving pupil’s achievement and well-being. With the evidence of how learning in natural environments benefitting physical and mental health, it is clear that the school has a clear structure for regular activities outdoors, focusing on physical fitness, and improving mental health by being in a natural environment. There are many occurrences that teachers do not have the support necessary to take a class of students outdoors, restricting them to classroom learning. Personal preferences from the teacher could also impact how often children are exposed to different environments, or weather could also influence how often the outdoor space is utilized. If outdoor learning was compulsory, then suitable preparations could be made to ensure that students had this experience, even if the teacher was unable to provide these lessons themselves.  

Based on my experience in the placement I recognized that they did not have the resources, or time for the training to be able to focus on the mental health and well-being of themselves, staff members and the children. Yet there was a strong emphasis on incorporating self-care and mental health in their everyday learning, which demonstrated the teacher’s resourcefulness of their time and intention of reaching the goals set out in the well-being of future generations act. Positive messages and education of mental health were displayed around the school, which is a form of teaching resource that will reinforce any learning around that subject in class. (Smawfield, unknown)  

The published statistics on the welsh governments website state that the schools average class size is 21 pupils to 1 teacher, which I observed to be too large to be able to efficiently and consistently address mental health and well-being issues, as well as holistically support the individual needs of each child. As larger class sizes are more likely to have mixed abilities, it can impact how well a teacher can effectively deliver the curriculum. With 25 children to manage, it prompts the question as to how well a teacher can know their students to provide adequate support during their developmental years. If a child does not have the opportunity to learn to their own ability and has minimal support from a teacher then this could lead to further problems in the future. (Minahan and Rappaport,unknown). In this school 6.3% of pupils have statements and 5.5% are in school action (welsh government, unknown), but none of these children were in the class I worked with. The children that were struggling in the class and/or had a poor understanding of a subject was encouraged to seek additional support from peers or previous learning materials, which is an alternative to having additional classroom assistants. As previously mentioned, the school had various displays which acted as a reinforcement of learning, and also as a tool for students to refer to when learning about new subjects. Having displays on the school’s values and what is important to the students could act as a motivator for creative thinking, which further supports a child’s development if a teacher is unavailable. (Smawfield, unknown) Encouraging pupils to support each other and use a variety of resources, develops key skills and emotional intelligence, whilst also being resourceful with what is available. (Mentally healthy schools, unknown). 

A study on class size and the effect on how effective the teaching delivered showed a direct relationship between the teaching method used and how well the teaching is communicated to the class. In smaller classes pupils can receive personalised support based on their current knowledge, and develop their critical thinking and problem-solving skills in more depth. (Cakmak, 2009).  When a pupil does not have the same understanding of a subject to their peers, this could have an effect on their mental health and self-esteem, as they may not have the skills or resources to seek the support necessary to catch up. Yet, a study on whether class size has an impact on mental health and well-being concluded that larger class sizes can in fact have a positive effect. This is evident in the likelihood of developing relationships with like-minded people within the class which can substitute the support of a teacher. (Jakobsson, Persson, Svensson, 2013). This study was based on adolescents and encouraged to help each other and are given structured activities to find effective strategies in approaching their school work, large classes can be managed by a minimal number of teachers. For the 5-year-olds in the class I was present in, peer support could be provided by older students, as this has shown to develop a pupil’s confidence, social skills and provide a space where the learners can explore their own experiences without the fear of judgement. Having peer support or a form of mentor, enables each person to reflect on their thoughts and feelings on a subject and receive feedback on how they could develop their ideas or approach. (Bolton, 2010). There is no agreement as to what is the optimum number of students within a class, therefore it is vital that the teacher has an awareness of each individuals needs so that they are able to adapt the lessons and provide suitable materials and resources to aid learners if required, and so that students could be suitably matched if peer support is to be used. (Cakmak, 2009) 

When I began working in the school there was one girl that immediately introduced herself and stayed in close proximity to me. One afternoon during story time where children are asked to remain seated, she regularly came over to me to tell me about her tooth that was near to falling out and/or ask to sit by me. Each time I suggested that she find a comfortable spot with her class so that she can listen to the story, and that once the story finished I would get an envelope for when her tooth fell out. Every afternoon that I worked this girl would regularly interrupt others to gain my attention, which suggested to me that she was experiencing some difficulties in some area of her life. This is because when someone is displaying inappropriate behaviours that this is can be due to experiencing stress in some area of life. On the last day of my placement in the school this girl expressed that she was struggling to make friends in the class and was upset because children had said they did not want to be friends with the new girl. This suggested that further education to all students in how to help others feel welcome and sessions to develop emotional intelligence could be useful in preventing unnecessary exclusions. It was also an example of how situations that effect mental health can go unnoticed. If teachers are aware of children that are more disruptive, then additional time is necessary to address the underlying problem. (Rappaport and Minahan, unknown). Yet with 25 children, 1 teacher and 1 teaching assistant, this does not make this possible. This suggests that although the school has children’s rights as their core value, implicit messages were being communicated within the class from the teacher and the pupils. An observation that links to this is when a child chose to share a story that they thought related to the book that was read to the class, and contained sensitive information. Instead of acknowledging what was said and prompting the child to think of what else could relate to the message in the book, the teacher quickly dismissed what the child was as irrelevant and moved onto the next child. As an observer the child looked confused and did not contribute for the rest of the session. This demonstrates how small interactions can manifest into bigger mental health problems throughout school and is also a reflection on how having larger classes can impact providing equal opportunity for everyone to contribute. Having smaller classes or additional classroom assistants would enable the teacher to have more time to ensure that each pupil is confident with their learning and so that any issues can be addressed directly and, in enough time so that the problem does not escalate. As 5-year-olds are learning how to self-regulate their emotions, the school could initiate more direct conversations about emotions and provide regular opportunity to express themselves, which could act as a preventative to pupils developing mental health problems later on in school life. It also develops the pupil’s autonomy and self-efficacy which is a skill that could have a life-long positive impact in the individual’s life. (Day, 2015) As classroom environments can cause or exacerbate issues, having activities that promote self-esteem and confidence in being heard will positively impact the class environment. Open conversations surrounding mental health could also address bullying and give pupils time to resolve conflicts so they learn how to approach challenging situations rationally, and with confidence. (Coleman, Sykes and Groom, 2017) 

To conclude my placement, it was evident that a good level of awareness to incorporating learning around mental health and well-being and that regular opportunities to develop transferable skills were actively incorporated into the children’s everyday learning. Their teachers delivered lessons with the guidelines of policies in Wales that protect the child’s well-being and had a flexible approach in the varying levels of ability within their class. As I did not work in the school full-time I am unable to provide a full account of what is provided for the students in this particular school. This journal is therefore not a true reflection on how the school could proactively approach mental health, as some or all of the suggestions may be in practice. The level of awareness surrounding the policies, structures and practices could be more holistic to support further suggestions that could be made. However, my observations and interactions with the children and teachers in the school are what lead me to researching how mental health and well-being could further be supported through outdoor learning and using peer support and external agencies like the childs commissioner for Wales to further the learning of how to implement good practice for mental health and well-being. The placement has also allowed me to reflect on how I can develop in my approach to assisting in a classroom and how I could support the mental health and well-being of those I work with. 
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