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Introduction

	This assignment focuses on the importance of emotional well-being and how the Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated the already existing mental health challenges in today’s society. This is evidenced in a study by Dawes, et als (2021) which suggests that lockdown caused increased stress on families relating to a decrease in social networks and an increase in at home responsibilities including home-schooling young children (under 12), causing psychological distress for some parents.  
In recognition of this, I propose a school-based community project that aims to enhance parent and child wellbeing through a variety of workshops provided by wellbeing charities and companies. This project will act as a support group named “Connected Together”. The workshops provided will be chosen with the intention of providing emotional support and resources to families, single parents, children struggling with anxiety and other mental health issues. By creating a safe environment within the school in a rural area, the project aims to promote the nurturing of emotional intelligence and well-being, create stronger bonds between parent and child, and bring together a support group for parents in similar situations, thus creating stronger relationships within their community and increasing families social networks. It aims to empower parents with the ability to further support their child’s emotional development as well as prioritizing mental health within the school culture. By engaging both parent and child, ‘Connected Together’ provides a holistic approach tailored to the specific challenges each family may bring. Through ‘Connected Together’, I anticipate a high participant rate with positive impacts. Whilst easing the weight of exacerbated anxiety and other challenges the families may face, the projects’ main goal is to develop healthier relationships within the family and the community. This school-based community project represents a proactive response to the challenges brought on by the Covid-19 pandemic and its subsequent lockdowns. Collaboration between schools, families and the community allow us to create an environment where each family can develop and thrive even in the aftermath of lockdown.


Literature Review

This school-based community project is focused on those families who have been affected by Covid-19 whilst not receiving the support needed to manage this. These families may typically consist of single parents, parents with multiple children and predominantly children under the age of 12. However, ‘Connected Together’ recognises that covid 19 affected all family types and so supports anyone of these as they manage the multifaceted consequences the pandemic has caused. It is important to note that when referring to ‘parents’, I am referring to guardians of all kinds whether it be grandparents, foster parents etc. 
This literature review aims to explore existing research on the mental health effects that Covid-19 has had on families. This will provide a foundation to justify the reasoning behind the community project ‘Connected Together’. 
Numerous issues have been exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic including stress, anxiety, and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (Xiong et al, 2020).  Prior family situations can cause some families to be affected at an increased level than others. For example, those with low income, experience of marginalization and mental health may struggle with the added stressors of loss of work, home-schooling, or lack of childcare available (Prime et al, 2020). It has been shown that parental mental health caused by financial stressors has indirectly led to increases in their child’s mental health problems (Adegboye et al, 2021). It is also suggested that some families may be exposed to an increase of domestic violence within the household (Adegboye et al, 2021). Further exposure to family circumstances such as domestic violence and financial setbacks leads to an increase in the need of support to benefit a child’s mental health (Adegboye et al, 2021). This support could be financial or via interventions to support and protect parental and children’s mental health. 
In contrast to this, the Department of Education (2020) states that more than 25% of parents have found that their family relationships have been improved from being kept in close quarters together. However, home-schooling proved to be difficult as parents struggled to find the time as well as the resources and support necessary for them to teach their children (Department of Education, 2020). 
The exposure to media coverage of the Covid-19 pandemic that children have seen has caused an increase in anxiety over death and illness as seeing the footage forces them to become aware of the seriousness of the situations and of the fact that they could die (Adegboye et al, 2021). This is supported by Hughes and Jones (2022) whose study evidences that children’s anxiety over death became heightened, however some became desensitized to it. This is one matter that can be discussed during “Connected Together”. The Barnardo’s charity provides a PDF document on how to discuss death with children to help them develop a better understanding of it. It argues that children are not born with the understanding of death (Barnardo’s, no date). Therefore, their understanding of death is whatever they are exposed to whether it be what adults have told them or what they have seen on television which will differ for each child. 
School X is located in a rural and deprived area of Wales where, from my observations on placement, there are very few connections made with the community. Support is provided through the school and by parents for the local food bank, however the area does not have mental health support groups for parents and children. Green et al (2022) argues that rural areas have less accessibility to healthcare. This can be for a variety of reasons such as lack of funding provided to the area and the distance needed to travel to access the healthcare. It is stated by Humphreys et al (2008) that the cost of healthcare in rural areas may be higher in cost compared to urban areas. This is supported by The Welsh NHS Confederation (2018) who argue that due to the population being so spread across the area, more healthcare access sites are required whereas in a highly populated area like a city its convenient to have one main access site. Multiple sites mean more staff and resources required which is more costly (The Welsh NHS Confederation, 2018). The Covid-19 lockdowns greatly limited access to healthcare as the public were not allowed to travel and financial setbacks limited those from accessing private health care facilities, so any mental health support required was provided online or not at all. Davies’ et al (2021) study shows that during lockdown, mental health issues reached a clinical record. This makes it even more surprising to find that there currently aren’t any, and haven’t been any, mental health support groups directed to parents and children within the community who have been suffering from the effects of Covid-19. Studies have shown that parental support and inclusion with their child resulted in increased improvements regarding their mental health. Navaneetham and Ravindran (2017) argue that parents simply understanding more about their child’s mental health can have a great effect on the parent-child relationship and the mental health effects it can have later in life. Public Health Wales (2023) support this and state that supporting parents is vital in helping support their child’s mental health and wellbeing. They argue that whilst parents want the best for their children, not all parents are equipped with the same resources as other parents. These may consist of finances and social and emotional resources. The lack of these resources can be affected by their background such as where they live, the upbringing the parents have had, and their social class (Public Health Wales, 2023). Having a mental health support group for parents and children will allow for parents to speak up about their struggles, the resources they need to help support them with their child’s mental health and development and how the school and community can help them. ‘Connected Together’ allows for parents and children to have the opportunity to discuss and evaluate what they need to support themselves as a family holistically. Allowing the parents these opportunities reduce the disadvantages that their children may be facing for whatever reason. 


Project Aims

One of the aims of the community project ‘Connected Together’ is to provide targeted support to those families suffering from enhanced stress, anxiety, and other mental health issues due to Covid-19. Personalised mental health support targets specific issues that the recipient may be suffering from rather than generalised support. This is supported by (Iorfino, 2018) who argues that this is beneficial to those suffering with mental health issues, specifically young people as it can impact their future.  The outcome expected from this aim would be improved mental health for children and young people. 
Another aim of ‘Connected Together’ is to create a supportive environment for the community; parents and children within the school environment fostering a culture of understanding and inclusivity as well as acknowledging mental health and making it a priority. The expected outcome from this aim is the establishment of a community network within the school providing support from peers, social connections, and informative resources. The expectation of creating a positive school culture that nurtures a sense of belonging and support within the school community allows for learners to have the opportunity to open up about their mental health. Studies have shown evidence that cultivating mental health programmes within the school community leads to positive developments in pupil wellbeing and the school community as a whole (Rowling, 2009). Another aim of the project is to enhance coping strategies that families may use to support each other’s mental health. This will help provide families with the resources to develop their resilience and levels of support when managing the emotional and behavioural aspects of mental health issues likely leading to the improvement of family relationships and communication, overall leading to increased happiness within the family. The Mental Health Foundation (2023) argues that the better socially connected a person is with their family and friends, the better quality of life they will have. The overall aims allow for the project to effectively support families who are facing the challenges brought on in the aftermath of Covid-19. Furthermore, the expected outcomes allow for the project to have a long-lasting impact on the community members and family who receive the support. As well as this, the project also helps contribute to the prioritisation of mental health in society and within the school community. 

The project will take place twice a week, one session before school and once after school in order to accommodate as many families as possible. The morning and afternoon session will be the same so members of the community don’t miss out. However, the topic will change weekly based off the assessed needs. This can be conducted by handing out a confidential survey to the school community addressing the specific mental health challenges that the community are facing since Covid-19. This will allow the staff members involved to design or arrange for different types of workshops specific to the needs of the community. The workshops will be delivered in an inclusive and interactive format to allow for high levels of engagement from families. For maximum support and family development, two members of staff would be required to run the project. This would make the project more manageable to run as the workload can be split. The staff would not need any cover in lessons as the project will take place outside of school hours to allow the children to attend and PPA time can be used to for discussion and planning of sessions.  

For the best possible outcome of the project, a budget needs to be considered. The project will be funded by the school; however, costs will be kept at a minimum. The staff running the project will be volunteers who are members of the school and will be held within the school building. This will be taken into consideration upon deciding the budget. As the goal is to keep the costs to a minimum, the project will work alongside charities and organisations who host workshops free of charge such as West Wales Action for Mental Health (WWAMH, 2024) that provides a variety of workshops for schools and families. One aspect of the budget will be advertising. This can be done through the schools’ monthly newsletter and emails to parents but in order to reach out further into the community another way of advertising the project would be posters. These would be placed in local establishments within the community, provided that they grant permission. Alongside this, the printing of resources for the families will also be taken into account. This would allow for further community outreach with the hope that it will bring in families with similar circumstances. Through this they can then support each other outside of the project and form their own support groups, whether this be for the child, parents, or both of their benefits. Another aspect of the budget is snacks and refreshments that will be provided to the families. This would come to about 5 pound per session. However, this is subjected to change based on an increase or decrease in participants as well as the whole budget.


Measuring impact

In order to know if the project is successful in meeting its aims, it is vital that the impact it has on its participants is measured. Stoecker (2012) argues that in order to measure the impact a project has on its community; we need to have a baseline to refer back to. For this baseline, I propose handing out questionnaires to participant at the start to see how they feel emotionally and mentally. A questionnaire will be beneficial to creating this baseline as the respondents will be able to take their time filling it out and are more likely to be honest as it is anonymous (Rashid, 2020). However, the questions must be kept straight to the point as there is no room to follow up on answers as there would be in an interview (Seale, 2012). However, when designing the questionnaire, it could start with direct questions such as multiple choice in order to get the immediate, generalised results. Following on from this with more open-ended questions to try and gauge the specific impact on an individual. Following in line with the BERA Ethical Guidelines (2018), these questionnaires will be kept anonymous and confidential. The data will not be released to anyone other than those running the project so that they can analyse it. After the collection of data, the data can then be compiled together to create the baseline. Following this, regular questionnaires will be handed out with the same questions each time. This data will also be compiled and analysed then compared to the previous data. This will allow us to monitor the impact the project is having, therefore, allowing us to amend aspects of the project to better support the needs of the families in attendance such as developing new resources (EvalCommunity, 2024). The questionnaires will be developed using standardized testing scales such as the Generalised Anxiety Disorder Scale (GAD-7). It is a seven-point assessment that measures symptoms of anxiety and monitor changes in mental health (Jordan et al, 2017). Whilst there is no room for follow up questions, we could provide the parents with a safe space to provide additional optional feedback and give their thoughts outside of the rigidity of a ‘straight to the point’ question. A focus group will allow for everyone to hear each other’s thoughts and ask questions to develop their understanding of mental health (Kitzinger, 1996).
Another way of monitoring progress is by soliciting feedback from members of the project, volunteer staff members and peers from outside agencies. Collaborating with these valuable assets allow for us to act on feedback from all perspectives and develop the project to support the families as much as possible (ThinkBeyond, 2023). In addition to listening to peer reviews, it is vital to also self-assess to further allow us to make project changes and further the support provided (Brody and Davidson, 1998). This could be done by holding focus groups with the outside agencies we partner with, staff members, mental health professionals and stakeholders of the project. Llanishen Fach Primary school used a similar method of measuring impact. They used small focus groups to discuss the adaptations that can be made and where there may be gaps within the project. This had a positive outcome as the staff were eager and more than willing to collaborate with one another and use each other’s perspectives to build upon their project. 

Evaluation
	Within this community project, an analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats has been developed looking at external and internal factors (See appendix). This was completed to evaluate how the school can benefit ‘Connected Together’ and any weaknesses the school may have that would inhibit it. As well as this, I have looked at the opportunities it will provide the community, in addition to the challenges that come from outside of the school. It has been identified that the school provides the project with an already positive outlook on mental health and the acknowledgement of it. Whilst there is not a support group in place, from my experiences on placement, I have observed the class teachers do daily check-ins with the students and make sure they are aware that their teachers are available to discuss how they are feeling. This is beneficial as it allows children to learn how to express themselves better and learn what they need to be provided with as support, providing early intervention (Shackleton, 2017). My experience on placement also showed me that the school have a lot of staff open to supporting and aiding in the development of new projects supporting mental health. Despite this, as I have previously mentioned, a mental health support project has not yet been conducted within the school. This would mean that a lot of feedback and discussion will be required to see how the project can be adapted whilst it is running, different perspectives can reduce insider bias and come up with alternatives that may have been missed (ThinkBeyond, 2023). However, the school-based community project provides many opportunities outside of the school including  the strengthening of the relationship between the school and the community. This is vital as it can be argued that the community is more than just an area, it is also considered to be an “institutional environment” (Arum, 2000, pg. 400). Arum (2000) argues that this is because external factors greatly affect the practice that takes place within school. Another opportunity the project provides is for families within the community to strengthen their internal familial relationships on their own. It is suggested that within families, the individuals become more involved with each other, and the school, when parents are viewed as part of the school community (Quezada, 2016). Early mental health intervention allows for children to learn emotional regulation techniques and effective communication whilst informing parents of the importance of organisational techniques, communication, rewards, and attention as seen in The Strengthening Families Programme (Kumpfer and Magalhaes, 2018). The Strengthening Families Programme (Kumpfer, 2020), whilst developed on the foundation of substance abuse, still has implications on family mental health. Bronfenbrenner’s (1992) ecological systems theory suggests that a variety of environmental factors such as family relationships, education and social interactions can have a direct impact on a child’s wellbeing and mental health. Developing these relationships and increasing the positive impact they have will also help improve the mental health status of children and parents (Moore et al, 2018). Furthermore, the school-based community project ‘Connected Together’ brings forward the opportunity for the community to understand more about mental health in general. This allows for people to be encouraged to come forward and discuss their mental health, tackling the stigma behind it such as “being included in mainstream society” (Mental Health Foundation, 2021). This is supported by Learn Direct (2022) who argue that despite coming a long way in discussing mental health, it is important to continue overcoming the stigmas behind it. The project allows the school to promote positive attitudes towards mental health within the school and the community (Robson-Kelly, 2022), encouraging an open and supportive environment. Acknowledging the fact that someone is struggling can be beneficial within itself and start the conversation around getting support. This is supported by the NHS (2021) who argue that understanding mental health allows for the community to provide help and support to those struggling, such as providing reassurance and acts of service like food shopping. Despite the opportunities this school-based community project can offer, we also face a variety of barriers caused by external factors. One example of this would be a lack of engagement from the community. The project is based in a highly deprived rural area in which from my experiences, mental health isn’t discussed very much. This is supported by Degerman (2023) who argues that the stigma behind mental health prevents it from being discussed. Therefore, this could result in diminished support from the community. Limited participation levels and overall engagement with the project could result in the project leaders to question its effectiveness, as it becomes difficult to measure the impact. This links to another challenge we may face from outside the school which is being hesitant to discuss mental health. A study held by Gerlach (2022) showed that 28.5% of older adults between 50-80 years old stated that they would be hesitant to seek mental health support and 15.9% stated that they would be embarrassed seeking treatment. A community support group could be beneficial in showing that there are many people in similar, if not the same, situations who they can relate to and discuss with. Another barrier we may face when implementing this project is the lack of local charities within the area. From my research, I have seen that there are very few mental health charities within the area that will be able to support us. We would have to make the most out of the charities available to us such as Barnardo’s and Mind. However, it would be beneficial to our participants if we expand our search and bring in charities from different areas.

Conclusion
	Overall, the school-community based project ‘Connected Together’ allows the school to bring the community together, bond and support each other and improve the quality of lives for those suffering with mental health. ‘Connected Together’ focuses on the prioritisation and acknowledgement of mental health and creating a supportive environment for all family members, ‘Connected Together’ provides families the opportunity to strengthen their relationships with one another, learn how to support their family members with mental health and become more involved with each other, communicating more, having the opportunity to spend time with each other and develop their relationships. It also allows for the development of relationships between the school, community, and external agencies. This can open the door to a variety of new projects and opportunities for schools and the community, tackling the stigma behind mental health and normalising conversations about mental health. Whilst a project of this style has not yet been conducted within the school, Bishopston Primary School has had positive responses from a similar project (Bishopston Primary School, 2023). Despite this, the project does come with similar limitations, such as the hesitation to discuss mental health and the lack of local charities. In order to allow participants to gain the most from this project, measuring the impact that it has continuously throughout the course of the project will be vital. This will allow us to adapt the project as necessary to support the needs of the family on a holistic level. 
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o Availability of staff

EXTERNAL
(outside the school)

Opportunities
o Strengthening of relationships between the school and the
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« Strengthening of parent and child relationships.
« Development in understanding of mental health.

Threats
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«  Hesitations to discuss mental health.
« Lackof local charities- may have to look further outside of
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