‘Raising awareness of Social, Emotional and Mental Health (SEMH) difficulties in school to improve engagement and outcomes of learners.’

School A is a bilingual school that is maintained by its local authority. There are approximately 1,436 pupils on roll, a third of which come from Welsh speaking homes. Despite this, 47% of its pupils speak fluent Welsh with over half studying Welsh as a first language. There is a sixth form on site which makes up 267 of those pupils. Around half of the pupils come from the town in which School A is situated, the rest come from surrounding rural areas. 18.9% of its pupils are eligible for Free School Meals, which is slightly higher than the Welsh average at 16.4%. The school has a Special Education Needs facility on site which provides provision for 29 pupils who have profound and complex learning needs. 6% of its pupils have a statement and 30% have special educational needs, again both figures being higher than the national average (Estyn, 2019). Within School A, I currently hold a middle management responsibility as Head of Year 9.

The rise in social, emotional and mental health difficulties and behaviours that pupils are displaying have become a concern for middle leaders like myself. These behaviours are also creating huge barriers and are impacting pupils' ability to access and engage with the current education provision in Wales. Covid19, the lockdowns and restrictions have had a significant impact on the education of all pupils. It has meant that some pupils have missed months of school. ‘This has seen an increase to mental ill health issues, exacerbated pre-existing ones and negatively impacted on long term education’ (Teaching School Hub, 2022). Pupils who have a special educational need in the form of Social, Emotional and Mental Health needs can display a range of behaviours which include: becoming withdrawn or isolated or display challenging, disruptive or disturbing behaviour. Some of the mental health difficulties these pupils may be experiencing to result in this behaviour include: anxiety, depression, self-harming, substance misuse, eating disorders or other physical symptoms that are medically unexplained (Kirklees SEND Local Offer, 2022). SEMH (2022) state that: attachment difficulties, experience of trauma, mental illness, a lack of opportunity to develop certain skills or a neurodevelopmental condition that may lead to difficulties communicating, understanding, regulating emotions, tolerating environments, concentrating or forming and maintaining relationships are the most common reasons why a child may have SEMH needs. These behaviours are becoming more prevalent within Secondary schools and within School A. I have chosen to focus my assignment on SEMH so that I can better my knowledge and inform my own professional development to support these learners more effectively as we deal with the obstacles Covid has now created for pupils, staff and schools to overcome. My job, as a Head of Year is to support all learners' individual needs including their emotional, social and behavioural and mental health needs, to ensure they can access an education to flourish and reach their full potential.  

As of 2014, in the SEN Code of Practice, Social, Emotional and Mental Health (SEMH) was stated as Social Emotional Behaviour Difficulties (SEBD). The link between behaviour and mental health difficulties encouraged the term to move to SEMH. ‘Although the term “behaviour” has been removed from this acronym, within the SEN Code of Practice behaviour linked to Mental Health and emotional wellbeing underlying needs is a common theme. The concept of addressing needs rather than attempting to subdue behaviours has led to a more informed, whole child approach’ (SEMH, 2022). For the purpose of this assignment, the special educational need will be referred to as both Social, Emotional and Mental Health (SEMH) and Social Emotional and Behaviour difficulties (SEBD). The assignment will make reference to both terms dependent on when the research or documentation being referred to was produced. Although there will be a fluctuation in the use of the term, the research and assignment views them as the same additional learning need. 

The department for Education (2021) released a report to show the increase in pupils who have a Special Educational Need (SEN) and Education Health Plan (EHC) in 2020. They found that, ‘8% of children in the UK had a disability (around 1.1 million children), the most common impairments are social and behavioural (45%), learning (35%) and mental health (31%)’. Empirical evidence shows an increase in pupils demonstrating Emotional, Social, Behavioural and Mental Health difficulties, especially since schools have returned following the restrictions we have lived by during Covid. Blanden et al. (2021) supports this and identified a significant rise in emotional and behavioural difficulties among primary school children following school closures in 2020 (Sharp and Nelson, 2021). ‘One in six children aged five to 16 were identified as having a probable mental health problem in July 2021, a huge increase from one in nine in 2017. That’s five children in every classroom’ (Young Minds, 2022). These statistics support the empirical view previously discussed. 

As a result of this, I have completed a Force Field analysis (which can be seen below), based on Sociologist Kurt Lewin’s model (1951). As you can see, the force field analysis shows a balanced equilibrium with driving and restraining forces for change to raise awareness of Social, emotional and mental health difficulties experienced by learners to improve engagement, teacher pupil relationships and raise overall outcomes for all pupils. 

Force Field Analysis 

	Score
	Forces for change
	Desired Change (Shared Vision)
	Forces against change
	Score

	6              
	Improved Engagement for pupils with SEMH 

	Raising awareness of Social, Emotional and Mental Health (SEMH) difficulties in school to improve engagement, teacher pupil relationships and outcomes of learners.
	Lack of engagement with curriculum
	6

	8
	Improved teacher and pupil relationships

	
	Lack of parental support
	6

	9
	Improved attainment for pupils with SEMH

	
	Behavioural Issues presented by pupils with SEMH
	8

	8
	Improved attendance for pupils with SEMH

	
	Social Issues presented by pupils with SMEH
	6

	9
	Improved learning environment for pupils with SEMH

	
	Emotional Issues presented by pupils with SEMH
	8

	10
	Develop inclusivity within school provision 
	
	Lack of specialist training for staff to support pupils with SEMH
	6

	Total
50
	


	
	
	Total
40



As you can see, the forces for and against change have been scored using a scale of 1 (weak) to 10 (strong). The forces for change have a higher score supporting the need for raising awareness of Social, Emotional and Mental Health difficulties in school to improve engagement, teacher pupil relationships and outcome of learners in School A. 

Findings from a survey carried out by The Key (2017) reported an increase in mental health difficulties in adolescents and stated that ‘nine in 10 (87%) secondary leaders have seen an increase in stress, anxiety or panic attacks among their pupils.’ SEBD was the most ‘frequently occurring classification of SEN in secondary schools in England, with 26.7% of those on the SEN register described in this way’ (DfE, 2014a in Sheffield and Morgan, 2017). There has been research carried out to consider the role that parents and teachers play in leading children to display SEBD related behaviours. Research has shown that teachers of pupils with SEBD/SEMH have imputed these behaviours to poor parenting or poor home context. On the other hand, parents have imputed that these behaviours are more attributable to teacher behaviour (Miller, Freguson and Moore, 2002 in Sheffield and Morgan, 2017). Heary and Hennessy, 2005 (in Caslin, 2019) state that the education system and professionals within often see pupils with SEMH as ‘being the problem, rather than having a problem’ but due to the challenging behaviours they present, children labelled with SEMH are ‘more likely to disrupt the learning environment’ (Goodman and Burton, 2010). 

Influential publications like the Warnock Report (1978) and the Elton Report (1989) have suggested that schools and teachers can have an impact on the development of poor behaviours displayed by pupils in school. Within these reports and as previously discussed, there is a clear connection between teachers and the disruptive behaviour displayed by pupils. This consistent disruptive behaviour leads pupils to become disengaged from the provision and curriculum on offer to them within mainstream education settings (Cefai and Cooper 2010; Gibbs and Gardiner 2008; Hajdukova, Hornby and Cushman 2014; Riley 2004 in Caslin, 2019). Within Government documentation, the Department for Education (2016) discusses how staff should feel empowered to sanction poor behaviour and not feel that they need to change their own professional practice due to poor and disruptive behaviour. Goodman and Burton (2010) however argue that staff are not being satisfactorily skilled to deal with this behaviour and therefore are not effectively able to support pupils labelled with SEMH and present challenging behaviour in school. The Government therefore, appears to be supporting schools to remove pupils who demonstrate these challenging behaviours from mainstream education rather than attempting to provide a provision that is inclusive for all. A study carried out by Sheffield and Morgan (2017) showed that young people attributed their behavioural issues on ‘responses to peers, responses to the curriculum and responses to teacher management.’ Als Education (2017) discusses how ‘making judgements about behaviour is a complex task, made all the more difficult when we lack firm standards or clear diagnostic criteria. In the case of SEBD/BESD there is no simple universally accepted definition and this poses serious dilemmas for teachers and for schools.’ The varied behaviours that are labelled as SEMH related behaviours are so broad, it could be argued that it is difficult to be certain about what children do and do not have SEMH. 

According to the CCEA (2020) ‘Guidance on Identifying and Supporting Learners with Social, Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties’ the whole school plays a role in the identification of SEMH. This whole school approach can be seen in the following diagram. 

[image: https://lh6.googleusercontent.com/m9yNOXCIInEnInYuiH4OliOYvXzJd4cn8UyvKNQroo4wEWYAgK1eUMCAa22dLNC_g8cQ4qYfvjN1aiZVK1No3goqWPS8YF3XbUu5KHysiXBYOCahXv5hLJ0c1V7XmJQmfwtVwX-O] 
										(CCEA, 2020)

As you can see, this identification process involves input from pupils, teachers, parents and families, non-teaching staff e.g. teaching assistants, other adults in the community e.g. social workers and youth workers and psychologists where appropriate. School policies also play a fundamental role in the identification process. These should be reviewed and updated regularly to ensure efficiency in providing support. The documentation discusses how the impact of early identification and therefore early intervention can increase learner well-being and relinquish barriers to learning allowing the pupil to reach their full potential (CCEA, 2020). It is clear though that there is an ‘absence of shared methods for assessing children with SEBD, along with the complexity of the underlying causes that can contribute to SEBD and its varied symptoms, poses certain challenges to identification’ (Syrnyk, 2014). As well as the professionals listed above assisting in the process of identification, a common diagnostic tool used to measure a child’s emotional, social and behavioural development is the Boxall Profile. ‘The Boxall Profile Online is the most popular measurement tool used in schools to identify children and young people’s particular mental health needs and has been cited by the Department for Education, as well as highlighted in the Department for Education’s 2018 Mental health and behaviour in schools advice’ (The Boxall Profile, 2019). A study carried out by The Boxall Profile (2019) showed that it highlighted SEMH in 26% of children to which it was unknown before. The study also showed that after the introduction of interventions highlighted by the results of the Boxall Profile, 23% of pupils decreased the SEMH related behaviours that they were previously displaying. This suggests the success of the Boxall Profile in supporting pupils who have SEMH however, empirical evidence shows that sometimes the profile can be used as a ‘tick box’ exercise when attempting to complete the necessary steps to confirm a place for a pupil within an external educational provision e.g. a specialist behaviour provision within the Local Authority, rather than being used as an effective tool to introduce relevant interventions to support the learner in question. Another tool commonly used within the County and in School A is the Emotional Literacy Checklist. GL Assessment (2022) states that ‘these practical tools can be used by anyone involved in the education of children and young people to discover pupils’ strengths and weaknesses in five subscales of emotional literacy: self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy and social skills. These assessments provide you with a better understanding of these competences and, where necessary, highlight areas for intervention.’ Again, these tools are used to assess the needs of the learners in School A, but should be used more effectively to provide suitable interventions that can be introduced to support the learners needs. 

When attempting to support the behaviours demonstrated by pupils with SEMH, a study carried out by Sheffield and Morgan (2017) highlights the importance of teachers and pupils developing good quality, positive relationships that share common values is highlighted as being paramount. Brofennbrenners theory of bioecological theory can be used to better understand the impact poor relationships between teachers and their pupils has on their academic progress. ‘Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory views child development as a complex system of relationships affected by multiple levels of the surrounding environment, from immediate settings of family and school to broad cultural values, laws, and customs’ (Simple Psychology, 2020). Lippard, LA Paro, Rouse and Crosby, 2017 (in Simple Psychology, 2020) conducted a study to test Bronfenbrenner’s theory. An investigation was carried out using report cards and classroom observations to look at teacher-child relationships. Results of this investigation showed that children’s academic and overall classroom behaviours were significantly related to the quality of these relationships and highlighted the importance these relationships have on the Ecological Systems Theory and the child’s development. John Bowlby’s theory of attachment (1960s) also highlights the importance of a child developing a secure attachment to their main caregiver within the first three years of their life. Failure to make these attachments are said to have a lasting effect on the child. Bowlby’s theory has become an entrenched aspect within the education system with awareness being raised around the impact of this failure of attachment, particularly in adolescent’s behaviour. 

Recognising these attachment issues can help schools to support pupils and therefore improve attainment outcomes, behaviour, emotional and social development (Willson-Harrison, 2020). Teachers spend a significant amount of time with pupils since they attend school all day most days of the week. Teachers therefore become key people in pupils' lives and could identify difficulties in social, emotional or mental health sooner than parents (DfE, 2016 in O’Reilly et al. 2018). The Education Act (2002) and the Academies Act (2010) state that schools are responsible for supporting the mental health of their students (DfE, 2014 in O’Reilly et al. 2018). It could be argued that it is essential that teachers should therefore be adequately trained to be able to identify and support difficulties in social, emotional and mental health behaviour. Research shows, however, that ‘mental health difficulties are an area that teachers often feel least confident dealing with, (Rothi, Leavey & Best, 2008 in O’Reilly et al. 2018) lacking skills and training, (Reinke, Stormont, Herman, Puri and Goel, 2011 in O’Reilly et al. 2018) and not always being able to differentiate between typical and atypical mental health (Loades and Mastroyannopolou, 2010 in O’Reilly et al. 2018). O’Reilly et al. (2018) discuss the Government's aspirations to provide schools with Mental Health training by 2020 to upskill both the education system and staff working within. Empirical evidence has shown a change in the social, emotional and mental health related behaviours pupils are displaying since schools have returned following the recent Covid restrictions. It could be argued, therefore, that this training is potentially not relevant to the challenges being faced by pupils in schools, now in 2022. Training should therefore be a recurrent process that upskills staff on a regular basis. This training should be changed appropriately according to the current challenges being faced by young people. 

SEMH (2022) discusses the main interventions that can be implemented in schools to support learners who have social, emotional and mental health difficulties. These include: in school counselling services, access to external psychotherapeutic organisations, self-help resources i.e. worksheets, leaflets, books, a quiet room within the school that pupils can access, active strategies including physical activity, a worry box, education on mental health, staff mentoring, nurture groups and mindfulness sessions. Empirical evidence has shown, within School A, that the demand for access to these services is currently significant meaning that pupils are often on waiting lists e.g. for the school counselling service. As well as incorporating these interventions into teachers every day lesson planning and across the curriculum, research has shown the benefit of nurture groups going back as far as 30 years. These nurture groups provide an environment that is attributable to education as well as creating a therapeutic environment that supports pupils who are emotionally and behaviourally vulnerable (Doyle, 2001). 

Caslin (2019) discusses further how pupils with SEMH are often removed from mainstream education and guided towards a more specific provision that can support their behavioural needs. Often, their behaviour does not comply with or meet the expectations of schools within mainstream education settings. Within Carmarthenshire County Council, external provisions are now becoming less available. As funding reduces, alternative provisions are slowly being brought to an end. The external provisions that specialise in supporting pupils with SEMH within the County have a very extensive application process. Empirical evidence has shown the difficulties in stabilising a place for a pupil within these specialist schools. School A therefore, along with other schools within the County, now face the challenge of having to provide a suitable alternative provision on site to support these types of learners. As an attempt to support these pupils within mainstream education, School A has introduced a nurture provision which is staffed and run on the school site. Empirical evidence has shown how Nurture groups can encourage the development of good quality relationships between teacher and pupil. Pupils with SEMH are also said to benefit in a number of other ways from access to a nurture group. Syrnyk (2014) supports this empirical evidence and discusses how the Nurture approach is one that has been growing in popularity within the UK. Syrnyk (2014) states that ‘this is because excluded children, and those at risk of exclusion, can make social, emotional and cognitive gains through exposure to the nurture approach.’ This is evidenced with the introduction of Julie Greer’s (2020) ‘Galigir Room’. The proposal of this Nuture based room was to support the needs of learners who have SEMH needs. ‘The children benefit from programmes of taught skills in managing emotions, building resilience and improving social communication, alongside catch-up programmes in literacy and numeracy, which enable the child or young person to make good progress over time and improve chances of being economically successful in adulthood.’ Wiles, 2018 (in Greer, 2020) evaluated the introduction of this resource provision (RP) and concluded that ‘positive attachments have been made between RP staff and RP pupils which has enabled pupils to feel supported with their learning and behaviour which are necessary for children to achieve.’

To conclude, due to the rise in social, emotional and mental health difficulties young people are facing following the recent pandemic, there is a need to raise awareness of SEMH in schools to improve engagement and overall outcomes of pupils within School A. The force field analysis favoured this change with the total for forces for change outweighing those against. As discussed, research shows the inconsistency in ‘diagnosing’ social, emotional and mental health difficulties in pupils. Although there are tools, like the Boxall Profile and the Emotional Literacy checklist, empirical evidence has shown that these tools are sometimes used purely to assist in getting the pupil a place with a specialist provision in the County. These places and provisions are now becoming less available and schools therefore need to become more proactive rather than reactive, ensuring their provision is inclusive to all learners. It is clear within research and empirical evidence that staff face daily challenges with the behaviour of pupils who have social, emotional and mental health difficulties. It is argued within literature that these staff are not trained adequately and lack confidence when dealing with these challenges. Research does however show that Nurture groups have shown to be effective in supporting pupils with social, emotional and mental health difficulties with the relationships built between teacher and pupil being a key part of this success. 
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