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Issues that have an impact on Mental Health and Well-being in children and young people. 

Within this essay, the author intends to inform the reader on what mental health in tales as well as well-being and the importance the two are together to an individual. In addition to this, the author intends to identify and critically explore how Covid-19 has affected mental health within children as well as social media and what strategies the authors schools are doing to aid a child with their well-being. The author will also mention theories such as Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs (1943), Vygotsky Sociocultural Theory (1978), Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System theory (1977) which influence a child’s development as well as Government policies that link to mental health. Finally, the author will critically conclude on these strategies and if they benefit to the child when coping with their mental health and well-being as well as a summary on how mental health is the essence to today’s society.     

In recent years, Mental Health has never been more prevalent and is always a topic of discussion. Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS) (2023) states that any individual can suffer with mental health issues and that it is referred to our emotional, psychological, and social well-being. The NHS trusts states that our mental health affects how we think, feel and act as well as having impacts on how we cope, interact and form relationships with others in addition to our daily functioning. Mental health effects individuals in a variety of ways and “nearly half (43.4%) of adults (24.5 million in England) think that they have had a diagnosable mental health condition at some point in their life” (Priory, 2023). Although, having stated this statistic, people in society have had an attitude change when it comes to mental health and people are becoming more accepting of mental health issues whether that’s their own or others and are accepting of seeking help or treatment. As Venters (2018) comments: 

One major change has been the shift in society’s attitudes. People are becoming more accepting of mental health problems and more supportive of people with issues. They are more aware of common mental disorders such as depression and anxiety, and are more willing to talk to health professionals and seek treatment (Venters, 2018). 

Mind (2017) comments on that there are many factors to why a person maybe experiencing poor mental health such as childhood abuse, social isolation, poverty, bereavement, long term physical health. The charity also mentions that it is likely for many people to have a complicated combination of factors as well as lifestyle factors such as eating poorly, work, and lack of sleep can affect a person’s mental health.  

Mental health is “described as a state of well-being where a person is able to cope with the normal stresses of life” (Plumptre, 2021) and well- being encompasses both physical and mental health equally. As Wellbeing people comments: 

Wellbeing refers to a state of being healthy, happy, and comfortable, both physically and mentally. It encompasses a sense of contentment and satisfaction with your life, and a positive outlook on your personal and professional experiences. It is influenced by a range of factors, including physical health, social relationships, work-life balance, and personal values and beliefs (Wellbeing people, 2023). 

Mental Health Foundation (2022) states that having good mental health and well-being has the benefit of making an individual feel good about themselves as well as helping one to calm and comfort themselves when feeling upset, coping with a loss as well as changes, fears, and uncertainty in the ever changing of one’s life. Therefore, it is essential that children are educated and supported when it comes to their own mental health and well-being as “many mental health conditions in adulthood show their first signs in childhood and, if left untreated, can develop into conditions which need regular care” (Lamb, 2015) which could result in an impact on “all aspects of their life, including their educational attainment, relationships and physical wellbeing” (NSPCC, 2022).

NHS (2022) conducted a follow up survey on mental health in children and young people that was undertaken in 2017 and discovered that in 2022, 18.0% of children aged 7 to 16 years and 22.0% of young people aged 17 to 24 years had a probable mental disorder whereas in 2017, “12.8% of children aged 5 to 19 years old had at least one mental disorder” (NHS (2017). It is difficult and unrealistic to give an indefinite answer to why children’s mental health has risen as there are many different issues and circumstances to how and why mental health is affected, however, it is within good reason to say that Covid-19 has been the most recent factor into why children’s mental health has been affected. 

In the year of 2020 a national lockdown was declared to stop the spread of Coronavirus and help the strain of the NHS as well as saving lives, which resulted in millions of people having to stay in their homes and not socialising with anyone outside of their household. As Johnson states: 
So it’s vital to slow the spread of the disease. Because that is the way we reduce the number of people needing hospital treatment at any one time, so we can protect the NHS’s ability to cope - and save more lives. And that’s why we have been asking people to stay at home during this pandemic (Johnson, 2020). 
According to Benenden health (2023) during the pandemic, children were struggling with schools being closed to most children across the United Kingdom and only open to those who belonged to a household that were key workers. This led to some pupils not developing key social skills such as communication with peers, this lack of social interaction can also be attributed to the rise in mental health within young learners. The author experienced this mental health issue as parents contacted the author expressing their concerns about their child’s mental health as the children were constantly feeling low and crying as well as asking “When can I come back to school, I miss everyone”.  This kind of social interaction or thereof lack of it can make the child feel isolated and alone, stunting development and setting the early learner back years. The effects of this can be seen in a survey that was conducted by youngminds in 2020 which found that “87% of respondents agreed that they had felt lonely or isolated during the lockdown period, even though 71% had been able to stay in touch with friends” (youngminds, 2020). In contrast of this, Weale 2020, reported that some children were afraid of leaving their homes due to factors such as not wanting to infect someone, catching the virus themselves and worrying over food and household income. 
The pandemic affected children and young people who lived in poverty as they experienced increases with psychological distress more times than those who live in least deprived areas as well as evidence showing that those who live in households fall behind on bills have a probable mental disorder. As UK Government (2022) comments: 
In 2020, young people aged 16 to 24 who lived in the most deprived areas of the UK experienced increases in psychological distress 3.4 times larger than those un the least deprived areas. There was also evidence that children with probable mental disorder were more likely to live in a household that had fallen behind with payments such as bills, rent, and mortgage (UK Government, 2022). 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1943) starts with physiological needs as the bassline of reaching self-actualization and he believed that “needs lower down in the hierarchy must be satisfied before individuals can attend to needs higher up” (Mcleod, 2022) which will result in children being further away to reaching self- actualization which will benefit them when they reach their adulthood lives. Self- actualization links into the New Curriculum for Wales as the Welsh Government (2020) comments that the curriculum is designed around four purposes which supports learners to become ambitious leaners who are confident and informed citizens of Wales and the world as well as being ambitious creative contributors. If children do not reach self-actualization, then they would not be fulfilling their desire to becomes the most that they can be. As well as this, the Welsh Government have not only changed the education system to support children being the best that they can be but also the Welsh Government (2022) have made investments in a range of policies and programmes from the Child Poverty strategy (2022) to prevent poverty and reduce the number of children living in poverty such as offering help to families towards childcare. This should help to improve education and care to children who belong to low-income households.      
Three years on, the world has come back to somewhat of normality, schools are now seeing the true effects of covid. Gail (2022) comments in her blog that young people are finding returning to the world post-pandemic challenging as well as still feeling a great deal of loneliness and would rather connect with friends and family through mobile phones or video calls due to the lack of social exposures with peers and family. The author for one has experienced this on a personally level as the author’s niece at the time of when Covid began was 12 years old and had not completed her first year in secondary school. From this, all she ever knew for a year and a half was socialising with her friends from her phone and when restrictions were lifted, she was still unsure of meeting her friends face to face as well as leaving her room to visit family. It took the authors niece a long period of time to develop the confidence to go and socialise but now enjoys socialising and spends more time interacting physically with friends and family. 
Pound 2006 states that Vygotsky (1978) believed that social interaction within the family as well as knowledgeable members of the community is essential to children as children acquire behaviours and processes relevant to their own society. The Welsh Government (2022) have recognised the importance of social interaction and the effects loneliness can have on any individual at any age and have funded local authorities as well as County voluntary councils to build the capability and sustainability of front-line grass roots voluntary and community organisations to promote social connections within communities to people of all ages. This is to encourage social connections socially from the effect the pandemic has had on people of all ages, however, one could argue that although the Government are trying to help it is ultimately the decision on the individual themselves on whether to attend.                
Another effect schools are seeing from Covid is speech and language difficulties in the early years sector. Swindon (2023) wrote an article in the Sunday Post stating that there has been a 90% rise in the number of children in the early years sector who are struggling to talk or understand basic language since the pandemic and how there are deepening concerns over how lockdown has damaged language skills as well as potentially sabotaging the life of children by preventing them from socialising with friends and family. The online article also warns readers that there is up to an 18-month waiting for children to see a specialist. If a child cannot communicate then “frustration, a sense of isolation, and confusion can all compound feelings of distress and anxiety and contribute to poor mental health” (Children’s mental health week, 2023).
Covid has not only affect children in the mainstream part of education, but it has affected those with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). According to the UK Government (2022), children with ALN suffered major impacts on their mental health and lived with greater anxiousness as well as being identified as a higher portion of children to have a probable mental disorder then those who do not have a ALN during the pandemic. The Governments report also states that staff who worked in a ALN setting reported that they felt that pupils were 5 to 8 months behind on their emotional health and mental wellbeing compared to pre-pandemic expectations for each child’s development as well as reporting the deterioration in behavioural, social, and independent skills in some pupils. Children with ALN have not only missed out on interactions with peers but also interaction with outside professionals such as speech and language therapists or health visitors and so forth who aid in learning and emotional well-being. These outside professionals as well as family and peers have an impact on all children’s development as Guy-Evans (2020) states:
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System theory (1977) views child development as a complex system of relationships affected by multiple levels of the surrounding environment, from immediate setting of family and school to broad cultural values, laws, and customs (Guy-Evans, 2020).
The Welsh Government (2020) have acknowledge the influence outside agencies have on the development of a child and have states in their Together for mental health act (2019-2022) that they are improving access, quality and a range of psychological therapies for children as well as working age and older adults which in return would improve the overall quality of the services as well as waiting times to ensure those who are suffering with their mental health can be provided with the care they need. However, one could argue that due to the recent industrial strikes, children could be waiting further to receive the support due to the disruption of workers’ rights and beliefs.
Schools are doing their best to support children with not only an academic education but also supporting them with their mental health. Pre-Covid, within the authors school, children of all year groups have one lesson a week on Philosophy for Children (P4C) to aid with a child’s mental health. P4C is designed to improve a child’s critical, creative, and rigorous thinking as well as helping children to develop higher thinking skills to improve communication skills and learn to co-operate with peers. As P4C (2023) states: 
P4C improves children’s critical, creative, and rigorous thinking. It helps to develop higher order thinking skills, improve communication skills and helps children learn to co-operate with others. Children learn to reflect before speaking so that they are accurate in what they really want to say (P4C, 2023).
Now, after seeing the impact covid has had on children’s mental health and due to the new curriculum in Wales, teachers have the power to design the curriculum and one of the programmes that the author school has adapted for promoting well-being to children is Dialogue & Argumentation for Cultural Literacy Learning in Schools (DIALLS). According to DIALLS (2023) the programme is designed to teach children from primary to secondary school to be tolerant, empathetic, and inclusive through talking together as well as developing argumentation skills. The programme is like P4C, but DIALLS has wordless picture books as well as resources such as online videos for teachers to teach dialogue to encourage children to think for themselves and express their thoughts in a safe place where they will be heard and show empathy to others as well as questioning others in a healthy manor and within the authors school, teachers plan a lessons daily around the book rather than only having one lesson week which promotes mental health and well-being.
Throughout the pandemic, the nation switched to digital for work purposes, education, entertainment as well as socialisation which in return, “screen time has increase by 76%” (Flockett, 2023). The national lockdown gave young people more opportunities to be on the internet again for education purposes, but it also gave them the time for leisure which in this current generation turned to social media for their entertainment such as TikTok or Instagram. Ofcom (2022) published a report stating that more than 6 in 10 children aged 3-17 had their own profile on at least one social media app whereas 9 in 10 young people aged 16-17 years have an online profile on at least one social medial app. Apps such as TikTok allow children to view videos or create videos such as dancing, cooking, TV clips and allow 13 year olds to join the network and the NSPCC (2022) comments that all accounts created by children aged 13-16 years are set private by default however,  the app encourages parents to check the settings to ensure children have been set up correctly. One could argue that not all children will share information to parents that they have joined a network as some parents maybe be strict and tell the children to delete the app in which the child could then feel like they are isolated as they may not be full informed about recent topics online which could lead to a risk of “depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, sleep problems and increased stress” (Mind, 2019). The author has experienced this as when they were the age of 13, the author closest friends were on Facebook, and they would speak about pictures that were amusing as well as videos and the author felt very isolated as they did not know what the friends were speaking about. Due to this loneliness, this lead the author in joining Facebook, which they were disobeying wishes from their parents as well as lying to Facebook at what age the author was as at that time, only 16-year-olds were allowed to join the social networking site. 
In addition to the increase of children using social media for social as well as entertainment purposes, NHS (2022) reports that 1 in 8, 11- to 16-year-olds who use of social media reported they had been bullied online and this statistic was more than 1 in 4 among those with a probable mental disorder. Cyberbullying takes place over digital devices that occurs through text, gaming, or social media forms, where people can view, participate, or share content about someone else. This can include sharing private information about someone else causing humiliation or embarrassment as Stopbullying.Gov (2021) states: 
Cyberbullying is bullying that takes place over digital devices like cell phones, computers, and tablets. Cyberbullying can occur through SMS, Text, and apps, or online in social media, forums, or gaming where people can view, participate in, or share content. Cyberbullying includes sending, posting, or sharing negative, harmful, false, or mean content about someone else. It can include sharing personal or private information about someone else causing embarrassment or humiliation. Some cyberbullying crosses the line into unlawful or criminal behavior (Stopbulling.Gov, 2021). 
Godron (2022) mentions that cyberbullying can be more damaging to a young person’s mental health as it can occur at any time of the day or night, privately or publicly and be committed by anonymous sources which makes it more relentless and often, more cruel. She also comments in the blog that it can affect a young person mental health by causing depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, academic issues, suicidal thoughts, or harm as well as behavioural effects such as drug or alcohol abuse, skipping school and physical effects such as eating disorders or sleep disturbances. The Welsh Government (2020) have published a guide for teachers on how they can help their student’s mental health due to the impact of the internet, where it gives examples of an issue such as anxiety and depression and it gives a suggestion on how to support a child who is experiencing this feeling as well as suggestions on how to improve and help a child stay healthy mentally. 
The author’s school inform children on the dangers of the internet as well as online safety through planned lessons. In addition to this, the school has a visit from a local police officer to inform children on online safety as well as cyberbullying. In hindsight, these strategies can only inform children, it is whether the child themselves feel comfortable in speaking in which case if they do, the authors school offers Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA). According to ELSA (2023) ELSA is a qualified teaching assistant who offers help and guidance to children who maybe experiencing mental health issues through a variety of method such as social skill, emotions, social stories, anger management, counselling skills as well as therapeutic stories. 
In summary, schools are doing their very best to support children with their mental health and especially from covid through different strategies such as ELSA, P4C and DIALLS as well as planned lessons that now the Government have given teachers the freedom teach within the provided guidelines which are the four purposes. These strategies are beneficial as they inform children on mental health and how to cope as well as aid their own mental health at an early age which is beneficial as previously stated in the essay, that many adults with mental health conditions show their first signs in childhood.  As well as this, the Government have published reports for parents, students, and teachers on how they can support mental health and even provided funding to encourage normal activities after the effects on covid. However, one must think about the current state schools are facing with industrial strikes, staff losing their jobs or hours cut due to budget cut as well as the rise of mental health within teachers as “91% report that their job has adversely affected their mental health” (NASUWT, 2023).  If staff cannot support children’s mental health due to actions that could be rectified from the Government, then it could be detrimental to their well-being as they will not be reaching the desire that they can most be which will help them to become the best they can be in their adulthood life. In addition to this crisis, due to the heavy demand on the NHS from covid and the lack of capable mental health professionals and child development professionals has resulted in vast waiting times for any kind of triage or treatment for any children dealing with any issues ranging from speech and language to mental health issues. These delays will only have a long-lasting effect on any children that do not have access to the treatment they so desperately need.
Mental health is more prevalent and always a topic of discussion. It has come a long way from what it used to be as now society’s attitude has changed, people are more open to speak about how they are feeling as are seeking to get help and support as well as schools offering more support and are informing children on mental health. Having said this, more needs to be done in having mental health as the forefront of essence rather than academic skills and statistics as if a child is mentally well, then they will have the confidence, mindset, and well-being to achieve personal as well as academic skills which will result in a better future for the current generation for them to be the best, they can possible be and reach their true desire.                                  
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