Children and Young People’s Mental Health and Wellbeing
In this essay I will be identifying and critically exploring the issues that can have an impact on the mental health and well-being of children and young people. Mental health and wellbeing can be affected by many factors and need to be taken into account when dealing with children and young people. These factors include elements such as stress, family circumstances, environment abuse and neglect. Everyone deals with things differently therefore what some people struggle with others may strive off. There is a saying that I’ve heard many times in my life and it’s “The same boiling water that softens the potato hardens the egg” this suggests that everyone deals and reacts to circumstances differently.
What is mental health? Mental health is how we feel emotionally and inside our body, it’s how we feel and the body or brain’s reaction, such as excitement, upset, happiness and sadness, these are all feelings that that our body gives to us. Mental health is just as important as physical health and needs taking care of as we would do to our bodies. Having good mental health is important to our living, it affects our lives daily and has an impact on everything that we do such as school, work, taking care of ourselves, it all revolves around our mental health. To simplify mental health, you can think about it like the weather; the weather changes daily and no day is the same, the seasons change and the weather with it. We have cold days, sunny days, stormy days all this is like our moods. The cold days can be seen as sad, sunny days can be happy and stormy days can be anger. Our moods change just like the weather, and you can often you find that people use pictures of the weather to define how they feel especially in schools. If children are asked how they feel they and they would choose a weather type that they feel depicts their mood. This can help them express their feelings even if they don’t know how to verbally express themselves. Even though it’s important to have good metal health nobody has good days all the time and that’s ok, but overcoming those bad days are what is important. To remember that it’s not always going to be bad and better days are coming. That is the most important thing with mental health is to go easy on yourself because these feelings won’t last forever, and it does get better. Not all mental health is manageable on its own and help is needed and there are mental health conditions that play a part such as: depression, anxiety, autism, ADHD to name a few. “Alarmingly, 75% of children and young people who experience mental health problems aren’t getting the help they need. Children’s emotional well-being is just as important as their physical health. Good mental health helps them develop the resilience to cope with whatever life throws at them and grow into well-rounded, healthy adults.” www.mentalhealth.org.uk.
What is well- being? Wellbeing doesn’t have one meaning it can be an umbrella of things. This could be dealing with life and how we’re coping, understanding what we can do in the present moment taking things slow each day at a time. It doesn’t mean that you’re always happy and well but realising when you’re not and taking the correct steps to get yourself back on track to getting yourself feeling better again. Poor mental well – being makes it more difficult to overcome the bad days and feelings causing you to feel worse and possibly end up stuck in a hole of feeling down. Practicing good mental well-being isn’t as hard as it sounds. Start by doing little bits each day, take your time reduce stress and find things that make you happy. Diet is another factor to take into account when dealing with mental well-being. Not to say that you can’t eat the foods you love or enjoy a treat but continuously eating anything that is unhealthy for you or not drinking enough water can have an impact on your body causing you to feel sluggish and tired altering your mood. Your body needs nutrients to feel good, to get the oxygen and blood flow around your body. Technology is another factor that doesn’t help well-being, everyone everywhere these days has a smart phone, laptop, or tablet where social media is used such as Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, What’s app and even YouTube. Constant staring at a screen doesn’t give the brain time to rest, affecting your sleep which in tail affects your mood. The body needs sleep to function, phones don’t work well on low battery and neither do our bodies, we need food water and sleep to function. “Mental wellbeing is part of overall wellbeing and is more than just the absence of mental illness. It is a positive state of mind and body, underpinned by social and psychological wellbeing. It enables and supports good relationships, improved resilience, improved health, meaning, purpose and control.” publishing.service.gov.uk
From the moment we are born our environment and surroundings play a part in our cognitive development which then moulds us into how we will grow through life and react to all circumstances, and it all affects mental health and wellbeing. Being in a toxic environment within the home can cause harm mentally even before people are old enough to understand and is subconsciously imbedded into our brains. Being exposed to any form of abuse from a young age can have a detrimental impact on mental health and wellbeing it leads us to grow up either portraying the same traits or being a victim yourself, both then come with other factors which we then rely on to feel safe such as addiction, self-harm, and low self-esteem to name a few. Poor mental health and wellbeing will then increase as children get older; memories will be suppressed but feelings will be heightened. “Mental health disorders have a negative impact on the individual, society and global economy. The prevalence of mental disorders is increasing in young people, and if unaddressed, research has shown that they may develop into severe and chronic illnesses.” Kelly, M. T., & Coughlan, B. (2019).
Leading on from that, home life and family circumstances will also play into wellbeing and mental health. Parents separating and having to split time and having two separate houses and separate holidays causes children to feel a loss of not having a complete family. Witnessing financial struggles of parents not being able to afford essentials at home leading to malnourishment, poor hygiene, stress, anger, and anxieties. Even having family members with health conditions or mental illness can have an effect on children. Some children are forced to grow up before they need to in order to help take care of parents or siblings. If there are illnesses, they witness deterioration of family members and even losing them. Or if a parent has mental health issues such as depression and ADHD, witnessing the affects that has on people can lead to developing similar issues in future. 
One of the more obvious factors that affect mental health is abuse and neglect. When people have poor mental health and wellbeing people are quick enough to assume that something must have happened to them to be that way, and more often or not abuse, and neglect is the assumption. Even though this is not always the case, they are one of the main factors that cause it. Being victim to mental or physical abuse will have a huge impact on your life. Both forms of abuse will destroy you, physically and mentally being a punching bag for someone verbally, mentally, and physically. Being made to feel like you were the target and at fault will have you believing that you are the problem, that you are the root of the cause, and it was your fault. Experiences like that won’t go away and your world will revolve around those experiences. Growing up you will believe that you are the cause to everyone’s problems. You’ll begin to emotionally abuse yourself, become a “people pleaser” and likely develop a separation disorder. For example, you’ll want constant reassurance, want to do anything to make others happy so that they won’t hurt or leave you and if you don’t hear from someone for an abnormal amount of time you assume that you have done something wrong.
Each of the above affect children and young people. Unfortunately, with technology and social media being so popular now it’s becoming easier for children and young people to be more exposed. Online bullying and “perfectionism” are more apparent and is easier to do and portray from behind a screen. Children are bullied for all reasons and there’s no specific criteria. It could be for not following fashion trends, their sexuality, their religion, their disabilities the list goes on. “In the year ending March 2020, an estimated one out of five children aged 10 to 15 years in England and Wales experienced at least one type of online bullying behaviour (19%). This equates to approximately 764,000 children.
Online bullying has been increasingly enabled by wider access to the internet and greater use of smartphones, social media and networking applications. By comparison, twice as many children (38%) reported that they had experienced a bullying behaviour in person. A smaller percentage experienced a bullying behaviour by a telephone or mobile phone call (4%). As some children experienced multiple types of bullying behaviour, overall 42% of children aged 10 to 15 years experienced some form of bullying behaviour in the year ending March 2020.” ons.gov.uk. As you can see from the above statistics online bullying is becoming more frequent amongst children and young people because of social media access. The majority of children even toddlers have access to a smartphone, tablet or computer. This is opening them up to the exposure of online bullying even if they don’t realise it. There have been many cases where unknown people have interrupted children’s programmes on YouTube with scary videos to frighten them or hacked apps to verbally abuse children. With the internet at our fingertips the extent of bullying is endless and will be difficult to stop.
All of the above can have a huge effect on mental health and well-being. I will now be focussing on a mental health issue that I have chosen and will explain the affects it has on children and young people in their school and home life. The mental health issue I have chosen is ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder) “ADHD is a common condition that’s caused by differences in the brain. People with ADHD have trouble with focus. But some are also hyperactive and impulsive. That’s especially true with kids and teens. People with ADHD have trouble with a group of key skills known as executive function. And that creates challenges in many areas of life, from school to work to everyday living. For example, people with ADHD often struggle to get organized, follow directions, and manage their emotions.” What Is ADHD | Understood. 
When people think of ADHD, they automatically assume it’s just being hyper, “misbehaving” or laziness, when in reality it is so much more than that and very difficult to deal with. Even though the diagnosis is called ADHD based off attention deficit hyperactivity there are many other disorders that unfortunately come along with it. The most common side effects of ADHD are depression, anxiety, addiction, aggression, hypochondria, and body dysmorphia, each of these can have an effect on mental health and well-being. Unfortunately, ADHD is easier to diagnose in males than females as females are perceived to be more emotional naturally, therefore when discussing the possibilities of ADHD females are overlooked as they naturally have traits. People with ADHD suffer with their memory, if you were to ask someone what their memory is like they would likely say they have a good memory and start to list things off that they remember from years ago or they know and are able to recite hundreds of songs and lyrics but if you were to ask them what they did that morning or yesterday often they wouldn’t be able to answer, long term memory isn’t a problem in ADHD but with short term working memory. Short-term working memory is what is depended on, when you go to a different room to get something but forget why you went in there or when you can’t complete tasks because you’ve gotten side tracked starting another. For example, if you’re working on a task at home and go to the kitchen to get something for that project but then notice you’d left the cleaning spray on the table so you pick it up and then think you may as well clean the work tops, but while doing that you have to pull everything out to do so and before you know it you’ve gotten yourself stuck in a second task while not even finishing the first. Or a teacher asks a question pupil with ADHD raises their hand, but the teacher chooses another pupil to answer first, that ADHD student is now having to concentrate on waiting their turn and try to remember what it was they wanted to say so eventually when the teacher does come to them the pupil will have brain fog and won’t be able to remember the question let alone their answer. ADHD is the anxiety and depression, the mood changes at the switch of a light and the inability to control them. ADHD is a constant battle with your brain, all thoughts are happening at once, it’s the sudden burst of energy when they feel like everything needs to be done at once and when it can’t be done you get burned out. The intrusive thoughts are a constant battle to argue with yourself and it takes all of your energy to not give in. 
School can have an effect on someone with ADHD whether its primary or comprehensive. School is a stressful place for anyone, your pressured to be the best of the best and if you fail or misbehave you get a punishment, making you feel worse and act our or disengage. But if we are aware of children having ADHD we would need a different approach to help them with their learning and development. For example we are taught to listen, take turns, be kind, however someone with ADHD will struggle more because if they need to wait their turn, they will likely forget what they wanted or needed and when it comes to listening even though they hear you talking they don’t actually understand what you’re saying and may require you to repeat it more than once to fully understand. Young children, being children will likely have disagreements over certain things like who’s toy belongs to who or what their favourite superhero is, and these disagreements can lead to self-doubt and anxieties where they fear that people no longer like them or want to play with them and in turn making them become a people pleaser from an early age as they fear rejection. For older children social media plays into is as they are made to feel like their lives have to be perfect like all the celebrities that they follow. They give themselves poor self-image causing anxiety and depressions for not being “perfect” or having as many likes. Also, for older children, not being able to control their emotions and feelings they often begin to self-medicate to take away from the constant battle with their brains, which then leads to self-deprecating and putting yourself down because you feel worthless. Body dysmorphia is another symptom of ADHD and can be very dangerous for mental health and well-being. The constant battle with your brain telling you that you’re imperfect, not pretty enough, or thin enough, even if you’re constantly told by loved ones that you’re beautiful and perfect the way you are your brain automatically tells you they are lying which in turn can develop in to eating disorders that can lead to malnutrition causing serious health conditions. 
At home the children may be brushed off and ignored because parents, family or carers feel they are being difficult or miserable, and when they do try to reach out they’re told there’s nothing wrong, don’t worry about it, man up and one of the most common responses is that someone else has had it a lot worse and the issues are minor. This leads the child to feel guilty because they have feeling and leads to further disengagement and not feeling valued. Their having their feelings invalidated and compared to others. There’s no emotional support there and when that isn’t present that can also cause more mental health issues in future. 
From the many issues I have mentioned above all are linked to ADHD and those children and young people who are dealing with it either diagnosed or undiagnosed need all the help and support they can get. In schools and home life all of these issues can be portrayed as misbehaving, hard to deal with, being spoilt, or being lazy, this can make it very difficult for these children if they aren’t getting the right support. When ADHD children seem like they aren’t listening or ask you to repeat more than once it’s because their brain is already busy trying to process what has already happened that day and they may be overstimulated and finding it hard to focus. If there are to many things going on at once, to much noise or light it may cause an overstimulation and cause emotions to run high resulting in aggression or upset, this mean that the brain is not able to process quick enough. When this happens, it may come across as being intrusive, disengaged, and unable to complete tasks. This affects children and young people in school and home because when they are struggling, they are made to feel like they aren’t good enough or doing as well as others, they may be compared to other siblings or classmates. This causes anxiety, fear, stress, and self-doubt making it harder for them to feel like they can reach out and ask for help in future. This can lead them to fall down a ‘rabbit hole’ and spiral into their thoughts, not only will they think about what happened in that specific moment, but they will start to replay moments from the past that have made them feel low and all of what they have overcome will come rising to the surface again pushing them back into a depressive episode. This is where being present for those individuals is important. 
What can we do to support children and young people with ADHD? Be understanding and supportive, try not to get frustrated with them they can’t help having ADHD. Reassure them that they are doing well and support them where they struggle. Be clear with instructions, try a quiet space for concentrating and break tasks up into small parts e.g., if a work sheet has multiple questions break them down into two or three questions at a time before giving the pupil a break to refocus. Help them manage their triggers if they know certain things that trigger them try to avoid them and have a safe space ready should the triggers be unavoidable. Try to keep to routines without any sudden changes or if there is a change notify the child in advance for them to be able to process it. Understandably some changes are unforeseen and can’t be helped but when this does happen make sure to discuss it with the child to explain the situation as simply as possible and help them see the good that comes from it. “Albert Bandura's social learning theory suggests that observation and modeling play a primary role in how and why people learn. Bandura's theory goes beyond the perception of learning being the result of direct experience with the environment. Learning, according to Bandura, can occur simply by observing others' behavior.” berkeley.edu. With Bandura’s theory suggesting learning through observation I believe this is would also be affective for adults wither at home or in school, if we were to observe the child’s behaviour, where they strive and struggle, what their triggers are we would be able to effectively help and support the child and ensure that they have the support that they require to overcome some of their mental health issues. This relates to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory. There are five tiers, and each are human needs, first: physiological needs, air, water, food, shelter, sleep. Second: Safety needs, personal security, employment, resources, health, property. Third: Love and belonging, friendship intimacy, family, sense of connection. Fourth: Esteem, respect, self-esteem, status, recognition, strength, freedom. And lastly the fifth is Self-actualization, desire to become the most that one can be. This means that once someone has fulfilled one level they can then move onto the next and continue to move up until they reach the fifth and final level. “Maslow believed that people have an inborn desire to be self-actualized, that is, to be all they can be. To achieve this ultimate goal, however, a number of more basic needs must be met. This includes the need for food, safety, love, and self-esteem. Maslow believed that these needs are similar to instincts and play a major role in motivating behavior.” verywellmind.com. As Maslow states that in order to succeed, you first need the basics and neutering in order to progress and even though children and young people suffer with mental health and wellbeing, with the structure that Maslow has provided we are able to provide them with needs from the steps in order to build them up. 
In conclusion I have discovered there is so much to learn about mental health and wellbeing, and a lot that we can do to help children and young people with it. Mental health and wellbeing are broad subjects and there are a lot of issues that fall within them, as parents, carers, teachers, and friends its not our duty to know all of them and each symptom they come with but we have a duty of care to educate ourselves on how we can help and support children and young people with these issues when they need it. We must take responsibility when they are in our care to be patient and listen to their needs for them to be able to be the best version of themselves. If a child seems disengaged, agitated, or unhappy take the time to offer them a safe space and listen to them, make them feel heard and their feelings validated. Don’t brush it off as misbehaving and ignore their needs as that may be their way of expressing their struggles and need for help. Children and young people go through so much so quick through their lives that sometimes it is difficult to process and if we talk and listen it shows them that we are willing to help and portrays healthy strategies for coping. “If your child tells you they’re struggling, it’s important to make sure they feel seen and heard. If you’re worried about something that’s come up in conversation, be honest and clear about how you see things and how you want to support them.” youngminds.org.uk. I believe there is so much to be learnt about mental health and wellbeing even if we ourselves have healthy mental health, cannot be ignorant to learn as there will always be someone who is struggling and if we can help even one person overcome their struggles that one act of kindness can change someone’s whole life.  
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