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[bookmark: _Toc643845018]Introduction. 
Mental Health and Wellbeing in children and young people has become a growing public health and educational concern. “Experiences in childhood do not determine later outcomes in a simple way, but they can increase or decrease vulnerability” (Rutter, M. 1989). Here, Rutter challenges the stereotype that when a child is exposed to difficult childhood experiences, they will have poor mental health outcomes in their life. Whether these experiences are of trauma, neglect or poverty, the child is not guaranteed to develop mental health problems as long as they are in receipt of correct support and positive wellbeing. This essay will critically explore the key factors that influence the mental health and well-being of children and young people by having clear understanding and definitions, identifying impacting factors in school and home, ACES, relationships and wider social influences. Children and young people's mental health and wellbeing can have a tremendous impact on their lives from the moment they are born. Relevant theories and policies which will be used are Marlow’s Hierarchy of Needs, Youth Matters Policy, The Additional Learning Needs Code and Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development. 

According to VeryWellMind, Mental health is defined as “a term to describe emotional, psychological and social wellbeing” (Holmes, 2023). Children and Young people whose mental health is negatively impacted may struggle with their emotions, feelings and ability to cope with daily routines and demands. There are many factors that contribute to mental health problems which include biological factors, life experiences, and history of mental health problems in the family. 

Wellbeing is a state of wellness, influenced by a range of social, personal, physical, and mental factors. The World Health Organisation defines Wellbeing as a state of “complete physical, mental and social wellbeing, and not merely the absence of disease of infirmity” (World Health Organisation, 1948). Low wellbeing is linked to possible mental health conditions like anxiety and depression which can have an impact on childhood relationships with friends and family and can harm children and young people's wellbeing (The Children’s Society, 2023). Schools and support services offer strategies and guidance to support and improve children and young people’s wellbeing.

Children and young people suffering from poor mental health and wellbeing has risen over the years. According to the Children and Young People’s Mental Health report published by the National Centre for Social Research, statistics show that in 2017, 12-13% of children aged 7-16 had a probable mental disorder which had rose to 20% in 2023 (Marcheselli, Mandalia, McManus, 2022). 
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[bookmark: _Toc1060181659]Anxiety
Anxiety disorders are sudden episodes of intense anxiety and fear that reach a peak within minutes, which is also referred to as panic attacks (Mayo Clinic, 2025). There are more than one type of Anxiety disorders, these include Separation Anxiety Disorder, Generalised Anxiety Disorder, Panic Disorder, Social Anxiety Disorder, Specific Phobia, Post-traumatic Stress Disorder, Obsessive Compulsive Disorder and Separation Anxiety Disorder, all of which affect people in different ways (Guy-Evans, 2023).  Anxiety is a commonly experienced feeling, however, it becomes a concern when it starts interfering with daily tasks and a child's life. Anxiety is among the most common mental health difficulty that is experienced in childhood and adolescence and can have a significant impact on academic attainment, emotional development, and peer relationships.

[bookmark: _Int_Xa3UF5lR]Exploring Bandura’s Social Learning Theory where a child will learn by observing others, it could be argued that anxiety could be a learned response from role models around the child, i.e parents/care givers. This type of learning can take place without a direct experience, meaning children and young people could develop a fear/anxiety towards a specific thing, without experiencing it (MentalHealth.com, 2024). A statistic from Patient.info states that in the UK alone, nearly 300,000 young people suffer with anxiety, and this number would likely increase if all young people who suffered from anxiety were included in the statistics (patient.info, n.d.). 

B.F. Skinner, an American Psychologist Operant conditioning supports the understanding of anxiety in children and young people. Operant conditioning is a type of learning where behaviour is shaped by its consequences, reinforcement, and punishment (McLeod, 2025). When a child or young person faces anxiety, often avoidance is created. As an example, if a child feels anxious about going to school, the choice to stay at home decreases the anxiety, and avoidance behaviour is reinforced. This is shown as a coping skill and also a negative reinforcement as the caregivers allows the absence (Teach HQ, 2025). Skinners' model of operant conditioning refines why anxiety disorders in children and young people persist with intervention. The limitation of this theory when looking at children and young people's mental health is that it does not explain why anxiety first develops within the child and the emotional factors of relationships and home environments (Psychology Town, 2024).  

[bookmark: _Toc2123860043]Autism and ADHD 
While AHDH and Autism are not classes as a mental health problem, those who have Autism are more likely to experience a mental health illness. This paragraph will explore the reasons young people with ADHD and Autism are susceptible to mental health problems like anxiety and depression, and how as a whole it affects their home life, school life and their wellbeing. 

Autism is a neurodiverse spectrum condition, meaning it affects people in different ways, mainly impacting the way they think and respond (Mind, 2022). Young people with Autism often experience difficulty interacting with others and understanding their body language and behaviours. Some have different sensory needs and can feel overwhelmed by brightness, noises, and smells and require a consistent routine.

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder is a condition where a young person's brain works differently, and those diagnosed may have trouble with sitting still, concentrating and impulsivity (NHS, 2025). According to the NHS Website, young people with ADHD are more likely to have mental health issues and are at a higher risk of suicide (NHS, 2025). Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) is a recommended talking therapy for young people with ADHD as they can assist with problem solving and expressing their feelings. 

ADHD and Autism in young people can attract negative attitudes from others, whether that be neighbours, members of the community, and bullying from peers in school. This can make the young person feel lonely, like they do not fit in and often get discriminated against because they do not ‘act’ the same way as everyone does (Mind, 2022). Not only does this effect school life, it also can have an effect on that young person's home life as they may not be able to express how they are feeling. Both Autism and ADHD in young people require a consistent structure and regular routine which assists the child to think clearly and not develop feelings of overwhelm. Some young people with ADHD and Autism can feel anxious due to a lack of understanding of things, have problems eating, sleeping and relationships. There are many barriers to support and misdiagnoses. 

B.F. Skinner’s Behavioural Theory can be used to explore how ADHD can have an effect on a child or young person's mental health and wellbeing. Children with ADHD behaviours are influenced by reinforcements, whether they are positive or negative, and can increase the likelihood of the behaviour being repeated (Guy-Evans, 2024). Negative reinforcements can have an impact on the child's self-esteem, can link with an oppositional defiance disorder, cause dysregulation and increase the feelings of anxiety and depression. Positive reinforcement can have a practical effect on children's wellbeing as when they follow instructions, they are rewarded for positive behaviour (Psu.edu, 2017). 


[bookmark: _Toc167679216]Eating Disorders
Another issue that significantly impacts the mental health and well-being of children and young people are eating disorders. There is more than one type of eating disorder, when the thought of food/eating begins to have an effect on daily life and feelings of stress and overwhelm (YoungMinds, 2025). Some symptoms of eating disorders include being afraid of gaining weight, making yourself sick, following strict diet rules, being unable to stop eating and exercising more than usual especially after eating, but each person who suffers from this has their own symptoms. 

Eating disorders have an emotional impact on children's wellbeing, affecting their self-esteem, causing loneliness, mood swings, and high levels of stress and anxiety (Team, 2024). It can also cause difficulties with concentrating, preoccupied with dieting or exercising, and can be a factor in developing other mental health disorders. While eating disorders significantly impact the wellbeing and mental health of children and young people, it commonly impacts people's physical health. The lack of food consumed can be life threatening if too much weight is lost, irregular heartbeat and cardiovascular problems which increases the risk of heart attacks and strokes, malnutrition leading to nutrient deficiencies, and a compromised immune system. As a child or young person, eating disorders significantly impact a child's growth and development. 

Eating disorders can have a profound impact on the wellbeing and mental health of children and young people at home, not only does it affect their physical health as mentioned above, but it also impacts their emotional stability and relationships with those around them. Conditions such as Anorexia Nervosa, Bulimia Nervosa and Binge Eating can lead to anxiety, depression, intense feelings of shame around food and isolation. Young people in their home environment may withdraw from family activities like mealtime and become distressed and overwhelmed when encouraged to eat (NHS, 2021). Parents and carers are encouraged to avoid talking about their young person's appearance, discuss diets/weight and stay calm and focused on feelings (NHS, 2021). BEAT Eating Disorders (2019) run a peer support group called ‘Endeavour’ for parents and carers of children and young people aged between 5-17 who have ARFID (Avoidance, Restrictive Food Intake Disorder) diagnosis or displaying behaviours (BEAT eating disorders, 2019). It is run to improve understanding of ARFID, offer support for parents and build confidence in knowing how to communicate with schools and healthcare professionals regarding their childs diagnosis/ARFID behaviours. Charities like ‘First Steps ED’, offer early interventions, therapy and support for children, young people and adults across the UK and can offer support and advice to parents with a child or young person suffering from an Eating Disorder (Controller, 2025). 
Exploring Eating disorders in depth for children and young people, Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory delves into how children and young people can develop eating disturbances from the age of 0 months old (Freud, S. 1905). Freud proposed the oral stage, with is the first stage of psychosexual development. This is where the child experiences pleasure and conflict around the mouth while feeding and suckling. The child may develop an oral fixation if feeding is excessive, frustration, and inconsistent feeding and deprivation as an infant. While Freud did not focus on Anorexia Nervousa or Binge Eating disorder, he used it to symbolise how Anorexia may be caused by a rejection of dependency or unmet needs (Freud, 2013). Eating disorders in teenagers and young adults is seen by Freud as caused by anxieties with body changes and overwhelming experiences. The strengths of Freuds theory offer an explanation of how eating disorders emerge during adolescence; it emphasises early emotional development and recognised the symbolic meaning. None the less, there are limitations as Freuds theory was developed in the early 1900’s and does not account for modern influences like social media (Brenner, 2024).  

[bookmark: _Toc1485000542]ACE’s and PTSD

Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) significantly undermine children’s mental health and wellbeing by disrupting their stages of development. ACEs can include exposures to abuse, neglect, domestic violence, unsafe home conditions, and can alter brain development. As a result, children with ACEs are at an increased risk of Anxiety, depression and behavioural difficulties (Felitti et al., 1998). Children and young people who suffer from PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) may experience hypervigilance, intrusive thoughts, avoidance, and psychological distress which can all have an effect on their daily life and school attendance and attainment (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). There is a likelihood that children who have these adverse experiences may suffer from long term mental health implications. 

In an article written by the University of Oxford, “Adverse experiences can have significant impacts on children’s lives, even reducing life expectancy by up to 20 years and causing social, emotional, and cognitive impairment, risky behaviours, disability, social exclusion, poor health” which shows the significant impact ACEs have on children and young people's mental health (Bhui, 2021). ACE’s have been shown to “contribute to poor outcomes for adults, such as substance misuse problems, PTSD, depression and chronic disease” according to the Journal of Family Violence (O’Brien, 2024). 

Children and young people who experience complex Trauma and PTSD commonly have difficulties with attachment and relationships, physical health, emotions, dissociation, behaviour, cognition and long-term health and wellbeing consequences (The National Child Traumatic Stress Network, 2018). Young children learn through their relationships with their trusted adult, they learn to regulate their emotions with positive influences, interact with others, develop a sense of whether something is safe or unsafe, and putting trust in others. When a child's trauma is around a parent or caregiver, they begin to learn that they cannot rely on or trust others for support. Children who do not have healthy attachments and relationships may have difficulty showing emotions, developing health relationships with others, and are more vulnerable to stress. 

Children and Young People who experience PTSD may ensure flashbacks and re-experiencing the trauma, including the people involved, the place it happened, and different objects that were involved. Many children will avoid traumatic triggers with an emotional numbing response, whether that be the place, person, and again, objects around them.  Children younger than 6 years old typically struggle to verbalise their feelings and experiences of trauma, which sometimes is misdiagnosed at ADHD as it is shown by hyperarousal and hyperactivity. Trauma symptoms in early childhood include re-enacting trauma through art or play, headache or stomach aches, being verbally abusive towards others and avoidant behaviour (PTSD UK, 2009). The comparison of children under six and teenagers and young adults is that their symptoms and response to trauma includes concerning behaviours, including, impulsive behaviour such as self-harm and substance abuse, suicidal ideation and involvement in risky behaviour. 

Children and young people's mental health and wellbeing can be meaningly explained and understood through theorist Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943). The first level of Maslow’s hierarchy are the physiological needs such as food, water, sleep and shelter, without these, children may be emotionally dysregulated and experience high levels of stress. Psychological needs are difficult to meet without the basic nutrition and care. The second level is the Safety Needs, being in a safe environment, having safe and stable relationships with those around them. When children feel unsafe, they lack the ability to form health relationships. The third level is belonginess and love needs, having a sense of connection and belonging to a group, family or friends. The fourth level is Esteem, the development of feelings of achievement and recognition of others. These are developed in children and young people through encouragement, success in school, and positive feedback. The top level is Self Actualisation, the realisation of personal potential and creativity. This includes children learning new skills and talents, developing personal interests, and aiming for goals (Maslow, 1943). 

[bookmark: _Toc1007905810]School Interventions, strategies and solutions
Schools play a significant role in supporting children and young people's wellbeing and mental health through early identification, preventative measures, and interventions. The SEND Code of Practice provides statutory guidance for schools on supporting children and young people with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities. It was introduced in September 2014 under the Children and Families Act, which sets out legal duties for education staff to ensure early identification, work inclusively, and support pupils with Social, Emotional and Mental Health Needs (Department for Education, 2015). 

Lev Vygotsky’s Social Development Theory argues that a child's cognitive development and learning can be guided by their social interactions. Social interactions can help children internalise social rules and promote self-regulation, which has a positive impact on the child and young person's mental health (Gowrie NSW, 2022). Children and young people can gain confidence and independence when teachers use Scaffolding, a part of Vygotsky’s theory to help achieve their learning goals, which promotes independence and reduces anxiety (Berk, 2018). 

Some children and young people avoid school due to mental health difficulties, whereas some children and young people use school as a safe haven where they can receive help and support. Children and young people can feel anxious about going to school due to finding the work difficult, struggling to make and maintain friendships, feeling overwhelmed by expectations and finding the school environment difficult to settle. “Emotionally based school avoidance” is a term used to describe children and young people who have difficulty attending school due to their emotional needs (Halligan and Cryer, 2022). In 1990, Christopher Kearney and Wendy Silverman suggested four main reasons for school avoidance, these include, the need to avoid uncomfortable feeling brought on by attending school, to avoid stressful situations like social pressures or academic demands, to reduce separation anxiety and the ability to take part in activities during school hours, like playing video games or going shopping (Owoo, 2024). It is important that the child or young person experiencing EBSA is supported to express their feelings about the avoidance and build trust with a trusted adult, so their feelings are understood. Working collaboratively with the child or young person, education staff, parents/careers and other involved professionals enable insights from different environments and can establish a clear understanding. It is significantly important for the child or young person to be supported to build resilience and develop a strong self-esteem and to eventually implement a return to school plan (www.edpsyched.co.uk, n.d.)
 

Children and young people may show indicators that they are struggling with their mental health. It is important for the education staff to identify the needs early and provide the correct support. Children and young people may show changes in academic engagement and progress, withdrawal from peers and activities, a change in behaviour, concerns regarding behaviour and punctuality, and a reduced resilience (Boxall Profile Online, 2025). Teachers and support staff can build a clear understanding of the pupils' social, emotional, and behavioural needs once their needs have been indicated. This information may be passed on through Individual Development Plans (IDP), a legal document which describes the child and young person's additional learning needs, the support they need, and the outcomes they would like to achieve (Snap Cymru, 2024). These can be passed on from previous schools or created with the child and their parent/carers in an IDP meeting. 

[bookmark: _Toc1711559]Current issues impacting Children and Young people's Mental Health and Wellbeing

[bookmark: _Toc379484428]Covid-19 Pandemic
The COVID-19 pandemic has had and still continues to have a significant impact on children and young people's mental health and wellbeing, leading to increased anxiety and depression. During the pandemic, some children had strong support networks, stable routines, and healthy coping strategies, whereas some children were faced with isolation, disruption to normal routines, and increased emotional difficulties (UNICEF, 2025). 

On a survey taken at the beginning of the pandemic by young people, in March 2020, 32% agreed that the impact of the pandemic had made their mental health “much worse”.  This figure dramatically increased when the survey was released again in the Summer of 2020, 80% of 2,036 young people agreed that the pandemic had made their mental health worse, and 41% said it made their mental health “much worse” (Young Minds, 2021). Children and Young People have had dramatic changes to their lives, the lack of routine, education and employment, and a limited support network. Here is an quote from a 16 year old on their school experience during COVID, “I learn best when I have a physical thing in front of me that I can see someone doing, so, having to sit at home trying to learn all this brand-new information about all these subjects that are just new to me… without being able to see anybody do it was very difficult. ” (Harjinder Virdee, 2025). Children and Young People missed out on important milestones during their education journey including proms, trips and celebration. The impact of being off school/college for this prolonged period had made the return full of anxiety and worry. On the other hand, 11% of young people said their mental health had improved due to the lack of pressure in their normal life. Research also showed how children were able to engage in positive activities like spending time outside, exercising, and spending time with pets (Harjinder Virdee, 2025).  Some children had a positive experience to home learning during the pandemic, “I preferred it at home because in the classroom it’s sort of like, not cramped, but there’s like lots of like other kids there… [at home] you could like, go to your own like space and you could like, you could, you could like have more breaks, because [at school] you can’t take it all in and then, it’s like, oh, let’s move to the next lesson now, like in two seconds… At home it was better… because then it’s not all jumbled up in your brain, all the stuff, like all of it at once. But when you’re at home, then… your head can take it in, yes.” (Harjinder Virdee, 2025). 
Overall, the COVID-19 pandemic had more negative than positive effects on the mental health and wellbeing of children and young people. The effect particularly effected adolescents and vulnerable groups of people. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory explains how the disruptions to school, social interaction, parental unemployment and the rules and legislations of the Lockdown (Sppa-uk.org, 2025). 

[bookmark: _Toc675732444]Waiting times 
Children and Young people’s mental health and wellbeing have been significantly impacted by the long waiting times for Children and Adolescent’s Mental Health Services (CAMHS). Statistics show that 58% of children and young people said that their mental health had got worse while they were waiting for support, and one in four young people said that they had tried to take their own life while waiting for urgent mental health support (Jadav, 2024). The longer the child or young person waits for support, the more of an impact their mental health and poor wellbeing will continue to have on their life. 

Early intervention is key to supporting a child or young person experiencing mental health difficulties. Without it, they are more likely to struggle and experience more mental health illnesses. In an article by the Early Intervention Foundation in 2021, “Early intervention can help to build up the social and emotional skills which are so essential for learning and life, support future good mental health” (Early Intervention Foundation, 2018). 

[bookmark: _Toc425724887]Conclusion

[bookmark: _Int_cU43lUjx][bookmark: _Int_RqaVsP8m]There has been rise poor wellbeing and mental health difficulties among children and young people in Wales and around the UK. The Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy for Wales 2025-2035 envisions to prioitise early intervention and prevention, as well as supporting schools to implement emotional and mental wellbeing approaches, promoting Trauma Informed Wales Network and supporting the communities to reduce child poverty (Public Health Wales, 2024). There has been a significant rise in Anxiety and Depression since the outbreak of the COVID 19 pandemic back in 2020, and this is still a contributing factor to children and young people's mental health and wellbeing. As children and young people spend 39 weeks out of 52 a year in school, their wellbeing and mental health needs to be supported for their learning to take place. If a child’s physiological needs of food, water, shelter, clothing and sleep are not met, they can’t thrive in the learning environment. The impact of early intervention in these circumstances would mean a child would have a better opportunity and support network to ensure their basic needs are met, and they feel safe (Capes, 2024). 
If you require mental health support, or someone you know requires support, please see help services below:
Childline – 0800 11 11
NHS – 111 option 2
Samaritans – 116123
Shout – text SHOUT to 85258
Papyrus – 0800 068 4141
(YoungMinds, 2026)
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