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Learning for life: a critical analysis of the evidence for which education in Wales prepares children and young people for a good life in a rapidly changing global context.

During this assignment the topic which I will be focusing on primarily is mental health for the children and young people of today and how schools and education help to nurture children and support them through such a critical time in their lives. Even the word ‘mental health’ has a nasty stigma attached to it but thankfully over the last decade or so attitudes towards mental health in general are changing. As Sue Baker, the director of Time to Change mental health organisation states; 
As a society we’ve made huge improvements in the way we think and act about mental health problems. The fact that celebrities, journalists, sportspeople, employers, MPs and now some members of the Royal Family feel able to speak about issues that only 10 years ago were still very much taboo demonstrates this big shift in public attitudes and behaviour. (Baker 2017).
However, despite this evidently vast improvement it still is not enough as the numbers of children and young people suffering with mental health issues are still increasing. As the Wise Up to Well-being in schools report (No date) from the national children’s bureau indicates; “90% of school leaders have reported an increase in the number of students experiencing anxiety or stress over the last five years”. This is what I will explore further throughout this assignment, as to how we can implement strategies earlier and target children and young people whilst they are young and in school; To educate them regarding mental health and to know how and where to get help and also support any children whose mental health is not at its best.  I will also explore how schools help to manage mental health and discuss whether or not the education system here in Wales [and also globally] is helpful or not for the children and young peoples’ futures. What is a good life? And what makes a good life for our children and young people? Both these questions will be considered and analysed throughout. 
The education system here in Wales is designed around and based on the national curriculum. 
As in England, pupils in Wales’ state schools follow a national curriculum that was originally introduced in 1988. It prescribes what children should be taught to ensure each pupil is given the same standard of education. (Evans, 2015).
For many children and young people this approach to education is very beneficial and they thrive through their education and their childhood’s, but this is not always the case. Not all children and young people are the same or have the same needs and they don’t all fit into certain criteria boxes and some need a different approach for their education to be effective and beneficial.  Unfortunately, this is why and where the education system is letting many children and young people down as it does not cater for everyone and their individual needs. Hence why the mental health and well-being of so many children and young people is deteriorating. 10% of children in an average size classroom are suffering from a diagnosable mental health condition, although only a quarter of these children will get access to the treatment and care needed (National Children’s Bureau, No date). There is currently no compulsory mental health education implemented in our curriculum however a BBC news article says; “Schools in England will deliver mental health education from 2020 and Samaritans Cymru said Wales should too” (Pollock, 2018). Given how prevalent mental health issues are becoming surely it is something that should be part of our national curriculum and something which we teach our children and young people to recognise and have strategies they can implement should they be needed; and also, where they can turn should they need the support. We can educate our children and young people as much as we like but if their mental health is not great then how can they focus on their education and learning? The Donaldson report 2015 was a huge breakthrough where British education is concerned.  Donaldson went about his research by talking with everyone involved from headteachers to staff, other professionals and also the children. Just under half of those questioned for the review were actually the children and young people themselves as he wanted to gain first-hand knowledge and get their thoughts and feelings on their education and how best to support them. 
The World Health Organization (2014) definition of mental health is; 

Mental health is defined as a state of well-being in which every individual realizes his or her own potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to her or his community.

Well-being itself can be somewhat subjective and different for each person, you cannot define something which is different for each person as that definition would also vary from person to person. Larkin (2013, p.8) agrees “well-being is a complex and subjective concept that defies precise definition”. If someone has greater resilience, then they will be better equipped in dealing with the normal stresses of day to day life and therefore their mental health may not suffer subsequently the same as perhaps someone who had lower resilience levels. Saracci (1997) contends that meanings of wellbeing, for example, the WHO definition, framed as far as complete prosperity, basically compare wellbeing with satisfaction. This conceivably makes the breaking points to wellbeing limitless, prompting all issues getting to be 'wellbeing' issues and possibly releasing boundless requests for wellbeing and health services. It therefor undermines wellbeing and human rights contentions (Green and Tones, 2010). 

What is a good life? Well this is an old philosophical question that many theorists and philosophers have attempted to answer however it is not a simple question with a short simple definition, it is a very huge question and one that needs unpacking carefully. The word ‘good’ is an incredibly subjective word and can mean different things to different people and also it would depend in what context you were looking at it. There are many factors which play an important role as to whether somebody is seen as having a ‘good life’. Somebody could have rather poor health but every other area of their life is ‘good’ so therefore may feel they have a very good life; great family and friends, financially secure, good job, nice home etc however if you ask them about their life from a health perspective then they would have to say they did not have a very good life even though every area was great apart from their health. As human beings what we aspire to achieve and possess [to perceive ourselves as having a good life] once achieved changes and we aspire to want and achieve bigger and better things each time an achievement or aspiration has been reached. This is known and defined as the adaptation level theory, which was developed by Harry Helson between the 1930’s to the 1970’s. The encyclopedia of quality of life and well-being defines the adaptation level theory as; “the process by which a person becomes insensitive to the effects of constant stimuli” (Michalos, 2014). Will we ever be happy with what we have got, or will we always want bigger and better? Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory is one way of looking at it from a different view; “Maslow's hierarchy of needs is a motivational theory in psychology comprising a five-tier model of human needs, often depicted as hierarchical levels within a pyramid” (Mcleod, 2018). Applying his thought, it tends to be expected that as we travel through and up the pyramid of requirements to achieve self-completion, our concept of the ‘good life’ changes. Clearly a ‘good life’ is not something that can actually be given a definition as such because this definition is subjective and something that would change with and for a person throughout their life.  
The Sustainable Development Goals are a call for activity by all nations [poor, rich and centre salary] to advance thriving while at the same time securing the planet. They perceive that consummation destitution must run connected at the hip with systems that fabricate financial development and address a scope of social needs including instruction, wellbeing, social insurance, and openings for work, while handling environmental change and ecological assurance. (United Nations Sustainable development, no date). This framework has been constructed in order to try and facilitate and promote mankind’s well-being and ensure our basic needs are being met to support us in having a ‘good life’.
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development provides a global blueprint for dignity, peace and prosperity for people and the planet, now and in the future. A few years into the Agenda, we see how civil society, private sector, and governments are translating this shared vision into national development plans and strategies (United Nations Sustainable Development, No date).

There is far too much inequality and unjust in this world in which we are bringing up our children and young people today but by having these goals and visions and having them implemented by the United Nations globally it is a positive way forward in which we are trying to improve peoples’ lives. Ensuring we instil these visions into children and young people from a young age is hopefully a positive way forward in trying to rectify the inequalities and unjust of the world and trying to ensure that our children and young people get the ‘good life’ they deserve.

Given how mental health issues are becoming increasingly more common, it is imperative that intervention and strategies are provided from the bottom up. Therefore, targeting children and young people within school settings and ensuring they are educated on this topic is paramount for our future adults’ health and well-being. Mental Health Foundation (2019) says; “Good mental health is fundamental to be able to thrive in life. If we’re not tackling mental health problems early, then we risk failing the next generation right at the start of their lives”. They believe that mental health is not an extra-curricular topic and something which should be embedded throughout the national curriculum to ensure our children and young people get the best possible start in life. The fact that it is not currently compulsory to deliver mental health education within our curriculum is a serious error of judgement and an area of great importance where the national curriculum is letting the children and young people down. Currently schools in Wales do provide PSE (Personal and Social Education) and this is a requirement under the current curriculum regulations although this does not sufficiently cover anything with regards to mental health. The PSE framework states its key aims and objectives are to prepare children and young people to become; “Personally and socially effective by providing learning experiences in which they can develop and apply skills, explore personal attitudes and values, and acquire appropriate knowledge and understanding” (PSHE Association, 2017). This is clearly beneficial to children and young people and will help to develop their independence and self-esteem, promote respect and responsibility as well as equipping them with some key life skills to aid them in their journey of growing up to become well rounded adolescents/adults. Sarah Stone (2017) who is Wales’ executive director for the charity Samaritans Cymru believes that “We must embed a public health approach to mental health by placing a primary focus on prevention rather than cure alone”. If we embed in children and young people the skills in order to deal with the stresses of life from a young age then hopefully this will help to reduce the number of mental health issues as they grow up. Half of all mental health issues commence by the age of 14 (Bryan, 2017) so by equipping children and young people with the key skills and qualities they need to become more resilient individuals then this will inevitably reduce the number of people suffering with mental health issues. 

Many schools have adopted mindfulness strategies in order to try and help manage children and young peoples’ mental health and well-being. One strategy which I have had first-hand experience with and found many primary schools to be using it is Speakr. This is an application where each child has an individual username and password and can log in daily or periodically throughout the day and using emojis can indicate how they are feeling. There is also an option to write why they may be feeling a certain way and give more of an explanation to any relevant experience or happenings as to why they are feeling this way. This is done privately, and the class teachers can check in to see how each child is feeling or what they have written and act accordingly. Sometimes children do not want to talk about how they are feeling but by doing it through an online application without having to actually talk can help them to acknowledge their emotions and also help the class teacher to be more aware of the class and how each child is feeling.  This method of course is only going to work effectively if children and young people are open and honest and willing to communicate with regards to their emotions, however, if children and young people are taught how to connect with their feelings and communicate in regard to them from a young age then it is something that will almost become second nature to them. The speakr website states the benefits of this strategy are; 
“Wellbeing and mental health are areas of increasing focus in the UK and on a global scale. Speakr makes it easier for schools to understand the wellbeing, emotional state, and mental health of their pupils through frequent, ‘light touch’ interactions that build up a rich picture of children’s changing feelings” (Speakr, 2019).

Other ways in which schools are trying to help manage children and young people’s wellbeing and mental health is through yoga, meditation, breathing exercises and strategies such as 
Paws .b. This mindfulness strategy “introduces mindfulness to children in years 3 to 6 and is delivered in the classroom as a series of 6 PSHE lessons…..paws .b stands for 'Pause, Breathe and Be’ ” (Will George Mindfulness, 2019). These sessions are designed to integrated into their everyday lessons and curriculum but to help the children become calm and focus their energies positively. Some schools depending on the needs of the children use sensory rooms, sensory play and positive play rooms. Relaxed spaces where children and young people can come to feel safe, relaxed and comfortable. It is imperative that children and young people become more mindful and aware of their bodies and emotions, this in turn will help them grow up into well rounded adults. Ackerman (2019) from the positive psychology programme suggests; 
Mindfulness can add to the quality of our lives in numerous ways, from nurturing a sense of inner peace to improving the quality of a workout, from enhancing self-confidence to facilitating deeper and more meaningful relationships with others.

Although mindfulness strategies implemented within schools are by no way a cure for mental health conditions, they do go a long way in helping to manage mental health and giving children and young people the tools and strategies in which they are better equipped to deal with the day to day stresses of life; thus, aiding them into becoming more resilient individuals. Ackerman (2019) also states that mindfulness practices need to be age appropriate, however, fostering these techniques from a young age will help children and young people with their social skills, improve their mental health and wellbeing, lower attention issues, help aid better focus and alleviate some of the ramifications of bullying.   

There are many acts and policies that have been put in place by the Welsh Government here in Wales to try and help our children and young people’ well-being and mental health. It is finally becoming a topic of great importance as the Welsh Government can see that it is something which cannot come too soon for the sake of the children and young people and in turn the adolescents and adults our children will grow into. The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act is tied in with improving the social, monetary, natural and social prosperity of Wales. It will make the open bodies recorded in the Act contemplate the long haul, work better with individuals and networks and one another, hope to avoid issues and adopt an increasingly signed up strategy. This will assist us with creating a Wales that we as a whole need to live in, presently and later on (Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act, 2015). The Act has seven well-being goals, which each named body is by law supposed to work collaboratively to achieve this shared vision. Wales is the first country to introduce a law such as this and it certainly leads the pathway for other countries globally to follow suit. Together for Mental Health Delivery Plan 2016-2019 is another key document which has been released by the Welsh Government in order to try and improve peoples’ mental health, their awareness and where them or their families can go if help is wanted or needed. This strategy is not aimed at any specific age range and is designed to cover people of all ages. The Together for Mental Health Delivery Plan 2016-19 [the third document of its kind to be released] “aims to improve the mental health of everyone in Wales and the lives of people using mental health services, and their carers and families” (Welsh Government, 2016).  There is a key difference between an Act and a plan or policy however; An Act is a document of legislation where it is the base for framing a law and once passed if this Act is not adhered to then there are serious consequences, possibly even jail. A plan or policy is an approach, a perspective which need not be liable to enactment. Individuals might possibly submit to it and it’s only a casual method for following standards. 
Having all these plans and policies in place look and sound great but as mentioned previously it is only a casual method for following these standards. Who is over-seeing that the aims in these documents are being achieved? The Together for Mental Health Delivery Plan 2016-19 has two previous publishing’s of its kind so who is to say all of the aims are being achieved or adhered and a new agenda date is not just being set. As with the Sustainable Development Goals agenda being set for 2030, okay this date may be slightly more realistic but personally I feel rather sceptical about whether or not their 17 goals and 169 targets can realistically be achieved globally. 

Two more key mental health documents and pieces of legislation for Wales are the Mental Health Act 1983, [as amended by the Mental Health Act 2007] and the Welsh Mental Health Act Code of Practice. The Mental Health Act 2007 is intended to give wellbeing experts the forces, in specific conditions, to confine, evaluate and treat individuals with mental disarranges in light of a legitimate concern for their wellbeing and security or for open security. This Act applies to both Wales and England however, Scotland has a mental health act of its own. Another new requirement of this Act is that children and young people under 18 years old are provided with treatment in age appropriate places (The King’s Fund, 2008). The Welsh Mental Health Act code of Practice “has been prepared and is issued under section 118 of the Mental Health Act 1983…….the Code provides the principles and guidance on how the Act should be applied in practice” (Welsh Government, 2018). 

As much as schools are implementing new policies and procedures and attempting to improve their children and young people’s mental health and wellbeing within schools, they still have a long way to go. The education system is pretty much one size fits all and unfortunately that just is not realistic or good enough for our children and young people. A BBC news report states how “more than 900 exclusion orders were made in Wrexham schools in the last academic year” (BBC, 2019). These figures are awful to think in just one small area of Wales that all these pupils were being excluded. The article does not obviously give reasons as to why these particular pupils were excluded but clearly, they have issues of some sort and the schools answer is to just exclude ‘troubled, unruly’ children when it these children and young people who need help the most. 
Schools and education have made positive changes and are making the effort to become more inclusive for a wider range and ability of children however further changes and amendments still need to be made. Going to school, being educated is supposed to help us grow up into well rounded individuals by being informed and educated and learn how to look after one’s self. Schools although have improved somewhat over the past decade still place too much emphasis on grades and the education itself rather than important life skills that children and young people need as they grow into young adults. Many children and young people leave school not even knowing how to iron a shirt, prepare for real life job interviews, budget their finances or even shop, prepare and cook. Clearly this could be argued that many of these life skills should well be taught by the parents and personally I would have to agree but unfortunately not all parents do ‘parent’ properly. This statement is extremely subjective, but I think the majority of parents would agree that it is our job to not only provide a safe and loving home but also to prepare our children age appropriately to becoming young adolescents and eventually adults.  Children and young people at a mere age of around 14/15 years old have to make decisions regarding their futures as to what subjects they wish to take and what they don’t. Okay, some may have a clear focus on what carer they wish to do when they are older, but many do not so how can they be expected to choose and drop certain subjects when they have no clue as to where they are headed in their early adult lives. Also depending on what boxes, the subjects fall into they cannot choose two from the same box as it does not fit in with the schools’ timetable; how is this fair on our children and young people to be told they cannot choose two subjects from one criteria box just because it does not fit in with the schools’ timetable. Schools teach knowledge, but life requires wisdom, and this is why our current education system is not helpful to our children and young peoples’ futures. School train children to have the outlook that a given measure of exertion will continually bring a quantifiable, unsurprising, and victorious result. This present reality doesn't work that way (Guise, 2013). It is extremely outdated and although attempting to make changes to keep up with the ever-changing times they are not happening quick enough and ultimately it is the children and young people who are suffering and in turn they will become the adults of the future. We need to wake up to this in order to make the required changes and overhaul in the education system so the children and young people of today can live the ‘good lives’ they deserve. 
Schools responsibility is to educate our children and young people for their futures, although how are they supposed to prepare children for a future which they cannot predict? Modern technology for example has developed so much in only the last decade alone so with things changing so rapidly it is somewhat of a difficult job the schools have in preparing children and young people for a future that they don’t know about yet. 
Education in the future will need to demonstrate how technology can be used to students’ advantage, as well as teach future generations how to handle problems that arise from it (McLaughlin, 2018).

However, as much as I have rambled on about the down falls of schools today, I do believe in this day and age they are having more and more pressures and responsibilities placed upon them whilst still expected to continue with ‘educating’ pupils. There are only a certain amount of hours in a day and only 39 weeks of the year children are expected to attend school so we do have to also look at assisting and re-educating the parents in working collaboratively with outside agencies and schools in order to achieve what we are all striving for which is a ‘good life’ for our children and young people. The responsibility of ensuring our children and young people are educated appropriately and given the tools and skills in which they need to thrive and succeed in life does not only fall on the shoulders of schools; it is everybody’s responsibility and we all have an important role to play. We as a society need to stop pointing the fingers of blame in one area and realise that we are responsible in some way and the only way in which it will work is by us all working collaboratively for the benefits of society as a whole. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]To conclude, education here in Wales has many positives and negatives and prepares children and young people for many things but at present it does not prepare them well enough for the ‘good life’ they deserve. As much as the education system is making these changes to enhance children and young people’s mental health and well-being, evidently the statistics indicate mental health issues are still rising. Globally our world is changing rapidly but the education system as hard as it is trying just is not keeping up with these rapid changes and unfortunately it is the children and young people that are suffering the consequences. 
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