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Mental health and wellbeing of children and young people is an important topic with a wide range of issues that can have an impact on their health and wellbeing. Factors such as family life, experiences of violence or abuse, traumatic events and mental health problems can all have a lasting effect on their mental health and wellbeing (Glazzard and Bligh, 2018). Additionally, the global pandemic of Covid-19 has added a further layer of complexity to the existing challenges and has highlighted the need for further research and support to address the potential impacts of the pandemic on the mental health of children and young people (Ford, 2021). Theorists such as Erik Erikson and Jean Piaget have suggested that developmental and psychosocial factors such as identity formation and cognitive development, respectively, can have an impact on children and young people's mental health and wellbeing (McLeod, 2023). Erikson's psychosocial theory suggests that the development of a strong sense of identity is an important part of a child's development and that this can be a protective factor against mental health issues (Erikson, 1968). Similarly, Piaget's theory of cognitive development suggests that the development of a child's intellectual abilities is an important factor in their overall wellbeing (Piaget, 1928). The Covid-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on the mental health and wellbeing of children and young people, both directly and indirectly. The disruption to their normal routines and social activities, combined with the fear of infection, has had a significant effect on their mental health and wellbeing. Additionally, the economic impacts of the pandemic have had a significant effect on family life, particularly among vulnerable families, which can have a further impact on children and young people's mental health and wellbeing (Newlove-Delgado et al., 2021). The impact of mental health issues on children and young people's well-being cannot be underestimated, and so it is vital that schools have the right interventions and support in place to help the children, their families and all those involved. In this essay, we will further explore the ACEs (adverse childhood experience’s)impact of mental health issues on children and young people's well-being, looking at the interventions that schools can use to support them. Theories from various experts will be studied to provide evidence for the interventions, in addition to looking at the local government policies which will give guidance to schools. By doing this, we can ensure that children and young people are given the best possible support to help them overcome mental health issues and build a better life for themselves.

There are a wide range of Welsh Government policies that relate to mental health and wellbeing in schools. The whole school approach to Mental Health and Wellbeing Framework for Schools in Wales (Welsh Government, 2021), which outlines the key principles and standards for schools to support the mental health and wellbeing of children and young people. This framework provides guidance to schools on how to create a positive environment to promote mental health, how to identify and respond to mental health needs, and how to support those affected by mental health problems. The Education (Wales) Measure 2011 which sets out the requirement for schools in Wales to promote the wellbeing of their pupils. This includes an obligation to provide a safe and supportive learning environment, as well as promoting a positive attitude towards mental health and wellbeing. The Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 which sets out the requirement for schools in Wales to provide access to mental health services. These policies also provide schools with the opportunity to identify and respond to mental health issues early, by offering mental health education and awareness-raising activities. Furthermore, schools should be providing support for staff mental health and wellbeing, as well as training and guidance to enable staff to respond appropriately to pupils who are experiencing mental health issues. By doing this, schools can help to create a safe, nurturing environment for all members of the school community.
  

Using the Welsh government policies on Children’s mental health and wellbeing, schools in Wales are taking a variety of approaches to help children with their mental health and wellbeing. This includes providing additional mental health support, such as counselling services, as well as introducing mental health and wellbeing lessons into the curriculum (BBC, 2019). They are also providing teacher training to help staff recognise signs of mental health issues in students and provide appropriate support (Mental Health Foundation, 2019). In addition, schools are introducing initiatives such as peer support groups and mental health ambassadors to help create a positive environment and reduce stigma (Young Minds, 2019). Initiatives used in the author school are weekly play therapy sessions, ELSA, Nurture groups, individual bespoke curriculum timetables, forest schools and sensory play and it is these interventions which will be explored further in this essay. 

The authors school recognised a lack in mental health support available due to long waiting lists some having to wait two to three years before any kind of support is offered, to counter act this they joined forces with a number of other schools in the local area and employed a Play Therapist who works across the schools in the cluster supporting children who are in need of some sort of help and cannot wait. Play therapy is a form of therapeutic intervention that utilises play activities to help children and young people to understand, express and manage their feelings (McMahon, 2016). The purpose of play therapy is to enable children to explore and express their thoughts, feelings, and behaviours in a safe, non-threatening environment. Play therapy has been found to have a positive impact on the mental health and wellbeing of children and young people. According to Winnicott (1971), play is a form of communication for children, allowing them to express emotions and feelings that may be difficult to verbalise. Through play, children are able to explore their inner worlds and develop relationships with their caregivers. Play therapy has been found to be effective in reducing anxiety, depression, aggression, and behavioural problems in children (Ray et al 2005). Landreth's theory of play therapy focuses on creating a therapeutic relationship between the therapist and the child. He believes that this relationship is the foundation of successful play therapy. Landreth also emphasizes the importance of the therapist's ability to listen, observe, and accept the child's feelings and behaviour’s. He believes that when the therapist creates a safe, secure, and accepting environment, the child will be more likely to explore and express their feelings.
The impact of play therapy has been further highlighted in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. During the pandemic in the absence of traditional face-to-face therapy, many practitioners turned to online play therapy to help children and young people manage their mental health and wellbeing (Reed et al., 2020). This allowed them to continue to engage in therapeutic activities, such as art projects, storytelling, and role-play, in a safe virtual environment. Play therapy has been found to be an effective form of intervention for improving the mental health and wellbeing of children and young people in the authors school where evidence of a change in children’s behaviour has calmed, with less violent outbursts and positive relationships formed with family members, peers, and staff.


ELSA (Emotional Literacy Support Assistant) is an evidence-based programme used to support the mental health and wellbeing of children in schools. It was developed in 2009 by Educational Psychologist, Anna Cole and utilises many theories from the field of psychology. One of the theories utilised by ELSA is Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), which is a type of psychotherapy developed by Aaron T. Beck in the 1960s. CBT is a goal-oriented approach which focuses on helping children to identify and challenge unhelpful thinking patterns in order to develop new and more helpful strategies for managing their emotions (Beck, 1976). This is done through the use of activities such as ‘thought records’, which help children to analyse and challenge their own thoughts, as well as ‘behavioural experiments’ which encourage children to test out their beliefs in a safe environment. ELSA also draws on the theories of Positive Psychology, which is a branch of psychology that focuses on the promotion of mental health and wellbeing (Seligman et. al2000). Positive Psychology uses activities such as ‘gratitude journals’ and ‘strengths-spotting’ to help children recognise and appreciate their own strengths and resources, as well as the strengths of others. By focusing on the positive aspects of life, rather than the negative, ELSA helps to promote a sense of optimism and resilience in children. Finally, ELSA utilises the theories of Mindfulness, which is a practice of focusing one’s awareness on the present moment (Kabat-Zinn, 1994). Through activities such as guided meditations, visualisations and body scans, ELSA helps children to become more aware of their thoughts and feelings and develop skills for managing these in a healthy and productive way. Overall, ELSA is an evidence-based programme that utilises a range of theories from the field of psychology to support the mental health and wellbeing of children in schools. There are two theorists that support the work ELSA does, first is Sigmund Freud. Freud's psychoanalytic theory explains how ELSA can be used to better understand the unconscious mind. Freud believed that our unconscious mind was made up of a variety of mental processes and that our conscious mind was only able to access a small portion of these. He also believed that our decisions and behaviour were largely driven by unconscious needs and desires. By using ELSA to identify and track unconscious processes, it can help to explain why certain behaviours occur and how they can be managed. For example, ELSA can be used to identify patterns in behaviour, such as how often a person withdraws from a situation or how frequently they become angry. This can then provide insight into the underlying motivations behind such behaviours. (Balampanidou, 2019) Second theorist that supports ELSA is Carl Rogers. Rogers' person-centred approach highlights the importance of understanding each individual's unique experiences and feelings. Rogers believed that individuals must be allowed to explore their emotions and experiences in order to develop a better understanding of themselves. By using ELSA to monitor and track such emotions and experiences, it can provide individuals with valuable insight into their inner selves. This in turn can help them to manage their emotions and behaviour more effectively, as well as to build better relationships with others. (McLeod, 2017). 

Nurture groups in schools provide a supportive and secure environment for children with mental health difficulties or behavioural issues. This environment aims to provide a calming atmosphere, so that children can learn how to regulate their emotions and behaviour and build positive relationships with peers and adults (Eccleston, 2019). This is supported by theorists such as Bowlby (1969) and Ainsworth (1978) who suggest that secure attachments with a few primary caregivers are essential for the development of healthy social, emotional, and behavioural regulation. Furthermore, the Department for Education (2020) emphasises the importance of providing an emotionally supportive environment in schools to promote children’s wellbeing and learning. At Nurture sessions, the children will be able to develop a sense of belonging and solidarity with peers from other parts of the school and learn that they are not alone. This peer-to-peer support can be invaluable, as it provides an opportunity for children to relate to each other and share experiences. Additionally, Nurture sessions can be conducted as family groups to provide support for both parents and children, enabling them to work together to establish strategies for successful relationships. The sessions also create a safe, neutral atmosphere for the family to repair any existing issues or nurture existing relationships.

The authors has introduced forest school sessions for all students, with the aim of enhancing their physical, mental, and social well-being. These sessions provide students with the opportunity to explore the natural environment, take risks, develop problem-solving skills, and gain a greater appreciation of the outdoors. Forest School has been found to have positive impacts on children's mental health and wellbeing (Mendes, 2019). It provides a safe, supportive, and stimulating environment in which children can be creative, build social and problem solving skills, self-reflect and learn how to interact with others and the natural environment (Mendes, 2019). This encourages a sense of connectedness and belonging and can help to build resilience, self-esteem, and independence. Research has found that the outdoor environment and activities such as campfire cooking, climbing and fire safety helped to promote positive wellbeing. In addition, the outdoor environment is seen to provide a sense of freedom and autonomy, helping children to develop self-confidence, self-awareness, and self-regulation (McCree et al, 2018). Theorists such as Erikson (1950) and Bronfenbrenner (1979) support the use of Forest School in promoting children's mental health and wellbeing. Both theorists believe that the development of children's identity and sense of self is promoted through meaningful relationships with peers and adults and by providing opportunities to explore their own interests in a safe and supportive environment. This is something that Forest School can provide. 

The authors school provides bespoke alternative curriculums for children who struggle to participate in a classroom setting, offering children to learn skills that will carry them through life such as DIY skills, gardening, animal husbandry and cooking. These activities are carefully put together to be fun and engaging, encourage the children to focus and learn basic skills. Furthermore, literacy and numeracy skills are weaved into the activities without the children realizing it. There is evidence to support the use of alternative curriculums in schools to support children’s mental health and wellbeing. For example, the Positive Education Programme (PEP) (Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins, 2009) focuses on teaching children the skills associated with flourishing and leading a meaningful life. This approach has been found to be effective in reducing anxiety and depression in school-aged children (Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins, 2009). Other theorists, such as Maslow (1943) and Bronfenbrenner (1979), have also argued for the importance of providing children with an environment that is supportive of their mental health and wellbeing. Maslow (1943) argued that children need a safe and stable environment with a sense of belonging and respect if they are to flourish. Bronfenbrenner (1979) proposed the ecological systems theory, which asserts that children’s development is shaped by the environment they grow up in. He argued that creating an environment that is supportive of children’s mental health and wellbeing is essential for their growth and development. Overall, there is evidence to support the use of alternative curriculums in schools to support children’s mental health and wellbeing. The Positive Education Programme (PEP) (Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins, 2009) is one such approach that has been found to be effective in reducing anxiety and depression in school-aged children. Theories such as Maslow’s (1943) and Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) also support the importance of providing a supportive environment for children to grow and develop. The new Welsh the Welsh Government has recently published a new curriculum for Wales within the curriculum mental health and wellbeing plays a huge part setting out standard of what matters (Welsh Government, 2022). These standards seeks to support good mental health and wellbeing across the lifespan of individuals living in Wales by proposing values, core objectives and a strategy for delivering mental health services. The core objectives include promoting positive mental health and wellbeing for all, reducing the impact of poor mental health, raising awareness of mental health issues, and taking a joined-up approach to supporting mental health and wellbeing. It also sets out the values that are intended to underpin this work, suggesting that mental health and wellbeing should be approached with compassion, dignity, and respect for all, and that those affected should be supported to enable them to realise their full potential. The framework also provides guidance on the action needed to deliver services and support to those in need, as well as the involvement of partners including communities, local authorities, other public sector organisations, third sector organisations and relevant community organisations (Welsh Government, 2021).
 

At the author's school, there is a designated sensory room that is available for individuals or groups to use. This room contains a variety of activities that are designed to help children relax and calm down, such as ball pits, space balls, comfort beds, and a punch bag. After children have used the sensory room, it is expected that they will be able to join in activities with other students in the classroom and feel more composed.
There is a growing body evidence that supports the use of sensory playrooms in schools to support children's mental health and wellbeing. According to The National Autistic Society (2018), sensory play can help to reduce stress and anxiety by providing a safe and calming environment that allows children to regulate their senses and emotions. This is further supported by the work of theorist John Bowlby (1951) who proposed that secure attachments in early childhood are essential for healthy social, emotional, and cognitive development. Similarly, theorist Lev Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivist approach highlights the importance of social interaction in learning and development, which could be facilitated through sensory playrooms. Finally, Jean Piaget’s (1932) cognitive development theory emphasises the importance of play in the growth and development of children, suggesting that sensory playrooms provide a space for children to explore and develop their understanding of the world. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has posed unprecedented challenges to the health and wellbeing of children around the world. Lockdowns, social distancing, and other public health measures have had a significant impact on children's physical and mental health, affecting their ability to access healthcare, regular education, social interaction, physical activity, and other basic needs. The physical health of children has been affected by the disruption to regular health services, as well as changes in diet, exercise, and sleep patterns due to school closures and lack of physical activity (Birkett et al., 2020). Furthermore, the psychological effects of the pandemic have been highly detrimental, with children facing increased anxiety and depression, as well as increased risk of emotional and behavioural problems (Theberath et al., 2022). Furthermore, the pandemic has had a disproportionate impact on vulnerable children, including those living in poverty, with disabilities, or in refugee or migrant households (UNICEF, 2023). These children are more likely to suffer from the physical and mental health effects of the pandemic, due to their already limited access to healthcare and other services. In order to protect children’s health and wellbeing during the pandemic, governments, healthcare providers, and other stakeholders must take action to ensure that children’s needs are met. This includes providing access to healthcare and mental health services, as well as ensuring access to food, education, and physical activity (UNICEF, 2023). It is also important to develop strategies to mitigate the psychological effects of the pandemic, including providing psychosocial support to children and their families (WHO, 2023). In conclusion, the Covid-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on children’s health and wellbeing, with a disproportionate effect on vulnerable children. It is essential that governments, healthcare providers, and other stakeholders take action to ensure that children’s needs are met, in order to protect their physical and mental health during this difficult period. 

Mental health and wellbeing is of utmost importance naturally, however in light of the Covid-19 pandemic this is now even more apparent. Schools across the world are faced with the challenge of creating a safe and secure learning environment for their staff and pupils, which includes ensuring mental health and wellbeing is at the forefront of these considerations. Acknowledging the importance of mental health and wellbeing awareness and implementing effective interventions in schools is essential to benefit both pupil and adult wellbeing. This essay will consider the importance of mental health and wellbeing awareness in schools, using interventions and theories. Mental health and wellbeing is an important factor for individual health, growth, and development. According to the World Health Organisation (WHO, 2023), mental health and wellbeing “is not just the absence of mental [health] disorders, but a state of complete physical, mental, and social wellbeing, not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.” This reveals that mental health can influence many aspects of a person’s life, and that it should not simply be reduced to an absence of disorder. Subsequently, it is essential that mental health and wellbeing is supported and maintained from an early stage- in education. The Welsh Government recognises this importance and have implemented the Schools and Mental Health Framework (Welsh Government, 2019). This policy provides schools with guidance and funding, to ensure both pupils and teachers have the support they need. In addition, Welsh Government is piloting the IMPHP (Improving Mental Health and Wellbeing in Schools) scheme in all Welsh Primary Schools, which looks to increase mental health and wellbeing awareness in “staff, pupils and their families.” (Welsh Government, 2021). The framework implores schools to use their funding to meet the psychosocial needs of their pupils, by developing a supportive environment and promoting positive wellbeing. It is clear to see that the Welsh Government are investing time and money into improving mental health and wellbeing awareness in schools and providing support for those with existing mental health issues within these environments. It is important for each individual to have an understanding of their own mental health and wellbeing, and it is essential that this is addressed in schools. Kelly and Coughlan (2019) promote the importance of teaching “personal responsibility for health” within educational establishments, to allow for individuals to become “the architect of their own health.” This theory implies that individuals with an understanding of mental wellbeing and the concepts of self-care are more likely to develop “positive protective factors” in the long term, which is essential to maintain healthy mental wellbeing in adulthood (Kelly and Coughlan, 2019). The Covid-19 pandemic has had a significant effect on mental health and wellbeing, with 80% of young people reporting an increase in their levels of anxiety since March 2020, according to CAMHS (Children and Adolescence Mental Health Services) (Young minds, 2020). It is likely that these effects have had had a more significant impact in more vulnerable households, such as those with a young carer in the family (Young Minds, 2020). This therefore emphasises the need for interventions that address individual needs, to ensure all individuals receive the mental health and wellbeing support that they need. To conclude, mental health and wellbeing awareness is essential in educational establishments. It is clear to see that the Welsh Government is helping to make this a priority, using its Schools and Mental Health Framework and the Implementation of the IMPHP Scheme. Kelly and Coughlan (2019) provide an important reminder of the importance of teaching personal responsibility for health, to allow for individuals to become the architect of their own health. The pandemic has reinforced this importance and has emphasised the need for interventions that aid in providing individuals with the mental health and wellbeing support that they need. In conclusion, interventions in school settings are essential for the mental health and wellbeing of children and staff. Schools can provide a safe and supportive environment for children and staff to develop the necessary skills to identify, manage and reduce stress and anxiety. Such interventions should also include staff training in order to ensure that they have the knowledge and understanding of mental health and wellbeing issues to effectively support children. By providing this level of support and understanding, schools can ensure that students have the support they need to succeed and achieve in both their academic and social lives. 
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