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	An exploration into the rise of Mental Health Disorders in the Early Years. 

In recent years, there has been an incline in the concern over the apparent rise in mental health disorders among young children in the UK. Early childhood is typically the period from birth up to the age of 5, a critical developmental window during which mental, emotional and behavioural skills are formed. Evidence suggests that the rates of anxiety, depression attention-deficit, hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and conduct disorders in the early years have significantly increased in the last decade, especially since the Pandemic, COVID-19. This rise could have a serious implication on families, early year settings, educational outcomes and the long-term burden on the NHS. This literature review will aim to critically examine existing UK based research on the prevalence, contributing factors and the potential interventions related to the rise in early years mental health disorders. 
In early childhood it is a critical stage in a child’s emotional, social and cognitive development. If a child is suffering from a mental health disorder such as anxiety, ADHD, conduct issues, emotional dysregulation emerges or intensifies during this period, it can delay their readiness for school, to be able to progress academically, probable absenteeism and can cause strained relationships with their peers. Disorders emerging at this stage can impede the child’s developmental pathway, impacting them long-term. REF(NHS Wales 22) NHS Wales report that one in ten children in Wales are now affected by a mental health disorder, with referrals for support in children rising substantially in the last five years.
 REF(WELSH GOV 23) According to Wales’ national education policies, schools have a key role in identifying and supporting children with mental health difficulties, but there is a lot of pressure and a lack of resources to meet the increasing demand. As highlighted in the Welsh Governments 2023 Guidelines on mental health in schools, there is a pressing need for more comprehensive school-based programs that can focus on emotional well-being and resilience from a young age. The ability to introduce a fostering environment that can prioritise mental health, school settings can help mitigate the long-term impacts and support individuals to achieve at their full potentials. 
Research consistently demonstrates that early emotional and psychological challenges are strongly linked to long-term mental health problems in adolescence and adulthood, affecting everything from their academic achievements to potential career success, even as far as physical health abilities. So, not only does a mental health disorder in the early years have an impact on the child’s immediate well-being, but it also places a greater pressure on public health systems, educational settings and the wider society. A recent report in THE Guardian, estimates that the UK’s childhood mental health crisis could cost as much as £1.1 trillion in lost earnings over the course of a generation due to the extreme decline in poor academic performance. 
The Eduation of Wales has emphasized the importance of a whole-child approach in early years education, where the child’s emotional well-being is integrated into learning and developmental frameworks. 

The rise in mental health disorders among children in the UK is mind blowing, with data painting a concerning picture of an increasing need for support. Recent findings from the NHS England show that 1 in 5 children now likely suffer from a mental health disorder, a substantial increase from the 1 in 9 from 2017. This aligns with similar findings in Wales, where NHS Wales has also reported that 1 in 10 children are affected by a mental health issue, influenced by the pressures of he COVID-19 pandemic. The Guardian, in fact highlights that referrals for mental health service support in children surged by 50% during the pandemic, particularly for anxiety, depression and self-harm. This surge is not that there is more awareness, but it highlights that there is an urgent need for greater and more resources accessible for early interventions. 
Both the NHS Digital( 2023) and The Guardian (2021) highlight the significant rise in mental health disorders among children in the UK, particularly in highlighting the increase of referrals and diagnoses. The NHS Digital report indicates that 1 in 6 children are now suffering from a mental health issue, marking a noticeably higher percentage from the previous year. Similarly, The Guardian underscores a 50% surge in referrals for mental health support, specifically in cases of anxiety and depression during the period of the COVID-19 pandemic. Both of the sources emphasize the consistently growing need and demand for mental health services and support, in order to address the escalating crisis among the UK’s younger, future generation. 

These findings indicate the rising number of mental health disorders in early childhood and the urgent need for early detection and support. While increasing diagnoses, reflective improved awareness, the surge in crisis referrals and worsening severity indicate deeper systemic issues. In Wales, the growing demand for mental health services, combined with the pressure on schools to implement inclusive education policies, reveals the need for targeted funding and professional development in early years settings. School policies must focus n comprehensive emotional regulation and mental health support programs, working with health care services to provide integrated, trauma-informed care. Early interventions are essential to address the long-term impacts of disrupted development and adequate resources for mental health support, alongside equipping schools to recognize and respond can help to mitigate the social, emotional and economic effect of the rising crisis. By improving the coordination between education and healthcare systems, the UK can better support the mental well-being of its youngest population. 
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