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“Compare and contrast two different approaches to supporting emotional and mental health and wellbeing that could be applied within your professional setting.” 
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ECEW7005/C Assignment (Element 2)
Emotional and Mental Health and Wellbeing is a huge growing problem within society which is affecting the day to day life of many, especially in schools. There are so many altering definitions used for the term ‘mental-health’. However as Dogra et al (2018, p.7) highlights, “it is an over-arching concept about the quality of well-being in people’s lives”. Within the Oxford dictionary, wellbeing can be defined as the state of being healthy, happy or prosperous. From birth onwards, babies start to express their emotions and can show when they are feeling in a positive and negative state (Smith et al, 2015). According to Freud (2022) 1 in every 8 children in Wales are experiencing mental health challenges. Within one’s profession this is noticeably evident, in particular since the national pandemic as the Children, young people and education committee (2020) emphasises, one believes that the pandemic has caused collateral damage on children’s emotional and mental health and well-being and these challenges must be addressed immediately. 
Some current strategies which have been implemented into one’s setting in order to support wellbeing include designing a new curriculum to incorporate health and wellbeing as one of the six key areas of learning, in a holistic way incorporating aspects across the curriculum. As the Welsh Government (2020) states learner voice is at the centre of the new curriculum and within one’s setting learners will always share their views and interests which are then implemented daily into all aspects of planning. As Wearmouth and Goodwyn (2019) states by allowing our children to express themselves and share their ideas can lead to an increase sense of inclusion, self-worth and overall wellbeing.  In addition, within one’s classroom daily check in’s allow the children to express how they are feeling and address any problems that may be affecting the child’s mental health and wellbeing for that particular day. Another whole-school approach that one’s professional setting uses is for all children to undertake termly well-being questionnaires to identify how ‘happy’ the children are in school and to identify some areas that may need improving to support the specific needs within ones professional setting. 
Working in a school within a highly deprived area and a large number of children living in child poverty, there is an essential need to implement new and engaging interventions to support the children’s emotional and mental health and wellbeing. As Douglass (1818-1895, quoted in Musgrave, 2017, p. 45) and Children, Young People and Education Committee (2020) both suggest “it is easier to build a strong child than repair a broken man”. As a result early intervention of wellbeing issues are vital in order to prevent problems from getting worse. It is surprising to hear that in 2020-21 80.5% of the local authority spending was used for later interventions for mental health and wellbeing programmes, whilst only 18.5% of spending was used on early intervention services (Williams and Franklin, 2022).  Consequently, by introducing Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) intervention and a Wellbeing dog to support the emotional health and wellbeing of children of all ages would help to support and address some of the challenges that occur within ones professional setting. 

Children, Young People and Education Committee (2020, p.18) and McEwen (2019) emphasise that mental health needs to be prioritised more now than ever in order to “build an emotionally and mentally healthy population of children”. Too many children with emotional and mental health problems are being labelled as having behavioural difficulties and being ‘naughty’. As a result ELSA could be used as an early intervention programme to equip children with the tools needed to cope with the challenges they may be experiencing. The Children’s Act (2004) set up five priority outcomes that were essential for all schools to improve the well-being for all. These included being healthy, staying safe, enjoying and achieving, making a positive contribution and economic well-being. As a result, school-based interventions are necessary to support children who may find one or more of these key areas of well-being difficult. Although whole-school approaches have been proven to work effectively to promote positive emotional and mental health and wellbeing (Fox et al, 2019), sometimes vulnerable children find it difficult to get the correct level of support required. 50% of mental health problems are established by the time a child is 14 years old and 70% of children and adults have missed out on suitable interventions at a young age (Mental Health Foundation, 2022). Therefore, ELSA could be an approach used at a young age to tackle some of these mental health problems evident within ones setting. 
ELSA is a specific in-school programme developed by Sheila Burton, an Educational Psychologist. This approach was created in order to “build capacity of schools and support the emotional needs of their pupils from within their own resources” (ELSA network, 2018). ELSA was designed to build on Goleman’s (as quoted in Woodcock 2019) work that suggested a child’s success is not based merely on intelligence but includes the emotional and social skills developed in their early years. The ELSA programme is used to support children with emotional awareness, anger management, self-esteem, social and communication skills, friendship skills and loss and bereavement. However as Shotton and Burton (2019) and ELSA Network (2018) both emphasise this programme must be facilitated to meet the specific needs within the setting in order to support the children with their individual challenges and not just taught, as some mental health challenges are becoming increasingly complex. This relies on the staff being confident to evaluate each of the children’s individual needs and design sessions that are specific to one’s profession. 
The ELSA programme is used to tackle Emotional Literacy which can be defined as “the ability to recognise, understand, handle and appropriately express emotions” (Sharp, 2000, p.8). Sharp (2000) and Russo (2022) suggests that good emotional literacy skills are linked to better mental health outcomes in children and improved academic levels. ELSA training is usually undertaken by support staff who attend regular training sessions to acquire sufficient knowledge (including theories such as Maslow and attachment theory) and skills needed to support the children in one-to-one or small weekly group sessions (ELSA Network, 2018). However, this programme requires dedication as every ELSA must have a supervisor that provides regular on-going training and professional development opportunities each year in order to support the self-efficacy of the ELSAs to aid the wellbeing they are supporting (McEwen, 2019).  
Countries around the world already have similar initiatives in place in order to address the mental health issues and raise awareness. For example in China, they have a Mental Health Law which requires all schools to have a psychologist/ counselling teacher to address and support the issues that arise in their schools, providing them with the correct tools and guidance needed to improve their mental health (UNICEF, 2022 and Phuwit 2020). In Australia, their long-term goal is to also employ a dedicated Mental Health and Wellbeing Coordinator to help identify and support students with mental health concerns, providing pathways for further interventions (Bartlett, 2022). However, as Phuwit, 2020 and Bartlett, 2022 highlight, these initiatives are focusing on those children who are already suffering from mental health issues rather than preventing them from occurring in the first place, thus increasing the workload and stresses of staff. 
The ELSA programme has lots of research into the efficiency and limitations. This programme is designed to work alongside a whole-school approach to tackle emotional and mental health issues and cannot be used solely (Woodcock, 2019). Within one’s specific professional setting it is noticeable, especially since Covid and the collateral damage it has had, that a large number of children of all ages are struggling with their own challenges. As a result an ELSA programme would be hugely beneficial to support our children but how do we decide which children need prioritising? 
One limitation of the ELSA programme that would be specifically challenging within ones setting is that this programme is time-limited over a school term. However some of the children within ones setting may experience on-going challenges at home that would be beneficial to discuss with their ELSA as they would have built a sound relationship. As McEwen (2019) and Wong et al (2020) suggests some children use these regular sessions as a coping mechanism and become over-reliant on their ELSA. Therefore regular drop-in sessions would be required to provide regular support and reduce levels of anxiety. However if there are lots of children within ones setting that require ELSA sessions, it will be difficult to provide regular check-ins for all learners. 
Although it is proven that ELSA will improve the children’s self-efficacy, resilience and has many positive benefits (Shotton and Burton, 2019). There has been little research on the wider impacts of ELSA interventions e.g. relationships and attainment and whether this intervention is beneficial to invest into as staff that will be able to build positive relationships and want the best for our children need specific training to deliver the programme (Woodcock, 2019). 

Another contrasting approach to support emotional and mental health and wellbeing within one’s setting could be the Wellbeing dog. This is currently being trialled within one’s setting with a small handful of Year 6 children. However how are we able to tackle the rising levels of mental health in children if we are not addressing these challenges they may face at a young age. As Hyson (2014) states children from birth to 8 years old are at a time in their lives where their development is so rapid – relationships, environments and the world around them are hugely influential at this age. 
Companion animals have proven to benefit social interactions and improve mental wellbeing among humans, in particularly children as they are more likely to develop trustful relationships with companion animals (Lewis, 2017 and Beetz et al, 2011). Steiner (as cited in Lewis 2022) emphasises the importance of allowing children experiences to see the beauty of animals. Bowlby’s attachment theory can be used similarly to explain the human-animal relationships. As he suggests that children develop attachments through behavioural systems (a control system that governs the rules and behaviours with specific relationships) (Beetz et al, 2011). As Lewis (2017) explains animals can impact positively on social, emotional, behavioural, physical and cognitive outcomes. For example, dogs can promote positive attitudes and emotional stability and cats have improved social anxiety. The use of animal-assisted interventions is not a new intervention as Florence Nightingale (founder of modern  nursing) in the early 1800’s realised the potential of animals to relive anxiety and stress within hospitals, whilst Sigmund Freud (Australian neurologist) used a dog to aid his therapy sessions (Johanna, 2018). 
An increasing number of schools around the world are beginning to incorporate therapy animals into their wellbeing intervention programmes. In particular, Lewis (2017) and Wintermantel and Grove (2022) found that therapy dogs can promote positive relationships, improve attitudes towards school and their learning and bring so much joy and happiness to their lives. Animals provide multisensory learning experiences. 
There has been vast research into dogs being used to improve reading levels in schools internationally which has proven to increase confidence and self-esteem as dogs can be used as a ‘non-judgmental listener’ (Lewis and Grigg, 2017). However, there is increasing research into the benefits of wellbeing dogs –particularly on the impact of this initiative on children’s mental health as “children can empathise with animals in a way that they can’t always with other humans’ (Scamps and Champs, 2019). 
The use of animal assisted therapy has been an ongoing challenge in China, despite this initiative being extremely successful in many Western countries.  As Yiying (2020) stated many parents and schools in China were worried that dogs would hurt the children and despite have a large number of dog recruits, he estimated only 20% would be suitable after completing the certified training required. However from studying the impact dogs have on children’s wellbeing, they found huge visible benefits for children with autism including displaying less aggression and more socially engaged. Within one’s setting there are a large number of children with additional learning needs, as a result a wellbeing dog could be hugely beneficial to support with their confidence and social interactions.   
The use of a wellbeing dog, along with all animal assisted therapy has many benefits and limitations. Although lots of animals could be used with interventions, it has been proven that with dogs, human-animal interaction is special and hugely beneficial physically and mentally for both the dog and humans (Johanna, 2018). Well-being dogs are a low-cost solution to improving wellbeing within the primary school and can bring a sense of security and empathy to the children which they may not experience from other humans/in their home lives (Scamps and Champs, 2019). Therefore this would be a fantastic intervention to be used within one’s setting to support those children whom are struggling with their emotional and mental health and in particular to help to support with the high number of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) that are present within one’s setting. In a previous experience, one took a pet lamb into school and it was astonishing to see how positively this experience affected the specific children within ones setting and how this will be an experience they will never forget. 
One limitation of using a well-being dog in school is the legal considerations. The Animal Welfare Act states that any person responsible for an animal must ensure the animals needs are met, including protected from pain and exhibit normal behaviour patterns (NEU, 2018). Therefore it is important that if this intervention was to be used within one’s setting careful prior teaching of how to treat the dog would be essential. As NEU, 2018 and Lewis, 2017 emphasise these interventions must be carefully planned, monitored and regulated – it is not simply a teaching tool and there are lots of legal, ethical and risk factors involved. Therefore this programme cannot be set up solely by a school as these programmes need to be approved and the animals have to pass sufficient assessments to ensure no harm will be implemented on both the children and the dog. In addition, there may be phobias, anxieties or allergies amongst some children as particularly within one’s setting lots of children would never have come into close contact with a dog, and so regular communication and careful planning and risk assessments would be essential. “Practitioners need to prepare for the unexpected” (Lewis, 2022).

In conclusion, improving mental health and wellbeing is a necessity if we are to “build an emotionally and mentally healthy population” (Children, Young People and Education Committee, 2020, p.18). By implementing a well-being dog to work with children across the primary school, in particular with the Foundation Phase, would be a fantastic opportunity to improve well-being of all as early intervention is key. Although there are lots of implications around training a dog to ensure they are suitable there are an increasing number of projects that work with schools with certified dogs. In addition ELSA would assist in supporting those children who are displaying difficulties. These interventions need careful monitoring and evaluating and as a result should ensure that when the wellbeing surveys are undertaken, children’s happiness in school would have shown significant improvements. However, there also needs to be a whole-school approach to supporting wellbeing to assist with preventing challenges before they occur (Hughes et al, 2016). Too many children have been unable to access the mental health support they need (Children, Young People and Education Committee, 2020) so it is our duty as practitioners to provide successful experiences they can use to cope with the challenges they are facing. 
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