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Intro
Good afternoon, my name is Ruby Morse, I am a professional practitioner conducting research on the influence of mental health in early years learners. Mental health is an important aspect contributing to a child's overall wellbeing and development, it can have a lasting impact on how they feel, behave, communicate and interact with others. In their first few years of life, children are vulnerable to experiences of strong emotions and social and cognitive development, this means it is a vital timeframe for developing a positive mindset, encouraging early intervention and recognition to ensure we as practitioners are supporting and encouraging positive mental health.
I will be exploring the importance and significance of mental health within the early years setting to develop a better understanding of its impact. I will discuss key definitions of mental health, explain why positive mental health is essential and discuss how we as practitioners can implement this into the learning environment.
What is mental health?
Mental health can be defined as the emotional, psychological and social wellbeing of a person. Symptoms vary from person to person and fluctuate from day to day, It can determine how a person thinks, feels and acts in response to stress, this can impact quality of life, physical health and engagement.
Good mental health is not the absence of illness, but the positive state of mentality. Key characteristics of this include the ability to remain resilient, being self-aware, the ability to form relationships and overall functioning in daily life, all of which are necessary skills for children to learn. These characteristics help build a child's individuality and identity.
[bookmark: _Int_OcefAQMz]Similar to physical health in the early years, Mental health requires constant care and attention. Mental health is the foundation for overall quality of life and wellbeing, it influences every aspect of a Childs development, learning and wellbeing, children with positive mental health are more likely to develop confidence, build healthy relationships and manage emotions effectively.  
Rees (2024) explains that today, mental health is used as a general term to label and describe feelings and emotions. Society has simplified the term to describe feelings of anxiety, depression, withdrawal, anger and sadness into daily language.
National Health Service [NHS] for Wales states that mental health can impact anyone from early years to elder years. This is because everyone is vulnerable to experiences of stress, ways of processing emotions, and life changes. mental health significantly impacts a person's behaviours, thoughts, feelings, stress management and relationship formation, everyone has mental health and it is something that everyone is vulnerable to experiencing at some point in their lives. Children are directly impacted by poor mental health as it effects their concentration, communication skills, and developmental stage.
The strength and influence of mental health is dependent on the persons environment, experiences and development in life. This influences their daily lives and future development. 
Small tasks such as getting out of bed, sleeping, leaving the house and socialising can feel impossible and out of reach at times. This leaves people feeling defeated and drained, lacking motivation and determination for daily tasks.
By ignoring and enabling these feelings, they can progress negatively and worsen overtime making them more difficult to overcome in the future. This will push a person to Sur come to the symptoms and loose the connection with themselves.
Connections
A person's mental health is tightly impacted and linked to their overall physical health. A healthy body promotes a stable and healthy mind and mental health can dictate physical health through immune strength and disease prevention. 
Poor metal health can contribute to physical illnesses such as reduced life expectancy and chronic diseases, furthering its negative impact on young children. Children experiencing anxiety or stress may develop physical symptoms such as headaches, stomach aches or changes in appetite.
By addressing concerns of poor mental health, the mental health foundation believes that we can increase our chances of recovery from physical illnesses and improve life expectancy and achieve lifetime potential.
Mental health is also linked to a person's wellbeing as it is the foundation to overall health. Both are vital for a person to achieve holistic development, work productively and connect meaningfully with others. 
Negative mental health reduces a person's ability to navigate and cope with everyday aspects of life. Wellbeing is impacted by negative mental health as it strongly influences how a person connects with others, resulting in withdrawal or feelings of isolation from communities.
Rebecca Labrum says that, maintaining good mental health can increase a person's overall ability to navigate life changes and uncertainties, protecting their mental state and quality of life. 
A person's metal health is also a driving factor behind their behavioural choices. It impacts how someone perceives the world, this directly impacts their actions, choices, reactions and interactions. 
This makes it incredibly difficult for a child to manage and maintain positive daily habits, resulting in a lack of motivation, bad moods, out bursts of anger, low concentration and constant reliance. Children often express emotions through actions, when a child is anxious, they may not be able to communicate their distress verbally and instead reflect it in behavioural outbursts and forms of anger.
Mind UK says that good mental health aids emotional regulation, builds resilience and sharpens cognitive functions, this positively impacts behavioural choices as it provides a foundation for daily challenges, conflict resolution, decision making and overall wellbeing, all of which are necessary kills children must learn. 
Who supports?
Howard (2020) emphasized the importance of mental health in early years. He suggests that mental health is a fundamental building block for healthy childhood development as it dictates how they process, learn and interact with others. Howard suggested that mental health struggles originate from a person's early years experiences, it is found that these experiences can trigger inherited genes and increase chances of a young person suffering with mental illness in their life. Howard's research supports idea that poor mental health is a core cause for behavioural, social and physical struggles within the early years practice, highlighting the importance of early interventions and recognition to ensure development from children.
John Bowlby's attachment theory also highlights the significance of early years mental health. Bowlby argues that children require a strong and secure relationship with their primary caregivers as it is the foundation for emotional and social development, a lack of emotional security in the early years can leave a lasting impact on their psychological development, impacting their ability to form meaningful relationships, regulate emotions and develop self confidence. Children deprived of healthy relationships in the early years are more vulnerable to feelings of anxiety, depression and behavioural difficulties influencing their mental health later in life. This highlights the importance of supporting children's mental health through nurturing and supportive relationships.
Lev Vygotsky's sociocultural theory is a fundamental theory based on the framework for childhood development. Vygotsky says that children are unable to express complicated emotions such as anger, fear and sadness without first learning these expressions from their primary caregivers. It was suggested that children learn and develop through interactions with more knowledgeable others and are unable to develop without the guidance (Vygotsky, 1978, p.57)
. With guidance children are able to develop meaningful coping mechanisms and communicate difficult emotions, they will learn how to communicate, manage feelings and control behaviour. Children who have not been given the guidance, are more likely to suffer severe mental health in the future due to the lack of controlled behavioural patterns and emotional regulation skills. This will in turn, impact their overall mental health and wellbeing. 
Implementation in practice
Practitioners play a vital role in supporting and managing a child's mental health. One way practitioners support this is through early recognition and identifying needs. Practitioners can recognise vital signs of poor mental health during observation by looking out for signs such as withdrawal from activities, changes in behaviour, aggression, anger and delays in emotional development. By recognising signs early, practitioners can implement early intervention, providing significant time to implement necessary procedures, interventions and collaborations with relevant professionals such as GP’s, SENCo and pastoral teams for further support, this encourages integrated working between relevant organisations improving prevention, recognition and early intervention. This will improve the outcome for the child and allows them to receive the support necessary.

Finally, Practitioners can also encourage positive mental health for early years learners by building positive relationships with the learners. By being responsive, consistent and attentive to each child's individual needs, practitioners can encourage interaction and effective communication, self expression of opinions, thoughts and feelings as well as develop their social skills and improve self esteem. Furthermore, having strong relationships with organisations and parents ensures that the support is consistent across all environments, generating a strong network of support and promoting emotional wellbeing.
Children are more likely to portray positive behaviours when they feel safe and supported, if they feel confident communicating their emotions they can regulate the challenges of day to day life with a positive mindset.
To conclude, mental health plays a fundamental role in the development of children within the early years setting. This discussion has highlighted the significance of recognising mental health through effective strategies and collaboration. The early years is a crucial developmental stage that has a lasting impact on a child's future mental health, displaying that the experiences during this stage are detrimental to maintaining positive mental health. Positive mental health encourages children to build confidence, communicate, develop healthy relationships, manage emotions and take full advantage of learning. 
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