Module: Emotional and Mental Health and Wellbeing 

Compare and contrast two different theoretically informed interventions designed to support the emotional and mental health and wellbeing of learners through and beyond Covid-19. 

On the 28th February 2020, Wales confirmed its first case of Covid-19. On the 18th March 2020, schools in Wales closed to protect the health of the population (Senedd Research, 2022). School closures put pressure on the United Nations Conventions of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) being fulfilled and it is widely recognised that these rights should now be focused upon to ensure that children’s health, social and emotional needs are met as we navigate our way out of the pandemic (Welsh Parliament, 2020). Curriculum for Wales (2022) introduced a Health and Wellbeing Area of Learning Experience to develop learners that can navigate through life effectively. It states that positive health and wellbeing is important for successful learning throughout life and that wellbeing should be a holistic approach. World Health Organisation (2020) defines health as a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing. Many different theoretical approaches have been used to achieve this in schools; some more successful than others. For the purpose of this essay, the focus will be upon the role of Emotional Literacy Support Assistants (ELSA) on supporting wellbeing and the impact of Mindfulness on the wellbeing of children through and beyond Covid-19. Since returning to face-to-face teaching, ELSA has been introduced within the primary school setting discussed. In addition, multiple teachers within the setting are trained to deliver mindfulness and both theoretical approaches will be critically analysed.

Emotional Literacy Support Assistants (ELSA) are designed to support schools in helping meet the emotional and wellbeing needs of pupils (ELSA Network, 2013). Created by educational psychologist, Sheila Burton, the theoretical approach is built upon the foundation of positive relationships with the aim of providing tools for managing emotions rather than providing solutions (ELSA Network, 2013). Bowlby’s Attachment Theory (1979) highlights the importance of secure and positive relationships during childhood and the impacts that these can have throughout life. This is evident in the ELSA approach where staff generally work with children on a one-to-one or small group basis with individualised support. During initial ELSA training, Maslow’s Theory of Motivation (1958) is used to demonstrate the importance of basic safety needs as well as psychological needs such as relationships. Shotton and Burton (2018) suggest that a purely academic focus on schooling is insufficient and that with suitable emotional support in place, children will have an improved sense of wellbeing and achieve greater success. Whilst there is evidence to suggest that ELSA has a positive influence upon wellbeing, it is important to evaluate the impact in order to identify limitations and any areas of improvement. Moreover, it is important to acknowledge the unprecedented pressures of the pandemic upon wellbeing (O’Toole & Simovska, 2022) and the increased emotional support needed (Shum et al, 2021).

Emotional and mental health and wellbeing has been identified as a national priority for children in Wales (Welsh Parliament, 2020) in response to the pandemic. In the professional context discussed, ELSA was introduced in response to emotional and wellbeing needs upon return to face-to-face teaching. Two staff members have received training in the role and an ELSA room has been developed. Article 12 in the United Nations Convention of the Right of the Child (UNICEF, 1989) highlights that children have the right to voice their opinion and feelings on matters that impact them. Thus, it is important for any wellbeing approaches to value pupil voice as a measure of impact. Krause (2019) recorded semi-structured interviews with children who had experienced ELSA support. Overall, there was a perceived positive impact upon wellbeing, with many explaining this was achieved through talking and having a positive relationship with the ELSA. Relationships are widely regarded as central to the success of the ELSA programme (McEwen, 2019; Wong et al, 2020). The majority of research to date focuses on staff opinion on ELSA effectiveness (Bravery & Harris, 2009; Dodds & Brake, 2015) with Balampanidou (2019) calling for more research to focus on the perceptions and opinions on the children being supported. The Health and Wellbeing Area of Learning Experience (Welsh Government, 2022) highlights the importance of children being able to develop and maintain healthy relationships, something that the ELSA approach aims to model to children. Whilst the positive impact of pupil-ELSA relationship is important, one limitation could be the physical availability of the ELSA. During lockdowns, school staff would have encountered their own difficulties and stresses (O’Toole & Simovska, 2022; Dabrowski, 2020) whilst trying to adjust to their new way of working and supporting wellbeing. For ELSA support already in place, children during lockdown may have experienced difficulty in their positive relationships with emotional support staff. The security that school offers for many would have been taken away (Bowlby, 1979). Also, upon the return to face-to-face schooling, the increased volume and complexity of workload in response to the pandemic has created additional challenges for ELSA staff in relation to the availability and duration of interventions (Russo, 2022). Emotional wellbeing is closely considered with academic achievement and many researchers suggest that secure emotional health and wellbeing has positive influences on academic achievement (Gräbel, 2017). Whilst this is encouraging, Kaya and Erdem (2021) state that whilst they agree with the connection between wellbeing and academic success, more research needs to be completed in this area. In relation to future research, Lee (2020) highlights the importance of a longer term approach to measure the effects of school closures on wellbeing; this being a possible area where ELSA can further develop. By supporting emotional needs, ELSAs allow children to feel safe to express themselves and explore their emotions effectively. According the Steiner and Perry (1997), emotional literacy can be defined as being able to understand emotions, empathise with the emotions of others and to appropriately express emotions. If ELSA support can achieve improved emotional literacy, many researchers advocate that it can positively impact upon behaviour, wellbeing and on improving relationships and confidence (Bravery and Harris, 2009; Grahamslaw, 2010). Much research has focused upon emotional literacy with Ciarrochi et al (2000) concluding that low levels can result in lack of empathy and difficulty regulating emotions and Liau et al (2003) identifying a relationship between low levels of emotional literacy and high levels of stress and depression. These findings support the importance of the role of ELSA in relation to pupil wellbeing within the context of focus. Covid-19 had a significant impact upon the whole-school community (O’Toole & Simovska, 2022) and it is important to consider the viewpoints of the ELSA, the pupil and home when analysing the impact of ELSA upon wellbeing. This collaborative approach has foundations from the work of Bronfenbrenner (1979) who suggests that when all stakeholders are working towards the same goal, in this case, pupil wellbeing, the individual has a better chance of success. Parental perceptions of ELSA techniques (Wilding & Claridge, 2016) found that the majority of parents agreed that the support was having a positive impact socially and emotionally and was evident within home-life. The parents did also have the opportunity to make suggestions with some stating that they would prefer a clearer home-school communication and that they would like to be involved in the target setting of the individuals being supported. It is also essential to gain insight from the ELSA as a form of self-evaluation. There is research to argue that the theory behind ELSA allows staff to gain greater understanding of emotional literacy (Burton et al, 2010) allowing them to effectively support children’s wellbeing. Rees (2016) analysed interactions with a focus group of ELSA staff. The majority of individuals stressed the need for further training so that they could feel efficient and effective in their role, something that is recommended by the ELSA Network (2013). The pandemic caused undeniable need for wellbeing support and ELSA is one of many early interventions used. 

Wales aims to improve social, economic, environmental and cultural wellbeing (Future Generations Act, 2015) by balancing short-term needs as well as long-term goals. The global pandemic created a need for short-term approaches to address the wellbeing issues that individuals faced whilst living in such uncertain times. The Good Childhood Report (2023) highlights the unprecedented pressures that families have faced and states a need for wellbeing support. Within the context of focus, Mindfulness approaches have been used for numerous years prior to Covid-19. Many teachers throughout the school are trained to deliver Mindfulness sessions appropriate to the year groups and some staff use Mindfulness practice in their personal lives. The Mindfulness approach originates from Buddhist techniques with the premise of focusing on the present with no judgement of emotions (Williams & Kabat-Zinn, 2013). Jon Kabat-Zinn is regarded a pioneer of the theoretical approach and used Buddhist approaches within a scientific framework when he created Mindfulness-based stress reduction in 1979. During the 1990s, what is now known as Mindfulness gained popularity (Williams & Kabat-Zinn, 2013) that continues to this day. 

Mindfulness is widely regarded as a positive intervention for increasing overall wellbeing. Similar to foundations of ELSA, Mindfulness aims to provide an individual with tools for wellbeing support rather than providing solutions. It aims for individuals to learn to acknowledge emotions and not become consumed by them. Within practice, this increased self-awareness can subsequently improve resilience and wellbeing. Williams and Kabat-Zinn (2013) support this and found that regular practice of the method could significantly reduce stress levels. The Mindfulness approach is described by the NHS (2023) as a way of focusing attention on the present whether that is thoughts and feelings or sensations going on around you. It recognises the ability that Mindfulness has to help an individual notice signs of stress and anxiety and use tools to prevent this from developing. It is important to note that whilst there is evidence to suggest that it can help with stress levels, more research is necessary to determine impact upon other mental health conditions (Mind, 2023). Furthermore, the pandemic may have amplified pre-existing issues and created new trauma; showing that long-term impacts post-pandemic are an important area of research. In many contexts, Mindfulness is used as a preventative and early intervention method. However, it can also be used as a reactive approach. Napoli et al (2005) measured the impact of a Mindfulness approach on a perceived highly anxious sample of 225 children aged between 5-8. The children showed significantly lower levels of anxiety and had an improved attention span. Other studies involving children have reported that regular and time-protected practice of Mindfulness can improve motivation and confidence (Hennelly, 2011) as well as decreasing undesirable or problematic behaviour (Joyce et al, 2010). Mindfulness research has spread across the globe and similar findings can be found across different cultures. Lau and Hue (2011) conducted an investigation using children from Hong Kong and found that after intervention they had decreased levels of depression and a general increase in their wellbeing. Due to the many positive findings, Mindfulness has found itself included within the curriculum of many schools. Many students are found to have improved levels of concentration (Patel, 2018). Subsequently, this is argued to improve academic success (Schwager, 2016) and impact positively upon relationships (Mendelson et al, 2010)

It is important to critically analyse Mindfulness and discuss limitations that are often ‘ignored’ (King, 2021) due to popularity. Oman (2023) suggests that there is a limitation in the fact that despite mainstream popularity, Mindfulness does not find itself in global policy, public health literature or practice. Positives are recognised, but it is noted that there is yet unfulfilled potential for Mindfulness, a view shared by Britton (2019) who suggests that despite early positive outcomes, Mindfulness may need to move towards a more structured framework to avoid negative impacts. Due to mainstream popularity, some suggest (Walsh, 2016) that it moved away from its theoretical origins and became an unstructured self-help method. A fundamental element of the approach is that the individual learns to recognise and accept emotions. However, Britton (2019) found a connection during a review of studies where some participants became emotionally disengaged due to Mindfulness meditation practice. It was suggested that increased self-awareness resulted in intensified negative emotions. In addition, future research could explore the notion of recognising and accepting emotions rather than using avoidance strategies. Despite possible long-term wellbeing improvements, in the short-term, the techniques can result in an individual having to deal with difficult emotions (Mind, 2023). Accepting emotions is a central aspect of the Mindfulness approach, and one that could be problematic as for some it may be more challenging to accept emotions, leading them to become consumed by their troubles (King, 2021). As yet, there is limited research into any adverse effects linked to Mindfulness practice. Cebolla et al (2017) highlight this lack of knowledge and state that within their own study 25% participants actually felt they experienced unwanted effects such as anxiety.  As previously stated, Mindfulness became extremely popular very quickly. It is suggested that this initial enthusiasm for Mindfulness may have resulted in exaggerated positives and a failure to sufficiently acknowledge any adverse impacts (Farias, 2022). As is the case with any form of wellbeing intervention, they should never be accepted as a ‘one size fits all’ approach. Galante et al (2021) recognised that despite positives in reducing anxiety, depression and stress, they could not be sure that their research findings would be the same for every community or environment that Mindfulness is used within. This is an important consideration within the context of the pandemic where people were exposed to increased levels of primary or secondary stress. It also raises the question of whether or not Mindfulness is the most suitable approach for those with adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) or additional learning needs (ALN). However, some studies (Ortiz & Sibinga, 2017) have reported that Mindfulness when delivered correctly can decrease trauma linked to ACEs and can even result in health benefits. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]There are interesting similarities between both ESLA and Mindfulness approaches. Structurally, they are both regarded as types of theoretical early intervention and the approaches have been widely used and researched, with many studies stating that they have a positive impact upon wellbeing. Within the context of supporting learner wellbeing through and beyond Covid-19, it is essential to acknowledge the prolonged and often amplified stresses that people were experiencing, with Save the Children (2020) reporting that 1 in 4 children were experiencing wellbeing issues, such as anxiety, during lockdown. Clearly, there is a need for research measuring the long-term effectiveness of early intervention post-pandemic (Lee, 2020). Both ELSA and Mindfulness also recognise that there is a need for other types of emotional and wellbeing intervention as well as their own. Both ELSA and Mindfulness value the importance of positive relationships upon wellbeing as well as the role of developing and harnessing emotional literacy as a tool to support emotional wellbeing. Within the professional setting discussed, it is difficult to measure the impact of a specific intervention due to the impact of the culture as a whole, a difficulty identified by Hill et al (2013). Estyn (2023) have requested that the professional setting discussed provide a case study about how to build a culture of wellbeing and so this shows how these different interventions work alongside each other. The case study has highlighted a need for early intervention evaluation processes to be in place. Within the professional setting, Mindfulness is delivered in a systematic way by trained staff. At the end of each session, pupil opinions are welcomed and staff provide a summary of the session. Historically, mindfulness has been effective in supporting wellbeing when considering pupil voice. But, there is a need post-pandemic to ensure that this is seen as a whole-school approach and that staff training is developed to provide staff with the tools and belief that the intervention can make a positive impact upon wellbeing. In comparison, ELSA has recently been introduced and the school recognise that this role needs to be developed further with evaluation of emotional literacy (Bravery & Harris, 2009) and impact upon wellbeing a focus.  ESLA has proved effective for emotional support for the most vulnerable pupils, but increased wellbeing issues and workload has meant that staff can feel isolated and insufficient despite training. Thus, it is fundamental that frequent staff training is developed and that a consistent approach and understanding of the ELSA role is implemented. 
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