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How to Maximise Emotional Wellbeing and Improve Mental Health

In this highly practical book, Rona Tutt and Paul Williams explore how schools and other educational settings can provide students with the right environment to support their emotional wellbeing and hence to maximise their learning potential. Encouraging collaboration between education and healthcare professionals, as well as other services, and with families, they show how to develop resilience in young people and provide them with the tools for coping with mental health issues.

Based on a range of practical experiences from many different schools and practitioners, How to Maximise Emotional Wellbeing and Improve Mental Health discusses several crucial aspects of wellbeing in educational settings, including:


	Changing attitudes surrounding wellbeing and mental health

	Nurturing resilience, and its application

	Creating a healthy and constructive ethos and environment



Providing extensive case studies, and featuring insightful conversations with school leaders and other professionals, this book will be an essential resource for staff in schools, including those leading in mental health, as well as trainee teachers and anyone with a wider societal concern about mental wellbeing in young people.

Rona Tutt has an OBE for her services to special needs education. She is a past president of the National Association of Head Teachers (NAHT) and a fellow of UCL’s Centre for Inclusive Education (CIE).

Paul Williams has been a head teacher of two London special schools, taking a particular interest in the emotional wellbeing of staff and pupils. Paul has also been a national leader of education (NLE).
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Foreword: from recovery to resilience

The book is not only timely, it is vital and necessary. With its core purpose of encouraging the process of building emotional resilience in our Children and Young People (CYP), the focus on good practice in Mental Health and Emotional Wellbeing is welcome.

Conceived pre-pandemic, with a gestation during the pandemic period, this book is ‘born’ into a post-pandemic world where society is assessing the ‘cost’ not just in financial terms, but the cost to its people in terms of their mental health and wellbeing.

We have seen a rapid erosion in the mental health of our CYP since the lockdown of March 2020. The Institute of Fiscal Studies has reported an 8.7% decline. National Health Service (NHS) monitoring is observing spikes in self-harm and eating disorders. These are occurring in children younger than previously known. I have personally watched a young girl of 11, who before March 2020 was perfectly healthy, spiral into an eating disorder that by September was diagnosed as anorexic. Eventually she refused even a sip of water and was admitted to hospital for ‘re-feeding’. By October she entered a specialist NHS residential facility.

We have to ask why a much-loved child from a stable family would deteriorate so rapidly with such pervasive, life-threatening mental ill health? The loss of control this girl experienced over her own life is mirrored in the lives of many children, not in such an extreme form perhaps, but it is, for them, a vivid reality. Action, support and intervention is crucial, which is why the contents of this book are so welcomed.

Our quest in schools must be to restore and rejuvenate the emotional well-being of all of our children. No child can have escaped unscathed from the terror of this pandemic which stalked our communities, taking many, many lives. Therefore, our curriculum journey has to be one of re-building our children’s emotional resilience through dynamic innovation and creative learning experiences, starting, as HMCI Amanda Spielman (2020) says, ‘where each child is at’. She goes on to say ‘that many children are angry at the world’. They deserve an explanation of what is coronavirus, a pandemic, etc. It is unthinkable that any child should be emotionally scarred for life by the events of the pandemic period.

In the Recovery Curriculum (Carpenter and Carpenter, 2020), we identified five losses – routine, structure, friendship, opportunity and freedom. The impact of these losses can have serious consequences on the life of a child, giving rise to anxiety, a bereavement response, attachment issues – all of which are forms of trauma and can have a life disorientating impact. As the Royal College of Paediatricians & Child Health (2020) reported: 


there is a real risk that current health inequalities will widen (and) vulnerable children will slip through the net.


There is much adversity in our world resulting from the global pandemic. This adversity has permeated our children’s lives and more than ever we, as teachers, need to have a clear grasp on the implications of adverse childhood experiences (ACE). In this respect the new definition offered by MindEd (2020) is insightful: 


A child whose mind and body are overly stressed and in fight, flight or freeze mode is not open for learning.

ACEs have short and long term negative life changing consequences across education, health, care, criminal justice and later employment and life expectancy outcomes.


The curriculum currently needs to reflect the lived experience of the child. So, to reflect the MindEd statement in a child’s words, when trialling pictures for two children’s stories (Carpenter et al., 2020) recently in a primary school, one Year 5 child described lockdown as ‘locked-in’. A slip of the tongue, but not an inaccurate description. For many children the lockdown period and periods of self-isolation must have felt as if they were ‘locked-in’, deprived of their freedom to see friends, play outdoors and breathe fresh air. Lockdown is not a natural childhood state, and the constraint and restraint it has imposed on children has felt alien to them, generating feelings of frustration, anxiety, worry and more. As the lockdown progressed and the turmoil of the pandemic raged, many children and young people felt that their hopes for the future were being dashed. And hope is the gift of childhood.

Modern life has been chipping away at children’s happiness over time. The Good Childhood Report (2020) finds that this toxic trend has continued. They call on the government to put children’s wellbeing at the centre of the recovery from coronavirus process. The global pandemic has seriously affected children’s happiness due to the lack of choice they have had.

Relationships are at the heart of that process of recovery and, indeed, is the first of the ‘5 Levers’ articulated in the Recovery Curriculum (op. cit.). Before we can hope to return to a full curriculum we must re-calibrate children’s learning, including the state of their mental health which, if poor, will ultimately undermine their potential attainment and achievement. This book gives powerful examples of how this process is already happening in our schools. We can marshal this creative thinking and innovative practice, and design learning pathways which invite children to re-join their school communities as active participants, reconnecting with friends and teachers.

Compassionate leadership will be key to this process and to re-establishing the wellbeing of the whole-school community. Kindness matters, too. At a time when the future is uncertain and we feel disconnected, our mental health and wellbeing frail and fragile, the smallest act of kindness can have the biggest effect.

The NHS has acknowledged that “having a nurturing and compassionate approach in the classroom that underpins learning, will be helpful in re-generating relationships” (Chitsabesan, 2020). Schools are generating such responses, as the rich examples in this book powerfully illustrate.

This book is a beacon that will shine a bright light through the mayhem of mental health needs in our children and young people, created by the global pandemic, enabling teachers to restore our children to their rightful state of successful learner, for their emotional wellbeing to flourish, and for education once more to be a dignifying process for all children.

Barry Carpenter, CBE
 Professor of Mental Health in Education, Oxford Brookes University
 October 2020



References


	Carpenter, B., and Carpenter, M. J. (2020) The Recovery Curriculum: Loss and Life for Our Children and Schools in the Pandemic. Think Piece. Available from www.recoverycurriculum.org.uk

	Carpenter, B., Erskine, A., and Hawkes, J. (2020) Lenny and Lily in Lockdown: Lenny and Lily Return to School. Available from www.booksbeyondwords.co.uk

	Children’s Society (2020) The Good Childhood Report: Summer Update. Available from www.childrenssociety.org.uk

	Chitsabesan, P. (2020) Impact of Covid-19 on Children and Young People’s Mental Health. Lecture Given to the DfE Online Mental Health Conference, 9th July.

	MindEd (2020) Adverse Childhood Experiences Programme. Available from www.minded.org.uk/component/details/653614

	Royal College of Paediatricians & Child Health (2020) Restoring Children’s Health Services, Covid-19, and Winter Planning: Position Statement. RCPCH, London.

	Spielman, A. (2020) Rebuilding. An Interview with BBC Radio 4 ‘Today’ Programme, 6th?July.











Chapter 1
Changing attitudes in changing times

This book was written during a year that straddled the time before COVID-19 had hit countries across the globe and the time when the devastating ramifications of the pandemic were beginning to emerge. The Secretary-General of the United Nations, António Guterres, described the event as the most challenging crisis since World War Two. The uncertain future for major industries and local businesses alike are stark and the effects of rising unemployment threatens to blight too many lives, as a world we had come to rely on disappeared almost overnight. The visible signs of how the world had changed were all too obvious, but what may have been less apparent were the lasting effects on people’s mental health and wellbeing, as families and friends had long periods when they were unable to meet to socialise, to celebrate, or even to mourn together.

In his foreword to a report in July 2020, Mark Russell, Chief Executive of The Children’s Society, said there had been a decline in children’s wellbeing since well before the pandemic, with children’s happiness with their lives being at its lowest since 2009/10. However, he went on to say: 


But there is hope. While children are feeling the impacts now of the coronavirus and the lockdown measures, there is still a sense of optimism for their future. Children told us that through these difficult times they have enjoyed having a time to reflect, to learn new hobbies or restart old ones and have found gratitude for things in their life pre-lockdown.

(2020: 2)


Similar conclusions were reached by Anne Longfield, the Children’s Commissioner for England. In a report a couple of months later, she began by saying that some families had said they had enjoyed being able to spend more time together, when children were out of school and parents were having to work from home. She commented, too, on the dedication and commitment of many teachers, social workers and other professionals during this time. However, she pointed out that even before the pandemic, there were 2.2 million children in England living in households affected by domestic abuse, parental drug and/or alcohol dependency and severe parental mental health issues (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2020).

It remains to be seen what the long-term effects of COVID-19 will be on the mental health and wellbeing of people of all ages. But what is clear is that the current crisis will throw a spotlight on emotional wellbeing and on the part schools and other educational settings can play in improving the mental health of the nation.



Recognising the importance of mental health

Well before the advent of the coronavirus, there had been a shift towards recognising the importance of emotional wellbeing, but there is still some distance to go before people are as open and well informed about their mental wellbeing as they are about their physical health – yet the two are closely intertwined. In addition, societal changes from well before the virus have made it harder for people of all ages to remain resilient. Instead of an extended family of grandparents, cousins and other family members living nearby, families may be scattered across the country and, increasingly, across the globe, leaving the nuclear family less cushioned without the wider family’s support to draw on.

Another growing pressure has been the rise in social media, leading to less face-to-face contact and more time spent shut off from engaging with the real world. An increase in indoor activity has been noted along with a decrease in outdoor pursuits, which is one of the areas where physical and mental health merge. Meanwhile a digital divide has opened up between households equipped to access online education, information and advice, and those whose lack of technology leaves them further behind.

An unintended consequence of the reliance on social media has been a rise in bullying and other forms of unacceptable behaviour, which is affecting people of all ages. Bullies have always existed, but now that it is possible to attack or belittle people while hiding behind a screen of anonymity, it has become more invidious, more damaging and more extreme. In June 2019, as part of an inquiry into funding in Northern Ireland, the Northern Ireland Affairs Committee in Westminster heard from Geri Cameron, Principal of Loughshore Education Centre in Belfast. Geri said that a strategy for protecting teachers and their wellbeing is sorely needed, saying: 


I can’t imagine any other situation where a school principal could be hounded, stalked and vilified on social media and held up for public ridicule with no consequence.


(There is more about bullying in Chapter 4, where attention is paid both to the bully and to the bullied.)

Responding to a question about the scale of support for pupils with mental health problems Geri added that: 


There isn’t a school in Northern Ireland at the moment which isn’t feeling the effects of the challenges of dealing with children and young people who have mental ill-health.


The same would apply to other parts of the UK as well. However, as this book shows, there are some amazing examples of what schools and other settings are doing to support young learners’ mental health, and if the intentions of the 2017 Green Paper on Mental Health (DoH and DfE, 2017) finally come to fruition – in combination with other approaches outlined in this book and elsewhere – the future could be much more promising than the past, once the battle with the coronavirus recedes.

Turning to further education (FE) colleges in January 2020, the Times Educational Supplement (tes) (which reaches schools in more than 100 countries and has offices in England, Hong Kong, Sydney and Dubai), did a survey of 142 FE colleges. An article headed: ‘The “tsunami” of mental health need’ summed up its findings: 


	17,500 students were seeing a counsellor or accessing mental health support regularly

	914 had a dedicated mental health responsibility, which had more than doubled in three years

	More than 120 of the colleges ran a counselling service for students

	The number of staff who had received some form of mental health awareness training had increased by over 700% in the same three-year period (Tes, 2020)



The long-standing and rising concern about young learners’ mental wellbeing has resulted in a more concerted effort to address the issue and, as well as mental health charities and other organisations rising to the challenge, their voices have been added to by a growing number of figures in the public eye – from royalty to film stars and from footballers to TV pundits.




Opening up the conversation

Not only is this a significant step forward, but it has also been part of a growing trend for organisations to work collaboratively with others in the field. While there are so many developments that it is not possible to find the space to cover them all, here are some examples of the work that has been going on in recent years: 


	The Duke and Duchess of Cambridge have made mental health one of their main areas of charity work and launched the ‘Heads Together’ campaign to tackle stigma

	A legacy of ‘Heads Together’ was the setting up of the ‘Mentally Healthy Schools’ website (www.mentallyhealthyschools.org.uk/), in conjunction with The Anna Freud Centre, Place2Be and YoungMinds, giving school and college staff access to quality-assured resources, advice and information. From 2020, the range of resources has widened to include the whole of the UK

	‘Heads Together’ and the Football Association (FA) teamed up for the ‘Heads Up’ campaign to drive home the message to football fans of all ages

	In 2019 ‘Mental Health Innovations’ launched its first digital programme with the introduction of ‘Shout’, which is a free 24/7 text messaging service for people needing immediate support



During Mental Health Awareness Week 2019, an English TV presenting duo, Anthony McPartlin and Declan Donnelly, commonly known as Ant and Dec, used one of their popular television shows to launch a Mental Wellness campaign, ‘Britain Get Talking’, supported by the mental health charities Mind, YoungMinds, and the Scottish Association for Mental Health (SAMH). Every year, there is a Mental Health Awareness week in the UK.



Information point Mental Health Awareness Week

Mental Health Awareness Week has been run by the Mental Health Foundation since 2001.

It is a week in May every year devoted to raising the awareness of mental health and inspire action to promote the message of good mental health for all.

Schools, businesses, community groups and people in their own homes host events to raise money for the Mental Health Foundation, which produces free resources for the occasion.

The week is widely advertised by other mental health charities, such as Mind, Time to Change, Healthwatch, Anxiety UK, Rethink Mental Illness, Shout, Every Mind Matters, etc.


(There is further information about these charities and their campaigns in Chapter 7.)




Competing and conflicting agendas

Despite a more welcoming environment and a greater recognition of the need to nurture wellbeing in people of all ages, the efforts of schools to offer a rounded education has not always been enough to counteract successive governments’ unhealthy obsession with measuring a school’s success purely in terms of tracking academic progress. Pupils’ results are used to hold schools accountable, as if the complex work of schools can be summed up in a few bald statistics, while a fleeting visit by Ofsted inspectors can impact how schools are viewed by the public and affect how staff and pupils feel about themselves.

The time, money and energy that has gone into devising baselines for measuring children’s readiness for learning the minute they arrive in their reception classroom; the diktats about how pupils should be taught to read and write; and the insistence on priority being given to certain GCSE subjects at the expense of The Arts does not help to inspire and motivate pupils. FE colleges have a particular problem in trying to enthuse their students with a love of learning when they are required to re-sit their English and maths, carrying with them unsuccessful attempts at school to reach the required standard into the next stage of their education. While it is a welcome step that there is now a greater focus on wellbeing, it might not have been as necessary if teachers had been trusted to teach and children had been treated as unique individuals with their own interests, aptitudes and abilities.

In 2017, YoungMinds began its ‘Wise Up’ campaign which calls on the government to rebalance the education system to make the wellbeing of students as important as academic achievement. In pressing its case, it points out that three children in every classroom are likely to have a diagnosable mental disorder and 90% of school leaders have reported an increase in the last five years in the number of students experiencing anxiety, stress, low mood or depression.

Similarly, an emphasis on disciplining pupils and controlling ‘bad’ behaviour, rather than recognising behaviour as a form of communication, has been less than helpful. The tide is turning, but the arguments still rumble on. It was a hopeful sign when Department for Education (DfE) guidance went from talking about ‘behaviour and discipline in schools’ (DfE, 2014) to giving guidance on ‘mental health and behaviour in schools’, with the latter recognising that a pupil’s behaviour may be caused by mental health issues. This guidance also suggests that, while there is no requirement to have a separate Mental Health and Wellbeing policy, a range of other policies should show how the topic is being covered. (An example of a Positive Mental Health policy is given in Chapter 3 and case studies of different ways of covering mental health in the curriculum are discussed in Chapter 5.)




The significance of the change from BESD to SEMH

Another major step in the right direction was when the current special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) Code of Practice (DfE, 2015) adjusted one of the four broad areas of need from the previous version. Retained were: 


	Communication and interaction

	Cognition and learning

	Sensory and/or physical needs



However, the other category of: 


	Behaviour, emotional and social development (BESD) was changed to social, emotional and mental health difficulties (SEMH)





This meant that the word ‘behaviour’ was dropped altogether and ‘mental health’ was mentioned instead. The Code of Practice explains that children and young people may experience a wide range of social and emotional difficulties, from the isolated or withdrawn child to the one who displays disturbed and disturbing behaviour.

There is no suggestion, here or elsewhere, that teachers should be able to diagnose mental health conditions, but they should be aware that some behaviours may be the result of a pupil having a mental health issue. Nor is there a suggestion that the Special Education Needs Co-ordinator (SENCO) should automatically be responsible for pupils with mental health needs, simply because BESD has changed to SEMH. Although there is some overlap, and children with SEND are more likely than those who do not have SEND to develop mental health issues, having strategic oversight of mental health and emotional wellbeing in the school is seen as a significant role. (There are further discussions about this in Chapters 2 and 3.)




Defining the terminology

One of the changes that has emerged as children and young people’s wellbeing has gained a higher profile has been the use of descriptions, such as mental health, mental wellbeing, wellbeing and emotional wellbeing. While there seems to be no agreed definition for some of these terms, or a consensus about how far they overlap, there is a common thread running through many of the definitions. Starting with the meaning of ‘wellbeing’, which The Children’s Society report mentioned earlier, points out that wellbeing can be used in a number of ways: 


Wellbeing is a commonly used term which, in everyday life, can refer to a range of things including happiness, not being ill, or having enough money. Not surprisingly, this array of definitions is also reflected in the way that wellbeing is measured.

(2020: 9)


A definition clarifying the relationship between mental health and wellbeing comes from the World Health Organisation (WHO). This definition is widely accepted and frequently quoted: 


Mental health is defined as a state of wellbeing in which every individual recognises his or her own potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to his or her own community.

(2014)


On its website, the Mental Health Foundation builds on the WHO definition as follows: 


A positive sense of wellbeing (which) enables an individual to be able to function in society and meet the demands of everyday life; people in good mental health have the ability to recover effectively from illness, change or misfortune.


The last part of this definition adds the idea that people who are in this positive state are in a position to be resilient and recover from setbacks. (There is more about resilience in Chapter 4.)

The terms ‘emotional wellbeing’ and ‘mental health’ can be used interchangeably or together. As the focus in this book is on the emotional development and wellbeing of young people so that they will have good mental health, this is the approach that is taken and is reflected in the book’s title. When discussing models of emotional development, a book edited by Colley and Cooper (2017) sheds light on the importance of emotional development: 


For a significant minority of children in your classroom, the inability to recognise their own emotional states or regulate their impulses will be undermining both their learning and their relationships in school. Locked in stages of emotional development that are now out of step with their chronological age, these children will be battling to manage emotions and feelings that might include mistrust, aggression, disdain, anxiety and shame.

(2017: 27)







Achieving wellbeing

In a white paper in 1999, a labour government set out an action plan for healthier living. This included a section on the importance of mental health for everyone which had steps for enhancing emotional wellbeing. These were: 



	Keeping in touch with family and friends

	Keeping involved in the community

	Making time for relaxation

	Making time for physical activity

	Asking for help and talking about problems



(H.M. Government, 1999)


It is interesting to see how these steps relate to what has become known as the NHS’s ‘Five steps to mental wellbeing’.

In response to the government’s request for a succinct message about how to improve wellbeing that might be as catchy as the ‘Five fruit and vegetables a day’ message, the New Economics Foundation (NEF, 2011) arrived at the ‘Five ways to mental wellbeing’, which, in turn, led to the NHS version published in 2008 and updated in 2020, when the phrase was changed to ‘Five steps to mental wellbeing’ (NHS, 2008). An even more succinct version appears on the website of Mind (www.mind.org.uk/), with the same ideas in a slightly different order.



 


	
NHS


	
Mind





	







	1. Connect with other people
	1. Connect



	2. Be physically active
	2. Be active



	3. Learn new skills
	3. Take notice



	4. Give to others
	4. Learn



	5. Pay attention to the present moment (mindfulness)
	5. Give






These steps or ways to wellbeing have been well researched. They have achieved the original aim of making an impact and are used across the services. The following two case studies are of schools that have embedded these ideas very firmly in their settings.




Case study of St Francis C. of E. Primary School


St Francis C. of E. Primary School in Cornwall has made mental health and wellbeing a priority. The school has explained wellbeing as follows: 


Wellbeing is when you feel good and enjoy your day-to-day life. The things that we do and the way that we think affects our wellbeing and there are five ways that can help boost this. Each of these actions makes a positive difference to how we feel, being aware of and combining these will make a difference.


Suggestions are made as to the actions that might be taken to fulfil each of the five ways: 



 


	1
	
Connect

	With your friends, family, neighbours and people at work. Have a conversation, pass the time of day, make time for that chat



	2
	
Be active

	Find a physical activity that you enjoy, go for a walk, try gardening



	3
	
Take notice

	Take the time to look at the day, the changing seasons; savour the moment



	4
	
Keep learning

	Try something new whether it’s making a new recipe, fixing your bike or even signing up for a course



	5
	
Give

	Smile, do something nice for a friend or neighbour, make some time for others











Case study St Francis C. of E. Primary School, Falmouth

St Francis is a two-form entry school in the centre of Falmouth. It is part of the Kernow Learning Multi-Academy Trust (MAT), which has a number of schools in south-west England. The head teacher is Hannah Stevens.

In order to raise pupils’ awareness of wellbeing, the school decided to develop an initiative based on the NHS ‘Five steps to mental wellbeing’. Wellbeing Champions were created from amongst the pupils, each one being responsible for one of the five ways and each having five pupils on their team. Pupils who are above reception age can put themselves forward for these roles. The only help from staff comes from a sixth team which provides administrative support to the other teams.

To date, the teams have been hard at work and have developed the following activities: 



 


	
Connect Team

	Running
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