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Abstract

Introduction: Around 1 in 8 children and young people (CYP) in England experience behavioural or emotional problems
growing up. For some, these will resolve with time, while others will need professional support. Mental ill health is a leading
cause of health-related disabilities and can have adverse and long-lasting effects. Despite service developments, The Values-
Based Child and Adolescent Mental Health System Commission considered that the mental health and well-being of children
and young people has never been of greater concern for a multitude of reasons, including rising levels of self-harm, eating
disorders and depression, along with the adverse impacts of social media. However the Commission argued that schools are
struggling to support CYP and these problems persist despite national debate and proposals to tackle the challenges (Values-
Based Child and Adolescent Mental Health System Commission.

The whole situation has been dramatically escalated however as a result of the COVID - 19 pandemic, and the consequential
lockdowns and high-level restrictions that have been put in place. This situation has highlighted both existing problems
and creating new demand. In addition as a direct result of the pandemic, CYP may also have to endure personal illness, or
more likely, cope with unexpected serious illness or even the death of someone close to them, such as a family member, thus
potentially adding feelings of sadness, loss and grief to existing emotional obstacles.

Discussion: This paper presents an overview of how one county in England, Somerset (with its own limitations including
rurality and significant poverty) has sought to address the needs of CYP at this unprecedented time. The work of different
organisations in Somerset is discussed and interventions aimed at helping meet the needs of CYP struggling with mental ill
health are presented and further illustrated through the use of case studies from one of the key organisations involved, Young
Somerset. Key evidence based resources are highlighted to help practitioners in other localities find help for their own CYP
needing help and support.

Conclusion: There can be no doubt that our children and young people nationally and locally here in Somerset currently, and
into the future, have many difficulties to overcome to optimise, a situation made much worse by the COVID-19 pandemic.
The depth and breadth of the present and future difficulties facing our CYP has now been recognized nationally and locally.
However, different localities have different resource levels but also CYP present a vast range of needs and personal obstacles.
Consequently, our future, our present children and young people need help and support from ALL of us going forward. In
addition to other traumas endured because of the COVID-19, a catastrophic legacy MUST NOT is a tsunami of mental and
physical ill health for our present children and young people. This is a whole nation challenge, not just something to be left to
the organisations that have a formal duty to provide care and intervention, each and every one of us has to be there to secure

the wellbeing of our future nation.
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Introduction

Around 1 in 8 children and young people (CYP) in
England experience behavioural or emotional problems
growing up [1]. For some, these will resolve with time, while
others will need professional support [2]. Mental ill health
is a leading cause of health-related disabilities and can have
adverse and long-lasting effects [3].

Children and Young People’s Improving Access
to Psychological Therapies (CYP IAPT) is a national
transformation programme, launched in 2011, which seeks
to improve the quality and access to services that provide
emotional wellbeing support for children and young people
[4]. CYP IAPT was also established to improve both the
effectiveness of treatment and the experiences of children,
young people and parents in Child and Adolescent Mental
Health Services (CAMHS) with integrated structures to
promote ongoing development of the service [5]. Fonagy, et
al. [6] in a review of CYP IAPT, present data to illustrate that
indeed the CYP IAPT programmes have delivered measurable
improvements for the CYP they seek to help, but that ongoing
research about effectiveness has to be maintained [7].

However, “The mental health and well-being of children
and young people has never been of greater concern. Nearly
every day a new story breaks: concerns about rising levels
of self-harm, eating disorders and depression; concerns
from head teachers that schools are struggling to support
pupils with mental health problems and are unable to access
advice; difficulties in accessing mental healthcare; and fears
that the internet acts as a malign force in children’s lives.
Perhaps of greatest concern, however, is the fact that these
challenges have persisted despite a series of national reports
highlighting the problems and offering well-considered
solutions” The Values-Based Child and Adolescent Mental
Health System Commission [8].

In response to these ongoing concerns, and following
a Green Paper and consultation in 2017/2018 [9], the
Government sought to increase access and availability
of mental health and wellbeing support for CYP, via the
establishment of a new post, an Education Mental Health
Practitioner (EMHP) as part of the CYP IAPT initiative,
working across both educational settings and healthcare
sectors in England. Their purpose was to deliver evidence-
based early interventions for children and young people
[10]. This new service provision is supported by Health
Education England, with various providers training the EMH
Practitioners around the country, underpinned by standards
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for the professional training programme [11], and the
accompanying supervision [12].

Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic

However, the challenges for CYP with new and existing
mental health problems have been accelerated by the current
COVID-19 pandemic and the consequential lockdowns and
high-level restrictions that have been put in place [13,14].
Most significantly amongst them, the closure of schools
for the majority, with normal routines suspended for an
unknown period at the beginning of each lockdown, and CYP
then spending most of their time at home [13,14].

This has been complicated by attempting to continue
schooling at home with significant concerns about the impact
on pupil progress and for many, associated difficulties with
accessing the resources required to support home schooling.
Additionally, there are fears that home-schooling would
widen the attainment gap between children from poor homes
and those from more affluent backgrounds [14,15], and the
additional stressor of disrupted contact with important
support networks, e.g. family and friends [1].

The NSPCC [1] have highlighted, amongst others that,
we must pay extra special pay attention to the mental health
and wellbeing of CYP at this time, especially in these totally
‘foreign’ circumstances causing anxiety and worry about
existing and now unknown and uncertain things.

More seriously during this time of the COVID-19
pandemic, CYP may also have to endure personal illness,
or more likely, cope with the serious illness or even the
death of someone close to them, such as a family member,
carer, friend or teacher, thus potentially adding feelings of
sadness, loss and grief to existing emotional obstacles [1].
In an established situation of commonly limited provision
and service support, the pandemic has further compromised
capacity and established modes of service delivery [16].
This raises real concerns about exacerbation of pre-existing
mental health issues amongst CYP [13,16]. In response,
Health Education England set out plans to expand workforce
numbers in focused areas to support future service demands
[17].

Consequently, the need for acknowledgement and
action to support our CYP with respect to their health and
well-being has never been higher. Fortunately, schools have
recently re-opened enabling access to a multitude of support
and resources, so now the real impacts of the stresses and
strains our CYP are trying to deal with have and will perhaps
more slowly become apparent, perhaps akin to a tsunami? .
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The wellbeing Opportunities and Challenges
for Children and Young People in Somerset

Map 1: Somerset Intelligence.

Somerset Intelligence stated that Somerset covers 3,452
square kilometres (1,333 square miles) with 48% of the
population living in rural areas when the English average
is only 18% which starts to signal some of the challenges
Somerset faces. Of a Somerset population of 562,225 based
on 2019 data [18,19] 47,806 Somerset people live within the
20% most deprived areas in England, a figure that has risen
since 2015 [20].

There are 118,438 children and young people aged 5
- 20 years in Somerset, which represents 21% of the total
population, a number that is declining [21]. Furthermore,
of this number, 11,950 children (aged fewer than 16) were
considered to be living in poverty in 2016, equating to 12.9%
of all children. In 2016, at a district level in Somerset, the
lowest percentage of all children living in poverty was in
Mendip (11.9%).

However, the highest percentage of children in poverty
wasin West Somerset (16.3%) [22]. Thisno doubt contributed
to, in 2017, West Somerset being declared ‘The worst area
in the country (Great Britain) (for social mobility) is West
Somerset, which performs particularly poorly on the early
years and working lives indicators. Disadvantaged people
in the area are limited by low levels of local opportunities
and poor transport links to neighbouring districts. The
area is now one of the government’s 12 Opportunity Areas
and will benefit from local initiatives that bring together
local stakeholders to deliver tailored solutions to the area’s
problems’ [23].

Further national acknowledgement of the challenges
faced within Somerset has resulted in action by the Breaking

Bridger ] and Harwood N. Delivering Community Based Quality Mental Health CARE for Children

Barriers Innovations team. Breaking Barriers Innovations is
an independent research programme with the principal aim
of radically improving the delivery of public services across
the UK for maximum social impact [21]. The ‘Playbook’
Programme they have constructed for Somerset, (other
Playbook Programmed are in Cornwall, Portsmouth, Kent
and Essex) aims to take an inter-generational approach
to support and manage an ageing population. ‘Young
people in the county face a number of challenges including
limited job prospects, poor internet access and poor public
transport. This programme will consider how to address
the issues of exclusion, isolation and disadvantage for young
people and how to make health and wellbeing sustainable
by increasing the take-up of education, training, employment
and enterprise opportunities’ [24].

In 2016, Somerset County Council (SCC) in an educational
Inclusion Statement for all CYP aged 0-25, stated that ‘All
children and young people in Somerset have the right to an
inclusive education where they feel they belong. An inclusive
education encourages all children and young people to be
the best they can be, whilst making learning enjoyable and
fulfilling; socially, emotionally and academically [25]. They
stated that ‘Effective Whole School Provision is characterized
by: High aspirations for the achievement of all children and
young people:

e Good teaching and learning for all children and young
people provision based on careful analysis of need, close
monitoring of each individual’s progress and a shared
perception of desired outcomes;

e Evaluation of the effectiveness of provision at all levels in
helping to improve opportunities and progress;

e leaders who look to improve general provision to meet
a wider range of need rather than always increasing
additional provision;

e Swiftchanges to provision, in and by individual providers
and local areas, as a result of evaluating achievement
and well-being’ [25].

To directly support the mental health and wellbeing of CYP,
SCC has created a comprehensive mental health toolkit
available on line [26]. Furthermore, they established well-
constructed mechanisms to ‘listen to the voices of children,
young people and their families to help shape better
outcomes for them'. [27]. However, face to face services are
in much demand.

Delivering Services and Support for
Children and Young People with Mental
Health Problems in Somerset

In Somerset, as other areas too inevitably, there is a
significant surge in demand for emotional wellbeing and
mental health services for CYP - both in education and
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community settings and across the wider system. Young
Somerset, the largest youth work charity in the county,
provides CYP-IAPT through an established Community
Wellbeing Service, and together with Somerset Foundation
Trust Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (SFT:
CAMHS), delivers the new Education Mental Health Support
(EMHS) service and associated teams. There are currently
34 practitioners across both of those services, with the aim
of expanding the services and support delivered to extend
across the whole of Somerset.

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, Young Somerset
has continued to support young people in the county -
moving therapeutic services online, providing significant
digital preventative resources on various social media
platforms (both for young people and parents / carers), and
delivering targeted face-to-face supportive interventions
with identified vulnerable young people in communities.
They have worked closely with statutory partner colleagues
(SFT: CAMHS, Children’s Social Care, Public Health, Police
and Education) to locate and engage with young people
not complying with lockdown restrictions (for a variety of
reasons) and provide support to them.

Young Somerset has created a team of mental health
practitioners alongside youth workers, which has proved
both efficient and effective in accelerating positive outcomes
for young people who, because they do not see themselves
as vulnerable, are more vulnerable. It should be noted that
a number of protective factors for these young people were
eroded throughout the pandemic: heightened negative home
environment, disruption of routine, lack of social engagement
and increased isolation.

Young Somerset holds ayouth work ethos atits core - this
means that it take the time to build voluntary relationships
with young people that are open, honest, trusting, respectful
and, critically, led by them. This means working WITH
young people - not to or for them [28]. Young Somerset has
now extensive experience of working with young people
and their vulnerabilities, particularly their lack of core
resilience and the prevalence of emotional distress, with
Adverse Childhood Experiences and trauma being prevalent.
Services can be combined to incorporate a primary focus on
therapeutic intervention where that is appropriate and build
collaborative capacity (both internally with other Young
Somerset services and externally with partner organisations)
that work to build an integrated and aligned support offer for
individual CYP. Thus Young Somerset is focused on delivering
better, simpler, and faster access to the support that CYP
NEED at the time THEY need it.

By aligning their work with statutory partners,
Young Somerset has demonstrated the value that a third
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sector organisations (neither solely a public nor private
organisations) can bring to the support of children and young
people in their communities. Young Somerset, through its
established collaborative ways of working can be very agile,
and move swiftly and sustainably to address an identified
need in ways that large, statutory services are unable to
match by stepping up and stepping down seamlessly between
different service offerings.

Working together with Somerset CAMHS and the
Somerset Clinical Commissioning Group, Young Somerset is
currently establishing a Tier 2+/Getting Help team (Tier 2
interventions are targeted services such as youth offending
teams, primary mental health workers, educational
psychologists and school and voluntary/third sector
providers counselling (including social care and education -
NHS) [29] which will be manned by both SFT- CAMHS and
Young Somerset practitioners. The team will work in an
integrated and aligned way - and young people will lead the
support they access; it may well be that individuals receive a
range of different interventions from team members in order
to achieve sustainable positive outcomes.

The Diversion Programme is another new service
currently being established by Young Somerset, together
with SFT - CAMHS hospital-based Psychiatric Liaison Teams.
SFT - CAMHS colleagues will offer additional support to CYP
together with a bespoke youth work team at Young Somerset.

This Programme can offer alternative support for the
CYP by creating bespoke interventions to suit the needs
of the family for a period of up to 4 weeks following the
initial assessment. The Programme can provide mentoring
and positive activities for those young people experiencing
difficulties with mental health and low emotional wellbeing.
The aim is to provide a friendly and safe environment, using
a youth work methodology, for young people to discuss
issues which are affecting them so they can make informed
decisions in the future.

Activities can take place across Somerset through the
use of venues available to Young Somerset, outdoor spaces
and within the community.

Young Somerset youth workers can also provide a safe
space for parents who need to talk about how the current
family dynamics are affecting them. As well as supportive
conversations, youth workers can provide advocacy in
professional settings and brokering access to wider services
as required. Both of these initiatives have been co-designed
with young people and are organic and fluid in nature -
intended to adaptand flexas needs demand and the emerging
detail around these current ‘gaps’ is better understood, and
designed to make sure they are integrated and aligned with
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existing CAMHS and Young Somerset pathways.

Conclusion

There can be no doubt that our children and young
people nationally and locally here in Somerset currently, and
into the future, have many challenges and obstacles ahead
of them as regards optimising their mental and physical
wellbeing. Many had existing mental and physical problems
impacting wellbeing from the consequences of growing up;
for some, this has been a very challenging journey to date,
which may or may not have been recognised and which may
or may not have resulted in help and support.

Unfortunately, the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic has
added another major diversion and really ‘changed’ their
lives, exacerbating the depth and expanse of the struggle to
cope day to day. For others, whose path thus far has been
smoother, they may not understand what on earth has
happened to them and their life as they knew it as a result
of COVID-19.

Itis clear now that there is national and established local
recognition in Somerset of the present challenges facing
children and young people with respect to their mental
and physical health and wellbeing. So, the question now is:
What will be the response of the organisations charged with
supporting our children and young people to enable them to
cope with whathas happened now and any consequences into
the future? There are many tools available and increasingly
the services in place, but not all areas of the country have
the resources to deal with ‘their’ level of demand. There is
no one size fits all, and our future, our present children and
young people need help and support from ALL of us going
forward. In addition to other traumas endured because of
the COVID-19, a catastrophic legacy MUST NOT be a tsunami
of mental and physical ill health for our present children
and young people. This is a whole nation challenge, not just
something to be left to the organisations that have a formal
duty to provide care and intervention, each and every one
of us has to be there to secure the wellbeing of our future
nation.
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