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In this section, you will gain an understanding of holistic health and well-being for 
children in the early years. You will learn how children’s mental health and well-being 
should be supported in early years provision and the role of the key person in relation 
to mental health and well-being.

Defining key terms
Please read the following as it will help you to answer question 1.

The three terms noted in the table below are those that define physical health, mental 
health and well-being in the context of early years. However, there is no difference 
between how these are defined at any stage of an individual’s life and the definition 
remains consistent regardless of age. 

Term Definition in the context of early years
Physical health The condition of a child’s physical body and the extent to which it is 

free from illness and is able to resist illness. It might also be defined 
as a state where someone feels physically well.  

Mental health The ability to reach developmental and emotional milestones, 
to learn healthy social skills and how to be resilient in the face 
of emotional problems so as to have a good quality of life and to 
be able to function at home, in school and as part of the wider 
community. 

Well-being UNICEF refer to well-being in relation to children as “their health and 
safety, their material security, their education and socialisation and 
their sense of being loved, valued and included in the families and 
societies in which they are born”. (https://link.springer.com/refere
nceworkentry/10.1007%2F978-94-007-0753-5_339) 

Did you know?

Even in the early years stage of development, the links between mental health, 
physical health and well-being are well established, and one of these can very 
easily influence the others. 
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Knowledge Activity: There are many things that someone can do to maintain 
good levels of well-being and some of these can start very early on in life. 

Using the link below, see how many of the following you think you could support a 
child in the early years stages to develop. Make notes here.

https://www.actionforhappiness.org/10keys

Anil and Aisha’s story

Anil is four years old and has experienced a chronic muscle wasting disease 
since birth. He struggles to play with his friends and has a lot of absences from 
nursery, which means that he has not met developmental milestones in terms 
of socialisation. His parents worry that when he goes to school, he will become 
overwhelmed with so many other children in the class, and they are currently 
working with his key person so that the transition is easier for him.

Aisha, who is in Anil’s nursery class, has been physically healthy since birth. She 
has met all of her developmental milestones, and at her most recent check the 
local health visitor said she should have no problems transitioning into primary 
school. This was backed up by her key person, who noted that Aisha’s resilience 
and social skills are excellent. 
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The relationship between physical and mental health for a 
child’s holistic development and well-being 

Please read the following as it will help you to answer questions 2a and 2b.

The link between physical and mental health is well established and both forms 
of health can have a significant impact on each other. For example, a child who 
experiences a chronic illness such as diabetes may find that they become anxious if 
they are worried about checking their blood glucose levels or if their readings are high. 
On the other hand, a child who experiences anxiety may find that they are susceptible 
to consistent forms of minor infection because of the impact that anxiety has on the 
immune system. 

Did you know?

‘Holism’ is a term that means taking into account the ‘whole person’ rather than 
just one aspect of who they are. 

Therefore, in the early years, it is vital that a child’s mental and physical health are 
both supported so that they do not become more susceptible to illness of either kind. 
Children who are able to easily socialise with other children are less likely to become 
isolated, which is a key factor in the onset of some mental health problems, particularly 
those relating to depression, anxiety and anxiety-related illness such as obsessive 
compulsive disorder (OCD), eating disorders and phobias.

Furthermore, children who are physically unwell may have periods of time when they 
are not in school due to their illness, or they may find it hard to keep up with their 
peers on a physical level, which can result in them not wanting to join in. Again, this 
can be problematic because it leads children to be left out of social groups, which can 
result in mental health problems; this can make physical problems worse and create a 
cycle of decline, which becomes difficult to break.
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In terms of overall well-being, children who are well both mentally and physically are 
better able to maintain aspects of their lives, which enhances well-being. For example, 
they are able to interact with others, are more likely to want to learn and are able 
to ask for help from a support group when they need to. This may come across as 
something that only an adult would be able to do if they needed help, but children 
form relationships from a very young age with people who become part of their support 
group as they grow up, for example:

 • parents

 • siblings

 • other family members

 • friends

 • teachers

 • sports coaches

When all three factors – mental health, physical health and well-being – are balanced, 
this enables children to grow and develop in line with expected standards. While no 
child will ever have perfect health and well-being, the more that can be done to support 
them, the better their chances of remaining well throughout their lifetime.

Did you know?

When the body is consistently stressed and anxious, it produces too much of the 
hormone cortisol, which impacts how well the immune system is able to function. SAM
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Knowledge Activity: For a child you are familiar with (or a situation you have 
researched), describe how their physical and mental health are linked, and how 
this impacts on their well-being.

Factors including risk factors and protective factors that may 
impact young children’s physical and mental health in the 
early years  

Please read the following as it will help you to answer question 3.

A risk factor, as its name suggests, is anything that puts a person more at risk of 
something. For example, a child who likes to climb trees is more at risk of breaking 
their leg than a child who likes to read. In contrast, a protective factor is anything that 
prevents a risk from taking place. In the example of climbing trees, the protective 
factor here may be that the child’s parent tells them that they are not to climb trees 
unless someone is supervising them.

Risk factors in terms of mental health do increase the likelihood that mental health 
problems will develop, but it is imperative to note that risk factors do not make 
mental health problems inevitable. Similarly, a protective factor does not mean that 
all risk is completely eradicated because this is all but impossible to do in relation to 
mental health – in some instances, mental health problems will come about due to an 
individual having no control over their onset whatsoever. 
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Risk factors Protective factors 
 • genetics

 • brain injury

 • physical illness

 • abuse of any kind

 • bullying

 • exploitation

 • having to adhere to expectations from a 
culture or community 

 • being in the care of the local authority 
(‘looked after’ children)

 • low self-esteem

 • lowered ability to socialise

 • the presence of some conditions such 
as autism

 • parental mental health issue (that may 
not be inherited)

 • poor parenting

 • living in a high crime area

 • divorce

 • marital difficulties

 • family conflict

 • poverty in the household

 • rejection by peers

 • stressful events

 • inability to cope with transitions 

 • attachment difficulties

 • good attachment with primary carer/s

 • meeting expected developmental 
standards at the right time

 • personal resilience 

 • parental resilience 

 • a sound support network

 • authoritative parenting

 • established parental boundaries for 
behaviour

 • good self-esteem

 • bonds with siblings and other family 
members

 • opportunities for engagement in school 
and the wider community

 • being safe at home 

 • engagement with a religion or other 
form of spirituality may be a protective 
factor (although for some this can be a 
negative influence)

 • good academic achievement 

 • being able to look forward optimistically

 • established coping skillsSAM
PLE



Section 1: Understand mental health for young children in the 
early years 

11Workbook

Did you know?

Attachment refers to how well a baby is able to bond with its primary caregiver 
(usually a parent). Failure to attach properly (or at all) in infancy can lead 
to issues for the child in making and maintaining their own relationships as 
they grow up, and in some instances it can lead to a mental illness known as 
attachment disorder. 

Knowledge Activity: Carry out research into attachment theory and how it might 
be managed and make notes. The link below provides useful information:

https://www.counselling-directory.org.uk/attachment-disorder.html

Ben’s story

Ben is three years old and his parents are both recovering from instances of drug 
misuse; he has been into foster care three times in the last 18 months. He has 
now been reunited with them again and local Social Services are working with 
him and his parents to ensure that the risk of neglect is reduced by protective 
factors. They are helping him by supporting his parents to attend parenting 
classes and to establish boundaries for Ben’s behaviour, as he is already showing 
signs of behaviour that challenges and struggles to control his anger. 
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Disclaimer

Every effort has been made to ensure that the information 
contained within this learning material is accurate and 
reflects current best practice. All information provided should 
be used as guidance only, and adapted to reflect local 
practices and individual working environment protocols.

All legislation is correct at the time of printing, but is liable to 
change (please ensure when referencing legislation that you  
are working from the most recent edition/amendment).

Neither Learning Curve Group (LCG); nor their authors, 
publishers or distributors accept any responsibility for any 
loss, damage or injury (whether direct, indirect, incidental or 
consequential) howsoever arising in connection with the use 
of the information in this learning material.

NCFE is a trading name of NCFE (registered company number 
02896700) and NCFE; Council for Awards in Care, Health 
and Education; and NNEB are registered trademarks owned 
by NCFE. NCFE has exercised reasonable care and skill 
in endorsing this resource, and makes no representation, 
express or implied, with regard to the continued accuracy of 
the information contained in this resource. NCFE does not 
accept any legal responsibility or liability for any errors or 
omissions from the resource or the consequences thereof. 
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artwork is copyright material of Learning Curve Group (LCG), 
unless otherwise stated. No part of this publication may 
be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted 
in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior 
permission of the copyright owners.

If you have any queries, feedback or need further 
information, please contact:

Learning Curve Group 
1-10 Dunelm Rise      
Durham Gate     
Spennymoor, DL16 6FS  
info@learningcurvegroup.co.uk 
www.learningcurvegroup.co.ukSAM
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