Student Coungi
Conferencg
Report 2019

On March 13th 2019 we held a joint secondary and primary student council conference for our children
and young people to discuss a theme of the Cwm Taf PSB’s Wellbeing Plan- loneliness and isolation and
what it means to us.

There was representation from both secondary and primary schools as well as our special school. This
included representation from English and Welsh medium schools, faith schools and pupils for whom English
is an additional language. The conference was held at Merthyr College, where as usual we were well looked
after. The event coincided with the National Big Sing Day and we were able to take part in this with choirs
from our schools. Music is said to be a great way to improve wellbeing. Being part of a choir is one way to
feel less isolated and lonely.

Ian Davy, representing PSB, took us through their plans for combating loneliness; a cross cutting objective
of the of Cwm Taf Well-being Plan, from Cwm Taf PSB.

The plan aims to help people
. feel more connected
. less (socially) isolated
),\ . feel less lonely, and
.. . have increased feelings of well-being / happiness
b ” CWM TA F What we know...
. Some people live away from others and do not
mix much, meaning they spend a lot of time alone but
this does not always mean that they feel lonely or cut
off (isolated).
. While some people may have a large circle of friends, family and neighbours but may still experience
feelings of loneliness or feel isolated from those around them.
. Feelings of loneliness and/or isolation can affect everyone — whatever their age, gender or
background.
. Some ‘transition’ points in life can increase the chances of feeling lonely or isolated, like changing
school, going through adolescence, family changes and losing a loved one.
. Feeling lonely or isolated can affect our health. We may not sleep as well, struggle with feelings of
stress and the problems that that can bring.

»

.

Recent headlines say things like:

. “Todays teenagers are the loneliest yet”

But the statistics are confusing. Data shows an increase in mental ill health in young people — in this linked
to feelings of loneliness?

. “Social media causes loneliness”

Do we agree? Does social media help or hinder?

Whatever the reason for feeling lonely, we need to know how we can help ourselves, and others. Feeling
part of a group can help. Things that can bring people together are:-

. Hobbies and activities, including music and sports.

. Peer support and mentoring (a school buddy)



. Having places to go, youth clubs and community centres.
. Support and having someone to talk to — friends and family.
. Knowing where to ask for help and information.

What are some of the barriers?

. Some people struggle to admit feelings of loneliness or isolation — struggle to admit to being
different or not.

. Getting to groups, activities and services often needs money and transport, things that (young)
people can struggle with.

. People tend to think of older people when they think of think of those at risk of feeling lonely or
isolated and so, usually, services are created with them in mind.

So what next?

How can we better understand what makes (young) people feel lonely and/or isolated?
How we can work together to tackle the causes and improve resilience?

How can we get more people to talk about feeling lonely and/or isolated?

The day gave us an opportunity to think about what loneliness might mean to somebody and for us to
reflect on our times of isolation and how we could address these. Sometimes we can be in a room full of
people but still feel lonely. It is about how we respond to these and how resilient we are and able to help
ourselves and others.

We were treated to an inspirational presentation from Tom Evans who talked about experience of
isolation and loneliness. He shared childhood experiences of numerous hospital visits and of feeling that
his childhood has been robbed from his. Tom feels that loneliness can play trick on your levels of self-
worth. The reality is that everyone has something to be proud of and everyone is worth something. Tom
aptly said that loneliness is not so much a feeling of being alone, but more a feeling that no one cares.
We may look happy on the outside, but nobody knows how we are feeling on the inside. Growing up can
be scary but growing up with no friends can be even more daunting. We all need friends; someone to
share a problem with... a problem shared is a problem halved. For Tom it was sport that helped him to
come to terms with his disability and helped him to make friends. It gave him a sense of belonging.

) _ _ The seven Well-being goals
Wales is doing things differently

A prosperous Wales - where everyone has
e jobs and there is no poverty
A resilient Wales - where we are prepared
for things like floods and individual
resilience

A healthier Wales - where everyone is

communies healthier and are able to see the doctor
when they need to; and more able to help
themselves
A more equal Wales - where everyone
has an equal chance whatever their
background
A Wales of cohesive communities -

A Wales of

o O bW

where communities can live happily together

A Wales of vibrant culture and a thriving Welsh language - where we have lots of opportunities to do
different things and where lots of people can speak Welsh

A globally responsible Wales - where we look after the Environment and think about other people
around the World.



Youth Service

The team were asked to be
part of the CYP conference

Try to get 5 in a row by finding classmates with the qualities on the board below!

with a focus on loneliness Write their initials in the boxes.
and social isolation. Each
lead was given a workshop I
theme and ours was:
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We introduced ourselves to spiders McDonalds pink ice cream
the groups and undertook
ice breaker bingo as follows:

The game encourages young people to talk to each other and find out information and common interests
within the group. All participants engaged well in this game




What is loneliness?

We explained to the groups that we would be discussing loneliness today and thinking of solutions for
dealing with lonely feelings. There is nothing wrong with being on your own if you are comfortable with it.
People usually describe feeling lonely for one of two reasons:

. They simply don’t see or talk to anyone very often
Or
. Even though they are surrounded by people they don’t feel understood or cared for.

What makes me feel lonely?

We asked the young people to think of the things that make them feel lonely and to write it on pink post
it notes. Some of the answers included:

-
‘People leaving me’
‘When I was alone before and no-one cared for me’
‘When people in my street leave me out or nobody talks to me’
‘When our dinner tables got split’
‘When I went on a school trip and [my friends] left me’
‘When I can’t sit by my friends at lunchtime if there are no seats left’
I feel lonely when I have nobody to talk to. I also feel Lonely when I can’t be included’
‘When my brother [who has ASD] has a meltdown in public’
‘When there’s no-one in my house’
‘When people started shouting at me then made me leave’
‘When I’'m alone at night’
‘I feel lonely when my friends don’t play with me’
‘Missing my dad because he passed away’
‘Not having anyone to talk to’
‘When no-one plays with me’
‘Having nobody to play with; when I’'m left out and nobody talks to me’
‘I feel lonely if my brother doesn’t want to play with me.’
‘When I am left out’
‘When my friends don’t play with me’
‘I have not many friends’
‘When people say stuff that isn’t true about me or my personal life’
‘When no-one cared for me or wanted to play with me’
‘When one of my friends broke up with me’
‘When our dinner tables got split and I had to sit with Year 2 and had nobody to talk to’
‘When there is not enough space to sit by my friends.’
‘People making fun of me because they had skins and I didn’t in Fortnite’
‘Being lonely in school’
‘When no-one helps’
‘When I SATS tests’
‘When I went to a competition without my mam and dad’




w

hat makes others feel lonely?

The groups were given a series of pictures as follows and were asked what would make the people in the
pictures or others that they can think of feel lonely and to write this on a green post it note. Some of the
young people’s comments were as follows:

‘Because no-one understands’

‘Being at home with no-one to talk to or friends around him’
‘No-one cares about him or visits’

‘Because they live on their own’

‘Because he’s old and can’t get out and about’

‘Because the Wi-fi runs out’

‘The game crashed and he couldn’t play’

‘His friends aren’t on the game that he is playing’
‘Not speaking to anyone real or getting fresh air’

‘Being left out’

‘It looks like she’s sad’

‘Because of bullies’

‘Because people are being nasty’
‘Having no friends’

‘Because they’re too busy to see their friends’
‘Because they are so busy’

‘Unhappy family’

‘No-one is helping the mam’

‘No real friends’

‘Because people only want something from you’

‘She might be camera shy and can’t say no to pictures’
‘Not having anyone to walk with’

‘No-one is there for her’

We all agreed that certain situations make everyone feel lonely. The young people have a good insight

for loneliness in others.



Feelings of loneliness

We spoke about how well the young people could identify what makes themselves and others around

them feel lonely. We asked the young people to write the feelings in marker pen on a balloon.




Pink Elephants

We undertook an exercise where we asked the children to look at

a picture of a pink elephant and tell us what they saw. They com-
mented on the elephants colour, wings, eyes, smile etc. We then
asked the children to close their eyes and not think about the ele-
phant; not to think about its colour, wings, eyes, smile etc. We then
asked the children to open their eyes and asked who thought about
the elephant. All of the children thought about the elephant and
even though they tried hard they couldn’t get the elephant out of
their minds. We did this exercise to highlight that even if we try to
not think about something that worries us like loneliness it doesn’t
mean that it goes away. Sometimes we need to take action in order
for things to get better.

Taking action

We asked the children to come up with ideas of how to tackle our own loneliness. Here are some of their
ideas:

. Talk to a friend

Join a group such as after school club, sport club, youth club, drama, chess etc
Have time to think

Tell a family member like my parents, grandparents or siblings
Do something fun, like go on my Xbox or PS4

Find somebody to talk to

Do a hobby

Talk to a pet / play with a pet

Write it down and maybe bury it

Socialise with others

Make new friends

Spend time with family, play with younger siblings, cousins
Go to the park and get some fresh air

Ask someone to play

Ask an adult to help or for advice, like a teacher

Exercise

Always be yourself

Be creative; colour, make something like slime

Play with someone who doesn’t have others to play with
Build up your confidence

Listen to your favourite music

Eat / drink something yummy

Read books

How Merthyr Tydfil could tackle loneliness

We asked the children to come up with ideas of how their community, Merthyr Tydfil could tackle loneli-
ness. Here are some of their ideas:

. Have more groups for people to join such as cooking, chess, sports, dance, youth clubs, after
school clubs, youth forum

Volunteering projects

Having a school counsellor to talk to

School staff that take notice

Talk to others who are lonely and help them



A worry box in every classroom, that teachers check (good for children who don’t like to speak up)
Using a worry monster

Being a friend to others

Having a ‘buddy’ scheme in school or peer mentor

Having more time to play

We gave the young people a ‘Chatterbox’ tool that they could take away and use when they feel lonely
and need to take action. We also gave them a Youth Support Team key ring that says,

‘I am capable, I am strong, if I can believe in myself I can turn my dreams
into a plan and my plan into a reality.’

As the children could establish that they knew how to address loneliness we decided that there was no

need for them to hold onto the feeling associated with loneliness anymore. They captured those feelings
on the balloons so naturally the way to get rid of them was.... To pop them!

Loud and proud and happy that when we feel lonely we know exactly what to do.
Loneliness and Sport
By Tomas Rhys Evans

Thomas Rhys Evans gave a very inspiring and humbling presentation on loneliness and how sport has
helped him.

Background

. Childhood- isolating

. Brain injury- unable to take part in activities like his peers

. Ability to engage in sport non existent

. Loads of physiotherapy

. Bone Marrow transplant

. Loneliness plays tricks on you

My sport background

. Relearn skills

. Cycling has had a positive effect on me.

. Sport has improved my mental health, self-esteem, cardiovascular exercise, physical health, and
immune health.

. It’s not just a sport to me it’s a way of life.

Contact with Disability Sport Merthyr

. Heard about Disability Sport Merthyr via word of mouth

. His previous loneliness and isolation diminished as his sense of belonging grew.
Sunday Paralympic club

. Sunday Paralympic club has had a positive impact on me

. Everyone is going through similar things

Disability Sport Merthyr Forum

. Tomas is now the Chairman of the forum.

. The forum can improve participation in sport.
. Disability doesn’t have to be a barrier to sport.



Volunteering

. Volunteering has helped me to

o develop skills

o have a sense of purpose

o and provide mental stimulation.
. Support a worthwhile cause.

How has sport benefited me
. Sport has helped my physical and mental health
. Sport has been a form of escapism

Active wheels

. Loneliness and isolation affects most people with a disability at some point
. What can I do?
o Join a club
0 Get active
. Cycling has been my saviour
o We all come together for a ride
o Others can join too
Loneliness
o Loneliness and Isolation can affect us on many levels
o Emotional loneliness
o Psychological loneliness
o Cultural loneliness
o Social loneliness.

Report of workshops run by Spectacle Theatre Ltd on Wednesday 13th March 2019

The Student conference focussed on the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act.

It was run from 9.30am-1.00pm and was held at Merthyr College.

The focus of the day was around isolation and loneliness.

Spectacle delivered two workshops for thirteen pupils, 6 and 7 in respective session

They were from a mix of primary and secondary schools from the Merthyr area.

Each workshop started with ‘getting to know you games’ introducing the staff and pupils to each other.
The introduction games established a level of trust and rules for the workshop.

The central scene for the workshop was of a pupil of the young peoples age who had received a text via
a group chat to meet with friends in a local space.

The pupil was also aware of other messages that did not welcome them attending this meeting.

Did they go ? Did their lack of esteem prevent them form attending?

How would they deal with this situation?

This simple scene allowed the young people to reveal a lot about their own and others sense of loneli-
ness and isolation.

The responses from young people ranged from self- harm and even suicidal thoughts due to loneliness.
They all had experienced in differing ways being made isolated because of others behaviour.

They all knew the importance and the difficulties of talking with a trusted person , be it an parent or
teacher or other.



One member of the group on hearing of another young person’s experience at school expressed that
the person could always speak with her. This was sincerely a conveyed and I believe built a trust be-
tween the two girls from their school.

We then asked the students to complete the following tick box questionnaire and then used this as a
basis for a discussion to bring the workshop to a close.

All participants were asked to respond to the following questions.
There were thirteen (13 )written Reponses

How often do you feel that you have no one to talk to ?

How often do you feel that you have no one to talk to ?

Hardly ever [10 |Some of the |3 | Often 0
or never Time

How often do you feel left out ?

Hardly ever |5 |Someofthe |7 |Often 1
or never. Time

How often do you feel alone ?

Hardly ever |7 |Someofthe |5 |Often 1
or never. Time

How often do you feel lonely ?

Often 2 [Someofthe |2 |Occasionally |5 |Hardlyever |3 |Never 1
Time

The pupils were thanked for their involvement , their honesty and sincerity in how open they were in
discussing the topic. They were offered the opportunity to say anything or ask anything about the work-
shop.

General comments - they enjoyed it . They liked the opportunity to talk about the subject and share their
thoughts and feelings, they liked playing out the scene . They felt new media contributed negatively and
positively towards isolation and loneliness . They felt this is an important topic for people of their age.
Spectacle spoke with staff from schools about some comments raised during the workshop.

Staff were aware of one pupil but not about another’s feelings and challenges. The staff member will be
offering support to the young person.

Steve Davis 19 03 2019



Workshop One

Volunteer Workshop
Loneliness and Isolation

How can loneliness and isolation affect someone?
Low Self-esteem

Depressed

Not Wanted

Sad

Empty

Suicidal

Self-Harm

Shut Yourself Away

What is your understanding of volunteering?

. Helping charities
. Helps people who are lonely/suicidal
. Helps with confidence

Do you think volunteering is an answer to tackling loneliness and isolation?
YES!!

Provides support to someone with a health condition
Make you feel happy

Brave — but did I do the right thing

Get out of the house

Engaging with people

Feel better about yourself

Feel proud — achieving something

Confidence

Improves health

What are the benefits of volunteering? (What do volunteers get out of it?)
Health

Confident

More Active

Comfortable talking to people

Mentoring other volunteers

Making them feel better about themselves
Training

Makes you feel useful

Giving something back

Gives you a purpose

Become more social

Be happy

Give you structure

Fun

Does volunteering improve lives?
. YES
. See previous answers



Workshop Two
Volunteer Workshop
Loneliness and Isolation

How can loneliness and isolation affect someone?
Depressed
Same routine
Boredom
Scared

Anxious
Miserable
Health/Mobility
Isolated

Lonely

Trapped

What is your understanding of volunteering?
Visiting people

Try something out

Improve yourself

Giving something back without being paid
Getting people engaged in the community
Gives people a chance to do different things

Do you think volunteering is an answer to tackling loneliness and isolation?
Yes it helps because...
More Sociable

Engaged in the community
Satisfaction

Happy

Friends

Experience

Rewarding

Distraction

Gain confidence

Structure

Exciting

Worth something

What are the benefits of volunteering? What do volunteers get out of it?
Proud

Good feelings

Relieved

Sense of purpose

Sense of belonging
Motivation

A change

Structure

Working Experience

Better job in future

Shows what a person you are



Get training

Expenses paid

People could look after you
Supported

Respect

You could get recognised
Sense of being wanted
Rewarded

Value

Appreciated

Feel better
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