
Protecting and 
promoting children’s 
mental health
Andy Bell @CentreforMH @Andy__Bell__
23 April 2021



Our role and mission

Research that makes a difference
Translating evidence into policy & practice
Supporting & evaluating innovation
Campaigning for change



Our vision: For all infants, children and young people to grow up 
in a society that prioritises, invests, listens and attends to their 

mental health and wellbeing 



Mental health spectrum

‘We all have mental health’



Rates of child mental ill 
health

Poor mental health among children and 
young people rose between 2004 & 2016: 
from 1 in 10 to 1 in 8 (and now 1 in 6)
Biggest rise among girls and young women
Emotional problems now more prevalent than 
behavioural



Missed opportunities



Protective factors for 
good mental health

Strong parental attachment
Positive parenting
Having a decent income
Security (eg living in secure housing and 
being in a safe neighbourhood)
Social connection
Positive school environment and experience



Risk factors for poor 
mental health

Violence, neglect and abuse
Bullying 
Poverty and inequality
Discrimination and injustice
Homelessness and housing insecurity
Crime (and fear of crime)
Traumatic events



Inequalities in risk

Groups of children and young people at 
higher risk include:

Children whose parents have poor mental health
Children with disabilities and physical illness
Young people from some racialised communities 
LGBT+ young people
Children from low income or homeless households
Looked After Children
Children with neurodevelopmental conditions



Mental health 
inequalities



Making the grade: how 
education shapes young 
people’s mental health

Young people from across the UK 
identified the unique role of schools, 
colleges and universities in shaping their 
wellbeing and being a source of support. 

But school can also have a detrimental 
impact on wellbeing and mental health.

https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk
/publications/making-grade

https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/publications/making-grade


How schools can 
enhance mental health

Relationships: feeling safe, connected & 
belonging & reliable adults
Environment: spaces to play & secure places 
to get support
Teaching: culture, arts and life skills as well 
as mental health education



Risk factors in schools

Academic pressures: ‘teach to test’ culture
Bullying
Stereotypes: including for racialised young 
people
Adversity: including young carers and Looked 
After Children
Inequalities: including ‘hidden curriculum’ of 
school trips, prizes, assemblies, etc



What helps schools 
promote wellbeing?

A whole organisation approach to mental health
Leadership and management that values wellbeing
Students having an active role in their learning and a 
voice in the community
Attention to staff development, health and wellbeing
Effective identification of need for mental health 
support
Working with parents and carers, with high levels of 
engagement
Targeted support for particular needs



Barriers to supporting 
wellbeing in schools

Funding constraints
A lack of staff training and support in mental health
Low levels of wellbeing among school staff
Limited involvement of schools in local health and 
care partnerships
Inconsistent or limited national guidance



Trauma and restrictive 
interventions

About 1/3 young people experience a 
traumatic event
Of these about ¼ will experience symptoms 
of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
Higher risk of trauma exposure among 
children with behavioural problems, ADHD, 
autistic spectrum disorders and learning 
disabilities + most marginalised & 
disadvantaged social groups



Trauma, challenging 
behaviour & RI



Alternative strategies

Positive behavioural support:
Reduces use of restrictive interventions by helping 
child manage behaviour
But doesn’t change external environment 

Trauma-informed schools:
Social and emotional learning
Safe and caring environment 
Positive experience of reliable adults
Support for staff wellbeing



Thank you 

For more information: 
andy.bell@centreformentalhealth.org.uk
@CentreforMH @CYPMentalHealth 
@Andy__Bell__
www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk


