
Children's Mental Health

This booklet is designed to compliment the
additional paragraph on children's mental

health in the updated Keeping Children Safe
in Education 2020
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A mentally healthy child is

one with a clear sense of

identity and self-worth, the

ability to recognise and

manage emotions, to

learn, play, enjoy

friendships and

relationships, and deal

with difficulties. A wide

range of interrelated

factors play a role, such as

individual, family, wider

society and environmental

issues.

A child’s wellbeing is the

result of healthy

development within a

nurturing environment. In

the early years, infants

make emotional

attachments and form

relationships that lay the

foundation for future

mental health. 

Mental health problems can start in early years, even

if they don’t present any symptoms. The environment

children grow up in and their ability to handle the

pressures and stresses of growing up – i.e. resilience –

all play an important part in preventing problems

developing as they grow up. 

Introduction Throughout this booklet,

there are QR codes

which lead to videos and

other materials which

may be of interest. 

Simply scan the black

and white coded image

above with your phone

camera and it will give

you the option to go to

the website. Like magic!
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Keeping Children Safe

in Education 2020 

The guidance makes a

clearer link between

mental health and

safeguarding, and

stresses the role that

nurseries play in

detecting possible

problems and

supporting good

mental wellbeing. All

staff should be aware

that mental health

problems can be an

indication of abuse,

neglect or exploitation

Public Health England states:

'Getting a good start in life, building

emotional resilience and getting

maximum benefit from education are

the most important markers for good

health and wellbeing throughout life' 

80% of brain cell development takes

place by the age of 3



Mental Health Problems
That Can Affect Children

How to identify behaviour which may indicate that a

child is experiencing mental health problems or is at risk

of developing one.

Understanding the link between 
mental health and behaviour

Where children experience a range of emotional

and behavioural problems that are outside the

normal range for their age, they might be described

as experiencing mental health problems or

disorders

Examples of mental health issues seen in children

-anxiety

-depression

-conduct disorder

-attention deficit/ hyperactivity disorder

-obsessive compulsive disorder

-post traumatic stress disorder
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Scan the QR code above to explore more in depth, the

type of mental health issues children may suffer

• Emotional state (fearful, withdrawn, low self-esteem)

• Behaviour (aggressive or oppositional; habitual body rocking)

• Interpersonal behaviours (indiscriminate contact or affection seeking,

overfriendliness or excessive clinginess; demonstrating excessively 'good'

behaviour to prevent disapproval; failing to seek or accept appropriate

comfort or affection from an appropriate person when significantly

distressed; coercive controlling behaviour; or lack of ability to understand

and recognise emotions). 

If the practitioner is aware of negative experiences or distressing life events occurring

in the childs life, it will be good practice to keep an eye out for these potential

indicators that the child is unable to process what they are experiencing

Mental health and behaviour in schools. DfE. Nov 2018



Evidence shows children who

experience stressful and poor

quality childhoods are more

likely to develop health-

harming and anti-social

behaviours, more likely to

perform poorly in school,

more likely to be involved in

crime and ultimately less likely

to be a productive member

of society.

Staff must be aware of how

adverse experiences, like

abuse and neglect, can have

a lasting impact on a child’s

mental health, behaviour and

education.

Difficult events could also

have an impact in childrens

lives, and providing early help

and support is more effective

in promoting the welfare of 

 children than reacting later,

and can also prevent further

problems (including mental

health problems) arising.

Watch a video explaining

ACE's a little better, by

scanning the QR code above

Adverse Childhood Experiences
(ACE's)

Loss or separation

Life changes

Traumatic experiences

Other traumatic incidents

Resulting from death. parental separation,

divorce, family conflict or breakdown that

results in the child having to live elsewhere,

being taken into care or adopted,

deployment of parents in armed forces

families

Such as the birth of a sibling, moving house

or changing nurseries or transitioning from

nursery to reception

Such as abuse, neglect, domestic violence,

bullying, violence, accidents or injuries

Some groups could be susceptible to

incidents, even though they are not directly

involved. For example, being in lockdown

during the COVID-19 pandemic has

affected the mental health of many

children, causing them to miss nursery,

wondering if they will see their friends 

again, break in regular weekly routine 

and unable to visit family.

Other experiences in childhood which could

have an impact on their lives if not supported
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Role of the practitioner

If staff have a mental health

concern about a child that is also a

safeguarding concern, this should

be immediately discussed with a

Designated Safeguarding Lead and

logged onto a Wellbeing Form

(EYFS3-06-051)

Staff are well placed to observe

children day to day and identify

those whose behaviour suggests

they may be experiencing a mental

health problem or be at risk of

developing one. 

As part of the role of key person, an

attachment may be formed as you

are a secondary carer. Attachment

relationships are particularly important

and have far-reaching effects on

developing emotional, social and

cognitive skills. Practitioners spend up

to 10 hours a day with these children

and as professionals, have the ability

to listen and comfort a child without

their own stresses and emotional

attachments interfering. 

In order to promote positive mental

health, it is important that

practitioners have an understanding

of the protective factors that can

enable children to be resilient when

they encounter problems and

challenges. The role that practitioners

play in promoting the resilience of

children is particularly important for

those with less supportive home lives,

who may not have a trusted adult

they can talk to. Practitioners should

be a safe and affirming place for

children where they can develop a

sense of belonging and feel able to

trust and talk openly with adults

about their problems.
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Even the youngest children benefit from understanding their

own emotions. If they are able to describe how they feel,

they are able to learn to regulate those feelings which is such

an important aspect of socializing. We use a really simple

book which ‘color codes’ basic emotions so that a child

knows it’s OK to talk about how they feel. It is a lovely read

and our children so benefitted from it we thought we would

share all about it with our parents 

Colour Monster



6

Resilience and Mindfulness
Resilience can be broadly defined as

the ability to recover from setbacks.

A resilient child is one with:

- self esteem

- confidence

- the ability to deal with change

- the ability to adapt

- a range of social problem-solving skills

Resilience is important mostly for our

mental health. It’s a life skill we take

with us into adulthood. It is thought that

the more resilient a person is, the less

they experience stress as they are

equipped to deal with life’s pressures.

Building resilience in children helps

them to overcome obstacles more

easily and reduces the chances of

them suffering from anxiety or other

stress-related disorders.

Mindfulness is a way of bringing

attention to the present moment,

creating a calming effect. Evidence

shows that mindfulness can help with

anxiety and depression. The early

years are so fundamental to

developing emotions. It’s so important

to be in the moment, but also for

children to be able to identify what

they are feeling and when they need

to take time out. It’s also about

learning how to be kind to themselves

and others

- Create a dedicated time each

day, for example, relaxation time

combined with yoga every day

after lunch. As a result, the children

are more focussed and engaged

for the rest of the afternoon

- Toy breathing – good for younger

children. Get them to lie on their

backs and balance a toy on their

tummy – a Duplo block works well.

Talk the children through breathing

slowly in and out, pointing out the

toy goes up when they breathe in

deeply, and down as they breathe

out. Can they make the toy go

even higher and even lower next

time?

Ways to promote Mindfulness

There are very clear links to the

Personal, Social and Emotional

part of the curriculum, including

teaching children to understand

techniques to help regulate their

emotions, emotional language

and, critically, empathy. If children

know their emotional trigger points

and can spot them, they can

make the decision to remove

themselves from the situation or

seek help, rather than things

spiralling out of control.



Further Reading

7

Mental Health and Behaviour in Schools (DfE)

Keeping Children Safe in Education 2020

Working Together To Safeguard Children 

NHS

Children and Young People Mental Health Services

CAHMS

A beginner's guide to the NHS's Child and

Adolescent Mental Health Services

Children's Mental Disorders

Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (USA)

You may need to cover the surrounding barcodes to scan the one you want


