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PREFACE

Marie-Louise Coleiro Preca

It is an honour to contribute to this important and prestigious publication, which includes the conference proceedings of the SWAPv research centre’s conference, “Enhancing child and adolescent wellbeing and preventing violence in school and early childhood settings”, organised by Flinders University and its collaborators in 2016.

I believe that the wellbeing of every individual, family, and community should be central to the work of leaders and policy-makers of our nations. The values of peace and wellbeing can only take root where societies are capable of nurturing their children and their young people, who must have the space to be active in building their own future. Our leaders and policy-makers must create safe spaces for a structured process of democratic participation, so our children and our young people are heard and, therefore, empowered to be and become resilient. Our education systems must have the proper focus on necessary life skills, in order to assist our younger generations to face life’s challenges with resilience. This would help them to make the best use of opportunities, and to act upon their aspirations for the future.

I believe there is a deep need, at this time in the history of our world, for all nations to focus on the importance of wellbeing, and to promote it across our research, our policies, and our practices. To ensure that our strategies for wellbeing are successfully implemented, I believe we must focus on three key principles. First, our research must consider how individuals and communities access their basic needs, and how this access can be made a reality for every one of us. Second, we must secure respect for all people, and this must include a child’s right to be acknowledged in the fullness of their ethnicity, their gender identity and their expression, their culture, and all the other elements which make up a complete human person. And finally, we must ensure that individuals and communities are able to fully exercise and enjoy their fundamental human rights and freedoms, through effective access to justice. It is inspiring to acknowledge that the topics of discussion held as part of the SWAPv conference, and which have led to this book being published, align so closely with these goals.

Indeed, a focus on safeguarding access to fundamental rights and freedoms is essential, to work towards increased wellbeing for our communities and societies. For this reason, one of my first initiatives, when I became President of Malta, was to bring into being a Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society, in order to advocate for the betterment of society in the Maltese Islands. My foundation is dedicated to encouraging consultation; to fostering active citizenship through participatory rights; nurturing processes of peacebuilding; and to develop research around the concept of wellbeing, thereby raising awareness about this important issue. We aim to bring about the necessary cultural changes by influencing policy and setting trends in Maltese society and beyond. We put great importance on the experiences of children and young people, whose collaboration is too often minimised or ignored by policy-makers.

My foundation strives to ensure that children and young people are included at every level of our work. We believe that we cannot afford to ignore the younger generations, whose thoughts and concerns should set, and implement, the agenda for the future of our world. For this reason, we have created an empowering community of learning, through an innovative child-centred methodology, which we have called, ‘The President’s Secret Garden’. Now approaching its fourth edition, thousands of children from around the Maltese Islands have benefited from the safe and nurturing spaces which my foundation has created. Not only are children encouraged to explore their creativity, but they have engaged with conflict resolution techniques; information for sustainable development, including the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals; peace education; and healthy approaches to relationship-building and physical activity.

Children are active collaborators in developing and shaping the work of the Secret Garden. They are not passive recipients, but are involved at all stages of generating, facilitating, and reviewing the project’s methodology. It is this focus on structured child participation, in the truest and fullest sense, which distinguishes our work, and has made it an example of good practice in Malta, across the European Union, and internationally.

Thanks to high-level conferences, we also have assisted in disseminating our message of structured child participation and empowerment. These conferences have included Malta’s first National Conference on Child Wellbeing, entitled “Bullying: The child’s perspective”, and the second National Conference on Child Wellbeing, which focused on “Access to justice of vulnerable children.” Held last year, the second conference highlighted access to justice as a fundamental principle in securing, promoting, and protecting the rights and wellbeing of children. Guest speakers included Marta Santos Pais, the United Nations Special Representative on Violence Against Children; Regina Jensdottir, Head of the Child Rights Division within the Council of Europe; Norah Gibbons from Eurochild; and Astrid Podsiadlowski, representing the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights. Children and young people were an integral part of the conference, sharing their perspectives and guiding the discussion about their own experiences of legal and social obstacles to achieve meaningful access to justice.

My foundation has worked alongside children and young people to create a Child and a Young Person Council, which represent a diversity of the children population in the Maltese Islands. These have been established and are offering ongoing structured guidance to the foundation. Thanks to this participation, the Councils are directly interacting with the foundation at every level, to share their perspectives in effective, proactive, and practical ways, and influence our work. Furthermore, the European Union is also taking notice of what we are doing. Eurochild, a network of organisations and individuals working in and across Europe, has invited our Council members to participate in its activities, and is currently creating a European-level children’s council, which reflects our essential values.

Enhancing children’s wellbeing must also mean that our work, as adults, is open to a continuous process of appraisal and, where necessary, a process of review. In so doing, we shall continue to improve the ways we act on behalf of children and young people. We must be courageous and admit that there is more to be done, to effectively achieve the wellbeing of all our children and young people. We all know that every form of violence against the emotional, psychological, and physical integrity of children disrupts any attempts to safeguard their wellbeing. No forms of violence can ever be tolerated or justified. Therefore, we must commit ourselves to developing practical ways of preventing violence and challenging it, wherever it takes place. We must find meaningful ways of speaking with, and not simply talking about, children.

When children’s rights are truly and effectively safeguarded and implemented, in full accordance with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, then that shall directly lead to an increase in their wellbeing. We must find innovative ways of prioritising the dignity of children and young people, and thereby earning their respect and trust.

It is only by mobilising the combined power of governments, civil society organisations, and engaged communities, that a much-needed transformation shall take root in our countries. It is only by working together, across every level of society, in our countries and our regions, that we can truly safeguard the wellbeing of all our children and young people, everywhere, across the globe.


Introductory chapter
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CHALLENGES IN PROMOTING WELLBEING AND ADDRESSING VIOLENCE THROUGH SCHOOLS

Shelley Hymel, Lindsay Starosta, Randip Gill,and Angela Low

Beyond the family, schools are arguably one of the most powerful socialisation forces in children’s lives. It is in schools that children learn about the history and customs of their mainstream culture, acquire the academic and social competencies needed to succeed in adulthood, and develop patterns of behaviour, both positive and negative, that help them adapt in their particular social niche. As such, schools are ideal contexts in which to address significant problems that emerge as children move through adolescence and into adulthood. In this chapter, we consider schools as critical contexts for prevention and intervention in the areas of mental health and school violence.

For decades mental ‘health’ was viewed simply as the absence of mental illness. More recent models, informed by positive psychology, have expanded the continuum from mental illness to mental wellbeing. Instead of focusing primarily on pathology and ameliorating mental disorders in targeted populations, there is growing emphasis on universal approaches aimed at promoting positive mental wellbeing in all individuals (Weare, 2000; 2010). As defined by the World Health Organisation (WHO), mental health is a “state of wellbeing in which an individual realises his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and is able to make a contribution to his or her community” (2010, p. 1).

Despite this change, mental illness remains a significant problem around the world, with estimates that 20–50% of individuals experience some form of mental illness in their lifetime (Kessler et al., 2009; Sklad, Diekstra, De Ritter, & Ben, 2012; Slade et al., 2009). Beyond the considerable personal costs, there are substantial social and economic costs (Smetanin et al., 2011), with mental disorders more likely among our most vulnerable and most challenging, including the unemployed (e.g., Dewa, Chau, & Dermer, 2010), the incarcerated (e.g., Fazel & Danesh, 2002), and the homeless (e.g., Bassuk, Richard, & Tsertsvadze, 2015). Although there are many different ways to address these problems, a focus on root causes and prevention is especially appealing, as childhood is an important period for the early identification of mental disorders and the promotion of mental wellbeing. About half of all lifetime cases of mental illness emerge by age 14 (Kessler, Berglund, Demler, Jin, & Walters, 2005), and the negative behaviours reflective of conduct disorder are evident as early as age 11 (Jimerson Hart, & Renshaw, 2012). Internationally, one recent meta-analysis indicated a prevalence rate of 13.4% for mental illness among children and youth (Polanczyk, Salum, Sugaya, Caye, & Rohde, 2015). It is estimated that at least 20% of children and youth experience mental health problems significant enough to warrant social services, yet most do not receive such support (e.g., Waddell, McEwan, Shepherd, Offord, & Hua, 2005).

This chapter explores the role that schools can play in promoting mental health, recognising the need to both foster mental wellbeing in all students and provide support and clinical services to students experiencing mental health difficulties. Our focus on both positive and negative mental functioning is consistent with dual-factor models of mental health, in which psychopathology and wellbeing are viewed as distinct but equally important foci (Suldo, 2016). In the paragraphs that follow, we echo and expand on arguments put forward by others, notably the work of Weare (2000, 2010) and Kutcher (2015), in identifying multiple pathways through which teachers, school psychologists, youth workers, coaches – all adults who work with children and youth – can foster mental wellbeing and support children who experience emotional and behavioural difficulties.

Promoting mental health literacy

A first step in addressing mental health in schools is the advancement of mental health literacy (e.g., Kutcher, 2015, www.teenmentalhealth.org/), which involves several components: reducing the stigma of mental illness, increasing teacher’s knowledge of mental disorders and their treatment, as well as their understanding of how to foster positive mental wellbeing in students, and helping students seek support when needed. Teacher training programmes rarely provide such background. Over the past decade, however, such information is increasingly available online (e.g., Healthy Minds Canada, https://healthymindscanada.ca/; US National Institute of Mental Health, https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/index.shtml). Although users must become ‘critical consumers’, evaluating the quality and accuracy of the information provided, the availability of such information is an important starting point for fostering mental health literacy. Moreover, research has demonstrated the efficacy of specially designed, online and face-to-face courses in reducing mental health stigma and enhancing mental health literacy (e.g., Australia’s Mental Health First Aid, https://mhfa.com.au/; Jorm, Kitchener, Sawyer, Scales, & Cvetkovski, 2010; Canada’s Mental Health Curriculum Guide for Teachers, www.teenmentalhealth.org/; Kutcher & Wei, 2014). 

Early identification

Working on the front lines, teachers are sometimes the first to recognise youth at potential risk for mental difficulties. Their breadth of experience with hundreds of students gives them a unique and grounded perspective on what is and is not ‘normal’. Although school personnel do not have the training or background to diagnose or treat mental disorders, they may recognise early indicators of mental difficulties, especially if mental health literacy is emphasised in teacher training and professional development. Children suspected of experiencing difficulties would need to be referred to counsellors, psychologists, or other trained mental health workers for further and more in-depth evaluation, a process that would benefit from establishing closer links between schools and available community services.

Optimal mental health promotion, however, requires more systematic early identification of students who display symptoms of mental illness, as well as those at risk for such difficulties or not experiencing positive wellbeing. To this end, universal mental health screening offers a proactive model of school-based mental health promotion, with school psychologists identified as key agents in undertaking such screenings, given their rigorous training in assessment and data-informed decision-making (Dowdy et al., 2015; Nastasi & Borja, 2015). In a promising pilot project in the United States, Dowdy et al. used two well-established, standardised measures, one assessing risk factors and the other protective factors, to identify 13 and 14% of students in two schools as experiencing or at risk for emotional or behavioural difficulties. Such information can be used to refer high-risk students to available community health services. As well, data can be analysed at the class, school, or district level to guide the focus of subsequent prevention/intervention programmes and evaluate their effectiveness.

Promoting help-seeking

Encouraging students to seek help when needed is also part of Kutcher’s (2015) programme for mental health literacy. Indeed, of the nearly 14% of children in Australia, aged 4–17, who experienced some form of mental health disorder, only 56% were supported through available mental health services, with 40% receiving services through their school (Lawrence et al., 2015). Such services could be greatly enhanced if students are aware of and supported in seeking help when needed. Navigating the often complex systems of community mental health agencies can be daunting, especially for youth with little experience. Accordingly, Kutcher suggests that teachers invite a counsellor, school psychologist, or other community mental health professional to speak to their students, and/or participate in discussions on mental illness, helping students to understand the support available, and encouraging, if not directly supporting, help-seeking behaviour.

Creating safe and caring learning environments

Fostering mental wellbeing in all students requires the creation of school and classroom environments in which all children are accepted and respected, and experience neither ostracism, teasing, bullying, exclusion, nor discrimination. School climate is a broad, multi-dimensional construct that reflects the overall social atmosphere of a school. Although operationalised in multiple ways across studies (see Konishi, Miyazaki, Hymel, & Waterhouse, in press; Thapa, Cohen, Guffey, & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2013), school climate often includes assessment of student perceptions of school safety, relationships with adults and peers at school, adult and peer support, feelings of school connectedness, acceptance of diversity, clarity and fairness of discipline practices, etc. There is now a large body of research demonstrating the impact of school climate on student adjustment. Positive school climates are associated with fewer internalising and externalising problems, fewer emotional difficulties, and higher emotional wellbeing (Leadbeater, Sukhawathanakul, Thompson, & Holfeld, 2015; Reid, MacCormack, Cousins, & Freeman, 2015). Negative school climates are associated with greater bullying and victimisation (Cornell, Shukla, & Konold, 2015; Elsaesser, Gorman-Smith, & Henry, 2013; Gage, Prykanowski, & Larson, 2014), underscoring the need for safe, caring, and accepting learning environments where all students feel respected and valued.

Addressing mental health through social-emotional learning

Perhaps the most direct approach to addressing mental health in schools is to teach students the skills and competencies that enhance positive wellbeing and address the negative behavioural precursors to later mental health challenges. In keeping with a dual-factor model, both foci are essential, and efforts to promote social-emotional learning (SEL) provide a means of addressing both. Indeed, given evidence for the effectiveness of universal, school-based SEL in enhancing positive social and academic behaviour as well as reducing emotional distress and aggressive–­disruptive behaviour, Domitrovich, Durlak, Staley, & Weissberg (2017) call for the implementation of SEL programmes across the school years as part of a public health strategy.

Promoting mental wellbeing through SEL

Sustained efforts to foster SEL in schools are increasingly recognised as a foundation for positive mental health (Sklad et al., 2012; Weare, 2000, 2010). The Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL, www.casel.org) defines SEL as “the process through which we learn to recognise and manage emotions, care about others, make good decisions, behave ethically and responsibly, develop positive relationships and avoid negative behaviours” (Zins, Bloodworth, Weissberg, & Walberg, 2004). CASEL identifies five broad areas of SEL – self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, responsible decision-making – and views them as ‘master skills’ that can be promoted effectively through both direct instruction and through the creation of safe and positive learning environments. These competencies develop gradually during the time children are in school (Schonert-Reichl & Hymel, 1996), making schools an ideal context for SEL, with the ability to engage the majority of children and youth over many years. Moreover, promotion of SEL makes economic sense, with a documented benefit-cost ratio of $11 in return for every $1 spent on school-based SEL programmes (Belfield et al., 2015; see also Aos, Lieb, Mayfield, Miller, & Pennucci, 2004).

Correlational research has demonstrated consistent links between social-emotional functioning and adjustment both concurrently and over time (e.g., Aldao, Nolen-Hoeksema, & Schweizer, 2010; Denham, Bassett, Zinsser, & Wyatt, 2014; McLaughlin, Hatzenbuehler, Mennin, & Nolen-Hoeksema, 2011). For example, kindergarten teacher ratings of social competence and prosocial behaviour have been found to predict later academic progress, better employment in early adulthood, less medication for emotional or behavioural problems during high school, and decreased likelihood of public assistance, police involvement, and delinquency ( Jones, Greenberg, & Crowley, 2015). Experimental and intervention studies verify that participation in school-based SEL programmes leads to a number of important adjustment outcomes. In her review of such programmes across countries, Weare (2010) concluded that we now have “a reasonable level of confidence” in the effectiveness of some programmes “when well delivered”, citing studies demonstrating reductions in bullying and violence (Greenberg et al., 2003), crime (Caplan et al., 1992), and both mental health problems and risk factors (Wells, Barlow, & Stewart-Brown, 2003). A meta-analysis of over 200 school-based SEL programmes (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011) showed that such programmes not only enhance social-emotional competencies, but also lead to improved attitudes about self, others, and school; increased prosocial behaviour and academic performance; and decreased conduct problems and internalising difficulties. Hawkins, Kosterman, Catalano, Hill, and Abbott (2008) showed that the long-term effects of a well-designed SEL programme in elementary school were evident 12–15 years later. As young adults, participants showed better educational attainment, employment, and mental health, and greater community involvement. Thus, universal, school-based efforts to enhance SEL can be an effective way to foster wellbeing in all students, with evidence of long-term positive impact.

Supporting teacher wellbeing is also important, as teacher stress and burnout not only affects their sense of personal efficacy and job satisfaction, but also their ability to manage the classroom effectively (Collie, Shapka, & Perry, 2012). In contrast, positive student-teacher relationships contribute to teachers’ emotional wellbeing and motivation (Klassen, Perry, & Frenzel, 2012) and their sense of commitment and self-efficacy for both behaviour management and promotion of SEL in students (Collie et al., 2012). Accordingly, several programmes have been developed to promote social-emotional competence and wellbeing in teachers (e.g., CARE for Teachers, http://www.care4teachers.com; SMART in Education, http://passageworks.org/courses/smart-in-education/).

Addressing school violence through SEL

To date, school-based interventions that directly target violent and antisocial behaviour have yielded mixed results (Alford & Derzon, 2012); universal SEL interventions may hold some promise in this regard. SEL encompasses a broad range of programmes, including those focusing on social problem solving (e.g., Second Step; [Committee for Children, 2008]; PATHS, [Kusché & Greenberg, 2012]) and conflict resolution (e.g., Resolving Conflict Creatively, www.morningsidecenter.org/resolving-conflict-creatively-programme) that provide students with effective alternatives to aggression and violence, as well as programmes aimed directly at addressing aggression (e.g., Coping Power Programme, [Lochman, Boxmeyer, & Powell, 2012]). Thus, SEL initiatives can help to reduce school violence and, in turn, the likelihood of future crime, given evidence that recidivism is more likely when criminality begins at a younger age (Cottle, Lee, & Heilbrun, 2001).

Youth violence can take many forms, but the most common form experienced by children and youth is peer bullying (Holt & Reid, 2016). Bullying appears to peak during the late elementary/early secondary school years (Hymel & Swearer, 2015), with significant and negative concurrent and long-term outcomes for students who are victimised (McDougall & Vaillancourt, 2015). Although there are many different approaches to addressing school bullying (Rigby, 2010), whole-school, multidimensional anti-bullying efforts are generally more effective (Bradshaw, 2015; Rigby & Slee, 2008; Ttofi, Farrington, & Baldry, 2008; Vreeman & Carroll, 2007). Although some school-wide interventions significantly reduce bullying (e.g., Olweus Bullying Prevention Programme, [Olweus & Limber, 2010]; KiVa Programme, [Salmivalli & Poskiparta, 2012]), overall effect sizes evaluated across programmes are often small and sometimes negative (Smith, Schneider, Smith, & Ananiadou, 2004), with the overall reduction in bullying and victimisation estimated to be about 17–23% (Ttofi et al., 2008) and no clear impact after Grade 8 (Yeager, Fong, Lee, & Espelage, 2015). Nevertheless, results of the international surveys conducted across 27 countries over as many as 12 years indicate that bullying and victimisation are decreasing in 20 of the 27 countries examined (Molcho et al., 2009), with overall declines of about 10% in victimisation in most countries (Currie et al., 2012). Efforts to address electronic or cyber bullying have only recently been undertaken (e.g., Cross et al., 2015) but represent an important future direction for schools and for research. We view anti-bullying efforts as a critical component of SEL, addressing the most common form of school violence experienced by students.

Conclusion and next steps

This chapter outlines the vital role that the school can play in the development of children’s mental health, addressing the substantial societal and personal costs of mental illness. The educational practices outlined here can serve as cost-effective mechanisms through which we can start to address school violence and bullying, as well as improve the mental health of schoolchildren. Ideally, such practices should be incorporated in a multi-pronged effort that engages both the school and the community (see Hymel, Low, Starosta, Gill, & Schonert-Reichl, [in press] for examples from British Columbia, Canada) in hopes of ameliorating the prevalence of mental health problems that children experience both during schooling and potentially later in life.

The broad strategies outlined here provide an overview of the multiple pathways through which schools can address mental health and school violence. Educators on the front lines, however, would welcome more specific ideas about just how to do so. To this end, we have created an online clearinghouse for teachers and other adults who work with children and youth, the SEL Resource Finder (www.selresources.com). The website provides links to over 450 resources aimed at fostering SEL and promoting mental health literacy in schools, including a variety of programmes, practices, tools, and information to help educators learn about, apply, and assess SEL in their schools and classrooms, as well as learn about and support the children’s mental health. Given demands for evidence-based practices, continued research is needed to evaluate the efficacy of many of these programmes and practices. Our hope is that such resources will contribute to school-based efforts to address what Noddings (2005) has called, “the challenge to care in schools”.
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