More Children are Starting
School Depressed and Anxious
— Without Help, It Will Only
Get Worse

This article 1is part of a series that draws on the latest
research on back to school transitions. In it, experts explain
how best to prepare children for school, and counter
difficulties such as stress or bad behaviour.

Starting school for the first time can be stressful. Children
are suddenly thrown into a foreign environment, juggling the
pressure of learning new academic skills and establishing
relationships with peers. Some thrive, but others may need
support through this transition.

Our study found that at the ages of six to seven, which 1is
just after the time children start school, 14% of Australian
children had noticeably high levels of emotional problems.
Emotional problems generally refer to depressive and anxiety
symptoms, somatic (physical) complaints such as headaches, and
withdrawn behaviours.

There are roughly 1.5 million children aged six to seven going
to school in Australia. This means around 200,000 of them are
dealing with some kind of emotional problem. These problems
become worse as the children progress through school. We found
that three years later, when the same cohort of children were
ten to 11, an additional 60,000 had developed symptoms of
depression or anxiety.
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Emotional Problems

A 2015 report from the Australian Early Development Census
(AEDC) has warned that one in five (22%) children who enter
school in Australia is developmentally vulnerable in one or
more areas, including emotional maturity, communication and
cognitive skills (such as memory).

It was also noted that children’s mental health was becoming
worse since the 2012 report. The emotional maturity domain,
for instance, saw a decrease in the number of children
developmentally on track (from 78.1% to 76.4%) and an increase
in the number of those who were developmentally vulnerable
(from 7.6% to 8.4%) and at risk (from 14.2% to 15.3%).

While we know emotional problems are prevalent among young
Australians, we have little knowledge of how these issues
develop throughout childhood. Such knowledge is crucial to
inform early prevention and intervention, and to alter the
development of emotional problems into adolescence and
adulthood.

(RELATED: “At Back-To-School Time, the Childhood Suicide Rate
Rises*)

Our study used data from the Longitudinal Study of Australian
Children (LSAC). The LSAC has been following the development
of 10,000 children and families since 2004 in two cohorts —
the birth cohort and the kindergarten cohort. Each cohort has
about 5,000 children and families.

The LSAC explores areas such as children’s social and
emotional development, the health status of children and their
families, learning and cognition outcomes, parenting, and
relationships. This information is collected through face-to-
face and telephone interviews, as well as computer-assisted
self interviews and/or questionnaires.
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Girls are more at risk of their emotional problems escalating
than boys. Photo by pan xiaozhen on Unsplash

We analysed the data on the emotional problems of 3,200
children from the kindergarten cohort who had completed
guestions relevant to our study; first at the ages of six to
seven, then again at eight to nine, and ten to 11. We found
that children’s emotional problems, on average, were
increasing over time.

However, the rate of increase did not differ based on
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children’s initial emotional vulnerability.

What Are the Reasons?

In addition to analysing data on the rates of children’s
emotional problems, we also identified a range of risk and
protective factors that fall into four categories: individual
aspects, social and cultural environment, parenting, and peer
group experience.

We found a number of factors to be associated with the
increase in emotional problems of the children in our sample
over time. For example, compared to boys, girls started with
higher levels of emotional problems at six to seven years, and
these escalated at a faster rate. There is well-established
evidence that adolescent girls often have more emotional
problems than boys, but the evidence in childhood is not
robust.

Our findings suggest that girls with early signs of emotional
problems, and their parents, should be considered for parent
and child development support programs in the early years of
school. Signals can include showing anxiety, chewing nails,
not being able to make friends, having sleep problems and
signs of depression.

How children regulate their emotions is another factor that
influences their emotional wellbeing, particularly during the
transition to school. This is the period when children face
increasing demands to regulate their emotions in formal school
settings.

We found peer problems to be an important risk factor linked
to children’s escalation of emotional problems, especially
during the transition to school. Peer problems include issues
such as not being able to make friends, having difficulty
getting along with peers or being picked on by other children.
Children need to learn skills related to making friends and
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maintaining friendships, such as cooperation, sympathy and
helping others.

One thing to note is that the absence of peer problems does
not necessarily suggest the presence of positive
relationships. Teachers tend to view children without
problematic behaviours more favourably than children with
problematic behaviours, and so are less likely to support
them. However, lack of peer problems might also mean that the
child is isolated and does not have many friends.

It’s important that teachers and parents proactively assist
children to develop their social skills. Among the most
important ones are to encourage children to help others,
cooperate, express their emotions and understand others’
emotions.

Our study also found that the mother’s mental health was
important for children’s emotional wellbeing. We included
mothers’ mental health scores when children were four to five,
and six to seven years. A poor score for a mother’s mental
health when her children were four to five years was linked to
children’s escalation of emotional problems from six to seven
and then ten to 11 years.

This suggests that the early years may represent a sensitive
period during which maternal mental health problems have
lasting and harmful implications on children’s emotional
wellbeing across middle childhood.

How Parents Can Help

Two important ways in which parents can prepare their children
for school is by teaching them self-regulation and friendship
skills.

To have better self-regulation skills, children need to learn
to have some discipline early on. Trying to stick to a
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schedule, for example, is important.

Also important is helping children understand their emotions
and express them in a constructive way — for example, to be
able to say when they feel frustrated instead of having a
tantrum.

To help children have better friendship skills, parents can
encourage them to help other children, be involved in group
activities with them and to act sympathetically towards
others.

More resources for parents can be found here, and here.

This article was originally published on The Conversation.
Read the original article.
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