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1.Abstract
This qualitative study aimed to explore the mental health of children during the Covid-19 pandemic from a teacher’s perspective. The study involved interviewing five primary teachers working in mainstream schools. An inductive thematic analysis approach was used to analyse the data from the interviews. Five main themes were developed 1) Child Anxiety, 2) Behavioural Changes, 3) The Importance of School, 4) Supporting Children and 5) Vulnerable. children. The results revealed, decline of children’s mental health may be due to the withdrawal of routine, lack of social outlets, a difficult home environment and isolation. The perspectives concluded that children with special educational needs and children considered disadvantaged may be more at risk.  Schools are supporting children in a variety of ways; however, teachers are facing challenges when supporting them with demanding curriculum. This study proposes ideas for future research outside of Dublin. It also probes future research into the lasting effects of the pandemic on children in future years.















[bookmark: _g06nri7ls8r][bookmark: _Toc98491911][bookmark: _Toc98492831][bookmark: _Toc98495169][bookmark: _Toc98773018]2.Introduction
A global pandemic caused by the rapid spread of the Coronavirus Covid-19 has been impacting the world since early 2020. The first case of Covid-19 was recorded in Ireland on February 27th, 2020 (Hyland et al 2020).  Covid-19 has disrupted the lives of many and is placing additional pressure on society. The sense of uncertainty and upheaval caused many individuals to struggle with their mental health and it is speculated that the real aftermath is yet to unravel (Poulton et al, 2020). Little is known about how the pandemic is impacting children. The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF, 2020) stated in their report ‘The State of the World’s children’ that children are at risk of developing mental health issues and that exposure to stressful environments may increase this risk. UNICEF (2020) reported: children require healthy and supportive home and school environments and attachments to protect their psychological wellbeing. The extent to which Covid-19 will impact children in later life was raised as a pressing concern and one that should be taken seriously (UNICEF, 2021). Therefore, the aim of the current research is to explore teacher’s perspectives on children’s mental health during the pandemic.
An Irish study outlines the huge increase in people seeking mental health support during the pandemic (O’Connor et al,2020). In this study, it is suggested that an unpredictable global emergency such as the Covid-19 pandemic may cause a more profound psychosocial impact than medical impact as it goes beyond anything experienced in an individual’s lifetime. However, research, discourse, and policies mostly surround how adults have been impacted by Covid-19, more focus should be directed towards children, (O’Sullivan et al 2021) growing up during the pandemic. In the early phases of Covid-19, individuals endured isolation from family and friends and limited travel distances (O’Connor et al, 2020). Covid-19 has caused children to be exposed to stressors or inducing situations which impact their psychological wellbeing (Ashikkali et al, 2020). Furthermore, children’s normal routine and wellbeing supports, such as school have been interrupted (Hogwood & Kelleher, 2020). Thus, the children may be at a risk of the impact of the pandemic.
 There is a gap in knowledge on the topic of children’s mental health and Covid-19. During the pandemic teachers have observed the changes and upheaval to children’snormality. This study aims to explore teachers' perspectives of children’s mental health during the pandemic through a qualitative interview. The study will begin by reviewing and discussing the current literature on children’s mental health and the pandemic. 

[bookmark: _5fwkx910v6t9][bookmark: _Toc98773019][bookmark: _Toc98491912][bookmark: _Toc98492832][bookmark: _Toc98495170]2.1 Concern for Children’s Mental Health
Mental health is defined by the American Psychological Association (APA,2021) as a state of mind, characterised by emotional wellbeing, good behavioural adjustment, freedom from anxiety and a capacity to construct meaningful relationships. According to research, even before the unprecedented events of the pandemic, mental health issues in children were increasing (Newlove Delgado et al, 2021). In an Irish context is confirmed by the ‘My World Survey’ which revealed increasing levels of anxiety and depression among young people in Ireland (Dooley & O’Connor,2019). Prior to the pandemic, child mental health disorder was at a prevalence of 13% worldwide (Polanczyk et al, 2015). Although longitudinal data has not been gathered, it is assumed that there will be psychological repercussions for children from the pandemic. Research suggests that most psychological issues occur before a child is 14 therefore it is important to protect children’s vulnerability (O’Sullivan et al, 2021). The World Health Organisation (WHO) states that to assist children’s understanding and coping skills, parents should discuss the pandemic with their children in an age-appropriate manner. Bahn’s (2020) discussion on easing anxiety in children by providing them with correct and easily digested information about the pandemic. In contrast with the view of protecting children’s vulnerability, an international study by Bray et al (2021) suggested that children should be treated as citizens of the world, therefore informing them appropriately about Covid-19 is important. 
 Literature published from Ireland is limited, however, O’Sullivan et al (2021) conducted an invaluable study on child and adolescent wellbeing during the pandemic. This qualitative study revealed that parents were concerned about the psychological impact of Covid-19 on their children (O’Sullivan, et al). Childhood is a crucial stage of social development; thus, the isolation and social distancing measures may hinder development. Research from other countries will be reviewed to gain a broader understanding of the impact worldwide.  As the pandemic originated from China, their published research is valuable. In a study on primary and secondary school students’ depression, anxiety and overall life satisfaction was measured (Tang et al, 2020). This revealed that although some children experienced anxiety, depression, and dissatisfaction with life the prevalence of these issues was higher in adolescence (Tang et al, 2020). Earlier research around youth mental health suggests that biological and psychosocial changes in adolescence may leave them at risk of developing mental health issues (Tang et al, 2020), therefore prevention of these issues in childhood is advisable. 
A study by Figueiredo et al (2020) suggested that the pandemic presents biopsychosocial stressors that children are exposed to. Furthermore, containment measures may involve social isolation for children (Figueirdo et al, 2020). Some children are too young, and they cannot understand why these measures need to be implemented, this can cause a state of disequilibrium for children (Figueirdo et al 2020). Another, study suggested that children’s mental health was subject to their parents coping with personal fears about the virus and quarantining that may have a negative impact (Spinelli, 2020). The impact of quarantine and isolation is a common thread in current research.  A study found that, children quarantining was at more risk of psychological distress than non-quarantining children (Saurabh & Ranjan, 2020). Children quarantining may be isolated, anxious, worried about the future and are at higher risk of developing psychological disorders (Figueirdo et al, 2020). Considering the lengthy nature of the pandemic and the limited research in the area the current research will examine the influence that the pandemic may have on children’s wellbeing from a teacher’s perspective.  


[bookmark: _Toc98773020]2.2 Child Anxiety
Childhood is a time of key developmental stages in social, emotional, and physical development. For this reason, it is important to monitor and attend to the presence of symptoms of anxiety in children. An important understanding of child anxiety is how it presents in children. Children who may be anxious can appear to be highly strung and have persistent worrying thoughts (Courtney et al, 2020). Furthermore, children with anxiety might appear to be fearful of specific things or a multitude of different things. In the case of Covid-19, children with anxiety may increase levels of fear relating to the disease (Bahn,2020). Anxiety relating to the pandemic can also fester in obsessive hand washing or obsession with germs (Courtney et al, 2020). For these reasons, young children who are thought to be at risk of worsening psychological issues due to the pandemic should be observed closely. 
Adverse circumstances in childhood can cause a heightened stress response in later life (O’Sullivan et al, 2021). Ehmke (2021) suggests that children are now learning how to cope with and tolerate uncertainty. some of the anxiety children are experiencing about the pandemic is inherited from their parents experiencing stress or anxiety (Ehmke,2021).  Qiu et al (2020) also suggests that parental responses and behaviour to the pandemic may increase a child’s levels of anxiety and other mental health issues. This will be assessed through questioning teachers about children’s psychological wellbeing during the pandemic. O'Sullivan et al (2021) discussed parents’ concerns about their children’s levels of anxiety. Parents in this study seemed to suggest that their child’s anxiety often manifested in attachment issues (O’Sullivan et al, 2021). This may indicate that with increased uncertainty and anxiety children will desire closeness and security from their caregivers. Another difficulty faced by parents is amount of information about the pandemic their child was exposed to. There are arguments for and against informing children about the pandemic. However, some studies have highlighted informing children about the pandemic can reduce levels of anxiety and misunderstandings (Garcia de Avila et al, 2020).  Several studies involve parents; however, teachers too have an important role in children’s lives. Therefore, the aim of the current research is to explore teachers’ perspective on children’s mental health during the pandemic. 
Research suggests withdrawal from normal routine and socialising with peers may cause increased psychological issues, especially anxiety in children (Marques de Miranda et al, 2020). In a Spanish study, Marques de Miranda et al (2020) suggests that heightened fear about the pandemic can cause long-term psychological issues in children. In Brazil during the pandemic healthcare professionals administered the Children’s anxiety scale and the Numerical Rating Scale (Garcia de Avila et al, 2020). They found that there was a high level of anxiety in children with especially females (Garcia de Avila et al, 2020). Furthermore, a Canadian study suggested that female children are more likely to internalise worries and anxieties than males (Dillon et al, 2020). However, male child seemed to be more impacted by the adverse circumstances of the pandemic, displaying symptoms of frustration and anxiety by throwing things and acting out (Dillon et al, 2020). An understanding of how Covid-19 has impacted children is unknown, the observations of teachers may provide a different perspective. 

[bookmark: _v7w6fqfn07l5][bookmark: _Toc98491913][bookmark: _Toc98492833][bookmark: _Toc98495171][bookmark: _Toc98773021]2.3 Child Depression and Behavioural changes
The WHO (2020) states that depression can be characterised as persistent sadness and lack of pleasure or interest in previously pleasurable activities. Thus, Courtney et al (2020) suggest that Children are more vulnerable to depression due to social withdrawal, increased hopelessness, and anhedonia (a lack of pleasure), Although these symptoms may be exaggerated by the pandemic it is also suggested with the resumption of normal routines and activities children’s mental health can improve and depression and anxiety are likely to lessen (Courtney et al, 2020). A longitudinal study in the United Kingdom recorded rates of depression in children from the beginning of the pandemic when lockdown measures were imposed (Bicardi et al, 2021). This research presents that depression rates had significantly increased during lockdown periods in comparison to data collected 18 months before (Bicardi et al, 2021). Outside of the context of lockdowns, Liu et al (2021) suggested that while at school children experiencing teacher absences due to Covid-19 may add to feeling of depression or low mood.  This evidence suggests the negative impact of the pandemic on children’s mental health. 
[bookmark: _lwt61q1vvhvi][bookmark: _r6r5qzq2eexy][bookmark: _Toc98491914][bookmark: _Toc98492834][bookmark: _Toc98495172]Schmitt et al (2021) found that aggressive behaviours increased in male children during the pandemic. This is supported by (O’Sullivan et al, 2020) revealing that children may be physically aggressive with siblings alluding to frustration or emotional dysregulation. It was revealed that defiant behaviours may increase in younger children while older children may display more emotional difficulties (Schmidt, 2021). Furthermore, some parents discussed an increase in maladaptive behaviours during the pandemic such as bed-wetting (O’Sullivan et al, 2020). Thus behaviour changes in children are a likely occurrence throughout the pandemic.
[bookmark: _gcxqzsbrmsej][bookmark: _Toc98773022][bookmark: _Toc98491919][bookmark: _Toc98492839][bookmark: _Toc98495177]2.4 Support for Children in Schools

[bookmark: _Toc98491915][bookmark: _Toc98492302][bookmark: _Toc98492367][bookmark: _Toc98492835][bookmark: _Toc98495173]The Psychological Society of Ireland (2020) published a document entitled ‘The Relaunch, Back to School after the Pandemic’. This document outlines how to support children’s wellbeing while at school during the pandemic and on return to school after school closures. The suggestions involve maintaining familiarity in the environment at school, fostering calm in the classroom, identifying students who may need ongoing or extra support and acknowledging the pandemic and having open discussions about it in class (PSI, 2020). Teachers are an important part of children’s lives; they play a central role in children’s development, which is supported by the ‘My World Survey’ which outlines the crucial role of a supportive adult in a child’s life (Dooley & Connors, 2019). The findings of this survey highlighted the need ‘One good adult’ in young people’s lives. Furthermore, teachers and guidance counsellors were the most common forma support accessed by pupils (Dooley & Connors,2019). The next section will discuss the impact of the pandemic on vulnerable children and how they can be supported while at school.
Due to the stressful events presented by the pandemic children may require additional support while at school. UNICEF (2020) have outlined useful tips on ‘How to Talk to Your Child about Covid-19’, one suggestion is to be honest and open about the virus, using suitable, age-appropriate language. This information may be useful for teachers also as a bridge to helping anxious pupils. In a section for teachers, UNICEF (2020) outlines some ways in which teachers can support children in school. Listening to children’s concerns, providing them with support and allowing plenty of movement breaks is recommended (UNICEF,2020). Another suggestion is that to provide accurate information and scientific evidence about Covid-19 when asked questions.
[bookmark: _Toc98491917][bookmark: _Toc98492837][bookmark: _Toc98495175][bookmark: _Toc98773023]2.5 Children with Special Educational needs and Covid-19
[bookmark: _h6uaapesbal]As mentioned previously children are considered vulnerable to the mental health impact of Covid-19. Therefore, children who have special educational needs, children from disadvantaged homes or children with mental health difficulties are potentially at higher risk during the pandemic. O’Sullivan et al (2021), outlined impact of Covid-19 restrictions on children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). The change in the routine caused by lockdowns and school closures seems to have a negative impact on these children’s mental health, increasing anxiety and unsettled moods (O’Sullivan et al, 2021). However, some children with ASD who seemed to be fixated on details of the pandemic, this obsession seems to increase their anxiety about Covid-19(O’Sullivan et al, 2021). In another study, caregivers of children with neurodevelopmental disabilities reported on the wellbeing and overall health of their child during the pandemic (Masi et al, 2020). The results revealed that two-thirds of parents reported worsened symptoms of their child’s neurodevelopmental diagnosis and worsened mental health problems. Masi et al (2020) stated that the change in routine and upheaval cause disturbances in sleep, poor diet, and an increase in screen time. Colizzo (2020) found that even with extra support and medical appointments one third of children with ASD and pre-existing behavioural problems were twice more likely to experience intensified behavioural issues.

[bookmark: _Toc98491918][bookmark: _Toc98492838][bookmark: _Toc98495176][bookmark: _Toc98773024]2.6 Children from Disadvantaged Backgrounds
	The Irish Youth Foundation’s (2021) report on ‘Generation Pandemic’ stated that one in five children under the age of 18 live in poverty.  These children, due to their socio-economic background at a high risk of developing mental health difficulties along with being exposed to adverse circumstances at home. This report mirrors some of the Health Service Executive’s reports, which details how disadvantaged children are likely to experience the negative impact of the pandemic (Crushell et al, 2020). It is suggested that children with pre-existing behavioural or mental health issues will experience a decline in mental health due to the pandemic. Even though there’s limited literature, it can be assumed that children from disadvantaged backgrounds may bear the brunt of Covid-19. Vallejo-Slocker et al (2020) found that disadvantaged families in Spain were at higher risk of the negative impacts of Covid-19. This study focused on children who were in the welfare system (foster care, residential care for example). The result of the psychological status was measured and compared to the 2017 results (Vallejo-Slocker et al, 2020). In contrast to previous knowledge of vulnerable groups, the insignificant result of this study is surprising. However, it is wise to monitor children and adolescents’ well-being closely to prevent issues (Vallejo-Slocker et al, 2020). This research aims to provide insight into children’s experience of the pandemic including those considered vulnerable. 




[bookmark: _Toc98773025]2.6 Current Research and Rationale
The key areas of interest that this study hopes to examine are psychological wellbeing focusing on, anxiety, depression, vulnerable children, behaviour changes and support available in a teacher’s perspective. This study replicates some of the methods followed by O’Sullivan et al (2020), however, it will involve only the teachers as the source of information. Primary school teachers work with children closely and observe different behaviours throughout the day, this close and important relationship is why they have been chosen as they have been chosen to be interviewed for this study. Although research is beginning to emerge about the impact of Covid-19 there are limited numbers of studies on children’s mental health. Furthermore, most of the literature reviewed in this section is not Irish- based research, thus there is a noticeable gap that must be bridged.  The purpose of this study is to understand how the global pandemic has impacted children’s mental health This will assist in planning for child mental health supports in future epidemics or emergency situations. This research aims to acknowledge children who are particularly vulnerable to the mental health impact of this virus and provide them with additional support in school. 
[bookmark: _r5n9yzv90gus]







[bookmark: _g3wuqn8y3i][bookmark: _Toc98491920][bookmark: _Toc98492840][bookmark: _Toc98495178][bookmark: _Toc98773026]3. Methods

[bookmark: _iy6iaq90uf7q][bookmark: _Toc98491921][bookmark: _Toc98492841][bookmark: _Toc98495179][bookmark: _Toc98773027]3.1 Participants and recruitment

This study involved five primary school teachers working in mainstream schools in county Dublin. Several techniques were used to recruit participants. The researcher first used Instagram to attempt to recruit suitable candidates for the study by posting to Instagram with details of the specifications of the study and the research title. A key influencer and primary school teacher were asked to share the post on their page. After difficulties with recruitment on social media, a convenient sample of participants was recruited through a network of teachers working in the Dublin area. All potential participants were informed of the voluntary nature of participating and that there would be no monetary benefits of participation.  A variety of teachers were recruited in different classes and different types of schools. The participants chosen were between the ages 24-42 years of age.  Table 1 outlines the different schools and demographics of the schools of each participant. 
Table 1. Information about participants
	Participant ID
	Type of School 
	Teacher Role in School
	Current Class

	Participant 1
	Boys National School 
	Mainstream Class Teacher
	 3rd

	Participant 2
	Girls Deis Band 1 National School 
	Mainstream Class Teacher
	6th 

	Participant 3
	Educate Together School
	Mainstream Class Teacher
	5th

	Participant 4
	Mixed National School 
	Special Education Teacher
	3rd & 4th

	Participant 5
	Mixed National School 
	Mainstream Class Teacher
	Senior infants 




[bookmark: _Toc98773028]3.3 Design 

A semi-structured interview approach used which allowed for the individuality of the teachers’ experiences of children and flexibility of responses. Several specific questions tailored to answer the research questions were formed and set prompts were prepared in case more information was required from the interviewees. An interview schedule divided in to four sections (appendix A) was prepared prior to the interviews to aid the smooth conduct of the interview. The interview mainly consisted of open-ended questions with some closed ended ones at the beginning.  

[bookmark: _Toc98773029]3.3.1 Research Questions

As this study is based on qualitative research, the study will focus on research questions which are outlined below.  The main research question was: ‘Have teachers noticed changes in children’s mental health during the Covid-19 pandemic?’ 
Other Research Questions:
1. What is causing poor mental health in children during the Covid-19 pandemic?
2. Are teachers seeing an increase in anxiety, depression, and behaviour changes in children during the pandemic?
3. Which children seem to be the most vulnerable to the negative impact of Covid-19?
4. How are schools supporting children during the Covid-19 Pandemic? 

[bookmark: _1o43tiifv7a9][bookmark: _Toc98491922][bookmark: _Toc98492842][bookmark: _Toc98495180][bookmark: _Toc98773030]3.4 Materials


In advance of the interviews all selected participants were sent an information sheet (see appendix B) and consent form (see appendix C) specific to the study. Participants were also sent 3-4 sample questions to help prepare them for the interview.  A debrief sheet was sent to each participant via email after the interviews took place, see appendix D.

3.4.1 Sample of interview questions
In your opinion, do the children you teach understand what has happened in the world due to Covid-19? What knowledge do they display? 
What is your biggest concern about primary school children because of the pandemic?

The questions were developed from research on children’s mental health and the pandemic and from obvious gaps in the literature. Some of the questions cover some of the same key areas of the O’Sullivan et al (2021) qualitative study. Furthermore, questions relating to vulnerable groups of children relate to the Crushell et al’s (2020) study on disadvantaged children and the pandemic. 
3


[bookmark: _djxhdm4w7s87][bookmark: _Toc98773031][bookmark: _Toc98491923][bookmark: _Toc98492843][bookmark: _Toc98495181]3.5 Procedure

Before the start of the data collection process, each participant was sent an email inviting them to participate in the study. The email included an information sheet and consent form. Participants were asked to read through the information sheet and if they were still interested in taking part in the study to sign and return the consent form. Once the consent forms were returned a suitable time and date for the interviews to take place were selected. The participants were sent a zoom link for the scheduled interview along with some sample interview questions. 
Before the interview started the interviewee was given a short introduction to the aims and nature of the study. They were also reminded of the confidentiality of the study; consent forms were checked, and they were asked if they had any questions before beginning the recording. The participants were informed that there would be 3 sections to the interview. The semi-structured nature of the study participants were asked open-ended questions and give freedom to direct their own responses. The researcher used prompts to elicit more information from the interviewee. When the interview was completed, the interviewee was informed, and time was allocated for any further debriefing. Following the interview, a debrief email with further information and links to support their wellbeing and useful links for teachers. 

[bookmark: _Toc98773032]3.6 Ethics 

A research proposal was submitted to the research supervisor. Ethical approval was granted by the supervisor pending minor changes. When beginning the study, the research made it clear to participants that they had the right to withdraw at any stage of the research process., Only audio files would be recorded and saved with the file named anonymously such as ‘Participant 1’.  Files will be destroyed after the submission date of the research study. The anonymity of the participants was explained to participants. Potentially identifiable information would not be included in the written report of this study. Participants were given an outline of the subjects that would be discussed in the interview. Prior to commencing the interview process the participants were told that the interview would be between 30-40 minutes and that time would be allocated for questions about the study or interview process before and after the interview. 

After reading the information sheet participants were asked to circle yes or no answers on the consent form and sign it.  As the unpredictable events of the pandemic has caused a rise in mental health issues this topic was handled with care especially when approaching the questions in relation to the children. The debrief sheet that was sent to the participants outlined the ethical considerations of right to withdraw, data storage and anonymity of participants.


[bookmark: _wxopkh5dindl][bookmark: _Toc98491924][bookmark: _Toc98492844][bookmark: _Toc98495182][bookmark: _Toc98773033]3.7 Data Analysis

[bookmark: _4wxn7q7xgoz7]The data created from the semi-structured interview was transcribed and edited in a word document. The transcripts were uploaded onto NVivo analysed under Le Braun & Clarke’s seven step thematic analysis. Before the data was analysed under thematic analysis 6 key decisions were made. Firstly, it was decided that the themes should answer the key research questions of the study. The themes should reflect the dataset in questions and the themes should encompass what responses were obtained from the semi-structured interviews. The research chose to approach the dataset using the inductive method meaning the codes and themes will derive from the data. The decision was made to code the data at a semantic level. When the data was coded the themes were described in the analysis without linking them to previous theories. Finally, to comment on the epistemology a realist approach to data analysis was taken.  The questions ask in the interview guide the coding of the data and attempted to answer the research questions. The real experiences of the participants will be considered and reported on. The researchers own assumptions about the pandemic’s impact on children’s mental health were considered when analysing the data. 

[bookmark: _Toc98773034]3.8 Personal Reflexivity

A consideration of this research is the impact of the researcher profession as a teacher on the data analysis process. The researcher has their own experiences of children during the pandemic which may influence the development of codes and themes. 










[bookmark: _Toc98773035]4. Results
[bookmark: _kun9gmn3wisp]
	This section provides an overview of the visual representations and information from the data analysis process. The 6 steps of thematic analysis were followed 1) familiarization 2) coding 3)generating themes 4)reviewing themes 5)defining and naming themes and 6)representing data. Figure 1. Represents the common themes during the early stages of analysis. Throughout the process of thematic analysis, some codes were discarded or merged into other codes to form themes. 
																Figure 1. Concept map of potential themes during data analysis											 Teacher’s Perspectives on Children’s Mental Health During the Covid- 19 Pandemic
Rising levels of Anxiety
Behaviour Changes
How are schools supporting children?
Vulnerable Groups
Programmes
Worries
Emotional outbursts
School Refusalal 
Concerns about long term-impact
Psychological 
Academics
Exposure
Anxiety about illness
Fear of death


Data from the semi-structured interviews conducted the data converged under five main themes (see appendix D. Definition of themes and additional quotes). Figure 2. represents the development of themes throughout the coding process, this mind map aimed to categorise themes and subthemes based on the analysis on NVivo. The themes were formed from the most prominent and relevant data to the research questions. A definition of each of the codes and the quotes that compile each code can be found an appendix E. In a final analysis more codes and themes were merged, and subthemes were formed. The diagram below outlines the five themes and their subthemes that that were formed using thematic analysis. See appendix F for the relationship between themes. 
[image: Diagram

Description automatically generated] Figure 2.Mind map of Final Themes and Subthemes



 
[bookmark: _Toc98773036]4.1 Theme 1:  Child Anxiety 

	This theme conveys the teachers’ perspectives on children presenting with anxiety throughout the Covid-19 pandemic. The common thread from the interviews was that there has been an increase in anxiety in children. The uncertainty, fear about the illness, and restrictions seems to have caused a heightened level of fear among primary school children. 
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Figure 3. Theme 1: Child Anxiety


[bookmark: _Toc98773037]4.1.1 Subtheme: How Anxiety Presents

	Participants described various observations of anxiety in children. Participants showed a good understanding of the types of childhood psychosomatic symptoms and overt behaviours such as nail-biting. Anxious behaviours such as fidgeting were reported as being heightened in class. Participants mentioned an increase in children complaining of tummy aches or other ailments alluding to feelings of anxiety. 
‘…- “I’m feeling like tummy's all weird I'm feeling the butterflies now” which I know links to stress and anxiety (Participant 5)

The data suggests that anxiety can present in children as being withdrawn and quiet in class, while others appeared to be anxious about returning to social settings after isolation. One participant described some children as being ‘awkward’ which may be due to decreased opportunities for socialisation. Initiating and maintaining play was reported as more difficult for children, socialisation will be discussed further in terms of social development in another theme. Participants mentioned that compulsory mask-wearing in senior classes increased anxiety levels.  This finding indicates observations of anxiety in class. 
Several participants discussed how children had persistent worries in school. Two participants set up worry-boxes in their classroom to address the increasing worries among children. One participant discussed how due to the high levels of anxiety in her class, they are working on managing and encouraging calm and measured thoughts. 
They close their eyes, and they say to themselves, ‘I'm going to be nice to myself, because I have to be my first friend, I am the voice I hear in my head every day.’(P.5)
[bookmark: _Toc98773038]4.1.2 Subtheme: Fear
Children’s anxieties seemed to relate to Covid-19 and the health consequences for themselves and others. Children were fearful of passing it on to parents or relatives in the fear of them getting very ill. One participant discussed how one child was concerned about children dying from contracting Covid-19. 
‘There were anxieties around passing it on and catching it. One child was worried, wanted reassurance that children didn't die from it.’ (P.2)

The final aspect of anxiety was the uncertainty and lack of control presented by the pandemic. Due to the unpredictable nature of the pandemic, children’s lives have changed including their school environment. Participants commented on the uncertainty about schools will remaining open which seems to have caused an increase in levels of anxiety for children. One teacher suggested that anxiety about the pandemic increases when children tried to control the situation by focusing in on mask wearing or handwashing. The lack of control experienced by the pandemic was discussed by several participants and they indicated that children’s’ anxiety levels may have elevated as the problem is seen as unreachable. 
[bookmark: _Toc98773039]4.2 Theme 2: Behaviour Changes

	Participants remarked on the different behaviour changes witnessed in school among children during the pandemic. The return or increase of attachment issues was commented on by some participants. Dysregulated behaviours such as crying, acting out and emotional outbursts were mentioned. The issue of school refusal was highlighted from this data set also. 
[image: Diagram, schematic

Description automatically generated]
Figure 4. Theme 2: Behaviour Changes
				

[bookmark: _Toc98773040]4.2.1 Subtheme 1. Emotional Issues
A common thread from the data was an increase in dysregulated behaviours. One participant described how a child would ‘cry at anything’, even dropping a pencil on the ground. Minor issues would trigger the children and they would not know how to cope with their emotions. Furthermore, one teacher remarked on the children feeling stressed in class and not knowing how to calm themselves down or self-soothe. Several participants mentioned an increase in ‘acting-out’ or tantrums in the classroom. One participant described tantrums as being quite extreme.  
‘…I actually had quite a few tantrums, very extreme at tantrums you know to the point of throwing herself on the ground screaming screaming crying and trying to run out of the classroom’ (Participant 2)

	Throughout the analysis the children’s’ mood was commented on frequently. Some children expressed dissatisfaction about certain areas of their lives due to the pandemic. The common sentiment was that some of the children felt a great sense of loss. One teacher commented on the impact of the travel restrictions on a child not seeing their relatives for a long time. In another comment, a participant commented on the loss of extra-curricular activities and how that was impacting children’s enjoyment of school.
I know that some of the children as well were really missing drama classes.  I know that the sporty kids were able to do sports for a while because it was outdoors, they could do it.  But the non-sporty kids who are into drama and singing and things like that really just didn't have their outlet. 

	 Undesirable behaviours or acting out in class was commented on as a potential result of the pandemic. Children may be adversely affected by the pandemic, and this may increase inappropriate behaviours. One participant reflected on unruly behaviour and how it may be an indicator of something deeper within the children. Low mood was mentioned by a participant as a concern. This participant also wondered whether the low mood presenting in these children was an indicator of a bigger problem such as depression. 
[bookmark: _Toc98773041]4.2.2 Subtheme 2. Maladjustment 
	School closures and restrictions led to young children having to spend an abnormal amount of time at home. Two participants discussed how children had developed attachment issues to their parents. One recounted how a child would cry and wish to go home to their parents during the school day, they commented that this had not been an issue previously.
‘I've seen a lot more attachment issues with their mums that they would be in school for 10 or 20 minutes and saying how much they missed their mum, which wasn’t as much of an issue in Junior Infants.’(P.2)
One participant described the children as ‘needy’ and requiring substantial support. In one instance, parents had informed them that their children had regressed in their independence and had redeveloped old habits of sleeping in the same bed with their parents. 

It emerged from the data analysis that there has been an increase in school refusal during the pandemic. The participants referred to specific children who may have other ongoing psychological issues contributing to their desire not to attend school.  It was remarked that, the pandemic had worsened this issue for them. Another participant outlined how a child wanted to go home as they were pretending to be sick as school was too overwhelming.  
He said I am sick, and he was adamant on the fact that he felt sick so that he could go home. So, I rang his mum and she said, he does that, he says he's sick when he's feeling things which he doesn’t know how to work through. (P.5)

[bookmark: _Toc98773042]4.3 Theme 3: The Importance of School

The participants' responses emphasised the importance of school. According to participants, school can protect children from adverse circumstances, creates memorable experiences, give them purpose and routine and it is essential for their social development. Thus, this result will be explained through various subthemes. 
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Figure 5. Theme 4: Importance of School

[bookmark: _Toc98773043]4.3.1 Subtheme 1. School as A Safe Place	
	One participant discussed how the children had been impacted by schools being closed. They described going to school as their ‘security blanket.’  There is a certain level of security linked to school and it is important for children to feel that they have that safe and secure place outside of home.  
My biggest concern would be the idea that they don't have a secure guaranteed space in their school that it's been taken away from them before. It could be again in the future. That there's, at a really young age lost their security blanket.
School being a safe place is emphasised by the participants care for their pupil’s. One teacher discussed how a well-being program was providing the children with a safe space for their thoughts and feelings.
	Due to the unnatural circumstances of the pandemic, children have spent an unusual amount of time at home with their families. This may have been positive for some children while potentially damaging for others. Participants referred to the different home situations that children may have been exposed to such as parents losing their job and heightened stress levels.
Children whose parents have lost jobs, I think it must have been a very difficult to be at home for the last couple of years.(P2)
Furthermore, from the data analysis its was reported that parent’s approaches to the pandemic may have a psychological impact on a child. As mentioned previously, parental stress is a contributing factor to children’s experience of the pandemic. Some participants reflected on children being impacted by parents’ personal anxieties about the disease. The overarching conclusion is that school can protect certain children 
from over-exposure to difficult home environments. 

	Several participants discussed the negative impact of school closures and isolation on children. These abnormal circumstances faced children with challenges such as feeling isolated or difficulty accessing the curriculum. The school closures also impacted children as some families were completely isolated from loved ones. 
‘There were many families who were isolated, and those children would have felt it more than other children who were able to participate in zoom calls and interact with their peers…’ (P4)
Another aspect mentioned about isolation was quarantining at home. It was suggested that isolating from school, teachers and friends may increase anxiety nervousness about returning to school. 
Participants discussed, missed childhood experiences caused by the pandemic. Some participants mentioned that school approaches to stopping the spread of Covid-19 led to aspects of school life being changed or cancelled. All participants commented on extracurricular activities, school tours and other events being cancelled. Two participants remarked that older children may be more aware of the changes to their school life as they have existing memories of school before Covid-19. 
There was a lot of things that they missed doing so they were sad they couldn't sing in the choir and different performances and that they couldn't go to and they were upset.

[bookmark: _Toc98773044]4.3.2 Subtheme 2.  Healthy Development
	School is an important factor in a child’s healthy development. As mentioned previously, school closures led to isolation which may have an impact on a child’s social development.  The social element of school being restricted was described as upsetting for the children. Due to Covid-19 usual opportunities to socialise outside of school weren’t permitted and children certainly suffered because of that. Participants mention how children’s social development is still hindered as playdates are continuously cancelled due to Covid-19. 
‘…Children have come up to me and told me that they’re upset that their playdate got cancelled because someone’s mum has Covid.’ (P5) 

One of the teachers commented on how they thought the pandemic may have impacted the children’s ability to play with each other. This may be a result of young children having to stay at home for a prolonged periods and potentially not having a sibling to play with. 
Another reason why school is important for children is that it gives them a routine and it provides them with a sense of what their ‘normality’ is. The data reflected that do to the pandemic and school closures children were badly impact by not having the set routine of school, some children really thrived off routine. One teacher commented on how she speculated that her senior infant class may not remember a school experience before Covid, therefore that’s their ‘normal’.  In terms of feeling ‘normal’ or being in their normal routines some children seemed to look forward to having the experiences they had before Covid. 

[bookmark: _Toc98773045]4.4 Theme 4. Supporting Children
	The dataset was reflective of a teacher's role in a child’s life, meaning that their supportive and caring role was portrayed. Participants commented on being in a situation they had never been in before and the idea of children needing them for support and reassurance was amplified. The responses revealed that the education system has responded to the potentially harmful impact of the pandemic effectively by implementing support systems, encouraging discussion about coping with adverse circumstances. This theme will be conveyed by the subthemes of implementing supports and awareness. 
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	Figure 6. Supporting Children


[bookmark: _Toc98773046]4.4.1 Subtheme 1. Supports Implemented
A positive finding of this research was the amount of awareness and support for children’s wellbeing. From the data, various strategies seemed to be implemented to support the children, such as movement breaks and additional teaching. Furthermore, according to the data many schools have implemented positive psychology or mental health programmes such as ‘Weaving Wellbeing’ and ‘Friends for Life’ to help the children build resilience and cope with the uncertainty. One participant discussed children applying the skills they have learnt. 
‘Children seem to be able to, if they're given the strategies, they seem to be able to use them. For example, you know, with our friends for life..’ (p4) 

The enhanced focus on supporting children’s psychological wellbeing is evident from the data. Other participants discussed how using mindfulness and yoga to support the children’s wellbeing in school 
Participants expressed the challenges faced when supporting a children’s’ wellbeing in school. Large class sizes were mentioned as being problematic in supporting children and ensuring their wellbeing. A participant answered quite honestly that there wasn’t always enough time to provide adequate wellbeing support. The conflicting interests between academic and wellbeing needs was highlighted.
‘…if we can keep schools open, then the kids got to stay in school which is a much happier place for them than being stuck at home. But then we're not able to give the same time to making sure that they're feeling okay, about all the restrictions that we have to put in place, you know, it's, it just seems to be contradictory.’ (P3)
This quote mentions an aspect of school mentioned by other participants also, that the Covid-19 regulations such as pods or social distancing in school may be causing upset or discomfort for children. This seemed to present as a challenge for some of the participants. 

[bookmark: _Toc98773047]4.4.2 Subtheme 2. Awareness
There was an awareness among participants of the potential impact of the pandemic on children’s psychological wellbeing. A variety of perspectives were expressed, participants commented in their increased awareness of behaviour changes and mood. This seemed to have directed teacher’s attention towards wellbeing and noticing more about how children are feeling in school.
‘I guess we're just keeping an eye, I think there's just an increased awareness and checking in and knowing the children's behaviours, and I guess, kind of their usual chat, or the usual energy levels, and being more aware of any differences.’ (P2) 

In general, the extent to how frequently the children’s wellbeing was mentioned throughout the interviews showed that teachers were really ‘tuned in’ to children’s needs. The benefits of informing children about the pandemic were discussed.  One participant mentioned how ‘knowledge is power’, by practicing open communication with the children. Another participant mentioned that being informed may help them feel like they have more control over the situation. 
‘… If you understand something, then you might feel like you have more of a control over a situation.’  (Pt 3)
A recurrent aspect of the data was that children should be informed about Covid- 19 at an age-appropriate and careful manner.  However, participants commented on children’s exposure being increases by social media and the news, therefor ethe level of information must be handled with care.

[bookmark: _Toc98773048]4.5 Theme 5. Vulnerable Children

This theme was developed based on participants' discussion of children who they deemed more vulnerable to the negative impact of the pandemic. Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and children with other SEN were mentioned frequently throughout the data. In relation to this, the loss of support from services and social networks during the pandemic was mentioned. Furthermore, children from disadvantaged backgrounds were highly exposed to the adverse circumstances of the pandemic.
‘…because of his k socio economic background, they  just weren't able to engage with online learning’ (P4)
 Finally, the collective opinions seemed to speculate that older children were more vulnerable to the negative impact of the pandemic than younger children due to their levels of awareness. 
	


	The common opinion from the dataset that SEN children are at risk. Participants described these children with additional needs as already being challenged at school prior to the pandemic. The consensus seemed to be that the pandemic has hindered their development and education. 
‘..they were already at such an educational disadvantage is quite tragic. You know, just purely In terms of their education that’s the biggest affect or most profound impact on them because of Covid-19.’ (P2)


The disruption to routine, school life, resources, and school supports presented huge challenges for these children. One participant mentioned that sanitising in schools had increased a child with Autism’s awareness and fear of germs. The fear of becoming ill from germs was heightening his anxiety around Covid-19.
I have a boy with autism. He is very adamant on sanistising hands constantly and he gets very upset if he thinks there's germs on his face so he recognizes the germs on his hands and face can cause him to be sick.  (P5) 
The data reflected that SEN children were more vulnerable throughout the pandemic because of the lack of support available from school and other services ‘. Children with SEN have been negatively impacted as social supports, services and the routine of school were absent from their lives for an extended period.












5. [bookmark: _Toc98773049]Discussion

The aim of this research was to explore the perspectives and experiences of teachers surrounding children’s’ mental health during the pandemic.   The research questions guiding this study formed the basis of the questions formulated   for the semi-structured interviews. This section will interpret the themes that in relation to the research questions. The research questions were ‘what are the specific causes of poor psychological wellbeing in children during the Covid-19 pandemic?’ ‘Are teachers seeing an increase in anxiety, depression, and behaviour changes in children during the pandemic?’ ‘Which children seem to be the most vulnerable to the negative impact of Covid-19?’ ‘Are there significant supports available for teachers to support children during the pandemic?’ The data collected reveals that participants are concerned about the psychological impact of the pandemic on children. The importance of school for a child’s wellbeing was highlighted by many participants. The routine and sense of belonging gives a child a purpose. The Covid-19 restrictions caused individual to become isolated and disconnected from peers. Another cause of poor mental health in children may be due to missed experiences and the removal of extra-curricular activities. Five main themes were devised from the data collected.
[bookmark: _Toc98773050]5.1 Implications

[bookmark: _Toc98773051]5.1.1 Child Anxiety
One of the main findings of this research was that the pandemic has caused an increase in levels of anxiety in children. As suggested by Bahn (2020), children were fearful of the disease and of others becoming sick due to Covid-19. This is supported by the data collected as participants expressed that child were anxious about danger of the virus for themselves and others. Mask- wearing in older classes seemed to increase anxiety levels about Covid-19 which is a new finding in the Irish context. Fear about older people such as grandparents or parents getting sick. Furthermore, anxiety about the pandemic is heightened by the uncertainty and lack of control. As research suggests, this study reveals that informing children about Covid-19 can help ease anxiety and give them an element of control over the situation (Garcia de Avila et al, 2020). However, it is also evident that parents’ personal anxieties or stress caused by the pandemic can increase children’s anxiety (Ehmke, 2021). Mask wearing in older classes seemed to impact their anxiety levels which is a new finding in the Irish context. An interesting finding was that teachers reported that they were observing an increase in overt displays of anxiety such as nail-biting and fidgeting. While others internalised, their anxieties presenting with consistent worries or thoughts or stomach aches (Courtney et al, 2020). This raises the need for calming practises and mental health interventions in school to help children navigate their anxieties. 
[bookmark: _Toc98773052]5.1.2 Behavioural changes
This research significant changes in behaviour have been observed by teachers. O’Sullivan et al (2021) finding that the pandemic had increased the prevalence of attachment issues is confirmed by teachers as they are witness children wanting stay at home with their parents more often. Furthermore, children’s behaviour seems to have regressed in terms of maturity which may be due to spending so much time at home with their parents.  One finding which was not mentioned in preparation for this research was an increase in school refusal. This is supported by a study by Kljakovic et al (2021) which suggests that anxiety may play a mitigating role in children’s decision not to attend school. Emotional dysregulation appears to have increased in children resulting in an increase in crying, being aggressive and throwing tantrums. Its seems that children are experiencing frustration and dissatisfaction due to the pandemic. Research suggests that this may be due to the stressful nature of the pandemic (Bicardi, et al,2020).  O’Sullivan et al (2021) & Courtney et al (2020) suggest that mood and behaviour changes may be due to decreased social or recreational outlets due to the pandemic.  teachers indicated that some children were suffering from low moods due to having less social or recreational outlets which is also reflected in this research. Unlike, Courtney et al (2020), increases in depression were not a prominent finding of this study. However, Research suggests that children with pre-existing mental health problems are more at risk of a decline in mental health due to the pandemic.
A positive observation is that children are becoming more resilient, they to the most part have adapted well to the restrictions and changes imposed by the pandemic. Children seem to have adapted well to the conditions school has created. However, this, it not to say that children are not affected by the pandemic, this study reflected the findings of current literature. As suggested by Tso et al (2022) children are vulnerable to the negative psychological impact of the pandemic, they should be a priority group throughout the pandemic. 

[bookmark: _Toc98773053]5.1.3 School and Children’s Mental Health 
	There are multiple reasons why a child’s mental health may suffer because of the pandemic. However, from a teacher’s perspective it seems that school is a central part of a child’s wellbeing. Children grow in a school environment that provides them with a routine and supports their social development. This relates to the findings of ‘My World Survey’ which discusses the importance of the school environment for a young person’s wellbeing (Dooley & Connors, 2019). Furthermore, this is confirmed by O’Sullivan (2021) study which stated that children’s and adolescent’s mental health was impact being isolated from peers and not having as many social outlets. An implication for this aspect of the study is the importance of providing social opportunities for children when it is possible, to ensure their wellbeing. This presented conflicting perspectives, as some teachers suggested that older children may feel a greater sense of loss in relation to the pandemic, while younger children may not remember a life before restrictions. This is an interesting perspective however it conflicts with earlier research on the topic of adverse childhood experiences causing psychological issues in later life (UNICEF, 2020). 

[bookmark: _Toc98773054]5.1.4 Supporting Children during Covid-19
	The findings of this research confirms that primary schools are placing an emphasis on the wellbeing of the child. Several teachers discussed mental health or wellbeing programmes that were being implemented in their schools. In addition, participant commented on incorporating mindfulness into the daily schedule for the children. Other discussed providing the children with breaks or calming activities which is supported by the PSI (2020). Some participants raised an important challenge to supporting the children while at school. Although the pandemic has changed the world, some of the expectations in schools remain the same, this relates to academic pressures. Teachers feel under pressure to deliver a curriculum and ensure the children have “caught-up” on the work they missed while schools were closed. However, this pressure is not conducive to looking after children’s wellbeing. Teachers commented that the restrictions of the pandemic have robbed children of experiences. It was suggested that older children may be more aware of the experiences that they have missed out on and therefore more psychologically impacted.
[bookmark: _Toc98773055]5.1.5 Vulnerable Children 
	The perspectives of teachers have stressed that there are certain cohorts of children who are more vulnerable to the negative impact of the pandemic. Although only one of the teachers in this study was from a DEIS Band 1 school, all teachers had experiences of children from disadvantaged backgrounds in their classes making enhancing this discussion. As research suggests children from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds are at risk of being exposed to more stressors as difficulties in the home environment may be intensified (Crushell et al, 2021). The need to support these vulnerable children is more important than ever and support through additional service may be needed for families.  Furthermore, many teachers discussed how children with special education needs have been impacted by the pandemic. As confirmed by the research by Masi et al (2020) children with ASD have been adversely affected by the pandemic. The loss of routine and normality can cause great disequilibrium for these children. The teachers mentioned children losing important services due to the pandemic which caused a decline in their wellbeing. Any child is vulnerable to negative impact of the pandemic, however this discussion highlights that some children are at a more increased risk. This suggests the necessity for additional supports for these children in schools. 

[bookmark: _Toc98773056]5.2 Strengths and Limitations
	The qualitative approach allowed for individuation of responses and for teachers to share their perspective and experiences of children’s mental health during the pandemic. The semi-structured interview gave the participant freedom to provide detail and examples which enriched the responses. Teachers are with children every day and have observed them through the pandemic, therefore their perspectives are invaluable. Another strength of this study was the diversity of participants. The primary researcher purposeful recruited teachers from different schools, with mixed gender or single-gender schools, a teacher working as a SET in mainstream and a teacher working in a DEIS Band 1 school.  This provided a variety in responses of the participants. A limitation of the research is the real impact of the pandemic on children’s mental health is unknown as the pandemic is ongoing and research is only beginning to emerge at present. The sample size for this study was quite small, thus a large sample source may increase the validity of this research. Although there was a variety of participants, they were all working in Dublin based schools. The main implication of this study is that support for children should continue in schools. The benefits of mental health programmes have emerged from this study and should be continued by educators. Furthermore, courses for teachers around mental health support for children would benefit the children. Finally, this study has raised the concept of continuation of the resources and strategies that are working in schools to support children. 


[bookmark: _Toc98773057]5.3 Future Research
	The current research explored teachers’ perspectives about children’s mental health during the Covid-19 pandemic. The findings support previous research of the psychological impact of the pandemic. This study was conducted with teachers based in Dublin, an idea for future research of may conducting the research in a more rural area as a point of comparison. Firstly, in future research the sample could be larger and consist of parents and teachers to compare the perspectives.  A sample including an increased number of teachers from DEIS schools and Special Needs teaching would be beneficial for future research. 

[bookmark: _Toc98773058]5.6 Conclusion
This study aimed to explore teacher’s observations and experiences of children’s mental health during the Covid-19 pandemic. The data revealed teachers’ concerns about children’s psychological wellbeing. An increase in anxiety and behaviour changes has been observed. . Furthermore, it highlighted the aftermath of children experiencing lockdowns, quarantine, and school closures. The study also emphasised increased support for children with special needs or from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds. From this study, schools are implementing programmes and strategies to support children’s wellbeing at school. However, the difficulty lies with balancing their wellbeing needs and cover the curriculum. In conclusion, due the circumstances caused by the pandemic it is important that schools continue to support children’s mental health.
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[bookmark: _Toc98773061]A. Interview Schedule 
Participant ID: ______________________		
Interviewer: Aoife Reilly 
Date: _____________________				

	Introduction
(2 minutes) 
Pause at end to give the participant a chance to ask questions

	Thank you for agreeing to talk with me. My name is Aoife Reilly. I am a student in the Higher Diploma Psychology Course in Dublin Business School. I am currently undertaking a research study entitled; Teacher’s perspectives on children’s psychological wellbeing during the Covid-19 pandemic.
 I am speaking with you today so that we can get a better understanding of children’s psychological wellbeing during the pandemic from a teacher’s viewpoint. I would like to gain an insight into what behaviours teachers are observing in children while at school. Psychological wellbeing can be described as a state of equilibrium without persistent worries or negative emotions. 

Your answers will be treated as confidential. We will not include your names or any other information that could identify you in any reports we write. We will destroy the notes and audiotapes after we complete our study and publish the results in line with DBS policies.

This interview is expected to last for approximately 30-40 minutes, if you need a break at any point that is no problem just notify me and I can pause the recording. 

Before we begin, do you have any questions? 
Complete consent form 
Start recording from here.

	Topic 1
(10 minutes)
	Topic #1: Children’s understanding of the pandemic
General questions 

1. What age group do you teach? Gender of children? 
2. How many children are in your class? 

3. In your opinion, do the children you teach understand what has happened in the world due to Covid-19? What knowledge do they display? 
Prompts
· Do they express annoyance of dissatisfaction with how the pandemic is impacting their lives? 
· Do they seem worried about the pandemic? 
· Are they afraid of the health consequences for others? 

4. How regularly would the children bring up the topic of the pandemic? 
· Do they tend to fixate on certain topics relating to the pandemic? 
· Do they want to know more about the Coronavirus? 
· In your opinion, should children be well-informed about the pandemic? 


	Topic 2
(8 minutes)

	Topic #2: Child Anxiety, mood changes and other mental health difficulties. 
5. In your opinion, have you noticed an increase in mental health issues in the children you teach throughout the pandemic? 
Prompts
· Have you noticed an increase in anxiety? 
· Or have you noticed an increase in behaviours that may indicate anxiety e.g., nail-biting, fidgeting, distractibility, and emotional outbursts. 
· Have you noticed more children experiencing sad or depressive moods? 
· Have you noticed and mood changes? 
· Have children been hyper or distracted in class? 
6.  In your opinion how does anxiety present in children?
7. As a teacher what are the difficulties faced when supporting a child with anxiety? 
8. What would you say is your biggest concern about primary school children because of the pandemic? 
· Do you think the pandemic will cause long term psychological difficulties for children?
9. Can you tell me about the supports that have been put in place in schools to support children’s psychological wellbeing?
Prompts
· Are there any mental health programmes implemented If so, do you think this has benefited children?
· What have you noticed about the children because of these programmes? 



	Topic 3
Vulnerable Groups
(10 minutes)
	Topic #3: Vulnerable Groups
10. In your experience, are there children who have been more adversely affected by the pandemic than others? 
Prompts: 
· Children with autism spectrum disorder…
· Children with special educational needs…
· Children from disadvantaged areas …
· Children with psychological disorders …
11. In your experience what is the biggest difficulty these children must face because of Covid-19?


	Final thoughts
(6 minutes)
	12. Do you have any final thoughts about the study that you would like to share?

Thank you for your time today, I really appreciated hearing about your experience. 
Stop tape and debrief











[bookmark: _Toc98773062]B. Information Sheet

Information Sheet

Title:  Teacher’s Perspectives on children’s Mental Health during the Covid-19 Pandemic.

My name is Aoife Reilly, and I am conducting research in the Department of Psychology in Dublin Business School that explores the impact of Covid-19 on children’s mental health.

I am inviting you to part-take in this study which will form the basis for my postgraduate thesis. Please read the following information before deciding whether to participate.

What are the objectives of the study?
The aims of this study are to explore the perspective of teachers and parents about children’s’/ pupils’ psychological wellbeing during the pandemic.

Why have I been asked to participate?
I would like to collect information from parents and teachers on the relationship between the covid-19 pandemic and child psychological wellbeing.
· Teachers: For this section of the study, you must be a primary school teacher in a mainstream class.
· Must over 18 years of age
· Must be fluent English speaker with the ability to read in English

What does participation involve?
Participation in this study involves answering several questions related to the topic of children’s mental health and the pandemic. The interview will take around 30 minutes long and will take place over Zoom. The audio will be recorded for analytic purposes.

The pandemic has caused an increase in mental health difficulties in individuals across the globe. Children have been exposed to abnormal circumstances of online learning and isolation at home during the heightened restrictions. I am interested in researching the impact of the pandemic on children.  I would like to discuss the challenges facing children now due to the pandemic with parents and teachers.

Right to withdraw
Participants have the right to withdraw from the research during the interview without giving a reason. During the data collection phase of this study participants can request to have their response data removed from the recording without reason or penalty.

Are there any benefits from my participation?
While there will be no direct remuneration for participation in the study, the results will contribute to our understanding the impact of Covid-19 on children’s psychological wellbeing. The findings could help form gaps in the mental health supports currently provided for children during the pandemic. It might assist the formation of new policies and practises for schools. As such, the findings from this study may be presented at national and international conferences and will be submitted for publication in peer-reviewed journals. Interim and final reports will be prepared. However, no individual participant will be identified in any publication or presentation. Individuals will not be offered any monetary or other rewards for their participation.
Are there any risks involved in participation?
There are no known risks associated with participation. However, there may be some discomfort when discussing this topic. If you feel uncomfortable you can stop at any time. Any questions prior to participation can be asked following the review of this information sheet. After participation, a debriefing stage will be offered where any further questions will be answered, or any questions can be emailed to my email address below.
Confidentiality
All individual information collected as part of the study will be used solely for research purposes. They will be stored safely and will not be publicly displayed or published without prior consent. Any quotes will be presented anonymously and will not identify you. Audio files will be deleted following the data collection phase of the study. Data collected is stored in the EU, for five years, and will be used for research purposes to generate research content such as publications and presentations.

Please note this research has been ethically approved by the DBS College Human Research Ethics Committee.
Contact Details
Should you require any further information about the research, please contact Aoife Reilly, XXXXXX@mydbs.ie. My supervisor can be contacted at Pauline Hyland XXXXXX@dbs.ie.
Thank you for taking the time to participate in this study.
Kind regards,  Aoife Reilly

[bookmark: _Toc98773063]C. Consent Form

A Study of ‘Teacher’s Perspectives on Children’s Mental Health during the Covid-19 Pandemic.’

Please read the following statements and circle your answer clearly.

I have read and understood the attached Information Sheet regarding this study. 
Yes / No

I have had the opportunity to ask questions and discuss the study with the researcher and I have received satisfactory answers to all my questions. 
Yes / No
	
I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time without giving a reason and without this affecting my training.
Yes / No

I understand that a recording device will be used to record the interview.
Yes / No

I understand that the audios files of the interviews will be used for analytic purposes. 
Yes/No

I agree to take part in the study, the results of which will be published. 	
Yes / No
		
I agree to have my data relating to this study to be stored confidentially as described in the Information Sheet.
Yes / No

I consent to participating in the study.
Yes / No

Participant’s Signature: ______________________________ Date: _________

Participant’s Name in print: _________________________
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Dear   
 
I am writing to you to thank you for allowing me to interview you recently. If you have any further questions, please don’t hesitate to contact me at XXXXXX@mydbs.ie.  


During this interview, you were asked to give your perspective and insight into what you consider to be the potential impact of Covid-19 on children’s mental health.  The study seeks to understand the relationship between the covid-19 pandemic and changes in mental health for children. The aim is to gain a better understanding of what behaviours and difficulties teachers are observing in children and specific vulnerable groups that have been impacted by the pandemic also. This study hopes to assist future policies and planning in relation to children’s mental health and Covid-19.  
 
Once again, thank you for your time and interest, 


Kind regards, 


Aoife Reilly 
 


Confidentiality: 
Your interview will be used to generate potentially useful data. If you do not want your data to be used in the study, you can request for it to be removed after the study. All names of interviewees, schools and children’s names will remain anonymous through the study.  
 

Useful Information:  
Adults and children have been affected by the pandemic worldwide. If you feel affected emotionally or upset by the subjects discussed in this study, please get support from some of the following services. There may also be some resources that you may like to use in class to support the children you teach. 



Resources For Teachers 
  
To support your own mental health
Turn2Me 
Free online counselling and online support groups for young people (aged 12 to17) and adults. Peer support groups for frontline workers and professionals. 
Visit turn2me.ie 
 
MyMind 
Online counselling service including free appointments for people directly affected by COVID-19. Contact hq@mymind.org 
Visit mymind.org 
 
Stress Control 
Stress control classes to learn new stress management skills and tips for minding your mental health from HSE Health and Wellbeing. 
The programme is for 3 weeks on Mondays and Thursdays and recommences at varying intervals. 
Visit HSE Health and Wellbeing for more information. 
 
Aware 
Aware provides support services to people who are experiencing anxiety, mood disorders or depression. There is a support line, a support mail service and support groups available for individual’s seeking help.  
https://www.aware.ie/support/ 


Pieta House
A  24-hr crisis support phone line or text service where a qualified therapist will answer your phone call or respond to your messages. 
https://www.pieta.ie/how-we-can-help/helpline/



To support children's mental health  in schools 


Wellbeing advice and resources during COVID-19 
Resources and videos on how to support children in schools during Covid-19.  
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/af24b-wellbeing-guidance-documents-for-parents-students-and-schools/# 
 

Walk in My Shoes
Mental health resources to help parents and teachers support children.  The website includes lesson ideas and initiatives for supporting children's mental health in schools. 
Teacher resources: https://www.walkinmyshoes.ie/schools/primary-school/resources 
 
Minding Your Wellbeing 
Free series of online video resources to learn and practice key elements of mental wellbeing such as mindfulness, gratitude, self-care and resilience from HSE Health and Wellbeing. 
Read more about the Minding your Wellbeing Programme. 
 

Cultivating Awareness and resilience in Education (CARE)  

Care is a programme designed to assist teachers in learning how to reduce stress by promoting reflection, awareness, reflection, and compassion. It aims to provide the children with inner they need to help them flourish academically.  
 
https://www.garrisoninstitute.org/initiatives/programs/cultivating-awareness-and-resilience-in-education/ 










[bookmark: _Toc98773065]E. Definition of themes and additional quotes

	Definition of themes

	Participant ID

	Child Anxiety 

It was reported that anxiety in children is increasing. An ANincrease in symptoms of anxiety has been observed. Child anxiety can be described as persistent worries or thoughts or unexplained pain in stomachs. 

	Participant 1
[bookmark: _Hlk98772061]‘I would see anxiety in children in different ways. So, for example, anxious children, nail-biting quite nervous and very soft spoken find it hard to communicate or to answer questions don't like reading out loud or else’


Participant 5
I’ve had a few say like when we’re doing handwriting or when we're doing like sitting down writing say’ I’m feeling like tummy's all weird I'm feeling the butterflies now’ which I know links to stress and anxiety,

Participant 1
I'm worried that my family will get sick and die. So it is clearly it is there ,I can sense they are a bit nervous by what's going on.





	 Behaviour Changes

An increase in behaviour changes has been observed. Attachment issues have intensified, and some children have regressed in behavioural maturity. More emotional outbursts are happening in class.


	Participant 1
‘There is another extreme of children who are getting into arguments with the children, and they're having outbursts quite angry.’

Participant 3
'I’ve noticed a couple of kids in my class and a couple of this year and a couple kids last year that I really have to remind to eat every little break and big break. I'm not sure it's necessarily an eating disorder, but this kind of dysregulated eating, and I do, I do worry a little bit about how I went if it's related, because I've noticed it more these two years, and I ever have that eating seems to be quite dysregulated.’

Participant 3
‘I could just maybe due to the pandemic, but I also think generally, in the last four or five years, mental health issues have been affecting younger and younger children. I really, I really noticed it that it's like hitting in fifth or sixth class where it used to not. And, yeah, I'm thinking I'm thinking of one or two that I would have concerns about in terms of low mood, maybe even depression. And I wonder to what degree they might have been had a predisposition to it or might have been vulnerable to it anyway. Yeah. But I'd say the pandemic definitely has not helped’




	Importance of School 

School can offer children a safe place from difficult home environment. It is important for children’s overall health development especially socially. 
	Participant 3
‘I just wonder is does has it become so normal to them now? I don't know. just now that I'm thinking about it. I'm like, has it become so the norm, then they're not even fully aware that this isn't how life is supposed to be?’


Participant4
‘So say like you know, going out to the shops or going out to do, going down to the library. Or you know those going to the post office. You know those kind of everyday things which um, haven't. Now they can certainly start now again, but certainly there would have been a time where we just couldn't do it at all, so that type of thing.’

Participant 3
‘I suppose for my gang I’d just worry about their social skills and that they’re not growing up too fast.’




	Supporting Children 
Children require more support at school during the pandemic. Teachers are implementing programmes and strategies to support children. Informing children in an age-appropriate manner about Covid-19 can help them
	Participant 2 
‘During the first lockdown and this was when I was in learning support, we have a home-school liaison officer who was available to reach out to any families who were struggling and she was able to link them with any relevant supports in terms of social and psychological supports, CAHMS.’

Participant 3
‘…we're doing the weaving well being programme, which is really good. Weaving wellbeing all been programme was excellent. And I'm in an educate together school. And so we have the learn together curriculum, and we have a value of the month every month. So we'd spend time doing the value of the month. So, for example, kindness is this month, and then last December, it was thankfulness. So you'd spend time reflecting on those things. And I think, I think that's beneficial to them, doing that sort of those sort of activities when they're really thinking and then processing their emotions.’

Participant 4 
‘But they know through conversation, about other things like a number of times I've been asked for  the windows  to be closed and I’ll explain that I can’t and do you know why I have to keep them open?’







	Vulnerable Children 

Children with Special Educational Needs (SEN) and disadvantaged children are at risk during the pandemic. SEN kids have suffered from the lack of routine, social outlet, and support during school closures. Disadvantaged children may have been exposed to difficult situations at home during the school closures increasing their risk of mental health issues. 
	Participant 4
I know of some families in our school where there would    be multiple families living in one house and their family were living in just one room during the different lockdowns.

Participant 5 
I definitely think like second/third class up, that will stick with them. And I don't see how it couldn't even like I have a seven-year-old cousin, she's always like a hope with mommy ever has to be my teacher again.

Participant 3
‘…even just children in my class with ASD, the fact that they can come into school and not know if I'm going to be in, but if I'm restricting my movements or if their SNA is going to be in, or maybe they won't get the resource hours that day, because the resource teacher is covering another teacher who is out I think, you know, those children really need routine, they crave it.’
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