No child left behind

The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic is having an impact on everybody’s lives. Regardless of
their age, this will be a challenging time for many children and young people. How a child or young
person responds to their individual situation will vary. Some may react immediately, some not at
all, while others may show signs of difficulty later on. It is important to recognise that in most
cases, these are normal responses to an abnormal situation.

How a child or young person responds to their individual situation may vary in different ways
according to their individual characteristics and circumstances. For example, their age, physical or
mental health condition, how they deal with stress, previous experiences or pre-existing mental or
physical health condition.

During this time, it's important that you support and take care of the mental health of children or
young people in your care, as well as your own mental health. There are lots of things you can do,
and additional support is available if you need it.

Looking after your own mental health

As well as thinking about the children or young people in your care, it is important to take care of
your own mental health and wellbeing. This will help you support yourself and those you care
about. Children and young people react, in part, to what they see from the adults around them.
When parents and carers deal with a situation calmly and confidently, they can provide the best
support for children and young people.

Promoting mental wellbeing and helping children and young people cope during the
pandemic

Children and young people want to feel assured that their parents and carers can keep them safe.
It will not always be possible to provide answers to all the questions that children and young
people may ask, or to address all their concerns, so focus on listening and acknowledging their
feelings to help them feel supported.

There are some actions you can consider to support a child’s or young person’s mental health and
wellbeing during the pandemic, including:

Look for changes

Children and young people may respond to stress in different ways. Signs may be emotional (for
example, they may be upset, distressed, anxious, angry or agitated), behavioural (for example,
they may become more clingy, or more withdrawn, or have difficulty concentrating, or they may
wet the bed), or physical (for example, they may experience stomach or headaches). Look out for
any changes in their behaviour and be aware that these changes may not occur in all contexts (for
example they might just happen at school or at home).

Making time to listen

Create a calm safe space where they can communicate how they are feeling without judgement.
Some young people may find it easier to talk while you are doing something together, such as
playing or exercising in the park, going for a walk, painting or other activities. You can’t always
know the answer and it is often better to be honest and say ‘l don’t know’ rather than put more
pressure on yourself or set unrealistic expectations. Listen to them and acknowledge their
concerns.
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Remember to let them know you are there to help and give them extra love and attention if they
need it. Children and young people who struggle to communicate how they feel may rely on you to
interpret their feelings. For further advice you may contact Young Minds Parents Helpline. They
also offer Parents Email and Parents Webchat services.

MindEd for families is a free online educational resource about children and young people’s
mental health designed for all adults, which can support parents and carers through these
exceptional circumstances. Young Minds also has a useful resource about ‘Starting a conversation
with your child’. We have also put together some local support services that you can access.

Providing clear information about the situation

One of the best ways to achieve this is by talking openly about what is happening and providing
honest answers to any questions children have, using words and explanations that they can
understand. Explain what is being done to keep them and their loved ones safe, including any
actions they can take to help, such as washing their hands regularly.

There are resources available to help you do this, including the Children’s

Commissioner’s Children’s Guide to Coronavirus, or the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC)
have produced a storybook developed by and for children around the world affected by COVID-19.
Make sure you use reliable sources of information such as GOV.UK or the NHS website —
incorrect or misleading information can create stress for the child or young person you care for.

Being aware of your own reactions

Children and young people often take their emotional cues from the important and trusted adults in
their lives. How you respond to the situation is very important. Try to manage your own emotions
and remain calm, speak kindly to them, and answer any questions they have honestly.

Support safe ways for children and young people to connect with their friends

Where it isn’t possible for them to meet in person, they can connect online or via phone or video
calls. Advice for parents and carers on helping children to stay safe online can be found here:
https://www.gov.uk/quidance/covid-19-staying-safe-online

Creating a new routine

Changes to our lives caused by the pandemic might impact on routines. Routine gives children
and young people an increased feeling of safety in the context of uncertainty, so if your routine has
changed, think about how to develop some regularity where possible. Some ideas might include:

o make a plan for the day or week that includes time for learning, free time (including play,
creativity or hobbies) and relaxing. A weekly timetable that can be visualised can be
helpful

« if children have to stay home from school, ask teachers what you can do to support
continued learning at home. The Department for Education has a list of
recommended online educational resources for those who are learning at home

e add in positive activities that you know the child or young person will enjoy- and discover
new ideas for activities to do from home if needed. Encourage maintaining a balance
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https://youngminds.org.uk/find-help/for-parents/parents-helpline/
https://mindedforfamilies.org.uk/
https://youngminds.org.uk/starting-a-conversation-with-your-child/
https://youngminds.org.uk/starting-a-conversation-with-your-child/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/cco-childrens-guide-to-coronavirus.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/2020-04/My%20Hero%20is%20You%2C%20Storybook%20for%20Children%20on%20COVID-19.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/coronavirus
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/covid-19-staying-safe-online
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/get-help-with-remote-education
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between being online and offline. The Children’s Commissioner guide contains some
ideas to help fight boredom

« children and young people ideally need to be active for 60 minutes a day, which can be
more difficult when spending longer periods of time indoors. Plan time outside if you can
do so safely. Physical activity is good for our physical and mental health

e good sleep is important for mental and physical health, so try to keep to existing bedtime
and morning routines. The NHS provides healthy sleep tips for children

« try giving children and young people healthier alternatives to treats such as sweets or
chocolate. See change4life for more ideas.

Limiting exposure to media and talking more about what they have seen and heard

Like adults, children and young people may become more distressed if they see repeated
coverage about the COVID-19 pandemic in the media. Removing their access to the news is also
rarely helpful as they are likely to find information from other sources, such as online or through
friends. Try to avoid turning the television off or closing web pages when children or young people
come into the room. This could make them assume that you are hiding important things from them
or could cause them to worry. Instead, consider limiting the amount of exposure children and
young people have to media coverage.

Young people will also hear things from friends and get information from social media. Talk to
them about what is happening and ask them what they have heard. Try to answer their questions
honestly but reassure where you can.

How children and young people of different ages may react

All children and young people are different, but there are some common ways in which different
age groups may react to a situation like the COVID-19 pandemic. The common reactions to
distress will fade over time for most children and young people, though could return if they see or
hear reminders of what happened. Understanding these may help you to support your family.
Some pre-teens and teenagers respond to worrying situations by acting out. This could include
reckless driving, and alcohol or drug use. Others may become afraid to leave the home and may
cut back on how much time they connect with their friends. They can feel overwhelmed by their
intense emotions and feel unable to talk about them. Their emotions may lead to increased
arguing and even fighting with siblings, parents, carers or other adults. They may have concerns
about how the school closures and exam cancellations will affect them.

If you're concerned about a child or young person’s mental health, you can get free, confidential
advice via phone, email or webchat from the Young Minds Parents Helpline.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, services are still there for you, so don’t hesitate to ask for help.
Action for Children has lots of tips to help you spot signs of mental health issues in children and
provides advice on the action you can take to help.

Barnardo’s has also set up the See, Hear, Respond support hub — a dedicated service to help
children, young people and their families or carers with problems caused by the coronavirus
pandemic.

Any professional that works with children and young people should also be able to help you get
support. You could talk to a teacher, school nurse, social worker or GP.
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