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Concern over high rates of mental health problems amongst children and young people has
led to school-based efforts to promote, prevent, and intervene early for children’s mental
health. This focus on mental health promotion, prevention and early intervention (PPEI)
implicates not only high schools, where much of the national effort since the 1990s has been
focused, but also especially primary schools and early childhood settings. From a mental
health point of view it makes sense to focus on primary schools as they provide a (near)
universal developmental context for engaging with children and their families. But what’s in
it for schools? How can primary schools, already stretched for resources as they adapt to
demanding curriculum and reporting requirements, take on the added responsibility for
children’s mental health? If they are to take it on, how can they be adequately prepared and
resourced to make a positive difference?

This symposium will present the research base underpinning the development and
implementation of KidsMatter, the Australian primary schools national mental health
initiative. It will review the latest national and international research informing school-based
PPEI and its effective implementation, and outline the KidsMatter framework currently being
piloted in 100 primary schools nationally. In presenting the framework as an example of a
systems approach to supporting children’s mental health, the three papers will also take up
the challenges and learnings associated with the process of implementation to date. These
include:

e the need to build awareness and mechanisms for partnership between the
education and health sectors in the development and implementation process,

e providing for flexibility in the framing of the initiative to suit the diversity and
complexity of school contexts, while maintaining fidelity to an evidence-based
approach to mental health PPEI,

e engaging schools and staff in whole school change,

e meeting staff professional development needs,

e engaging in new ways with parents and carers,

e linking schools with local agencies who can provide specialist support for children’s
mental health and parenting issues.

KidsMatter - the whys, hows and wherefores of the national mental health initiative for
Australian primary schools

Good mental health is integral to academic learning (Collaborative for Academic, Social and
Emotional Learning, 2003; World Health Organisation, 2006). Mentally healthy students
arrive at school ‘ready’ to learn and are more likely to achieve academic success. Conversely,
poor mental health reduces students’ ability to learn. Children with emotional disturbance
have the highest rates of school failure (Flaspohler Paternite, Evans, Harpine & Weist, 2005).
Children with behaviour problems often disrupt peers and present particular challenges to
teachers and schools (Cowling, Costin, Davidson-Tuck, Esler, Chapman, & Niessen, 2005).
With research suggesting that up to 14% of Australian children may experience mental
health difficulties (Sawyer et al., 2000), there are compelling reasons for primary schools to
be involved in taking action for children’s mental health.

To make a positive difference for children’s mental health the KidsMatter initiative seeks to
engage schools, teachers, parents, carers, and community-based service providers. It
promotes collaborative involvement across the health and education sectors, providing a
primary school-specific framework for mental health PPEI rather than a single defined



program. KidsMatter has been designed to increase schools’ capacity to promote mental
health, to support children with mental health difficulties and their families, and to help
them link to services that can provide them with more specialised assistance as required.
Such broad-based capacity-building has been identified internationally as key to effective
school-based mental health promotion (Stewart-Brown, 2006).

To this end, the KidsMatter approach provides a comprehensive whole school
implementation model supported by professional learning for staff and a range of specific
resources designed to support schools in implementing the initiative (Australian
Government Department of Health and Ageing, 2006a, 2006b). The framework emphasises
four key interlocking components: i) A positive school community, ii) Social and emotional
learning for students, iii) Parenting support and education, and iv) Early intervention for
students experiencing mental health difficulties. In addition to its detailed implementation
model a suite of high quality, practical information resources relating to each of the four
KidsMatter components has been developed and piloted for use by school staff, parents and
carers.

Brenda Dobia (KidsMatter National Coordinator Resource Development, APS)

The role of teachers in mental health prevention and promotion

Social and emotional learning (SEL) is fundamental to children’s mental health, academic
learning, social development (Zins, Bloodworth, Weissberg, & Walberg, 2004), and
motivation to cooperate and achieve (Bernard, 2004). In order to provide an effective means
of promoting children’s mental health a sustained SEL curriculum needs to build specific
competencies by providing regular, structured, developmentally appropriate learning
activities (Kress & Elias, 2006; World Health Organisation, 2006).

This makes sense to teachers. It is coherent with health education strands in the curriculum
frameworks of each state and territory. However, our field experience suggests that
although some teachers and schools had adopted specific SEL programs as aspects of their
teaching prior to their involvement in the KidsMatter initiative, consistent, school-wide,
planned and sustained SEL programming that focuses on competency development rather
than program delivery was not common.

To help schools address this the KidsMatter developers reviewed a wide range of SEL
programs that are currently available in Australia and assessed their evidence of
effectiveness in relation to the five core competencies advocated by the Collaborative for
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (2003). These comprehensive evaluations were
compiled into the KidsMatter Programs Guide, which provides the KidsMatter pilot schools
with information on the competencies targeted, the evidence base for the effectiveness of
the program, the mode of delivery and the availability of specific professional development
to support school implementation. In conjunction with KidsMatter implementation
processes and whole-school professional learning activities, and with the support of
KidsMatter Project Officers, schools used the Guide to select those SEL programs that best
suit their particular needs and developed processes for coordinated implementation across
the curriculum.

Belinda Roberts (Project Officer APS), Carol Buchanan (Principal, The Willows State School,
Qld)



Facilitating effective school-based interventions for children’s mental health: the
importance of parenting support and early intervention

After GPs, teachers are the professionals most likely to be asked for advice on children’s
emotional or behavioural problems (Sanders Tully, Baade, Lynch, Heywood, & Pollard, 1999).
Schools are therefore well positioned to provide resources to parents and carers who may
be seeking information and support for children’s mental health or for general parenting
issues.

However, while schools may recognise the importance of supporting children’s social and
emotional development, schools and teachers often do not feel effectively equipped or
resourced for assisting children and families with mental health and related problems. This
may be due to a lack of professional staff in schools with expertise in children’s mental
health, to lack of information and support for teaching staff and/or to lack of effective links
with local services providers (Silins, Mathews, Lokan & Hudson, 2007).

Addressing these needs requires a multi-pronged approach. The KidsMatter model seeks to
meet the needs of schools for information and professional learning and to assist schools to
implement practices, processes and systems that build their capacity for facilitating
parenting support and education and early intervention for children with mental health
difficulties (Commonwealth of Australia, 2007). As part of this process KidsMatter undertook
an extensive audit of available information and resources on key mental health and
parenting topics. Significant gaps were identified in the quality and accessibility of relevant
and practical information relating to primary school children’s needs. Consequently
KidsMatter undertook to research, design and develop a suite of resources specifically
tailored to assist parents, carers and school staff with practical information to understand
and respond to a range of developmental, parenting and mental health issues.

In addition to the provision of practical resources for schools and families, a critical challenge
for school-based mental health interventions remains the orchestration of effective inter-
sectoral collaborations across health, education and community sectors. As part of
KidsMatter implementation schools are assisted to identify and make links with support
services in their areas and to develop partnerships that help to build their capacity for
facilitating effective parenting support and education and for identifying students who have
early signs of mental health difficulties and providing them with access to appropriate
professional support. The benefits and complexity of this process will be illustrated through
providing a KidsMatter school case study.

Kaye Johnson (KidsMatter National Coordinator PA), Michael Hardie (KidsMatter State
Project Officer Queensland)

Different measures, different informants, same outcomes? Investigating multiple
perspectives of primary school students’ mental health

Student wellbeing is of central concern for parents and teachers and for state and national
governments. Policies on wellbeing are now articulated within all educational systems in
Australia (e.g.DECS 2008). Effective enactment of policy depends in part on the suitability of
judgements made about students’ mental health.

This paper investigates teacher and parent/caregiver assessments of students’ mental health
based upon data from the evaluation of the KidsMattter mental health promotion,
prevention and early intervention pilot program in 100 primary schools across Australia.
Goodman’s (2005) Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) was completed by
parents/caregivers and teachers of almost 4900 primary school students in KidsMatter
schools. The SDQ was developed as a brief mental health screening instrument and is widely
used in many nations, including Australia (Levitt, Saka et al. 2007). A second measure,
specifically developed for this study, canvassed the five core groups of indicators of



students’ social and emotional competencies identified by the Collaborative for Academic,
Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL 2006), namely, self-awareness, self-management,
social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making. This second measure
was also completed by the students’ teachers and parents/caregivers. A third measure was
based on a non-clinical assessment by teachers, who identified students considered to be ‘at
risk’ of social, emotional or behavioural problems.

The first focus of this paper investigates how closely the three measures of identification of
the mental health status of students correlate. The second focus of this paper investigates
relationships between teachers’ and parent/caregivers’ SDQ and CASEL based ratings.
Results indicate that significant correlations were found between the three measures of
students’ mental health. This suggests that teachers’ non-clinical ratings can provide one
means of identifying students ‘at risk’, according to comparisons with the SDQ and the
CASEL based measure. Further comparisons, using confirmatory factor analysis, examine
how closely the five SDQ subscales of hyperactivity, emotional symptoms, conduct
problems, peer problems, and pro-social behaviour correlate between parent/caregiver and
teacher responses. And finally, in triangulating the three sources of measurement, we
provide a detailed picture of the mental health status of primary school students in
KidsMatter schools.

This paper provides a national snapshot of the mental health status of Australian primary
school children. It also contributes to the growing body of literature examining the
psychometric characteristics of the SDQ in the Australian setting, and to alternative
measures for assessing student mental health in school settings.

Katherine L Dix, Helen Askell-William, Michael J Lawson
(Centre for Analysis of Educational Futures, School of Education, Flinders University, South
Australia)
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