Questions to ask parents
about their primary
school-aged child’s
mental health during
COVID-19

Emerging Minds, November 2020
Key messages

Primary school-aged children have reported
increasing mental health support needs during
COVID-19, yet many are not currently receiving the
support they need.

‘ The recent lockdown in South Australia and the
months of restrictions in Victoria, along with
the constantly changing circumstances and
sense of uncertainty surrounding the COVID-19
pandemic, have put a strain on the mental health
of thousands of families across the nation.

. Recent studies have shown that parents often lack
confidence in providing mental health support to
their children.

. All practitioners have a part to play in helping
parents to support their children’s mental health
needs.

Who is this resource for?

This resource is for all practitioners who work with
parents. It has a particular focus on supporting parents
to consider the mental health of their primary school-
aged children.

The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, on the back of
the Black Summer bushfires has had a significant impact
on the mental health of many Australian children. The
pandemic has seen major disruptions to elements that
are crucial to children’s social and emotional wellbeing,
including interruptions to education and routines, forced
distancing from family members and support networks,

fear of the future, and increased social isolation.

As the year has progressed data has increasingly
pointed to the negative mental health toll that these
disruptions and uncertainties are taking. A recent
Monash University study found that depression
diagnoses in children and young people under 19 had
doubled compared to the same period in 2019 (Monash
University, 2020) and anxiety and depression are
becoming increasing issues for primary school-aged
children. More children are exhibiting signs of mental
health difficulties, yet less than half of those who need
support are accessing specific mental health services
(Oberklaid, 2020).

The events of 2020 have seen a significant increase

in children contacting Kids Helpline for mental health
support. From March 1to September 30, 285,636
children reached out for services - an increase of 22%
from the same period in 2019 (yourtown and Australian
Human Rights Commission, 2020b). Of the children who
accessed counselling services, 18% were 5-12 years old,
an increase of 3% from the previous reporting period.
About three quarters of these contacts were related
directly to mental health, emotional wellbeing and family
relationship issues (yourtown and the Australian Human
Rights Commission, 2020a).

As children’s needs for mental health support increase,
parents continue to report a lack of confidence in
identifying and responding to concerns. The Royal
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Children’s Hospital Melbourne’s National Child Health
Poll shows only 35% of parents believe they could
recognise mental health symptoms in their children,
while only 44% reported being confident of knowing
where to go for help if their children were experiencing
social, behavioural and emotional problems (The Royal
Children’s Hospital Melbourne, 2019). Many parents
describe long waiting lists for specialist child mental
health services.

So, if the current reality is increasing mental health
difficulties in primary school-aged children, a lack of
confidence from parents that they can support their
children, and lengthy waits for specialist services, what
role can practitioners outside of the mental health sector
play? How can a general practitioner, social worker or
allied health professional have conversations with a
parent who is concerned about their child’s social and
emotional wellbeing, in ways that support preventative or
early intervention strategies?

The domains of a child’s life

Between January and March 2020, the most prominent
COVID-19 related concerns expressed by young children
(aged 5-10 years) who contacted Kids Helpline were:

mental health concerns resulting from the
pandemic

impacts on family life
impacts on education
- social isolation; and

fear of someone contracting COVID-19.
(yourtown and the Australian Human Rights
Commission, 2020b).

These concerns all relate to specific domains of a child’s
life. Practitioners can support parents to consider each
of these domains by conducting respectful, curious,
child-centred conversations. This has the effect of
considering the ‘whole child’ and can help parents to
demystify the mental health needs of their children.

On the following pages, you'll find some example
questions relating to five important domains in a child’s
life: Parent-child relationship, Emotions and behaviours,
Routines, Communication and meaning making, and
Support networks (for the child). These questions can
help you to start these conversations with parents and
provide guidance around these specific domains.
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https://emergingminds.com.au/resources/the-whole-child/
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Conclusion

While it should be noted that children with acute or
chronic experiences of anxiety or depression should
absolutely be referred to a mental health professional,
practitioners across the board play a role in helping
parents to feel more confident in asking their children
about their mental health and the important domains in
their lives.

This paper has provided a brief overview of some
questions practitioners can ask parents about the
domains of a child’s life, but, as always, Emerging
Minds looks forward to continuing this conversation
with practitioners who are working with parents to
support the mental health of their children, particularly
throughout this challenging time. In post-pandemic
Australia, it will be even more important for all
practitioners to contribute to the prevention and early
intervention of mental health issues of children who are
showing early symptoms of depression or anxiety.

Further resources

Other sets of example questions and conversation
guides can be found below. These conversation
guides focus on the five domains of a child’s life
featured in this paper - often referred to as the
PERCS domains:

PERCS Conversation Guide for GPs

PERCS Conversation Guides for Mothers
Experiencing Violence and Fathers Using Violence

PERCS Conversation Guide for Parents Who Use
Substances
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