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 Introduction    
   
  
The Children’s Rights Alliance unites over 140 members working together to make Ireland one of 
the best places in the world to be a child. We change the lives of all children by making sure their 
rights are respected and protected in our laws, policies and services. We also provide legal 
information and advice to children, young people and their families through our legal information 
line and nationwide legal advice outreach clinics.  
 
The Children’s Rights Alliance welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Joint 
Committee on Education, Further and High Education, Research, Innovation and Science on primary 
and post-primary mental health supports. 
 

 
Ireland’s Commitments under International Human Rights Law  

 

 
Article 24 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) affords every child the right to 
the highest attainable standard of health, including mental health. The UN Committee on the Rights 
of the Child has drawn a link between high rates of mental health problems among adolescents with 
‘violence, ill-treatment, abuse and neglect, including sexual abuse, unrealistically high expectations, 
and/or bullying or hazing in and outside school’ and has recommended that States provide young 
people with all necessary services.1 The Committee has further noted that young people who are 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex (LGBTI+) commonly experience violence, 
stigmatization and bullying which has been associated with low self-esteem, higher rates of 
depression, suicide and homelessness.2 It has recommended that States take effective action to 
prevent forms of violence, discrimination or bullying by raising public awareness and implementing 
safety and support measures.3 In 2016, the Committee on the Rights of the Child recommended 
Ireland improve its mental healthcare services for primary and post-primary children and 
adolescents.4  

 
 
 

  

 
1 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, General Comment No. 4 (2003) Adolescent health and development in the context of the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, para 22. 
2 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, General Comment No. 20 (2016) on the Implementation of the Rights of the Child during 
Adolescence CRC/C/GC/20, para 33. 
3 Ibid, para 34. 
4 Committee on the Rights of the Child, ‘Concluding Observations on the Combined Third and Fourth Periodic Reports of Ireland’ (29 
January 2016) UN Doc CRC/C/IRL/CO/3-4, para 53 (b).  



Mental Health and Schools 
 

 
Approximately one in three young people in Ireland will have experienced some type of mental 
disorder by the age of 13, with this rate rising to more than one in two by the age of 24 years.5 While 
mental health problems are not selective, certain groups of children are at greater risk of poor 
mental health, including; children who have experienced abuse or neglect,6 including domestic 
abuse;7 children living in poverty;8 children who have experienced discrimination, including 
homophobia or transphobia;9 and children with chronic physical health conditions.10 
 
A common site of mental health difficulties for children is school. Children and young people in 
Ireland have identified bullying and peer pressure as among the worst things about being a child in 
Ireland.30 7.6 per cent of those aged 11 to 15 years encounter chronic bullying.11 This compares with 
the OECD average of 10.8 per cent.12 These numbers are particularly disquieting given young people 
who have experienced bullying are statistically more likely to report experiencing functionally 
impairing levels of anxiety or depression.13 
 
The Government’s Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools notes that ‘a 
programme of supports’ for pupils affected by bullying should be put in place, which may include 
‘counselling and/or opportunities to participate in activities designed to raise their self-esteem, to 
develop their friendship and social skills and thereby build resilience whenever this is needed’.14 

However, 2018 research completed with 918 principals in Ireland highlighted the ‘lack of access to 
counsellors and psychological support risks a situation where problems associated with mental or 
emotional health become worse without early intervention’.15 It also recognised that in the absence 
of these supports,  ‘responsibility for dealing with mental health issues often falls to teachers’ yet 
notes that this ‘is not an effective anti-bullying strategy as school staff are rarely appropriately 
skilled to deal with serious psychological issues and there is often no follow-up for those involved in 
terms of their mental health and/ or their coping strategies’. 16 This mirrors 2017 research which 
found that primary schools are experiencing a significant burden responding to serious mental 
health difficulties amongst their pupils, with one third of schools providing ad-hoc counselling onsite 
in the absence of a dedicated service for schools.17 
 

 
5 Cannon and Coughlan et al, The Mental Health of Young People in Ireland: a report of the Psychiatric Epidemiology Research across the 
Lifespan (PERL) Group (Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland 2013) p.7. 
6 Schaefer and Moffitt et al, Adolescent victimization and early-adult psychopathology: Approaching causal inference using a longitudinal 
twin study to rule out non-causal explanations, (2018) Clinical Psychological Science 352. 
7 Roberts and Campbell et al, The role of parenting stress in young Children’s mental health functioning after exposure to family 
violence (2013) 26(5) Journal of Traumatic Stress, 605. 
8 Wickham, Whitehead, Taylor-Robinson, Barr, The effect of a transition into poverty on child and maternal mental health: A longitudinal 
analysis of the UK millennium cohort study (2017) 2(3) The Lancet Public Health, 141 
9 Tina Dürrbaum, Frank A. Sattler, Minority stress and mental health in lesbian, gay male, and bisexual youths: A meta-analysis (2020) 
17(3)  Journal of LGBT Youth 298. 
10 Vanessa E. Cobham, et al., Systematic Review: Anxiety in Children and Adolescents With Chronic Medical Conditions, (2020) 59(5) 
Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry 595. 
11 UNICEF, Building the Future: Children and the sustainable development goals in rich countries, Innocenti Report Card 14, (2017 UNICEF) 
49. 
12 Department of Children and Youth Affairs, Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures: The national policy framework for Children & Young 
People 2014 – 2020 (DCYA 2014) 79. 
13 Nip in the Bud, How bullying can affect long term mental health in children <https://nipinthebud.org/2020/06/19/how-bullying-can-
affect-long-term-mental-health-in-children/>  
14 Department of Education and Skills, ‘Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools (September 2013) 6.8.15 
15 Foody, Murphy, Downes and O’Higgins Norman, Anti-bullying procedures for schools in Ireland: principals’ responses and perceptions 
(2018) Pastoral Care in Education, 36:2, 126-140 
16 Ibid. 
17 Rosaleen McElvaney, Deirdre Judge & Evelyn Gordon, The Primary Schools Counselling Study (PSCS): Demand and provision of school 
based counselling in Ireland (2017 Dublin City University). 



While there has been a welcome increase in educational psychologists employed in Irish schools 
over the past five years, current provision is just 221 posts18 to support all students in almost 4,000 
primary and secondary schools.19  Two reports published by the Joint Committee on Education, 
Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, one on the Impact of Covid on 
Primary and Secondary Education20 and a second on mental health and school bullying21, have 
recommended that emotional counselling and therapeutic supports be provided in all primary and 
secondary schools. Research indicates that the needs of children in Irish primary schools in relation 
to their psychological wellbeing are complex and highlights the serious nature of critical incidents 
that schools are dealing with.22 A new service, offering a model through which primary school 
children could receive the mental health awareness and support they require is being piloted in 
Limerick and is indicating positive outcomes. 23 Such a service would not only strengthen and support 
the mental wellbeing of thousands of children, but would also support parents and teachers, and 
would reduce the number of children requiring specialist mental health treatment. 
  
 
Recommendations:  
 

• Expand the in-school psychology service. 

• Implement a pilot programme which would situate emotional and therapeutic services in a 
select number of secondary schools across the country.   

• Establish a new primary school-based mental health supports on a pilot basis as a matter of 
urgency, and subject to evaluation, expanded and make the service available on a national 
basis. 

 

 
18 Communication received by the Children’s Rights Alliance from the Department of Education , 28 January 2022.  
19 Oireachtas Library and Research Services, ‘Education in Ireland Statistical snapshot’ (Oireachtas Library and Research Services, 
2020) <https://bit.ly/2LZzlWh> accessed 12 August 2022. 
20 Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, The Impact of Covid on Primary and 
Secondary Education (Houses of the Oireachtas 2021). 
21 Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, School Bullying and the Impact on 
Mental Health (Houses of the Oireachtas 2021). 
22 R McElvaney, et al, The Primary Schools Counselling Study (PSCS): Demand and provision of school based counselling in Ireland. (DCU 
2017).  
23 University of Limerick, ‘Psychotherapeutic support, disadvantaged area, families, children, DEIS primary school, mindfulness, 
psychological well-being’ <https://bit.ly/3JMWiW9> accessed 12 August 2022.  
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