Child Mental Health Awareness

April showers bring May flowers and they also bring Children’s Mental Health Awareness week
May 1-7. In honor of this special week and the importance of children’s mental health and
wellness all year long, we have put together materials that may be useful in your community
outreach and education.

One of the primary goals of Children’s Mental Health Awareness week is to promote general
awareness that infants, children, and teens can have mental health issues. Did you know that
one in five children or 20 percent of children have a mental health disorder'? Seventy-five to
80 percent of children and youth in need of mental health services do not receive them?. The
first step to supporting children’s mental health is awareness. All of the children in our
community need the support of adults around them and we all have a role in supporting
children’s mental health.

To help promote a better understanding of what children’s mental health is and to provide
information on where parents and communities can go to get more information and support
we have created a few materials that you can use at your center. Attached to this email you’ll
find the following documents:

e Children’s Mental Health Awareness Flyer

How to use it: display it at your center, put it on your webpage, include it in your
newsletter, and have copies available in your waiting area. We’ve provided a flyer with
and without a date for Children’s Mental Health Awareness week in the event that
you’d like to include the flyer in a newsletter that goes out after the awareness week
has occurred. Children need our support all year so please feel free to use the materials
after May.

e Children’s Mental Health Awareness Information Packet

How to use it: The packet contains some great articles and additional resources if your
agency or parents would like more information. Please feel free to copy make copies of
the packet to distribute.

Together we can all work to promote the mental health of infants, children, and teens across
the state.
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Children are Born with Emotions

It’s a beautiful summer day. Dad and his 10-week-old son
Ryan are relaxing on a blanket outside. Dad leans over
Ryan and smiles and coos happily as his baby looks up at
him. Baby smiles and dad is thrilled. Suddenly, the family
dog bounds into this perfect world, disturbing the
moment and knocking over a glass of lemonade. Not
pleased, dad immediately turns to the dog, shouts at
him, and shoos him away. As he turns back to his baby,
an expression of anger is still on his face. Ryan looks at
his dad’s face and begins to cry. Dad immediately senses
his baby’s reaction. He scoops him up, cuddles him and
soothes away his tears. What happened there? Was
Ryan’s smile a real expression of contentment or was he
simply mirroring his dad’s facial expression? Was Ryan’s
response to his dad’s anger a real emotional reaction?
What do babies feel and when do they start to feel it?

Infants are emotional beings right from birth. In fact,
emotions are biologically based, and are built into children’s brains, and help them connect to
caregivers (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2004). Human beings are truly
born to feel!

But when do children begin to feel emotions and what do they feel? Right from birth infants
experience several basic or primary emotions. During the first six months of life, as the infant
makes cognitive gains, these basic emotions develop into more sophisticated emotions. Thus,
over time, a young child’s repertoire of emotions continues to grow.

The primary emotions and their development during the first six months of life are mapped in
the chart below. At birth there are several basic emotions that infants experience. But over the
course of the first six months of life, infants begin to experience more complex emotions. And
with each passing year their emotional repertoire grows. For instance, two to three year old
children begin to experience embarrassment, pride, shame and guilt.

Infants can’t talk about their emotions—at least not yet! So, to find out about young children’s
emotions, researchers created experiments that examined how babies respond to the
emotional expressions they see and hear in other people. Would the babies react to another
person’s emotions? Would they copy the emotions they saw?



Helpful Parenting Tips

¢ Smile, laugh, talk, sing and read together every
day.

o Play face-to-face games, like peek-a-boo, with
your infant. Keep your face about 8 to 18 inches
from your baby’s face.

e Your baby is reading your face. Be aware that your
angry or sad face will affect how your baby reacts.

¢ Pay attention to your baby’s emotional
expressions and respond to them.

e When you respond to your baby’s emotional
needs, he learns that he can count on you and he
learns to connect with you.

e Watch and learn how your baby’s emotions
develop over time.

This Research Spotlight was reprinted for Children’s
Mental Health Awareness Week with permission from the
Talaris Research Foundation, www.talaris.org.
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It’s a Stressful Life!

How do you teach your child to handle = - -
9 8
everyday stress? -~k ‘ - .

Let’s face it — stress is a part of life. And

babies can get stressed too. Just as you

can feel stressed sometimes, babies can

get stressed when their needs are not i
met. When babies get stressed too

often, it can be harmful to their health.

Our brains begin to learn how to deal

with stress when we’re young, and too

much stress early may set a pattern for

the way we deal with it later in life.

"y

You know it when you feel it.

Stress is complicated. What's stressful

to one person may not be stressful to 7
another. Our bodies usually get stressed
when we feel afraid or really anxious ’ g

about something/ to understand stress, .

it helps to know more about what the brain does when we feel we are in danger.

Fight or flight.

When we are anxious or feel we are in danger, our brains react by creating a stress response in
the body. Stress hormones are created which lead to physical changes in the body. You might
notice some of the following things happen:

e Sweaty palms

e Rapid and shallow breathing
e A faster, pounding heart

e Aloss of appetite

These changes are not always bad. In fact, this reaction can help us survive by getting us ready
to run away or defend ourselves if needed. This is not harmful to us for short periods. But long
periods of stress can lead to health problems.

Stress is hard on babies.

Babies can get stressed right from birth, but they don’t know how to calm themselves down
yet. That’s why lots of stress might be even harder on babies. In the first year, the parts of the
brain that react to stress and help us calm down are still developing. Babies who get lots of
loving care learn healthy ways of reacting to stress and are better at calming down. When
babies feel safe with you and their needs are met, they learn to handle the stress that life can



