
ABSTRACT

CONTACT

A Red Warning Storm: How Wellbeing Issues are Presenting in Irish 

Primary Schools

MaryClaire Hanafin, Mary Immaculate College

INTRODUCTION

METHODOLOGY

CONCLUSIONS

DISCUSSIONFINDINGS

KEY REFERENCES

MaryClaire Hanafin

Mary Immaculate College, Limerick.

This study outlines how wellbeing issues are presenting 

in Irish primary schools by identifying the specific 

issues that are arising, how they are impacting students 

and how schools are responding to the challenges. While 

the prevalence of child wellbeing issues in current times 

is apparent (Keane 2017), information regarding what 

exactly these issues are and the implications for children 

and schools is lacking, particularly in an Irish context. 

Using qualitative methods, this study provides a broad 

picture of these challenges through the lens of Irish 

principals. The issues found to be of prevalence were 

harmful impacts of social media and technology, 

increases in child anxiety, decreases in child resilience, 

and harmful impacts of family trauma and the loss of 

parental time. The issue of social media will be 

discussed in this poster.

The study also highlights the current discrepancies 

between Irish national policy regarding child wellbeing 

and practice within schools, the need for strong familial 

support in the area of wellbeing and the increasing 

pressures on schools as a result of increased wellbeing 

issues. 

The threat of social media and technology to children’s wellbeing was deemed a key 

finding in this study and was identified by all participants. One of the key concerns 

that arose in this area was the effect of overexposure to social media on children’s 

behaviour, namely the increase in aggression from children who engage in violent 

games and media. These findings mirror those of Wilson (2008) and Bushman & 

Huesmann (2006). Participants noted this aggression presents in both the classroom 

and yard:

“They can get very aggressive.. using language that wouldn’t be appropriate to their 

age, violent language. They might be very wound up, or on edge in the room.. The 

aggression would definitely play out in the yard.” (Denise)

This evidence clearly outlines how social media and technology can impact upon 

social behaviour, and strongly suggests that children are not emotionally able to 

handle the media they are accessing, with childish intentions having harmful 

outcomes. Further evidence was found to indicate negative impacts on peer 

relationships; cyberbullying was noted as becoming highly prevalent in. The findings 

here support studies by McElvaney et al. (2018) and Le Heuzey (2012). The impacts 

of this behaviour on children are far-reaching and have much more long-term effects 

than face-to-face disagreements would;

“They start a game online and there’s 5 or 6 in the group, and then somebody publicly 

gives out about one child saying “You’re useless” or whatever, that is just massive for 

a child nowadays. It’s a public rejection amongst their peer group, you’d never see 

that before.” (Bonnie)

The group dynamic of such incidents means the event not only upsets the child being 

targeted and the child bullying, but the wider peer group as other children witness the 

behaviour and experience the negative fallout, a finding which links to that of 

Callaghan (2019). This cyberbullying also extends into social media. Peer comments, 

coupled with overexposure to falsely perfected realities can cause children to view 

themselves negatively, especially regarding their physical appearance. These findings 

corroborate the work of Marengo et al. (2018). Three participants noted this is 

particularly concerning in senior classes, with one such example outlined below. 

“What’s in the media in regards to what is a good looking girl or boy, you’ve to be 

very conscientious then of a child who’s not confident about their own body or their 

own appearance, and children can be very hurtful at times as regards that so you have 

to be conscious that nothing negative is being said online.” (Conor)

The threat of social media and technology is something participants feel is worsened 

by a lack of supervision at home, with parents either oblivious to the types of media 

their children are accessing, or too busy to notice the harmful effects. This is of huge 

concern to schools, with all six participants noting that schools can only do so much 

without proper parental support, while also acknowledging the pressures parents are 

under in current times. 

“I think the use of technology in the home is not supervised adequately, and then 

parents are amazed when their children are engaging with areas that are certainly not 

age appropriate. It leads to problems which spill over into the school with regards to 

online bullying and inappropriate online behaviour.” (Carla)

This lack of realisation by parents may linked to Bushman & Huesmann’s findings in 

2006. It may be possible parents are unaware of children’s inability to process what 

they are accessing, but this theory is only applicable to certain media exposure and 

cannot explain the overall issues presenting, which are better explained by lack of 

parental awareness of children’s social media and technology use, and the impacts 

that use can have.

The findings show that an underlying theme; societal change is both causing, and being 

furthered by, the increase in child wellbeing challenges in Ireland. Through this research 

it has been possible to step back and examine how the transformations our communities 

have undergone have had effects on people of all ages, particularly children. The growth 

of social media and technology on have added increasing pressure to children’s lives, and 

the issues resulting from this are the products of an ever-changing, fast-paced society. 

These pressures are steadily infiltrating children’s lives physically, mentally, socially and 

educationally, with the consequences of the impacts noted in this study.

It is evident from the findings that the lack of supervision regarding technology and 

access to social media are things that are occurring outside of school and are therefore 

not only impacting school experiences but their childhood as a whole. The rise of social 

media and technology is a societal change that demands concern, as it is still relatively 

new and developing in different directions on a constant basis. While other factors such 

as stressful home situations may be increasing, they are not new challenges as this 

modern phenomenon is, and so the consequences of them may be better anticipated, 

despite still not being properly supported. In the case of social media and technology, 

understanding is not only lacking in schools but also in homes. This challenge, in 

conjunction with the others mentioned, have combined to create a modern landscape of 

childhood that is rife with new pitfalls.

This acknowledgement of societal change must also extend into schools. The desire of 

participants to help students was evident throughout the study. This desire, and the sense 

of familiarity participants displayed in relation to their students, parents and wider 

communities clearly outlines the pivotal place schools have within our society. They are 

hubs, not only for learning, but for the socialisation of children and their families, 

supporting development in a multitude of ways. The idea that the societal changes 

outlined above are not having a serious impact on how schools are running and the 

atmospheres amongst both the student body and staff, would be both ill-informed and 

negligent. As children and families dealing with a variety of challenges mix in school 

settings, the impacts of such challenges are felt on a wider scale. Teachers are adapting to 

weather these new storms and their roles are changing in response to the wider changes 

throughout the communities they work in. As society continues to shift at an 

unprecedented rate, so too will changes in schools. Awareness of this is crucial to smooth 

the path for both the children and staff who face this unnavigated journey.

Research Question & Embedded Questions:

The research question for this study was:

“How are child wellbeing issues presenting in Irish primary schools?” 

The following embedded questions were then designed:

• What specific issues are teachers dealing with regarding child wellbeing in Irish primary 

schools?

• How are schools supporting children to deal with these issues?

• How are schools supported in dealing with these issues?

Epistemology:

The aim of this study was to gain insight into the wellbeing issues presenting in Irish 

primary schools from the perspective of school principals. The most appropriate way to do 

this was deemed to be a phenomenological-based qualitative study using semi-structured 

interviews.

Recruitment Method:

Participants were recruited using purposive sampling. The principals were from both DEIS 

and non-DEIS schools, rural and urban and were both male and females. There was no 

restriction on career history.

Procedure: 

Participants were recruited via email. Information sheets were provided, before they were 

given an informed consent sheet to sign. Participants were reminded their participation was 

voluntary and of their right to withdraw, as well as of the contact information provided. 

Interviews were audio-recorded, with recordings uploaded to a password-protected folder.

Participants:

Anonymised participant profiles are described in Table 1. 

Data Analysis Techniques:

The data gathered was analysed using thematic analysis, following the approach advocated 

by Braun & Clarke (2006). 

Trustworthiness:

Credibility was ensured by triangulating the data through the varied experiences of the 

participants, as well as using member checks. A reflexive journal was kept to ensure 

subjectivity, alongside the use of memos to keep the study focused (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Ethical Considerations:

This study was approved by the Mary Immaculate College Ethics Committee.

This study recommends that practical, focused education and awareness be generated 

around the short and long-term impacts of overexposure to social media and technology 

on children. As the study found that school support can only achieve so much in 

isolation, it is imperative that relevant information is shared with parents to protect 

wellbeing. The creation of accessible information regarding preventative and 

counteractive measures would allow parents to alleviate some of the pressures on schools 

and become more involved in the wellbeing of their children. This involvement could 

also instigate healthy dialogue between parents and children regarding online activities 

and wellbeing in general.

The findings also highlight the need for the expansion of teacher training in the area of 

wellbeing in general, but particularly in relation to social media and technology use. 

Such training would help schools to acclimatise to the new dynamics that are shaping the 

modern educational landscape. 

While the above measures can be considered preventative, in order to tackle the issues 

already existing and presenting, the study supports the calls by McElvaney (2017) and 

Arensman (2018) for a national counselling service designed specifically for primary 

schools, with professionals who are equipped to help children in crisis.

Positive child wellbeing has been shown to link with positive academic achievement 

(Marques et al. 2011), with this relationship being noted as significant (Miller et al. 2013). 

The connection between child wellbeing and academic outcomes should place this topic at 

the heart of national policy and educational discourse. The existence of positive wellbeing 

has direct consequences on the teaching and learning being done in schools. The prevalence 

of child wellbeing issues is on the rise. Between 1998 and 2014, the number of children who 

reported themselves as feeling low once or more a week for six months rose from 23% to 

28% (Keane 2017). One of the key factors in this is the rise of social media and technology. 

The use of social media has been linked to issues such as cyberbullying, sleep deprivation, 

increased peer pressure and post-traumatic stress disorder (Le Heuzey 2012). Evidence also 

shows detrimental impacts on the body image of older children when they engage with 

highly visual social media, such as Instagram and Snapchat (Marengo et al. 2018). 

From these issues stem mental health challenges like anxiety, depression and suicide 

(Wilson 2008). In addition to social media, Wilson (2008) noted that violent TV 

programming and video games leads to an increase in child aggression. A 2006 study by 

Bushman and Huesmann noted strong links between violent media and aggressive thoughts 

and increased anger. They also found that while this type of media has no long-term impact 

on adults, it does on children, suggesting children are unable to process media which is not 

age appropriate. 

In one interesting study, children themselves identified things like social media as “a threat 

to mental wellbeing.” (O’Reilly et al. 2018), highlighting that they have an awareness of the 

issue and concerns about the impacts it will have on their wellbeing. 

The rapid development of the area of social media and technology is leaving parents and 

teachers struggling to find guidance in how to manage social media (Richards et al. 2015). 

This research aimed to shed light on an area of the Irish education landscape that is little 

discussed, but of huge importance. It is important that the topic of child wellbeing, and the 

impact social media and technology are having on it, is not overlooked bur rather placed at 

the fore of educational discourse.
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