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Introduction

Anna Odrowaz-Coates

The Maria Grzegorzewska University
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2 | 12-871 |

This volume is one of the outcomes of the Mid-Term International Conference
of The Research Network for Sociology of Education, of the European Sociological
Association, which has joined forces with the Institute of Political Studies of the Pol-
ish Academy of Sciences and the Maria Grzegorzewska University in Warsaw, the
Faculty of Education and the UNESCO Janusz Korczak Chair in Social Pedagogy,
to organize the International Mid-term ESA RN 10 Conference in September 2023.
The event was supported by EU funding from the EDUCATORE project* dedicated
to wellbeing and resilience in education.

The eruption of the global COVID-19 pandemic, war in Ukraine, economic cri-
sis, and unrest in many areas of the globe have dramatically deepened social differ-
ences in educational opportunities, a topic since the 1970s central to the Sociology
of Education. Revealing the mechanisms of social reproduction in educational sys-
tems remains an important endeavour for sociologists of education. We tried to use
the lens of sociology of education to discuss quality vs. equity, to discuss quality of
outcomes vs. well-being. We invited contributors from education, sociology of edu-
cation and political sciences to present their research findings and their theoretical
contributions to look at education systems, education policies, educational praxis
and environmental considerations around access and quality. The educational en-
vironments include both formal and informal settings, lifelong learning, self-study,
adult education, third-age, but also infant communication and attachment, not nar-
rowing the discussion to any particular age group or any particular environment,
as we believe education happens throughout the lifetime and occurs in every social
context.

We were particularly interested in research that pinpoints how to enhance well-
being, resilience and motivation to create more inclusive, high-quality education.
We were also interested in obstacles and challenges that stand in the way. We wel-
comed researchers that tackle newly emerged phenomena, such as post-COVID-19
crisis, and economic crisis, with new conflicts and wars emerging across the globe,
the genocide still occurring and human rights being so very fragile in too many
places in the world. We also included research that discusses educational realities to
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support learners and their peers in their everyday struggles. We hoped that some of
the conference outcomes would translate into fostering the wellbeing and resilience
of children, and youths drawing from the innovative, reflective mindsets of the edu-
cators, whose wellbeing and mindfulness cascade to the end-beneficiaries.

For this edited volume we selected 9 chapters that cover: an overview of concepts
of the child well-being in a time of unprecedented challenges of the twenty-first
century, differences between urban and rural environments in educational resil-
ience manifested during the COVID-19 pandemic in Romania, impact of school
closures on child labour in Latin America, education for sustainable development
in Romania, the development of resilience skills of teachers by non-formal educa-
tional strategies, promoting the well-being in the educational environment through
the use of non-formal activities, the gender effect in computational thinking among
first-year university students at the Sapientia Hungarian University of Transylvania.
Penultimate chapter contains a review of Ayurveda approaches in support of health
in imparting quality education. Last but not least, Sabina Zalewska talks about men-
tal health of children and young people in Poland and beyond.

The first three chapters bring in the core elements of the book’s theoretical un-
derpinning, drawing from global statistics and concepts dedicated to children’s
well-being. Agata Michalowska uses an overview of policy and recommendations
from international organizations dedicated to child protection, welfare and well-be-
ing. She claims that contemporary childhood is shaped by the global context in ways
that previous generations had not experienced due to the scale, complexity and last-
ing impact of the events, processes and changes present today. This opening chapter
is an invitation to expand the concept of child well-being to encompass the complex
reality that children and youth exist in and to safeguard the well-being of future
generations. It provides a brief overview of the interlinked challenges facing the
global community and their impact on children’s lives, as well as positive examples
of a new approach to the concept of child well-being. This is an invitation for all of
us to re-imagine child well-being, in a continual process of dialogue with children,
to reflect the changing nature of our world.

In the second chapter, dr Julien Kiss, prof. Florica Ortan and dr Laurentiu-Dra-
gos Mandrea, notice the challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic were signifi-
cant in the educational environment in Romania. From the implications of moving
to online didactic activities to the lack of social contact, they all left their mark
on both teachers and students. If initially the major concerns were concerning the
way of organizing education in a digital context, gradually problems also started to
appear regarding the well-being shown by all those involved in school activities. In
this article, we will try to highlight the differences recorded between the urban and
the rural environment in relation to the management of some aspects of school ac-
tivities. 143 teachers participated in the research, actively involved in the process of
improving school performance in the environments in which they work. The results
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indicate a difference between the urban and the rural environment and highlight
a need to approach problems differently, especially about the allocation of resources
and the adaptation of intervention strategies.

In the third chapter, dr Cecilia Maria Zs6gon writes about Latin America, which
she claims even before the pandemic, was the most unequal region in the world.
After COVID-19, inequalities became even more accentuated. In this chapter the
focus is on the impact of the crisis on the educational system and its effects on
students. As of February 2021, around 120 million children had lost or were at risk
of missing a full year of the school calendar due to school closures. Added to this
are the multiple problems related to implementing online education. In the region,
only 77 per cent of the students have access to the Internet. In addition, the closure
of schools meant the interruption of other basic services such as school meals, on
which more than 10 million children in the region depend. Faced with this pan-
orama, the inquiry is to: What are the measures implemented by governments to
guarantee the return of students to the classroom and amortize the effects that the
crisis had on the most vulnerable groups in Latin America? Do these measures fos-
ter more inclusive education systems? What “successful” programs have been im-
plemented that could be replicated in other countries? Dr Zs6gon analysed reports
from the World Bank, UNICEF, UNESCO, ECLAC, and local governments in Latin
America, with the aim of understanding the impact of school closures on children,
and the measures put into place to reverse the effects of this crisis. Latin America’s
post-covid landscape presents complex and multidimensional challenges that in-
clude ensuring the return and retention of students in schools, fostering socio-emo-
tional well-being and strengthening resilience. But doing all this in a context of
extreme inequality, job insecurity, and economic recession requires resources and
political will, which does not always have the well-being of children among its pri-
orities. In terms of education and learning, it is clear that mitigation strategies will
only be able to compensate, at best, for a fraction of the learning losses experienced
during this period. Nonetheless, a window of opportunity has opened to rebuild
better education systems that are more effective, equitable and resilient.

Further on, Dr Ciprian Simut and Florica Ortan delve into the sustainable devel-
opment goals and consider educational goal number 4 as a factor for well-being in
education in Romania.

In the consecutive chapter, Prof. Valentin Blandul and dr Adela Bradea, discuss
how educational resilience represents the ability of students and teachers to read-
just to a new normality after going through experiences with a strong emotional
impact. Educational agents demonstrate the possession of resilience skills when
they manage to set realistic goals in accordance with the new educational context,
respectively to pursue their fulfilment in an adequate manner. Authors propose to
analyse, from a theoretical point of view, a series of strategies specific to non-formal
education by which teachers can develop a series of resilience skills that allow them
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to optimally adapt to the challenges of the contemporary world. They present the
training and continuous professional development program “TopFormalis Friends
Club” was implemented, the purpose of which was to increase the professional lev-
el of teaching staff through extracurricular activities, which lead students to the
knowledge of national scientific and international cultural values. The obtained re-
sults demonstrated that when they are involved in their own training, teachers can
adapt much better to the challenges generated by education in constant change.

Dr Claudia Pop claims that the promotion of well-being in the educational envi-
ronment is a topic that arouses more and more interest in the public space, especial-
ly among those interested in promoting a quality educational act, an education that
puts people and the relationships between them at the forefront, but also the use of
resources rich in interactive, non-formal content, obviously emphasizing commu-
nication, creativity and flexibility in thinking. The main purpose of this chapter is to
demonstrate that through the use of non-formal activities, we can promote well-be-
ing in the educational environment and, also, we can obtain an effective, integral,
balanced educational act with special results for students, both intellectually, as well
as regarding their personality.

Prof. Agnes Sdntha, PAlma Rozdlia Osztidn, Erika Osztidn, and Zoltdn Katai from
the Sapientia Hungarian University of Transylvania, show that computer skills and
computational thinking are to a large extent socially biased. The research question
addressed in this chapter is whether men and women have different achievements
in computational thinking. The rationale for the study is provided by the lower share
of female students in computer sciences which originates in the stereotypes about
the alleged gender differences and interests in computational thinking. They draw
from a randomized controlled trial which was conducted with 228 first-year univer-
sity students from different study fields in September 2022. Groups were mixed by
gender and computer science experience. Three visualization methods were used:
animation, folk dance and theatre performance. After having viewed the visualiza-
tions, participants answered 18 questions that assessed their understanding of algo-
rithms. Although slightly below the median and mean score achieved by men, the
learning achievement scores of women are not significantly lower. When controlled
for the effect of school performance, computer science experience and visualization
type, gender has an impact on algorithm learning achievement only in the lowest
quartile, that is, being a woman significantly decreases the score among those in the
lowest 25% of results. In higher achievement quartiles the impact of gender vanish-
es. Their research results have implications for informatics education policy.

In the penultimate chapter, Prof. Mahes TS claims that education is the method
of imparting knowledge in a systematic method to achieve certain knowledge, de-
velop skills, etc. through proper understanding, rationality, kindness and honesty.
It also helps in the development of character traits, individual rationality for a given
situation, append mutual co-existence leading to the development of a healthy social
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structure and civilization as a whole. It involves various stakeholders, such as stu-
dents, teachers, parents, society, and the country as a whole, who benefit at various
levels. A quality education is only possible when there is proper quality of life where
health management plays an important role. Currently, due to altered lifestyles and
stressors, the very values of life is compromised leading to disruption of psycho-
logical and physical health. Hence there is a need for a holistic approach that caters
the health needs of the individual involving mind, body and lifestyle rather than
just treatment of disease. Ayurveda being a holistic science emphasizes on proper
health maintenance rather than just providing relief from diseases. Its principles,
methods and procedures ensure total health to individuals who are part of the ed-
ucation system too. The study tries to explore the various principles, methods and
procedures of Ayurveda that help to improve, promote and establish health leading
to improved quality of life so as to aid in the propagation of quality education. The
research will explore the causes of various problems concerning the stakeholders of
today’s education and then explore the literature available that provides information
regarding research and authentic references on principles, methods and procedures
of Ayurveda that can be possibly used to uplift the healthy status of these stakehold-
ers so as to improve efficiency and impart quality education. Clinically, adopting
food and lifestyle in line with the principles of Ayurveda has helped many people in
improving their quality of life. An improved quality of life has consistently resulted
in greater productivity and efficiency, which can be applicable in ensuring quality
education as well.

Last but not least, Dr Sabina Zalewska writes that all people in the world want
to be happy. This is a natural human need, she argues. The original understanding
of happiness in science was limited to its definition as a prosperous life, i.e., a life
under the care of the gods. Another understanding of happiness, already known
in ancient Greece, was thinking about it as pleasure experienced continuously and
constantly. In Eastern philosophical teachings, happiness is nirvana - eternal happi-
ness. Happiness has been and still is the goal and desire of every human being. It lies
in the nature of humanity. However, philosophers throughout history have differed
significantly in their understanding of what this goal consists of. For Plato, it was the
knowledge of ideas, especially Beauty and Goodness. For Aristotle, it was fulfilling
the function assigned by rational human nature, including walking the path of the
“golden mean.” For others, it was Stoic peace or opening up to God - especially in
the Middle Ages. What was common to all concepts of happiness was the belief that
it leads to moral, rational, and willpower-based life. There are many factors that
make it difficult for a person to achieve happiness. One of them is living in a hurry.
A person falls into this trap if they want to possess too much. Often, they start to
consume and do not notice that they are consuming instead of living. They lack time
for themselves and their loved ones. It is difficult for them to nurture friendships
and family relationships. However, when they reflect on the situation, they realize
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that to find inner balance, they must make room for things that are truly important
to them. This can only be achieved by eliminating from life what is unnecessary and
thus returning to the path towards happiness.

Overall, the volume presents an array of factors that can contribute to the
well-being of participants of formal and informal educational processes. It may
also be treated as a barometer of challenges to well-being due to recent catastrophic
global and local events that add to the uncertainty of our times.



The need for an expanded concept of child
well-being in a time of unprecedented
challenges

Agata Michalowska

Independent educator, Poland
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0009-0004-1257-1078

Introduction

A time of rapid technological, environmental, cultural and social changes calls
for expanding the concept of child well-being to take into account the global, in-
terconnected and increasingly complex reality of contemporary childhood, con-
sidering both the opportunities and the risks that children are facing today and
will continue to face in the coming years, both locally and globally. The concept
should incorporate the well-being of future generations to the same degree as it
focuses on the well-being of the current generation of children. It is necessary
to ask the question: What is child well-being in the 21st century? The answer
should be formulated through a dialogue between experts, from a wide range of
disciplines, and children. The combined perspectives of experienced professionals
and young people could move us closer to a concept of well-being that is both
anchored in the now and forward-thinking. The process of dialogue needs to be
continual due to the fast pace of changes and unprecedented events taking place
in this time in history, called “an inflection point” by the United Nations Secre-
tary-General (UN, 2021).

The global community needs to reimagine the way we understand progress, the
way we innovate, build our cities and structure our societies. The model of growth
that we adopted can no longer be sustained — our activities are transgressing plan-
etary boundaries, endangering Earth’s life-support systems (Richardson et al.). The
technologies we are developing not only benefit us but also pose risks threatening
the very existence of humanity (Stauffer et al.). We found ourselves at a crossroads
in history and the decisions we make today will impact generations to come.
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The global context is impacting children everywhere, although in different ways
and to varying degrees. The expansion of the well-being concept will also differ be-
tween contexts and cultures, however two aspects have to remain consistent. A con-
cept of well-being that encompasses the awareness of current and future challenges
and opportunities allows to build the resilience and skills that children and youth
need to thrive today and throughout their lives. A concept of well-being that en-
compasses the notion of future generations allows communities across the globe
to systematically move towards a form of society that safeguards the livelihoods
and happiness of our children’s children. Creating a better now and more hopeful
future requires coordinated, international efforts however it is also we, the individ-
uals, families and communities that can act towards this goal and adjust the ways in
which we parent, teach, care, work, relate to one another and live.

This paper is an invitation to think broadly about well-being of both the youth
living today and those yet unborn. It focuses on the challenges faced by the glob-
al community and their impacts on children to illustrate the urgent need to act.
The last section gives some examples of positive steps taken towards caring for
the well-being of children - reports, initiatives and legislations that are already in
place. The variety of sources gathered, not near exhaustive, reflect the vast number
of factors shaping contemporary childhood and provide a brief overview intended
to initiate a discussion about our shared responsibility for the health, dignity and
happiness of children, across cultures and across time.

The context: current and future global challenges

Since the 19™ century there has been continual progress made on all indica-
tors of health, living conditions and well-being, such as maternal death, survival
at birth, life expectancy at birth, vaccinations and eradication of diseases, access to
safe drinking water and food, education, improvement of living standards and erad-
ication of poverty (Roser, 2016). If we consider historical data and metrics, we have
never before been as healthy, safe, nourished and educated as we are today. Howev-
er, our march towards progress, which saved millions of lives and lifted entire popu-
lations out of poverty (Roser, 2022), has had an impact on the natural world, so vast
and unprecedented that the geological epoch we are living in is labeled by some sci-
entists as the Anthropocene from Greek: anthropo — man, cene - new, the recent age
of man (Pavid & Rafferty, 2023). The human-caused climate change (NASA, 2023)
is impacting not only the survival of other living creatures but also our own health
(WHO, 2023; Baumgartner, 2021). The technological advances that created modern
societies and enabled progress have also spurred the development of biotechnology
and Artificial Intelligence, potential sources of vast improvements to human life and
simultaneously potential sources of existential threat (Stauffer et al., 2023).



The need for an expanded concept of child well-being in a time of unprecedented challenges 15

We exist in a highly complex, interlinked, interdependent and unpredictable
world in which the speed of development of various events, phenomena, interac-
tions and inventions is breathtaking. Shocks and stresses interact in positive as well
as negative ways, what is considered a risk in one moment may be an opportunity
in a few years, crises may be resolved and there is still development and growth
happening in many areas of the world but some of the changes we are observing will
most likely influence the environmental, social, cultural and political fabric of our
lives in irreversible and transformative ways. The challenges listed below are only
a few out of many shaping contemporary childhood, chosen on the basis of the scale
of their direct and indirect impact. The degree of impact varies, depending on the
child’s geographical location, social status, access to resources and on the actions
taken by the local and global communities.

1. Climate change. “The climate crisis is a child rights crisis” (UNICEE 2021,
p. 6). Currently around 1 billion children are at an extremely high risk of being
impacted by climate change. Example statistics: 2 billion children are exposed to
air pollution, 920 million are exposed to water scarcity, 820 million are highly ex-
posed to heatwaves, 600 million children are highly exposed to vector-borne dis-
eases (UNICEE 2021). 80 million children are exposed to at least 6 overlapping
climate and environmental hazards (UNICEF, 2021). The children affected the most
by climate change come from countries which contributed the least to its causes.
(UNICEE 2021a). The vulnerability of certain regions (West, Central and East Afri-
ca, South Asia, Central and South America, Small Island Developing States and the
Arctic) is “exacerbated by inequity and marginalization linked to gender, ethnicity,
low income or combinations thereof especially for many Indigenous Peoples and
local communities” (IPCC, 2022, p. 12). The impact of climate change is becom-
ing increasingly complex, compounding risks which will cascade across sectors and
regions, affecting health, ecosystems, infrastructure, livelihoods and food (IPCC,
2022, 18, 10). Already today pollution is responsible for more deaths than war or
other forms of violence, HIV/AIDS, malaria and tuberculosis (Fuller et al., 2019).
Climate change will affect most areas of our lives, deepening inequalities, if suffi-
cient countermeasures are not undertaken.

2. Health. Immense progress has been achieved in the field of child and mater-
nal health since the 2000’s. The indicators that have stagnated or regressed include:
maternal mortality, decline in childhood vaccination, malnutrition and stunting
(WHO, UNICEE, 2022, UN, 2023). Since 2015, the global mortality rate of children
under 5 years of age fell by 12%. Despite the declining rates around 5 million chil-
dren died from preventable causes before reaching the age of 5 in 2021 (UN, 2023).
What the numbers truly reveal though, is that the chance of a child to survive and
thrive depends on where it was born, with a high level of inequality still existing
between the Global North and Global South. A child born in a high income coun-
try is expected to live for 80.3 years, a child born in a low income country - 62,5
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years. Most maternal and child deaths are concentrated in South Asia and sub-Sa-
haran Africa. Most malnourished children live in Africa and Asia, and Africa is the
only world region where the number of children affected by stunting has increased
from 54.4 million in 2000 to 61.4 million in 2020 (WHO, UNICEE, 2022). Climate
change, the COVID-19 pandemic and conflict have the highest impact on the health
of children today, revealing the interconnected nature of crises (WHO, UNICEF,
2022). Food insecurity is one example: the combined crises of the pandemic, which
caused supply chain disruptions, the war in Ukraine and high food prices increased
the number of people suffering acute food insecurity to 345 million in 2022 from
135 million in 2019 and the populations most at risk of hunger as a result of climate
change live in Sub-Saharan Africa, South - and Southeast Asia (The World Bank,
2022). As the climate continues to change, food and water security will be further
reduced, increasing malnutrition in many communities (IPCC, 2022). Another im-
pact of climate change, is the higher occurrence of food-borne, water-borne and
vector-borne diseases, caused in part by such factors as global travel and human
penetration deeper into animal habitats (IPCC, 2022), making the possibility of
pandemics highly likely, with potential devastating effects for children. Some of the
impacts of COVID-19 were: reduced access to education and health resources, in-
crease in poverty, exposure to heightened violence, including trafficking, increase
in labour and sexual exploitation (OHCHR, 2022, UN, 2023). The compounded
effects of the pandemic are one of the causes in the rise of mental health issues in
many children. An estimated 13% (166 million) adolescents ages 10-19 live with
a diagnosed mental disorder, 40% of which are anxiety and depression. And esti-
mated 45,800 adolescents die from suicide each year. (UNICEF, 2021b)

3. Geopolitics and globalisation. The world order created after World War II,
based on such institutions as the UN, World Bank, IMF and NATO, guided by the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, began changing a number of years ago as
global power structures began to shift (Bremmer, 2023a). Ian Bremmer, political
scientist, coined the term GZero, “a world where no country or group of coun-
tries can meet the global challenges of our time” (Bremmer, 2023b). Today different
countries and actors compete for power, with many regions forming arrangements
based on shared interests and values (particularly in the Global South), resulting
in greater fragmentation. There has been a disillusionment with globalisation and
a move towards protectionism and away from interdependency. (UNICEF Inno-
centi, 2023). Autocracies have been on the rise (Boese et al., 2022) and dissatis-
faction with democracy is sharply increasing (Foa, et al., 2020). Countries are be-
coming more polarized, tensions fuelled by economic anxieties, lack of trust in
governments, class divides and the rise of misinformation (Edelman Trust Institute,
2023). Global inequality, although decreasing across time (Roser, 2017) has risen
since 2020, with the richest 1% gaining about 63% of new wealth (Christensen et
al., 2023). Global debt has risen by 50 trillion USD since 2019 and there are around
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100 million more children living in multidimensional poverty (OHCHR, 2022, UN,
2023). The number of conflicts and war deaths have been declining since World
War II however since 2015 there has been an increase in state-based conflicts, with
an increase in war deaths in 2022, in comparison with previous years (Roser et al.,
2016). Contflicts, climate change and technological advancements such as automa-
tion and Al will most likely fuel migration, with more people looking not only for
better economic opportunities but for survival. Today, most people still reside in
their country of origin, however the number of migrants has risen in recent years
(McAuliffe & Triandafyllidou, 2021). The existing tensions, instability and uncer-
tainty greatly affect the ability for global cooperation, necessary to tackle issues such
as climate change or potential pandemics, uphold human rights, maintain econom-
ic stability and resolve conflict (UNICEF Innocenti, 2023). Crises at the global or
state level affect the most vulnerable groups, including women and children. Ac-
cording to UNICEE more children are in need now than at any point since World
War IT (UNICEF Innocenti, 2023).

4. Technology and Artificial Intelligence. The speed of technological develop-
ment has been accelerating exponentially since the beginning of the 19" century
(Stauffer et al., 2023), benefitting humanity in countless ways. However the same
technological innovation can have both positive and (devastating) negative conse-
quences, nuclear fission being an example. Technology is a powerful tool but, even
with good intentions, the release of a new tool can shape our societies in unpre-
dictable ways therefore it has to be managed responsibly. Additionally, there is the
question of access to technology and the distribution of benefits, which was and is,
largely unequal (Stauffer et al., 2023). Internet allows access to information, edu-
cation and the job market. Though globally access is growing, in 2021 internet was
accessible to 63% of the world, there are vast differences among countries — Den-
mark 98%, Bangladesh 39%, Mali 34% (The World Bank, 2023). Internet gives its
users countless benefits but has gone far from the dream of being the great equalizer,
a digital space of unity and openness, with misinformation and fragmentation being
some of the main issues for the global community (UNICEF Innocenti, 2023). The
technological advances that will have the most impact on the future of children are
the rise in automation and the development of Artificial Intelligence. In 2027 an
estimated 43% of tasks will be completed by machines, 44% of workers’ skills dis-
rupted, 6 out of 10 workers will require training (World Economic Forum, 2023).
Automation will force many employees and whole sectors to upskill or reskill, or to
transition to new positions or professions. The moment of transition will dispropor-
tionately affect different occupations and different countries, depending on the level
of their development and amount of skilled workers. Even as new jobs are created
by new technologies, not everyone will be able to transition, potentially leaving por-
tions of society unemployed. (Brown, 2020). AI can now match or exceed human
capabilities which will increase the speed and scale of these developments with AI
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taking over jobs previously not automated, which require reasoning, communicat-
ing and coordinating (World Economic Forum, 2023). An even greater concern is
AT’s ability to spread false content, generate and manipulate existing visual or au-
dio content (deepfakes) and, through language, the ability to manipulate unaware
human users (UNICEF Innocenti, 2023; Harari, 2023). Al is continuously learning
and self-improving, with even the experts not certain how the technology will de-
velop, which makes the implementation of safety systems difficult. (Stauffer et al.,
2023). There is also concern about potential value misalignment, resulting in AI’s
unintended or dangerous behaviour. All of this may have far-reaching economic,
political, scientific and security consequences for societies and individuals, some
of which are already felt (Stauffer et al., 2023). Al together with biotechnology, is
labelled as an existential risk by the UN Office for Disaster Risk Reduction. Govern-
ments are taking notice. The first global AI Safety Summit was hosted by the UK in
November 2023, attended by representatives of 28 countries, with the goal to take
action on the safe and responsible development of AI (AI Safety Summit, 2023).
Responsible management of new technologies is important especially for vulnerable
groups like children. The interaction between children and AI systems is complex,
influenced by the context of the child’s life. AI has a number of beneficial applica-
tions (education, medicine, support of SDG’s) and risks (automated discrimination
through bias, exacerbation of the digital divide, privacy), that need to be safely nav-
igated (UNICEF, Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland, 2021). Research is already
being done on designing AI for children, with a team of researchers creating the
“Code for Age Appropriate AI” (Wang et al., 2022).

The moment that we are living in and experiencing is a paradox. Our time is
both the reflection of human ingenuity and cooperation as well as incredible short-
sightedness that resulted in human-made risks which can endanger our very exist-
ence. The challenges we face require global cooperation and a transformation of the
processes, systems and institutions that may no longer be prepared for a world, in
which “local threats may quickly become global, existential, and intergeneration-
al”(Stauffer et al., 2023). Our complex reality shapes childhood in ways, and to an
extent, that previous generations had not experienced. Our complex reality will also
shape the well-being of future generations. Awareness of the factors and risks shap-
ing childhood is necessary to provide children with the tools they need to build
resilience and maintain well-being in the world to come.

Impact of context on child well-being

The concept of well-being is multidimensional, culturally-specific, contex-
tual and fluctuating over time (Ben-Arieh et al., 2014). The Merriam-Webster
Dictionary defines well-being as a “state of being happy, healthy, or prosperous”
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(Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2023) however other contemporary definitions go
much further beyond it. According to WHO it is not only a state but a resource
which is determined by social, economic and environmental factors, encompassing
“quality of life and the ability of people and societies to contribute to the world with
a sense of meaning and purpose”. In society it is connected to an equitable distri-
bution of resources, sustainability, resilience and the ability to transcend challeng-
es (WHO, 2023b). Well-being is considered an essential part of health, defined by
WHO as “a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not mere-
ly the absence of disease or infirmity” (WHO, 2023¢c). What emerges from these
definitions is an interplay between the individual, the closest environment and the
larger context, with well-being both a state, a process, a resource and a goal, being
a source of (and potentially directing towards) meaning and purpose. It implies
a state of thriving, physically, mentally and socially, which allows the ability to con-
tribute to others. From the perspective of challenges that we face today, well-being
is a delicate balancing act between risks, opportunities, environmental factors, in-
dividual agency, individual and community resources, individual and community
resilience and social connections.

The way well-being is understood changes and so do child well-being indica-
tors. Once focused on negative outcomes and the survival of a child, they later ex-
panded to include, positive outcomes and the child’s perspective. The normative
concept of children’s rights, sociology of childhood and the ecological theories of
child development were particularly influential in shaping contemporary indica-
tors (Ben-Arieh, 2010). UNICEF’s Innocenti Report Cards monitor and compare
the performance of OECD countries in securing the rights of children, and have
an impact on public discourse and policy makers. Three Report Cards focused on
multidimensional child well-being have been published, in 2007, 2013 and 2020.
The first, UNICEF’s Innocenti Report Card 7, included 21 countries, assessing 6
dimensions of child well being side-by-side: material well-being, health and safety,
educational well-being, family and peer relationships, behaviours and risks, subjec-
tive well-being. The most recent, Report Card 16, covers 41 countries and adopts
a much broader perspective. The framework is visualized as a series of concentric
circles, resembling Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory, divided into “the
world of the child”, “the world around the child” and “the world at large”. Some of
the new aspects considered in Report Card 16 include children’s mental well-being
and social skills (ability to make friends), as well as a focus on the links between
the outcomes of an individual and the networks, available resources, policies and
the larger contexts of economy, society and the environment (UNICEF Innocenti,
2020). This shift in approach to measuring well-being was based on the observable
effects that the COVID-19 pandemic had on children. The new framework was sug-
gested as a guide in understanding “how effects of COVID-19 will cascade down
from the national context through the immediate world around the child to affect
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well-being” (UNICEF Innocenti, 2020). Describing the situation of many countries
in the first phase of the pandemic, the report draws attention to the effects that
falling GDP, job loss, strain on health services, school closures and rising poverty
had on the resources available to the child, the child’s networks and relationships.
It is the degree of resilience of those networks and the availability of resources that
lessen or intensify the impact of “the world at large”. Crises, such as COVID-19,
affect children unequally, the severity of negative influence correlated with their
social and economic status, gender, the type of profession of their parents and other
aspects, deepening already existing inequalities. The pandemic affected the physical
health and mental well-being of many children globally, as well as their ability to
gain knowledge and skills.

In 2021 the OECD Centre on Well-being, Inclusion, Sustainability and Equal
Opportunity (WISE) published “Measuring What Matters for Child Well-being
and Policies”, with a similar goal as UNICEF - creating a more unified framework
which takes into account all of the different dimensions of child well-being: the con-
texts in which it is shaped, the forces and individuals that shape it and the interac-
tions between the different dimensions. The OECD also underlines that well-being
measures and indicators must include children’s views, should, among others, be
child-centered, capture inequalities, capture both the stability and change in chil-
dren’s lives and reflect contemporary childhoods (OECD, 2021).

The importance of a child’s environment for development was brought to atten-
tion in the 1970’ by Bronfenbrenner in his Ecological Systems Theory. As the theory
evolved, it incorporated the interplay of individual characteristics, society, culture
and time. Bronfenbrenner later focused more on the complex, reciprocal interac-
tions between an individual and the immediate external environment (proximal
development processes), creating the Bioecological Model. His theory has a lasting
influence, as seen in UNICEF’s and OECD’s frameworks of child well-being. These
frameworks further extend Bronfenbrenner’s model by acknolwedging the impor-
tance of larger social, political and environmental contexts, however they stop at
the national level. What the COVID-19 pandemic made clear is that contemporary
childhood is shaped by the global context in ways that previous generations had not
experienced due to the scale, complexity and lasting impact of the events, processes
and changes present today. Climate change, the pandemic and technological ad-
vancements, like the internet or smartphone, are examples of the force and degree to
which global context shapes the everyday experiences of children and young people
around the world.

Multiple studies show a link between global crises, such as the pandemic or
climate change, and mental health of adolescents. A systematic review published
in 2021 by Jones et al., looked at 16 quantitative studies with 40,076 total partici-
pants, concluding that the pandemic caused higher rates of anxiety, depression and
stress which also lead to higher frequency of alcohol and cannabis use (Jones et al.,
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2021). A German study of 3998 pupils looked at the effect that the combined crises
of COVID-19, climate change and Russia-Ukraine war on adolescents, linking the
crises to depression and anxiety symptoms and reduced health-related quality of life
(Lass-Hennemann et al., 2023). A similarly significant number of studies focus on
climate anxiety, also called “eco-anxiety”. Hickman et.al surveyed 10,000 children
and young people ages 16-25 in 10 countries, both in the Global North and the
Global South. The majority of respondents worried about climate change (59% ex-
tremely worried, 84% moderately worried), with 50% feeling sad, anxious, angry,
powerless, helpless and guilty. The emotions connected to climate change negatively
affected the daily functioning of 45% respondents. 75% respondents thought that
the future was frightening and 39.1% were hesitant to have children. Climate anxiety
was correlated to feelings of betrayal, the respondents not perceiving government
response as adequate. Young people “are facing numerous stressors but have few re-
sources to mitigate or avoid them’, experiencing “betrayal and abandonment because
of adult inaction towards climate change” (Hickman et al., 2021). There is a differ-
ence in the levels of climate anxiety experienced by children in the Global North
and the Global South. Children in the Global South are the most affected by climate
change, being witnesses to climate-induced disasters, therefore express much higher
levels of anxiety and grief, and report higher levels of hesitancy to have children. Not
enough research is being done on the impact of climate change on mental health of
populations in the Global South, with the majority of studies examining the Global
North (Tsevreni et al., 2023). As the effects of climate change and human activity,
including potential new pandemics, intensify with time, the number of children and
young people affected will grow both in the Global South and Global North, however
the numbers in Global South will be disproportionately higher.

The digital revolution, especially the introduction of smartphones, is another
element shaping childhood globally. Children and young people rely on the inter-
net as a source of information and education, a virtual space in which they can
socialize, relax and create. For many, there is no distinction between the online and
offline life. In a UNICEF survey, 77% of young people across 21 countries report
using the internet daily, however there are differences in access within countries and
among countries. It is a generation born into a “highly digitized, interconnected,
and more pluralistic world” (UNICEE, 2021c) and its members identify as global
citizens much more often than older generations. They demand greater pluralism
and tolerance, including respect for the rights of the LGBTQ+ community (71%),
are more receptive to global cooperation and want government action on climate
change (with highest support for climate action in low and lower-middle-income
countries) (UNICEEF 2021c). Internet and social media allowed the young to con-
nect and collaborate with people across geographies and cultures, gave access to
education, skills training and employment opportunities, among other benefits. In
a McKinsey survey of over 16,000 individuals, the majority of respondents report
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positive impact of social media usage, including on their social connectivity, self-ex-
pression and self-esteem. However, in comparison with older generations, a higher
percentage of younger respondents reported worse mental health as well as a neg-
ative impact of technology and social media on their mental health (Arora et al,,
2022). Social media can be a source of mis- and disinformation, bullying and ex-
posure to harmful content, among other risks. According to some studies, social
media has a negative influence on the body image of young women (Pedalino &
Camerini, 2022). More research is needed to understand the relationship between
social media and mental health. Regardless of whether it is positive or negative,
technology and the internet have raised a generation of children who do not know
a world without it. The boundaries between the virtual and physical are blurring
and will continue to blur. These influences are so profound that J. Navarro and J.
Tudge proposed a Neo-ecological Theory, an adaptation of Bronfenbrenner’s bioec-
ological theory, that would “reflect our technologized world”. As the authors notice,
virtual microsystems are central to the life of youth, a digital space where culture is
created and shared, constantly evolving (Navarro & Tudge, 2023). A space in which
“the world at large” can directly affect the child, for better and for worse. With the
ongoing Artificial Intelligence revolution, technology will be shaping both the pri-
vate and professional lives of youth in ways that are currently unforeseeable.

A way forward: an expanded concept of child well-being

As the examples of COVID-19, climate change and the digital revolution illus-
trate, the global context is a powerful force in children’s lives. The unprecedented
changes taking place call for an expanded concept of child well-being that takes into
account the potential impact of global events and processes over a child’s lifetime. The
concept should also incorporate a long-term perspective to safeguard the well-being
of future generations. Applying this long-term view ensures the implementation of
article 3 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child - “the best interests of the child
shall be a primary consideration” (UN, 1989). What can be understood as “best in-
terest” of a child today is not only meeting its current needs and providing with the
right environment to thrive but also protecting the child’s future, and the future of
its children. Additionally, securing the “holistic physical, psychological, moral and
spiritual integrity” (UNCRC, 2013) of a child should be understood as securing the
holistic well-being of all children, globally. In our connected, interdependent world
securing the best interests of others means securing our own.

More research is needed to understand the influence of the global context on
children. We need to reexamine basic concepts, such as health, happiness and
well-being, from the perspective of the challenges facing the global community in
the 21% century. Research can inform new frameworks, models and policies. And
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coordinated effort of multiple actors, on multiple levels is needed to implement
those frameworks, models and policies and make them a reality. Of course, none of
it can happen without children and youth themselves. They have to be part of the
conversation, voicing their concerns, hopes and ideas, guiding the solutions.

There is a noticeable, positive shift in the way child well-being, understood in
relation to children’s rights, is being expanded to encompass the global context and
future generations. Recently there has been more multidimensional research into
child well-being and the risks facing children, UNICEF’s The Changing Childhood
Project and Prospects for Children in the Polycrisis being good examples. Recent pol-
icy frameworks and agendas also reflect the attention being paid to current chal-
lenges affecting children and the changing nature of childhood. The EU strategy on
the rights of the child (EU, 2021) was informed by the views and suggestions of over
10,000 children, gathered in the Our Europe, our rights, our future report. Children
are acknowledged as “human rights defenders” and “agents of change” (EU, 2021,
p- 3) and empowering youth to be active citizens is is the first goal listed in the Strate-
gy. UN’s General Comment nr 26 (2023) on children’s rights and the environment with
a special focus on climate change (UNCRC, 2023) is the first time the Committee on
the Rights of the Child “affirmed children’s right to live in a clean, healthy and sus-
tainable environment” (UN, 2023b). The issuing of the Comment was motivated by
youth’s call to action on climate change and informed by consultations with 16,331
children from 121 countries. WHO’s Geneva Charter for Well-being (WHO, 2021)
represents an agenda for creating well-being societies that commit to “achieving eq-
uitable health now and for future generations without breaching ecological limits”
(WHO, 2021, p. 1). In order to achieve well-being societies a “fundamental redirec-
tion of societal values and action” (WHO, 2021, p. 2) is needed. The Charter calls
for an integrated approach to health, connecting 5 elements necessary to achieve
well-being of societies: a nurturing approach to Earth’s ecosystems, an equitable
economy, public policy for the common good, achieving universal health coverage
and addressing the impacts of digital transformation. This may not be an easy tran-
sition but there are countries which have been redefining their measure of “success”
and going beyond the GDP, like Iceland and New Zealand. There are also countries
which legislate for the well-being of future generations. In 2015 Wales issued the
The Well-being of Future Generations Act (Well-being of Future Generations Act,
2015) which requires public bodies to think about the long-term impact of their
decisions, inspiring a number of other countries, for example Canada’s Commission-
er for Environment and Sustainable Development (Future Generation Commission-
er for Wales, 2023). In 2021 the United Nations Secretary-General published Our
Common Agenda, which proposes appointing a Special Envoy for Future Generations
and creating a Declaration on Future Generations (UN, 2021b). The report under-
lines the necessity of re-embracing global solidarity to achieve the ambitious goals
outlined in the Agenda (UN, 2021b).
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Well-being is culturally specific and contextual therefore the expansion of the con-
cept will take different paths in different cultures and contexts. What is necessary is
maintaining a wide, global perspective and a long-term view. A more encompass-
ing approach to well-being means a different approach to childhood and children in
the home, school, community and nation It means engaging in a dialogue about the
present moment, the risks and opportunities. It means providing support and tools,
including self-regulating skills, to help children cope with the awareness of the chal-
lenges we are facing. It means creating a resilient social support network children can
count on. It means supporting pro-active behaviour of children and acting together
with them to resolve or lessen the negative impact of existing issues, to build hope,
optimism and a sense of self-efficacy. All of this starts with a single interaction or
conversation with a child or adolescent. It also starts with conversations among adults,
parents, teachers and community members, on how to best support the well-being of
children so they can thrive. And there is hope — according to UNICEF’s The Changing
Childhood Project young people today, despite the challenges, believe that the world is
getting better with each generation (UNICEE 2021c¢). Let’s make sure it is so.
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The challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic were significant in the educa-
tional environment in Romania. From the implications of moving to online didactic
activities to the lack of social contact, they all left their mark on both teachers and
students. If initially the major concerns were in relation to the way of organizing ed-
ucation in a digital context, gradually problems also started to appear regarding the
well-being shown by all those involved in school activities. In this article, we will try
to highlight the differences recorded between the urban and the rural environment
in relation to the management of some aspects of school activities. 143 teachers par-
ticipated in the research, actively involved in the process of improving school per-
formance in the environments in which they work. The results indicate a difference
between the urban and the rural environment and highlight a need to approach
problems differently, especially in relation to the allocation of resources and the
adaptation of intervention strategies.

The period of the COVID-19 pandemic has generated countless educational dis-
ruptions around the world (OECD, 2022). However, the strongest impact was felt
in countries where access to education was dysfunctional even before this moment.



30 Julien-Ferencz Kiss, Florica Ortan, Laurentiu-Dragos Mandrea

One of the first analyses carried out by UNESCO in 2020 indicated that the impact
was already dramatic after a few months of the pandemic (Armstrong, 2021). Thus,
if in 2019 there were 483 million children with major reading difficulties in the
world, and for 2020 the expectations were that this number would decrease to 460
million, in reality, against the background of the pandemic, the number increased
to 584 million. There was therefore, in a short time, a major regression in terms of
the development of children’s skills (Figure 1).

Pandemic Causes Stark Rise
in Child Reading Difficulties

Number of children in the world below the minimum
proficiency level in reading

584m

483m 460m

2019 2020 (expected) 2020 (actual)
Source: UNESCO

@®E statista ¥a

Figure | — Reading difficulties in the first year of COVID-19 Pandemic — a big wake up call
(Armstrong, 2021)

UNICEE UNESCO, OECD and The World Bank were among the most impor-
tant bodies that drew attention to an unprecedented global decline in education in
this context, the phrase “generation catastrophe” being often used. A quantitative
analysis carried out after almost 2 years of the pandemic (Richter, 2022), indicates
that, as a result of the alarming situation regarding the educational collapse, in the
OECD countries and their partners, a number of studies have been initiated in areas
such as:

« Students’ health and well-being (89%)
« Effective distance learning strategies during school closures (70%)
» Impact on teachers’ mental health and well-being (69%)
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o Impact of school closures on educational outcomes (59%)
« The impact on the relationship between parents and children during the lock-

down (48%)

« Impact on non-cognitive skills (48%)

In Romania, researching the impact of the pandemic on educational actors is
all the more important since after 2018 the problems of education have reached
a maximum in recent years. The results of the standardized PSIA assessments from
that date (Figure 2) indicated a significant decline in the performance of Romanian
students in relation to other countries in the European Union (European Commis-
sion, 2019).

Underachievement rate in all three domains: reading, mathematics and
science, 2018 [%]
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Figure 2 — Pisa results in European countries 2018 (European Commission, 2019)

In this context, the perspectives were among the most negative regarding the
evolution of Romanian students’ performances under the impact of the implicit
measures during the COVID-19 pandemic. The moment represented a significant
point of reflection, which led to a thorough investigation of both the substantive
issues and the resilience strategies of the education system in general.

An extensive analysis of the sustainability of the e-learning systems used during the
pandemic in Romania at the gymnasium, high school and university level, highlights
the fact that the effective operation of such a strategy takes place only in the context
of collaboration between parents, students and teachers (Ionescu, Paschia, Gudanes-
cu-Nicolau, Stanescu, Neacsu-Stancescu, Coman, & Uzlau, 2020). Or precisely here
there are some serious problems, especially in vulnerable environments, where parents
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are very little involved in educational activities. Although there were also benefits high-
lighted by some research (Holotescu, Grosseck, Andone, Gunesch, Constandache,
Nedelcu, & Dumbraveanu, 2020), especially at the level of teacher training and student
creativity in adapting to new online environments, however, countless problems per-
sisted — most of them related to unequal access to educational resources in the absence
of a coherent national strategy. Other studies (Barbu, Popescu, & Moiceanu, 2022) in-
dicated that in the absence of a unified strategy and adequate digital and pedagogical
means, both teachers and students showed a decrease in commitment in relation to
educational activities. In schools where there were adequate means and strategies, this
phenomenon was not so intense, but these cases were rare, predominating in schools
without adequate organization for the new online school reality.

Other relevant research on educational activities carried out online during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Edelhauser & Lupu-Dima, 2021; Nicolau, Henter, Roman,
Neculau, & Miclaus, 2020), converge towards a similar conclusion - differences in
organization and resources allocated were largely responsible for a significant part
of the differences found in relation to the effectiveness of online education.

Various researches that tried to highlight the factors of the pre-pandemic educa-
tional decline revealed, among others, an atypical situation - a polarization regard-
ing access to adequate educational resources, between the so-called urban poles
of development and the rural environment (Kiss & Ortan, 2022; European Union,
2019). This is the dimension on which we insisted in our own research, considering
it an essential factor in relation to educational performance. The phenomenon of
educational decline in rural areas is explained by a number of factors such as the
major development of urban poles and the attraction of highly qualified human
resources in all fields — education not being an exception. Fewer and fewer teachers
are interested in practicing in rural areas due to the lack of adequate conditions -
housing, transport and infrastructure, health or other indispensable services, but
also the lack of leisure elements. Also, the lack of an educational model in many
rural families has a negative impact on students’ school motivation. We are not al-
ways necessarily talking about the lack of material resources in schools, but often
the impact of adequate human resources and the educational-professional model in
the family and community.

The data in our research was collected during 2020-2021. In March 2020 all
schools were closed and the transition to digital education began. The information
in the paper comes from 143 teachers actively involved in continuing professional
training. All of them are higher education graduates, 109 from urban areas (76.2%)
and 34 from rural areas (23.8%). 109 participants work in regular education (76.2%),
27 work in special education (18.9%) and 7 work in universities (4.9%). 27 parti-
cipants are aged between 18-35 years (18.9%), 103 are aged between 36-50 years
(72%) and 13 are aged between 51-65 years (9.1%).
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A first analysis focused on teachers’ perspective on the educational implications
of online teaching (Kiss, Ortan, & Mandrea, 2021) and highlighted “that over half
of teachers consider that the impact of the transition to online education on them
has been moderate, almost half consider that it has been low and very few consider
that the impact has been major. These teachers also believe that the effectiveness of
online education is low. Regarding the transition to online education, most teach-
ers consider it a natural or positive process, but almost 20% consider it a negative
process. Surprisingly, young teachers are the most sceptical. One explanation may
be that their preparation for online activities was relatively poor during their initial
studies and at the beginning of their career, it is difficult to manage the educational
activities in the absence of proximity of students. We also note that many of the
young teachers who responded to the questionnaire work in preschool and primary
education, precisely the levels where online education is most difficult to implement
- according to the data presented which show that as we move towards gymnasium
or high school, teachers believe that the adequacy of online education is increasing.
Regarding the efficiency of online education, almost 80% of teachers say that it is at
best satisfactory and only about 20% consider that it is at least similar or even better
than on-site education” (Kiss et al., 2021, p. 844).

Other analyzes on the transition to digital education, carried out in the same
period, highlighted 3 large categories of gaps (Marin, 2022):

o digital infrastructure issues (schools),

o lack of digital skills (teachers),

o lack of broadband internet connection/devices in underdeveloped areas
(students).

At a stage subsequent to obtaining the initial data, we tried to deepen them with
the help of focus groups, consisting of two groups of 12 teaching staft each (urban
environment/rural environment) who were responsible for implementing educa-
tional digitization in their own schools. If in the initial analysis (Kiss, Ortan, &
Mandrea, 2021) we focused on the analysis of the teachers’ general perspective on
the whole process, with the help of focus groups we aimed to analyze the issue of
well-being and mental health among students and teachers.

The results, sometimes counterintuitive, highlighted the following aspects:

o the lockdown measures were felt more strongly in the urban environment - we
can interpret this fact through the lens of the lack of urban mobility, compared to
the rural environment where people live in larger households, which limited the
felt impact of the impossibility of traveling outside the household,

« inrelation to socialization, the tendency of students to spend even more time on
social networks (and after the end of the lockdown, to keep this trend) — during
the lockdown, social networks received an implicit validation as the main source
of socialization. The situation was felt more widely in the urban environment,
but the trend was identical in the rural environment as well,
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» emotional disorders, socialization issues, worsening of school performance in
students with learning difficulties (detected upon returning to school). The same
trend is felt both in urban and rural areas. Thus, a clear pattern of vulnerabili-
ty was identified and implied the need for prophylactic intervention to prevent
possible worsening of mental health in inappropriate contexts,

» exacerbation of problems in families where there were dysfunctional relation-
ships — the lockdown led to an exacerbation of existing problems in dysfunction-
al families, with an even greater impact on children. In the rural environment,
this tendency is mentioned as being somewhat counterbalanced by some house-
hold responsibilities, which do not exist, or are significantly diminished in the
urban environment,

» more time spent by parents with their children - especially in the urban environ-
ment, this aspect we can consider positive — more time spent by family members,
together,

» more involvement of the family in the process of education - also in the category
of positive aspects we can also include the reports regarding a stronger involve-
ment of families in the education of children - also in the urban environment
this was observed to be more accentuated,

« the significant frustration felt by teachers in the absence of possibilities to con-
trol the educational process — several teachers complained of an increased level
of frustration, due to the impossibility of controlling educational activities. The
urban environment correlates with a more intense involvement of the parents
and implicitly a better control, while in the rural environment a less function-
al collaboration with the family was found in order to implement educational
strategies,

« the satisfaction regarding the acquisitions in the area of digital pedagogy skills
- here, both in the urban and in the rural environment, we observe a mention
of the increased satisfaction of teachers in relation to their own personal de-
velopment, implicitly following formal or informal training in the area digital
pedagogy. As it was also highlighted in the quantitative data processing (Kiss,
Ortan, & Mandrea, 2021), a large part of the teachers believe that there is a pos-
itive outcome for the entire education following this transition to digitalization.
Subject to the fact that these conclusions are preliminary, the quantitative and

then the qualitative data on the transition to digital education show us some sim-

ilarities, but also many differences between the general resilience of students and
teachers or families in urban and rural environments. If in terms of the technologi-
cal and pedagogical challenge, there are no big differences between urban and rural
environments, on the other hand if we refer to aspects related to implicit well-being
or mental health, here the differences start to appear. In general, in the urban en-
vironment there was a tendency to spend more time with the family and to sup-
port children educationally in the implementation of didactic strategies. Also, in
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the urban environment, in dysfunctional families there was a stronger tendency for
the degradation of relationships and family climate. Taking into account only these
small differences that our analysis revealed, we support a differentiated approach to
intervention measures for urban and rural environments, so that the solutions are
targeted and coherently adapted to the context. Without such an approach, resourc-
es and proposed solutions may prove ineffective, so misallocation could generate
even more inequities.
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Introduction

Every child has the right to be protected from economic exploitation
and from performing any work that is likely to interfere with
the child’s education or harm the child’s health

Article 32 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child

Among the activities that threaten the well-being of children, child labour could
easily find itself at the top of the list. After years of sustained progress, the corona-
virus pandemic and the consequent closure of schools worldwide have placed mil-
lions of children at risk of labour, due to a combination of causes, including poverty
and the lack of employment opportunities for adults. In this article, we focus on
school closures and their impact on the rise of child labour in Latin America. This
region, known for its pressing disparities, found itself facing a deepening of these
inequalities due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. This global crisis con-
stituted not only a health emergency but also an educational one, marking one of
the most significant shocks ever experienced by the education sector worldwide. As
of February 2021, approximately 120 million children in the region faced the pos-
sibility of losing a full year of schooling due to widespread closures. Implementing
online education proved challenging, as only 77% of students in Latin America had
internet access. Additionally, school closures disrupted essential services, including
school meals, on which more than 10 million children in the region depend (World
Bank, 2021). The pandemic disproportionately impacted vulnerable groups that
were already facing challenging circumstances.

Studies show that in previous crises that led to declining living standards, numer-
ous low and middle-income countries witnessed significant setbacks in their efforts



38 Maria Cecilia Zs6gén

to reduce child labour and increase school enrolment among children (ILO-UNICEE
2020). Even though the pandemic disrupted every facet of society, this paper focuses
on its repercussions on the educational system. It explores how school closures may
have contributed to an increase in child labour in the region, together with the wors-
ening in poverty, unemployment, informality, limited social and health coverage.

We consider child labour to be a form of violence against children, often stem-
ming from the inability of adults to ensure a dignified, healthy, and happy life, as
established by the Convention on the Rights of the Child, ratified by all countries in
the world -except the United States. Child labour is also addressed in the Sustaina-
ble Development Goals (SDG), specifically in Target 8.7, which calls for “immediate
and effective measures to eradicate forced labour, end modern slavery and human
trafficking and secure the prohibition and elimination of the worst forms of child la-
bour, including recruitment and use of child soldiers, and by 2025 end child labour
in all its forms”. Other relevant treaties related to child labour are the ILO Conven-
tion 182 on the worst forms of child labour (1999) and the Convention 138 on the
minimum age of admission to employment (1973).

When discussing illicit activities like child labour and exploitation, the lack of re-
liable data is a constant concern. In evaluating the potential impact of the pandemic
on child labour, we rely on estimations from reports of international organizations
such as UNICEF and the International Labour Organization (ILO). Data is con-
structed by projecting the risk of child labour, based on indicators such as poverty,
informality, unemployment, access to credit, social protection, and others which
deterioration can lead to child labour.

Education and robust social protection measures proved to be crucial in the pre-
vention of child labour, as they can play a significant role in alleviating the impacts
of economic downturns in Latin America. For instance, during the coffee crisis in
Central America from 2000 to 2001, several countries in the subregion witnessed
enhancements in primary school enrolment rates and a modest decrease in child
labour incidence. In this context, social assistance programs played a crucial role in
preserving household well-being, particularly in coffee-growing areas, where they
supported household finances and children’s school attendance, in contrast to areas
without such programs (ILO-UNICEF, 2020b). But when it comes to COVID-19,
indicators reveal that the region was ill-equipped to handle the repercussions of the
pandemic and ensuing lockdowns. This crisis may have forced millions of children
into child labour, potentially marking its first increase in over two decades, as sug-
gested by the latest reports from the ILO.

When it comes to education, child labour can be both a cause and a consequence
of school dropouts, mostly driven by economic necessity. Poverty and limited access
to essential resources can force families to send their children to work to supplement
their income. Consequently, when children are engaged in labour, it becomes difficult
for them to maintain regular school attendance, leading to elevated rates of school
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dropouts. Despite a steady increase in school attendance and completion rates over
the past two decades, particularly at the primary education level, education in Latin
America remains exclusive for disadvantaged social groups. According to reports by
UNESCO (2020), obstacles preventing access to quality education persist, dispropor-
tionately affecting individuals with disabilities, migrants, refugees, indigenous peo-
ples, Afro-descendants, and, notably, girls within these marginalized communities.

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the structural inequalities in the region, ex-
posing the limited capacity of vulnerable groups to adhere to official lockdown meas-
ures. Furthermore, the pandemic had a profound impact on education through wide-
spread school closures, revealing significant shortcomings in inclusive education that
demand urgent attention. According to UNESCO (2020) the interruption of studies
or the challenges in ensuring continuity through virtual platforms, together with eco-
nomic hardships affecting household incomes, have heightened the risk of students
dropping out of school, particularly at the secondary and tertiary levels.

Child labour as an obstacle for wellbeing

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) considers child labour to be
any activity performed for economic purposes by children or adolescents aged 0 to
18 years (CRC, Article 1), whether legal or illegal, paid or unpaid, visible or invisi-
ble. UNICEEF defines child labour as any work that exceeds a minimum number of
hours, depending on the child’s age and the nature of the work. This type of work
is considered harmful to childhood and should therefore be eliminated. Beyond
technical criteria, international agencies agree that child labour constitutes a threat
to the potential and dignity of children, as well as compromising their physical and
mental development by hindering or making it difficult to access education. Chil-
dren must combine attending classes with working, which can lead to school drop-
outs or repetition. Unlike activities that help a child to develop, such as contributing
to housework for a few hours a week or taking on a job during school holidays, child
labour interferes with schooling and is harmful to a child’s physical, mental, social
and/or moral development (ILO-UNICEEF, 2020).

One of the most common forms of child labour in Latin America is found in
agriculture, which accounts for the majority of child workers worldwide, approxi-
mately 132 million (ILO, 2010). The same report by the International Labour Or-
ganization (ILO, 2010) states that agriculture is one of the most dangerous sectors to
work in at any age, and even more dangerous for children. Among the risks it pre-
sents to children are the handling of pesticides and fertilizers, as well as the carrying
of heavy loads. This work is often not even registered because it is often considered
“family assistance” which contributes to its persistence and normalization. The ag-
ricultural sector encompasses the majority of the world’s impoverished population,
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and many are denied their fundamental rights to trade union freedom, association,
and collective bargaining.

Another widespread - and often overlooked - form of child labour in Latin Amer-
ica is domestic work. This typically occurs in family structures where adults are ab-
sent for long periods, and in numerous families, where household care and domestic
responsibilities fall upon children, especially girls (ODSA, 2000). In areas with in-
adequate housing infrastructure and services, the burden of domestic work is even
heavier: it involves carrying water, firewood, or charcoal, and the risks are greater due
to the absence of adequate electrical installations, solid flooring, reliance on coal or
wood stoves, and lack of access to clean water. When domestic work is carried out in
other people’s households, additional risks emerge. Girls work long hours, are unable
to attend school, experience isolation from their families and friends, and are vulner-
able to mistreatment, violence, and abuse from their employers.

When working conditions deteriorate, we confront what international organiza-
tions classify as the worst forms of child labour. These include practices resembling
slavery, the sale and trafficking of children, debt bondage, forced or compulsory
labour, and the involvement of children in armed conflicts. Additionally, they en-
compass the recruitment and use of children for prostitution and pornography, as
well as for the production and trafficking of narcotics, all of them listed in the ILO
Convention 182 (1999). This convention also mandates that states must implement
direct assistance to liberate children from these forms of labour and facilitate their
“rehabilitation and social integration”

Impact of COVID-19 on child labour

The global disruption of education caused by lockdown measures and the lack
of remote learning solutions in many countries is likely to have led to an increase
in the number of children engaged in economic activities. Households may have
turned to child labour to cope with job loss and the health crisis associated with
COVID-109, especially if children were not enrolled in the education system.

The crisis heightened economic instability, disrupted supply chains, and halted
manufacturing activities. Financial markets faced constraints due to tightened cred-
it conditions, and public budgets were under immense pressure to meet growing
demands. As these factors collectively lead to reductions in household income, the
expectation that children should contribute financially become more pronounced.

The situation was particularly delicate for children from marginalized minority
groups, those living on the streets and homeless, single-parent households or those
headed by children, migrants, refugees, or those from areas affected by conflicts or
disasters. These groups are more vulnerable to child labour. Those already working
may do so for longer hours or under worsening conditions. Gender inequalities
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may grow more acute within families, with girls expected to perform additional
household chores and agricultural work. Temporary school closures may have ex-
acerbated these tendencies, as households looked for new ways to allocate children’s
time (ILO-UNICEF, 2020).

Another factor that could lead to child labour was the increasing COVID-19
death toll, accompanied by a rising number of children who were left without one
or both parents, as well as other caregivers like grandparents. Children deprived of
family care are particularly vulnerable to child labour, trafficking, and various forms
of exploitation (ILO-UNICEE, 2020, p18). In cases where adult household members
fall ill or pass away, it is not uncommon for children to step into their roles. For ex-
ample, the loss of a mother frequently leads to additional household responsibilities
for the child.

The latest global estimates indicate that the number of children in child labour
has risen to 160 million worldwide. Around 63 million girls and 97 million boys
were in child labour globally at the beginning of 2020, accounting for almost 1 in 10
of all children worldwide. The number of children aged 5 to 17 years in hazardous
work — defined as work that is likely to harm their health, safety, or morals - has
risen by 6.5 million to 79 million since 2016 (ILO-UNICEE, 2020b). Past crisis situ-
ations, like the 2014 Ebola epidemic, have demonstrated the significant role health
crisis play in heightening the risks of child labour and forced labour. In such situ-
ations, children, particularly girls, not only face an increased risk of child labour
but can also become overwhelmed by additional household chores and caregiving
responsibilities (ILO, 2020).

When it comes to the impact on the worst forms of child labour, criminal net-
works exploit crises capitalizing on vulnerabilities to restrict the freedom of victims
and increase the financial gains obtained from forced labour and human trafhick-
ing. Quarantine restrictions have transformed the dynamics of exploitation; for in-
stance, women and children can be subjected to sexual exploitation for commercial
purposes by their abusers online or within private residences.

For the first time in the 20 years that the United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime (UNODC) has collected data on trafficking in persons, a decrease was regis-
tered in the number of victims detected globally in 2020. Pandemic-related restric-
tions on movement and business operations may have at least temporarily reduced
some forms of trafficking, including trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploita-
tion and cross-border trafficking (UNODC, 2022). But the decrease on the number
of victims detected does not mean that there was an actual decrease on trafficking.
As law enforcement and public services were under increasing strain, pandemic
restrictions may have also driven some forms of trafficking to more hidden loca-
tions, potentially increasing the dangers to victims and making it less likely they
could come to the attention of the authorities (UNODC, 2022). Overall, there is
little evidence to suggest that the threat of this crime has diminished with the drop
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in detected victims, and many reasons to fear that Covid, but also other crises and
conflicts, including the climate emergency, are escalating trafficking risks. As a re-
sult, more children could be forced into exploitative and hazardous jobs. Gender
inequality may worsen, as girls are particularly vulnerable to exploitation in the
agricultural sector and in informal or domestic work and face greater risks of sexual
and gender-based violence (ILO-UNICEE, 2020, p. 12).

Evidence shows that guerrilla groups such as ELN and FARC, took advantage of
the pandemic lockdown, to increase the recruitment of children: during quarantine
months, Colombian armed groups doubled the total of children recruited (com-
pared to 2019), according to the Coalition Against the Involvement of Girls, Boys,
and Youth in the Armed Conflict in Colombia (COALICO). The closure of schools
and the redeployment of the army in some territories to reinforce public order in
cities facilitated this surge (Cantillo, 2020; Torrado, 2023).

Impact of COVID-19 in Education

Latin American was facing a learning crisis even before the pandemic. Learn-
ing poverty, defined as the percentage of 10-year-old children unable to read and
understand a simple story, was already very high in the region, at 51%. In addition,
Latin America already exhibited the greatest inequality in the world in access to
quality education by students. The pandemic made this situation worse: it is esti-
mated that at least 15% of students will never return to school in their lifetimes.
Learning losses are likely to be much greater among children in the lowest income
quintile, widening the already high socioeconomic gap in educational attainment
by 12%. The earlier reopening of private schools compared to public schools that
took place in some countries contributes to this increase, and to the deepened of
inequalities World Bank (2021b). But Latin America, including the Caribbean, is
not a homogenous region, and significant differences emerge when we examine
each country individually. For example, intra-national inequalities become appar-
ent when we break down data by school type, geographic area, and specific demo-
graphic groups, which are often linked to socioeconomic status (SES). The average
performance of students attending private schools or in urban areas was 2.5 and 1.9
years of education greater than that of students attending public schools or in rural
areas. Additionally, the countries of the region appear to consistently have greater
inequality between groups than the rest of the world (World Bank, 2021).

On the other hand, the average learning poverty rate in Latin America also con-
ceals significant differences among countries, ranging from 21% in Trinidad and
Tobago to 81% in the Dominican Republic (World Bank, 2021, p. 19). Accord-
ing to the results of the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA),
15-year-old students in LAC were three years behind students from countries in
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the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) in terms of
performance in mathematics, reading, and science.

During the initial phases of the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent lock-
downs, educational institutions swiftly implemented distance learning strategies,
with an emphasis on multimodal solutions, to reach students and their families more
widely and provide support to parents and teachers. However, the effectiveness of
these initiatives varied across regions and institutions (World Bank, 2021). Even
assuming a broad reach of such policies, it has been challenging to achieve adequate
levels of effective participation and quality. For instance, online platforms have been
an obligatory education response to school closures, but less than half of households
in the region have access to internet or a computer (UNESCO, 2020). The pan-
demic has exacerbated pre-existing inequalities, compounding the risks of further
marginalization and disengagement among learners, a challenge already faced by
underserved communities, individuals with disabilities, and migrant populations.

Limited access to internet is more pronounced among disadvantaged groups.
In Peru, Mexico, Panama, and Colombia, for example, only 14, 19, 24 and 25% of
students in the bottom quintile have internet access at home, respectively (World
Bank, 2021). Even with a computer or telephone with internet connection, there
are still substantial disparities between families in the extent to which they can help
their children learn; some key differences include: the amount of time available to
devote to teaching, the non-cognitive skills of the parents, resources to access the
best online material (Burguess & Sieverstsen, 2020).

The interruption of in-person education received in schools, combined with the
economic difficulties faced by families, has had significant adverse effects on the phys-
ical, mental and emotional well-being of students. For teachers of all levels, challenges
were also significant, since there were almost no digital classes or virtual classrooms
developed before the pandemic on public primary schools. Educators did not receive
sufficient support to respond to the new workload and the demand for additional
skills to optimize the implementation of remote education, and they themselves were
subjected to the pressures and stress resulting from the pandemic (Zs6gon, 2020).
Moreover, Latin America and the Caribbean was the region with the most extensive
total or partial school closures: 70 school weeks between February 2020 and March
2022, a period considerably longer than the global average of 41 weeks (ECLAC, 2022).

How can school closures lead to an increase in child labour
in Latin America’

Despite the efforts of educational systems to implement various innovative on-
line and distance learning methods, these measures have not equally reached all
children across different geographic locations and social groups. The transition to
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online education has been the norm for most schools; however, nearly half of the
global population lacks access to the internet, exacerbating educational disparities
and leaving many students further marginalized.

Beyond their educational role, schools serve as essential sources of social protec-
tion for both children and their families, a point emphasized by the ILO-UNICEF
report (2020). The disruption of these services, including meals for over ten million
students in the region, has had adverse consequences on their physical, mental, and
emotional well-being. Evidence about child labour rising as schools close during the
global shutdown is gradually mounting. In Malawi, for instance, the government
closed schools to prevent the spread of the virus. Unable to learn, children soon
ended up with other tasks. As one child says, “many parents in my neighbourhood
have taken advantage of the ‘holiday’ to send children to town to sell fruits and veg-
etables” (ILO-UNICEE, 2020, p. 17).

Some of the consequences of school closures, which contribute to a decline in
the overall quality of life for families in the region, are linked to the impossibili-
ty to acquire essential educational skills. For instance, studies show that after ten
months without classes (one school year), more than two out of every three first-
year high school students (71%) may not be able to properly comprehend a mod-
erately lengthy text, whereas before the pandemic, this figure was 55%. Learning
poverty could increase by more than 20%, from 51% to 62.5%, equivalent to an
increase of about 7.6 million learning-poor individuals World Bank (2021b). These
results also carry direct costs, for each student’s potential but also for the countries
and communities.

The pandemic has exposed the structural inequalities prevalent in Latin Ameri-
can and it has underscored the unequal distribution of gender roles and social care
responsibilities, which erodes women’s rights and autonomy. COVID-19 resulted
in a rise in poverty and therefore an increase in child labour as households used
every available means to survive. Studies show that a one percentage point rise in
poverty leads to at least a 0.7% increase in child labour (ILO-UNICEEF, 2020). Fewer
employment opportunities and lower wages can drive people into informal or ex-
ploitative work, which can further suppress wages and in turn contribute to child
labour. Compared to adults, children are more likely to accept work for less pay and
in vulnerable conditions. When households need more financial support, they turn
to children, and businesses may deliberately recruit children to cut costs and boost
earnings (ILO-UNICEEF, 2020).

In Latin America, 2020 witnessed levels of poverty and extreme poverty that had
not been observed in the past 12 and 20 years, accompanied by a deterioration in
inequality indicators within the region (ECLAC, 2022). The adverse effects extend-
ed to employment and labour force participation rates, particularly among women,
primarily due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. This occurred despite the
implementation of emergency social protection measures by countries to mitigate
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its consequences (ECLAC, 2022). The increase in informal employment and eco-
nomic hardships could potentially force many children out of school and into the
labour market, as highlighted in the ILO-UNICEEF report (2020).

In an effort to mitigate these challenges, policies aimed at enhancing the educa-
tional inclusion of marginalized populations were instituted across the region. Spe-
cifically, advancements were made in devising new strategies to promote inclusion
in early childhood education. Strong social inclusion policies, primarily focused on
conditional cash transfers, continued, and were expanded in numerous countries
within the region. However, these substantial policy initiatives do not fully address
the challenges that persist in the region when it comes to achieving full educational
inclusion of the most disadvantaged social groups, as underscored by UNESCO
(2022, p. 17).

Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic posed a significant challenge to education systems,
but also provided lessons about what really matters for lifelong learning and train-
ing. It is essential to learn from this crisis and from the innovative experiences that
have arisen. This knowledge should inform the preparedness of education systems
to respond swiftly, extend assistance to those most in need, and guarantee the unin-
terrupted continuity of learning. The emphasis should be placed on prioritizing vul-
nerable populations and those at the highest risk of exclusion, with the ultimate goal
of diminishing socio-educational disparities, as emphasized by UNESCO (2020).

Concerning children, the necessity to work can have a significant impact on
school repetition and dropout. Research has demonstrated a clear correlation be-
tween children engaged in labour and those who are not, in terms of their school
attendance, and overall well-being. Moreover, evidence shows that regular school
attendance not only provides children with an education but also offers them a de-
gree of protection against the risks associated with child labour. Such protection
encompasses physical and psychological well-being, shielding against exploitation,
and fostering opportunities for personal growth and development.

However, it is essential to critically examine the role of the school, as it can contrib-
ute to reinforce socioeconomic inequalities by categorizing specific forms of knowl-
edge as “legitimate” while displaying indifference, if not outright disregard, for the
experiences and knowledge of working children. These children possess skills that are
often intricate and sophisticated, yet they often go unrecognized and undervalued, es-
pecially in the case of children engaged in informal economy activities on the streets,
who are exposed to a multitude of risks associated with this environment.

Bourdieu (1970) argues that the school reproduces social inequalities by rein-
forcing the habitus of middle-class families. In other words, the school is not the
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place where these inequalities are created but where they are legitimized. In La Re-
production, Bourdieu and Passeron assert that educational institutions are struc-
tured to favour students who already possess cultural capital, defined by dominant
groups as the “legitimate culture” that should be transmitted to all students. In this
way, the school naturalizes and conceals social inequalities by transforming class
differences into individual inequalities in access and appropriation of “culture”.

However, particularly in the case of vulnerable children, it is crucial to acknowl-
edge the school’s multifaceted role as a socialization institution, a source of support,
and a space that attends to immediate basic needs by providing food and even ad-
dressing health issues. But none of these can be done without proper financing.
School systems must invest the necessary resources to start recovering from the dra-
matic learning losses and other negative effects of the pandemic. In Latin America
public financing for education has not been a top priority; even before the crisis, the
region’s spending on education had been declining, dropping from 5.3% of GDP in
2014 to 4.5% in 2017, and 4.6% in 2018, according to the latest verified data (World
Bank, 2021). Furthermore, the unprecedented health crisis and economic downturn
in the region have created immediate and pressing needs, primarily in the areas of
healthcare and social protection, which are competing for resources.

Students from vulnerable backgrounds were already learning very little before
the crisis and were at risk of dropping out of school. Therefore, it is crucial to ensure
access to cost-free, high-quality education, extending at least until the minimum
employment age. Additionally, campaigns to motivate children to return to school
and intensified recovery learning programs are fundamental to re-enrolling chil-
dren in classrooms and aiding their recovery of lost educational progress.

There are several examples of innovations that could be institutionalized. For in-
stance, during school closures, early warning systems (EWS) were implemented to
identify students who were at risk of dropping out, allowing for timely interventions
to provide them with necessary support. Another example of a good practice is the
use of targeted financial support mechanisms, including cash transfers for high-risk
students, which have proven effective in addressing the impacts of the pandemic.
School feeding programs also played a significant role by partially compensating for
the income losses of families during school closures and by attracting students back
to schools once they reopened (World Bank, 2021).

In addition to economic measures, a cultural change is also needed to tackle child
labour in the region. Cultural factors are sometimes used to justify the existence of
these practices by emphasizing their “socializing” or “educational” role, often at the
expense of acknowledging the physical and psychological harm it inflicts on children.
This perspective neglects the well-documented correlations between child labour and
poverty, unemployment, informality, and the impact on school attendance and aca-
demic progression. In certain contexts, child labour may be normalized or even seen
as a form of apprenticeship or educational pathway (Zs6gon, 2021). Nevertheless, it is
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essential to acknowledge the significant negative consequences that it imposes upon
the well-being, development, and future opportunities of children.

In this regard, we believe that human rights and children’s rights can be a valu-
able tool. These rights offer a framework to safeguard and promote the well-being,
dignity, and future opportunities of children, thereby challenging the normalization
of child labour and advocating for their protection and development. Consider-
ing child labour as a violation of human rights also helps make it a serious public
concern rather than a private matter within families. Moreover, the human rights
perspective can assist in treating some of the worst forms of child labour that dis-
proportionately affect girls — such as domestic work, servitude, sexual exploitation,
child marriage- as crimes against girls. These forms mostly affect girls due to their
gender, and despite laws that may appear neutral, women and girls are often de facto
unequal before the law, since laws have traditionally been designed following a male
image (UNICEEF, 2008).

When it comes to addressing the worst forms of child labour, including traf-
ficking for exploitation, there is an acknowledgment that while criminal activities
are becoming more intricate and transnational, challenging traditional notions of
sovereignty in the realm of criminal law, legislations have not evolved at a similar
pace (IPEC-ILO, 2005). Therefore, they face extreme difficulty in moving beyond
the principle of territoriality, which is needed to account for transnational crimes.

Conclusion

Child labour has been on the rise with the closure of schools during the pandem-
ic. The temporary shutdown of educational institutions disrupted the lives of over 1
billion students across more than 130 countries. In Latin America, the suspension
of in-person learning had profoundly detrimental effects on groups lacking ade-
quate at-home pedagogical support, those with limited internet connectivity, and
restricted access to educational resources, as highlighted by UNESCO (2022).

Even when classes resumed, many parents could no longer afford to send their
children to school. As a result, more children were forced into labour. Gender in-
equality also intensified, with girls being especially susceptible to exploitation, no-
tably in the agricultural sector and through informal or domestic work. To address
the risk of child labour, several measures can be considered, including the expan-
sion of social protection programs, facilitation of access to credit for impoverished
households, promotion of decent employment opportunities for adults, and the re-
moval of financial barriers to children’s return to school.

When signing the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), the world made
a commitment to eliminate all forms of child labour by 2025. Over the past two
decades, we have witnessed a significant milestone with 94 million fewer children



48 Maria Cecilia Zs6gén

engaged in child labour. However, this remarkable accomplishment is now under
threat. The pandemic has undone much of this progress, and the global target of
ending child labour, now appears increasingly challenging, if not impossible, to
achieve.
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Introduction

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was adopted and implemented in
Romania in 2016. The Romanian Government created a governmental department,
dedicated to implementing the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) agreeing
that Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) (Ministerul Educatiei, 2018) is the
best and most efficient way to fulfill the Agenda’s goals. However, teachers may feel
inadequately prepared for integrating the sustainable goals. The Ministry of Educa-
tion presented a series of strategic documents on the same website, highlighting the
national strategy for ESD, the UNECE Strategy, the Joint declaration of the ministers
of the environment and education, together with translated and adapted 2030 Agen-
da. It also offered several resources, such as the quality criteria for schools, a guide for
responsible life, and a guide for facilitating global education. One of the most impor-
tant documents, presented on the same website is the National Strategy for Sustainable
Development, Horizons 2013-2020-2030 (Ministerul Mediului, 2008). Together with
these, several other resources have been developed by teachers and state institutions,
to aid the implementation of ESD in Romanian schools, that can be found freely on-
line, but which are not the focus of our research. Having presented the wider context,
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at the beginning of 2023, the Romanian Government published the school program
for several new disciplines, amongst which Education for Sustainable Development
was included, as a optional discipline, in the 8" grade, not in the core curriculum, but
at the schools’ choice. ESD has a transdisciplinary character, being at the intersection
of social education, geography, mathematics, and nature sciences. ESD is based on the
SDGs of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The three general competen-
cies, that ESD aims to develop are critical assessment of deeds, events, ideas, processes
that occur in a student’s life and in the life of his or her community, cooperation for
accomplishing several community issues, and manifesting social, civic, economic, and
protective behaviours in relation to the environment. The document also describes
several teaching methods, of which the educational project is the most important,
together with several evaluation methods. At its core, the ESD described by the edu-
cational program is not teacher cantered, but student cantered, placing a higher em-
phasis on how students learn through engaging issues and methods, not by being
transferred information from the teacher (Guvernul Roméniei, 190AD).

The research aims to assess whether teachers in the pre-university educational
system are prepared and able to develop the necessary competencies for students to
think and live in a sustainable manner, starting from the requirements of the 2030
Agenda on Sustainable Development. The research also tries to ascertain whether
the aims of the Agenda can be implemented successfully, and the teachers feel quali-
fied to develop the necessary skills in their students, therefore avoiding jeopardizing
the implementation of the Agenda in the Romanian educational system.

Research questions

The research will try to answer two basic questions, namely:

Q1. What knowledge do teachers have about the 17 SDGs of the 2030 Agenda for

Sustainable Development?

Q2. To what extent can teachers integrate the principles of the 17 SDG’s within the
disciplines that they are already teaching?

The research questions are important in order to ascertain whether the teachers
in the pre-university educational system are able to genuinely prepare students and
help them develop the necessary competencies and skills to think and live in a sus-
tainable manner.

Literature review

According to Novo-Corti et al. (Novo-Corti et al., 2018) education is considered
as an important pillar for understanding what and how ESD works, even at the level
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of economic higher education. ESD is also considered an important tool in engag-
ing with environmental global issues, but through individual actions, as Dumitru
and Stoenescu argue (Dumitru & Stoenescu, 2011). Despite the fact that Dumitru
and Stoenescu wrote the report in 2011, it underlines the fundamental issues related
to the importance of education and placing the emphasis on the students’ engage-
ment with practical issues. In a more recent study, Ilovan et al. (Ilovan et al., 2018)
conclude that it is mostly Geography teachers who are highly interested in ESD,
because it has an strong environmental element, while students were interested in
ESD for the same reason, while adding various other educational materials, such as
educational projects, educational software, trips, and competitions.

ESD is presented as a holistic interdisciplinary learning strategy, encompassing
values, critical thinking, cross-methodological approaches, decision making poli-
cies aiming at preparing students for the future challenges, in an everchanging soci-
ety, as Lampd, Greculescu, and Todorescu argue (Lampa, Greculescu, & Todorescu,
2013), emphasizing that the discipline helps even the weakest students to become
educated and act in a responsible manner, without posing danger for themselves or
others. The tensions between the requirements of ESD and the 2030 Agenda and
the limitations of the Romanian educational system is described by Mustatd et al
(Mustata et al., 2013), while Bagoly-Simo argues that the curriculum does not al-
ways facilitate or favor ESD (Bagoly-Simd, 2014). An important finding argues that
optional, not mandatory, ESD related actions are more efficient in developing sus-
tainable development attitudies in students, which marks an important milestone
in how education should approach the development of relevant and long lasting
competencies in students throughout the Romanian educational system, as Badea
et al found (Badea et al., 2020).

Methodology

In conducting the research, we used a survey as a method, starting with the de-
velopment of the questionnaire and its distribution online through Google Forms.
The applied questionnaire consists of two parts. The first part includes questions
regarding various socio-demographic aspects of the respondents, while the second
part of the questionnaire contains specific questions concerning the openness of
pre-university teachers to the issues generated by the objectives of sustainable de-
velopment and their level of knowledge regarding the 17 Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs). The questionnaire is based on several studies conducted by Zguir et
al, Al-Thani et al, Smaniotto et al., and Garcia et al. (Al-Thani, Ari, & Kog, 2021;
Fekih Zguir, Dubis, & Kog, 2022; Garcia-Gonzélez, Jiménez-Fontana, & Azcérate,
2020; Smaniotto et al., 2022). The research data were collected from pre-univer-
sity teachers in Bihor County between January and February 2023. The research
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data were analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 28. Regarding the responses
collected from the participants, a Likert scale with 5 response levels was mostly
used for the items, ranging from 1 - to a very small extent to 5 — to a very large ex-
tent. The internal consistency of the items saturating the scale was verified using the
Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient, which, for the overall score, is 0.969, indicating a high
value (Cronbach & Shavelson, 2004).

Results

In the study, a total of 190 pre-university teachers participated, with ages ranging
from 22 to 61 years. The teachers who took part in this survey were predominantly
female (78%). Out of the 190 teachers, 47% came from rural areas, while 53% came
from urban and Metropolitan areas. Regarding their teaching environments, only
44% work in urban and Metropolitan areas, while 56% of the respondents work in
rural areas. As for teaching experience, it can be noted that most of the participating
teachers have over 20 years of teaching experience (45%), while 29% have teaching
experience ranging from 10 to 20 years, 13% have between 0-3 years, and 13% have
between 3 and 9 years. Regarding the educational level in which teachers spend
most of their teaching hours, the majority teach in the primary education cycle
(33%), followed by the lower secondary level at 28% and the upper secondary level
at 24%.

To facilitate the integration of sustainable development concepts into the cur-
riculum, it is important to assess the level of knowledge that teachers have on this
subject. In this regard, to answer the first research question “Q1. What knowledge
do teachers have about the 17 SDGs of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment?” we will now analyse the knowledge level of the teachers participating in the
survey, based on the 17 strategic objectives of sustainable development within the
2030 Agenda. Teachers were asked to self-assess on a scale from 1 to 4, where 1 —
I have no knowledge of the subject, 2 — I have limited knowledge, 3 — I know the
subject quite well, and 4 — I know the subject very well, to what extent they possess
information about each of the 17 SSG’s.

According to the results obtained and presented in Table 1, most of the respond-
ents have a good understanding or very good knowledge of the social objectives,
while having limited knowledge of the economic objectives. Among the 17 goals,
Quality Education is the most well-known (77% of the respondents claimed to have
significant knowledge on this subject), while Life Below Water is the least known
goal (62% stated they have no knowledge about this concept). Analysing the re-
sponses item by item for the three pillars, the highest means were obtained for the
following items: for the social pillar: Item 1.4: Quality Education (mean value = 3,
mode = 3) and Item 1.3: Good Health and Well-being (mean value = 3, mode = 3);
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economic pillar: Item 1.8: Decent Work and Economic Growth (mean value = 3,
mode = 3); environmental pillar: Item 1.6: Clean Water and Sanitation (mean value
= 2.87, mode = 3) and Item 1.15: Life on Land (mean value = 2.57, mode = 3). Re-
garding the lowest means obtained for the 17 items describing the SDGs, we have,
for the social pillar: Item 1.16: Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions (mean value
= 2.40, mode = 2) and Item 1.2: Zero Hunger (mean value = 2.40, mode = 2); for
the economic pillar: Item 1.9: Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure (mean value
= 2.42, mode = 2); and for the environmental pillar: Item 1.14: Life Below Water
(mean value = 2.35, mode = 2).

“Zero™ hunger 24
Good health and well-being 2,54
—

Gender equality 2,83

Affordable and lean ensrey 2,62
Sustainable cities and communities 231
Peace, justice, and strong institutions 24
Partmerships for the goals 231

No poverty 245
Decent work and economic growth 164
Industry, mnovation, and infrastructure 242
Reduced mequalities 2,35

Fegponsible consumption and production 155
Clean water and sanitation 287

Climatz action 235

Life below watar 235

Life on land 2,57

Mean

Figure |. The weighted average assessment of the Sustainable Development Goals
Source: own contribution

According to Table 1 and Figure 1, it can be observed that the most important
goal, according to the respondents, is Goal 3, namely Quality Education within the
social pillar. Goals like Decent Work and Economic Growth within the economic
pillar and Clean Water and Sanitation within the environmental pillar were also
highly appreciated by the respondents. The least knowledge was identified in the
goals Life Below Water, Zero Hunger, and Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions.
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The results further indicate that the respondents who participated in the survey
have the most knowledge about goals such as Quality Education (97%), Good
Health and Well-being (95%), Gender Equality (94%), Decent Work and Economic
Growth (94%), and Clean Water and Sanitation (94%). The least knowledge is re-
lated to Life Below Water, where 15% stated that they have no knowledge about this
subject, and Partnerships for the Goals are also relatively less known.

The second research question we aimed to answer is Q2. To what extent can
teachers integrate the following concepts within the disciplines that they are already
teaching? To answer this question, we analysed both the level of preparedness of
teachers to include sustainable development topics in their classroom and their
opinion on the inclusion of information about education for sustainable develop-
ment in the core curriculum or school-based curriculum. The results of the descrip-
tive analysis are presented in the following graphical representations.
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Figure 2. The level of preparedness of teachers to include sustainable development-related
topics in the classroom

Source: own contribution

Regarding the level of preparedness of teachers to include sustainable develop-
ment-related topics in the classroom, we observe that most respondents feel pre-
pared to include such topics in their teaching. Specifically, 33% of respondents stat-
ed that they feel very prepared to include sustainable development topics in the
classroom, 31% feel quite prepared, 27% to some extent, while 9% mentioned that
they feel prepared to a small extent or not at all.

Considering the second research question, in our analysis, we included the fol-
lowing question: “Information about education for sustainable development should
be included: in the core curriculum or in the school chosen curriculum?” According
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to the results presented in Figure 3, we can state that the majority of respondents
(56%) believe that information about education for sustainable development should
be included in the school-chosen curriculum, while 44% of the respondents have
stated that this information should be included in the core curriculum.

Information about Educationfor Sustainable Development should be included in:

56% ) ]
= in the core curriculum

in the school chosen curriculum

Figure 3. Inclusion of information on sustainable development into the school curriculum

Source: own contribution.

In your opinion, the contents of sustainable development should be taught as a separate
discipline?
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Figure 4. Teachers’ opinion regarding teaching the contents of sustainable development
as a separate discipline

Source: own contribution.

Building on the previously presented question, we found it relevant to analyse
the opinion of the teachers regarding the teaching of contents related to sustainable
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development within a separate discipline, as well as within the disciplines they cur-
rently teach. According to Figure 4, only 15% stated that these contents could be
taught within a separate discipline, while 37% of them mentioned that these sub-
jects could be taught within a separate discipline to some extent.

In your opinion, the contents on sustainable development should be integrated into
disciplinesvou already teach?
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Figure 5. Teachers’ opinion on integrating contents on sustainable development
within disciplines they already teach
Source: own contribution.

The opinion of teachers regarding the integration of contents related to sustainable
development within the disciplines they teach differs from the previously presented
opinion. Thus, we observe that the majority, namely, 46% of the respondents, believe
that these contents should be taught within the disciplines they currently teach.

to a very large extent _ l;f;’?
to a small extent _ 8

4%

to a very small extent 304
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mwithin disciplines they already teach ¥ as a separate discipline
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Figure 6. Teachers’ opinion on integrating subjects from sustainable development into
a new discipline vs. disciplines they already teach

Source: own contribution.

Teachers’ perspective on integrating ESD into their already taught disciplines
is significantly higher than considering ESD as a different discipline. It would be
more practical to consider integrating it, since teachers are already knowledgeable
about the subjects of their disciplines, having a wider coverage, than having another
teacher teach a different discipline. It would also make more sense, since the core
curriculum disciplines are taught on a daily basis, while a different discipline would
require additional time and class logistics.

Discussion

According to the results obtained, most of the respondents are fairly well ac-
quainted or very well acquainted with the social objectives and have limited knowl-
edge about the economic objectives. Of the 17 SDGs, quality education is the most
well-known (77%), while the least known objective is aquatic life (62%). The results
are in full accord with the concepts that the teachers integrate in the classroom,
namely praising positive behaviour, respecting one’s neighbour, being open to
change, children’s rights, recycling and reducing waste. The results show that there
is a need to clarify the use of ESD in the Romanian system, in order to create an ed-
ucational environment that prepares students for engaging the 17 SDGs throughout
their schooling years, through various educational outlets, but also to aid teachers
in understanding how to teach the SDGs and how to integrate their contents in
the subjects they teach. ESD has been implemented by the Ministry of Education
as a standalone and optional discipline, integrated into the school chosen curricu-
lum. The question still remains regarding who will be responsible for teaching such
a complex and wide ranging discipline. It could have been better to integrate the
contents into other disciplines, especially considering that the Romanian curricu-
lum is already thick and presents challenges to teacher, as well as to students.

The teachers’ level of knowledge regarding the 17 SDGs is concerning, and is
a warning sign, that there would be a need to prepare teachers to properly engage
the subjects of ESD. Their familiarity and depth of knowledge revolves around the
SDGs that have been associated with some social and economic issues. Good qual-
ity teaching has been a desire ever since the fall of communism, in the context of
a full educational system reformation. The issue of ESD is also concerning because
of the interest students would show for a discipline that is separated from the oth-
ers. A different discipline, that requires separate hours, would most likely be taught
after the regular classes, meaning lower attendance and lesser impact. However, if
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ESD were taught within regular course, at least for a certain amount of time, so
that teachers and students alike would get acquainted with the importance of the
subject, attendance would be higher, and understanding would be deeper. Teach-
ers’ reluctance to have ESD as a separate discipline stems from the heavy and thick
curriculum that the educational system already has in place. Since the education-
al system revolves generally around regular national evaluations, that are spread
throughout the schooling years, from kindergarten through high school, it also
revolves around two important national evaluations, that take place at the end of
gymnasium (8" grade) and the baccalaureate (12* grade). The struggle is to get
as many students as possible to pass the exams and also to get as many of them as
possible with the highest grades. The struggle is real to get information across to the
students, while diversifying the curriculum and keeping it manageable.

Conclusion

The Romanian Ministry of Education was quick to adopt the 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development, together with the 17 SDGs in 2016. During the development
of this research there were no official regulations on how to integrate the 17 SDGs and
the overall 2030 Agenda into the educational curriculum. In 2023 the Official Mon-
itor of Romania published a list of new disciplines, that would be taught within the
pre-university system, one of them being Education for Sustainable Development, as
an optional discipline. As the question of what training would teachers need to be able
to teach a separate discipline, the research asked whether ESD should be a separate
discipline or integrated into the core curriculum and if teachers consider themselves
professionally prepared to teach the contents of ESD? The results of the research show
that teachers would rather have ESD contents integrated into the disciplines they al-
ready teach, thus not as a separate discipline and that they are familiar with some of
the SDGs, but not with all of them. A lower number of teachers feel prepared to teach
ESD contents, meaning that the concepts of ESD and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development remain controversial and unknown to the educational environment.
Despite the fact that there is a governmental structure and a webpage dedicated to the
2030 Agenda and the integration of ESD in the curriculum, together with several pa-
pers and methodologies elaborated by various teachers in the Romanian educational
system, the discipline seems to be of lower interest, for the time being. Policy makers
should consider the impact of such European and global initiatives and take a practi-
cal approach to the matter, since teachers are at the forefront of the implementation of
educational objectives, while students are the future of ESD and the 2030 Agenda, in
terms of implementing and living for a genuine and dedicated lifestyle, based on the
principles of the Agenda and the SDGs.
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Introduction

Most stories and movies in the media have a happy ending where the positive
heroes win, but the problems are either overcome or there are important premises
for this to happen. However, real life is much more complex, and many challenges
that some people may face do not always have a happy ending. In recent years, hu-
manity has faced such challenges that have put its ability to manage them effectively
to the test, and in this sense, the COVID-19 pandemic, the war in Ukraine, the
energy crisis etc. can be mentioned. But there are also a series of challenges that act
at a much narrower level - of the social micro-group or even individual - a fact that
forces the person to identify solutions with specific applicability. Problems related to
the health of the individual or his family members, difficulties at work, educational
crisis situations, the appearance of a disability, the unexpected loss of an impor-
tant person etc. can be mentioned here. Some people manage to adapt better and
cope more successfully with such global or personal “dramas”, others, on the con-
trary, have great difficulties in overcoming such obstacles. The first category usually
includes “resilient” people, i.e. those people who have the ability to maturely and
quickly understand certain shocks, tragic events, unfortunate events or accidents
(Blandul, 2014).

The school, as a component of the community, is extremely sensitive to any
problem it faces. The most eloquent example in this sense is represented by the
transition of learning to the online environment with the onset of the COVID-19
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pandemic in the spring of 2020 or with the seismic movements in southeastern Eu-
rope in the winter of 2023. This forced educational managers to redefine the way of
designing and implementing the school curriculum, and on teachers and students
to reconceptualize their way of achieving the entire instructive-educational process.
The new educational reality has significantly affected all school actors, some manag-
ing to adapt promptly and efficiently to digital challenges, and others encountering
serious difficulties in this direction. A possible explanation for this state of affairs
would be given by the fact that school is not only an environment for academic
learning, but also one that seeks the formation of socio-emotional and life skills to
support students and teachers in optimal integration into society. The closure of
schools affected precisely this aspect of the educational approach, limiting social
contacts and direct interpersonal communication between the educational actors
involved. This is why, the formation of resilience skills for students, but equally for
teachers, principals or school inspectors, other representatives of local and national
school authorities must be a mandatory requirement that governs Romanian and
international education for a period long into the future (Marinescu, 2021).

The problem

The term “resilience” was used for the first time in the field of exact sciences, be-
ing later taken over by other sectors of activity. In its broadest sense, it denotes the
person’s ability to adapt and return to normal after suffering an emotional, econom-
ic or medical shock, reaching a balanced lifestyle, thanks to his mental, behaviour-
al and adaptive capacities (Agasisti et al., 2018; Fleming & Ledogar, 2008; Luthar,
Ciccheti, & Becker, 2000; Kreisler, 1996; Masten, Best, & Garmezy, 1990; Moll Ri-
quelme et al., 2022; Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1994). In education, the concept was
borrowed relatively recently, denoting the ability of the actors involved to readjust
to a new normality after going through some experiences with a strong emotional
impact. Students and teachers demonstrate the possession of resilience skills when
they manage to set realistic goals in accordance with the new educational context,
respectively to pursue their fulfilment in an adequate manner.

From the analysis of the proposed definition, the deeply adaptive nature of
school resilience can be noted, expressed by the person’ ability to successfully man-
age the educational challenges they face and to achieve academic performance in
apparently unfavourable conditions. In the traditional pedagogic literature (which
used the concept of “resilience” much less) there was a lot of talk about “school ad-
aptation” as a fundamental premise of school success. Thus, school adaptation im-
plies a modality to respond harmoniously to the conditions of a determined school
environment or to new experiences, the establishment of concordances between
the school requirements and the student’s response possibilities, a fact that can be
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achieved through the appropriate acquisition of the informational content taught
within the instructional process — educational, establishing optimal interpersonal
relationships within the school group, appropriate internalization of school norms
and values, etc. It can be seen from this definition that school adaptation has a deep
“basal” character, in the sense that the student is invited to face current problems in
school life, without explicitly taking into account educational crisis situations. On
the contrary, in the case of school resilience, the focus falls precisely on this second
aspect, the resilient person having to properly manage the post-traumatic event mo-
ments (Blandul, 2015).

There are at least two ways in which the person can react in educational crisis
situations, thus demonstrating the possession of resilience skills: reactive and pro-
active. In the first case, the reaction of the individual is a passive one, following the
occurrence of the event and responding to the changes produced in the educational
environment. On the contrary, in the second case, the individual himself intervenes
to transform the academic environment and lead the educational process in the
direction of improving its quality. However, in order to achieve such a desired goal,
it is essential for the individual to have the theoretical knowledge necessary to solve
the critical situations they may face at a given moment, practical skills to manage
them adequately, as well as positive attitudes, expressed through the desire to over-
come the problems they face. In this way, the competence of resilience is created —
the “key factor” of school adaptation in difficult situations.

School resilience is a problem of both the individual and the community of
which he is a part of. If at the individual level resilience competence is significantly
influenced by cognitive and socio-emotional factors, at the community level what
matters most is the quality of interpersonal relationships established between indi-
viduals. From this second point of view, a series of factors could be identified that
create optimal premises for the process of educational resilience: family (emotional,
material support and the personal model of educational resilience), schoolchildren
(emotional support, social recognition, logistical support/administrative manage-
ment, the teacher-student relationship, the personal model offered by teachers,
etc.), community (the infrastructure necessary for the educational process). We
propose, in the following, a brief analysis of each of them, but having students and
teachers as the main educational agents as the central element.

One of the most important factors that contribute to the formation of a child’s
resilience skills is the family which he comes from. The process is complex and
lengthy and has a strong connection with how parents fulfil their educational, car-
ing roles and the social and behavioural patterns they have in relation to their chil-
dren. First of all, the family must ensure that the child’s primary needs are met
(food, hygiene, clothing etc.), followed by social ones (such as: the need to ensure
emotional security, to belong to a social group, etc.). If the child is encouraged and
supported, even when he makes mistakes, he will develop confidence in himself
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and those around him, while also forming a high level of self-esteem. On the con-
trary, when criticized recurrently, self-confidence and self-image will have low val-
ues. Things evolve relatively similarly with regard to adults. To develop the ability
to effectively solve problems and adapt to unforeseen situations, the adult must be
trusted and encouraged to experiment with new patterns of intervention. In this
way, he will develop his self-confidence, a fundamental premise of resilience skills
in atypical conditions.

Another important factor that can support the formation of resilience skills of
teachers and students is represented by the school organization (Henderson, 2012).
School, as a generic term that includes both physical and educational space, is an
environment where students and teachers spend a large part of their working day.
Beyond the implementation of the instructional-educational process, the school is
the place where students learn secondary socialization skills, where they acquire
models of behaviour or where they are advised in order to choose their future school
or professional path (Banerjee et al., 2016; Luthar, 2019.). As such, the situations of
uncertainty caused by various social, economic, medical, etc. crises. they have a sig-
nificant impact on how the school implements the teaching and training process,
affecting students and teachers alike. Overcoming such a situation of uncertainty
forces the school to rethink and rebuild the entire way of designing and implement-
ing the educational curriculum, respectively the way of functioning of the manage-
rial, administrative structures and interpersonal relations at the institutional level.
According to a study carried out by UNICEF during the COVID-19 pandemic, in
order to achieve such an approach, the following objectives must be met: The trans-
formation of pedagogy through the development of a more inclusive and flexible
curriculum and instructional practices, which meet the individual needs of each
student and teacher, respectively Transforming school ethos, school structures and
organization so that inclusiveness, care, respect and holistic support constitute the
primary mission of schools. Specifically, the authors of the study propose 4 pillars
on which to build a resilient school: access to education for all students, quality
inclusive education, well-being, mental health and psychosocial assistance, respec-
tively safety in schools.

Thus, the first pillar that must be taken into account is access to education for
all students and has an extremely wide scope, including all aspects related to school
enrolment, the prevention of school dropouts and student support measures, in
order to determine to return to school if they have left it and participate in the
education process. The second pillar aims at inclusive education and requires the
school to adapt to the psycho-individual characteristics of each student, regardless
of whether or not they have certain disabilities. Such a school introduces the con-
cept of “school for all’, regardless of the problems that educational agents may face.
The third pillar refers to the well-being of students, teachers and parents, including
elements related to ensuring the mental health and psychosocial assistance of those
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concerned. These two dimensions aim at the promotion of psychosocial well-being

as well as the prevention/treatment of any form of mental illness and is achieved

through a holistic approach from an educational, social, medical, etc. point of view.

Finally, the fourth pillar is represented by safety in schools, an aspect that includes

all the measures that must be taken in order to carry out in good conditions all for-

mal and non-formal activities in the school environment (UNICEE, 2020). In order
to build a resilient school, it is extremely important that the actions stipulated by the

4 mentioned pillars are interdependent, respectively in close correlation with the

other socio-educational interventions coming from the family or the community.

Consequently, any educational program that aims to build resilient schools
should propose the following objectives (Gutu & Vicol, 2014):

» Supporting schools to increase their resilience and to ensure the continuity of
the educational process in crisis situations, to offer quality education services
both in the case of classroom and distance learning;

« Ensuring equal access to education for all students, especially for the most vul-
nerable, ensuring access to ICT equipment and internet connectivity;

« Enhancing the quality of education by training teachers in selecting and using
appropriate ICT tools and adapting teaching content and methods to the teach-
ing environment;

» Increasing the attractiveness of STEM subjects among students, especially
among girls;

« Improving sanitary conditions in at least one educational institution and raising
awareness of the importance of observing hygiene practices.

Finally, the third major factor that can support the building of resilience skills of
teachers and students is represented by a functional community. The main indica-
tors that ensure resilience at the community level could be the following: genuine
connection between community members, sharing of common values, existence
of harmonized structures, roles and responsibilities within the community, mutual
support between members, achieving good intra- and inter-community commu-
nication, the sharing and sharing of resources, the promotion of volunteering, the
existence of a sense of belonging to the school and the community, the appropriate
response of community members to educational crisis situations etc. Knowing and
making optimal use of these indicators can create the conditions for a society capa-
ble of reacting adequately to the challenges of the contemporary world and perma-
nently adapting to situations marked by uncertainty.

From what was stated in the previous paragraphs, it can be appreciated that in-
stitutional resilience is given by the efficient way of organization and administration
that allows institutions to effectively manage crisis situations, as well as design inter-
vention strategies in order to successfully overcome them. But beyond the systemic
organization remain the people, those who must form a series of skills designed to al-
low them to individually manage the uncertainties they face. Cognitive competences
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include both cognitive and socio-affective components, such as: positive conception
of the world and life, autonomy in relation to the environment, control of emotions,
sense of humour, ability to understand and analyse different situations, self-esteem
high, empathic skills, self-discipline, the ability to focus on a problem, trust in those
around you, etc. (Gu, 2014; Gu & Day, 2013; Kirk & Wall, 2010; Mansfield et al., 2012;
Moll Riquelme et al., 2022; Steward, 2014; Whatman et al., 2020). The formation of
such resilience skills is but a complex and long-lasting process, which implies, among
other things, the acquisition of models of resilient behaviour from those around you,
or the formation of the mentioned skills by going through personal and professional
development programs specially dedicated to this purpose.

According to the Romanian legislation in force, the training of teaching staff
has two major stages: initial and continuous. The initial training is carried out in
parallel with the bachelor’s/master’s degree or post-graduate studies and involves
the completion of Level I (on completion of which the person is validated to be
taught in lower secondary education), respectively Level IT) on completion of which
the person is competent to teaches in all cycles of pre-university and university ed-
ucation, adult education, etc.). The continuous training of teachers is carried out
by their promotion of teaching degrees, respectively by going through continuous
training and professional development programs that provide them with 90 Trans-
ferable Professional Credits every 5 years. Such programs can address topics of wide
interest for teachers, from issues concerning their professional development (such
as, for example, special school psychopedagogy, mentoring in education or educa-
tional management), to aspects aimed at their personal development. We believe
that this last segment of activity would also include programs whose major objec-
tives are the training of teachers’ resilience skills, which is why we propose, in the
following paragraphs, to describe such a program, based on a needs analysis carried
out among its beneficiaries.

The Methodology of Research

The objectives

Summarizing what was presented in the previous paragraphs, it can be appreci-
ated that resilience presupposes the individual’s ability to successfully adapt to new
situations, following the experience of traumatic events or marked by heightened
uncertainty. Educational resilience is a problem that interests both the education
system and the individual, and in the case of the latter, resilience can be demon-
strated by having cognitive and socio-affective skills that allow him to adapt to the
new with minimal losses. Starting from these theoretical findings, the aim of this
research was to identify the directions of action in which pre-university teachers in
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Bihor County, Romania feel the need for training for the development of resilience
skills. The main objectives pursued were: (1) identifying how the school’s vision
promotes the building of a resilient academic environment for teachers and stu-
dents; (2) the evaluation of the quality of social relations (personal and professional)
within the school, as a premise for the formation of resilience skills in the educa-
tional environment, respectively; (3) the analysis of the training needs of teaching
staff in relation to the formation of the resilience skills.

Participants

The sample selected for this research was made up of 84 teachers (N=84) who
teach in pre-university education in Bihor County, Romania. Percentage-wise, they
represent 10.62% of the total number of teachers who teach at the level of the entire
county. The structure of the sample was as follows:

o Gender - female — 93% / male — 7%;

» Place of origin — urban - 71% / rural - 29%;

« The school cycle where they teach - preschool - 13% / primary — 29% / second-
ary school — 29% / high school - 26% / post-high school - 3%;

« Didactic degree obtained — beginner - 4% / completed — 13% / didactic degree
IT - 11% / didactic degree I - 68% / doctorate in sciences — 4%;

 Teaching discipline - Language and communication - 17% / mathematics and
sciences — 8% / social subjects — 8% / arts — 1% / physical and sports education
- 2% / technological subjects — 9% / educational counselling — 3% / teacher for
preschool education - 13% / teacher for primary education — 29% / other situa-
tions — 10%;

« Chronological age - under 25 years — 4% / between 26 and 35 years — 13% / be-
tween 36 and 45 years — 44% / between 46 and 55 years — 32% / over 56 years 4%.
The method of selection of the group of subjects was represented by simple ran-

dom sampling.

Measures and materials

The group of subjects consisting of 84 people was administered a questionnaire
consisting of 55 objective multiple-choice items in which the respondents were in-
vited to choose an answer with a value of 1 to 6 points, according to their disagree-
ment or agreement with the analysed item. The main indicators included in this
questionnaire concerned: the clarity of the school’s vision and the level of involve-
ment of the teaching staff, respectively of the educational partners in its realization;
the quality of social relations (personal and professional) existing at the level of
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teaching and auxiliary teaching staft in the school; involvement of teaching staff in
continuous professional training activities; the openness of school leaders to solving
the challenges of the contemporary world in a creative way. The questionnaire was
administered online between June and July 2022, and data processing was carried
out by calculating the statistical frequencies of the collected responses.

Results

The obtained results are presented in the following tables and graphs, where, on
the rows, the evaluated items are recorded, and on the columns, the number and
percentage of respondents, as well as the value of the answers given (where 1 means
“total disagreement’, and 6 - “total agreement”).

Table |. The role of school vision in building a resilient environment for teachers and students

Indicators:

Optimizing the well-being

. 1 1,2 [ 1 1,2 (6|71 |10|11,9]2226,2 44 | 52,4
of educational actors

Emphasis on vocational
training in a changing 0 0 3136 |11]13,1| 8 | 9,5 28 33,3 | 34 40,5
world

Didactic activities designed
in relation to the school’s 3 (361 1,2|61|71]|12]143 27 32,135 (41,7
vision

Teachers involved in
developing the school’s 21241 41| 48 |13|15,5(20]23,8 26 31 | 19226
vision

Managers involved in
developing the school 0] 0 | 2]24]|4|48]| 4|48 23 | 27,4 |51 60,7
vision

Students involved in
developing the school’s 3136(224(12(143(19|22,6| 20 |238|28]333
vision

Parents involved in
developing the school’s 3(136(6|71|6]|71|21| 25 25 29,8|23(274
vision

Partners involved in
developing the school’s 212415 6 |[13|155|15]|17,9 27 32,1122 (26,2
vision
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From the analysis of Table 1, several interesting aspects can be found regarding
how the coherent construction of a vision of the school can contribute to the for-
mation of a resilient academic environment. In short, the vision of any school in
Romania is designed in accordance with the educational ideal, according to which
the Romanian school has the duty to train proactive citizens, having a harmoni-
ously developed personality that makes them able to insert themselves as responsi-
ble agents of change in society. In this context, the vision of the Romanian schools
aims at increasing the efficiency of the instructional-educational process, as well as
the academic results of the students, optimizing the material standards in order to
obtain a quality education, ensuring equal opportunities, the effective integration
of the school into the local community, national and European etc. The teachers
included in the present research seem to be aware of the importance of clearly estab-
lishing the school’s vision for building a resilient environment, most of them claim-
ing that the vision of their schools aims to optimize the well-being of all educational
actors involved (52.4%), the focus is on professional training of students in a con-
stantly changing world (40.5%), and didactic activities are designed in close relation
with the projected vision (41.7%). All respondents agree that for the development of
educational policies that underpin the school’s vision, it is important for the entire
community to participate, but breaking down the answers, it can be seen that the
ones most involved in solving this problem should be school managers (60.7%).
The answers seem to be much more nuanced when it comes to the involvement of
teachers, students, parents or other educational partners in the development of the
school’s vision, the scores obtained no longer reach the maximum threshold, nor
can they be polarized around any value. The conclusion that can be drawn from
the previously discussed would be that, although they recognize the importance of
a clear vision of the school for a resilient academic environment and can identify
a number of indicators of such a vision, the responding teachers seem less interested
in getting involved in designing them, leaving this responsibility predominantly to
educational managers.

The results presented in Table 2 indicate the opinion of the research subjects
regarding the existence in their schools of interpersonal and professional relation-
ships between teachers that contribute to building a resilient academic environ-
ment. As can be seen, the answers given are polarized in the upper part of the value
scale, which means that, in most cases, the analysed indicators are present to a great
or even very great extent in the life of the schools where the 84 respondents teach.
Among these indicators, it is worth mentioning: providing opportunities for teach-
ers to develop their specialized, methodical and psycho-pedagogical skills nec-
essary for teaching activities, collaboration between teachers to manage different
problem situations, providing support/mentoring to beginning teachers, but also
to those who want to get involved in various actions that involve taking calculated
risks, analysing good practice models whose implementation has been successful in
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Table 2. Elements regarding the quality of social relationships (personal and professional) within the school

Indicators:

Support for beginning

9 110,71 7 | 83 13 15,5| 13 | 15,5| 17 | 20,2 | 25 | 29,8
teachers

Periodic feedback to
optimize the teaching 4148 |6 | 71 15 179116 | 19 | 25(29,8 |18 |214
activity

New skills training

. 1|L2]5 6 10 | 11,923 27,419 | 22,6 |26 | 31
opportunities

Collaboration between

1 1,2 | 3| 3,6 10 11917 (20,226 | 31 |27 32,1
teachers

Comfortable atmosphere

313615 6 12 14,3123 (27,4 25(298 16| 19
at work

Relationships of mutual

4 148 | 4 | 48 12 14,3117 120,232 |38,1|15|17,9
trust between teachers

Common solutions for
improving the work of 2124 1(10(11,9 13 15516 | 19 | 25(29,8|18|21,4
teachers

Support for the teacher in

. . 212415 6 9 10,7 { 17 | 20,2 | 28 | 33,3 | 23 | 27,4
taking calculated risks

Creative approach to

0 0 5 6 11 13,1 {19]22,6|27|32,1|22|26,2
everyday activities

Open failure analysis 51 6 | 7|83]17202 23 |27,4|12|14,3 | 20 | 23,8

Problems are learning

i, 33,6 4| 48 16 19 |19 |22,6 |19 | 22,6 | 23 |27,4
opportunities

Assessing institutional
progress

212415 6 9 10,7 | 24 | 28,6 | 24 | 28,6 | 20 | 23,8

Analysis of examples of

good practice 11,2 4/|48 14 |16,7 |17 ]20,2|25|29,8|23|274

other educational units, interpreting the problems that have arisen as opportunities
for personal and institutional development, etc. It is surprising, however, that rela-
tively few subjects gave maximum scores to some indicators related to the pleasant
atmosphere at work or the existence of interpersonal relationships based on trust
between teachers. A first finding that can be derived from this would be that most
of the teachers included in the research are favourable to professional collaboration,
but become more reserved in promoting interpersonal relationships. However, for
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the formation of adaptive skills in crisis situations, it is essential that those involved
can function as a real team in which its members collaborate very well professional-
ly, but feel close to each other in a socio-emotional way as well.

Table 3. Criteria according to which the continuous training of teaching staff is carried out

Indicators:

Teacher training is a priority

for the school 3136 (2 |24/(10(11,9|12|14,3|19 |22,6|38]452

Teacher training is focused on
the didactic process

Teacher training is focused on

the needs of students 111,22 (24895 (21| 25 |28|333(24]28,6

Teacher training is in line with

y . 1 11,2336 895 /(25(298]28(33,3|19|22,6
the school’s vision

Physical Education
Ecological Education
Education through and for Arts

Education for Health

Assessment

[
[
(S
TN

New Strategies for Teaching / Learning / T
B

Education for New Technology abd Progress

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%
Picture |. Educational fields in which teachers want to benefit from continuous professional training

From the analysis of the results presented in Table 3, it can be seen that the is-
sue of continuous training of teaching staff in schools is very topical, with 45.2%
of respondents giving a maximum score to this item. Most often, the professional
development programs in which teachers want to participate focus on optimizing
the way the instructional-educational process is carried out (31%), on meeting the
needs of students (28.6%), respectively on fulfilling the vision of the school (22, 6%).
Deepening the research, the most frequently cited areas in which teachers want to
improve themselves are aimed at education for new technology and progress (29%),
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the acquisition of modern strategies in teaching / learning / didactic evaluation
(21%), health education (20%), education through and for art (18%), ecological
education (7%), respectively physical education (5%) (Picture 1). The finding that
emerges from this could be that most teachers are rather focused on optimizing the
way in which they carry out their current didactic activity only on satisfying the
educational needs of their students, respectively on their professional development
and only then on their personal development.

Discussions

A first particularly important aspect that resulted from the research and that de-
serves to be discussed refers to the attitude of the teaching staff towards the school
(concept viewed in a generic sense) and towards the educational process (seen as
the main activity in the school environment). The preliminary findings formulated
following the quantitative interpretation of the research results indicate that most
teachers are focused on how they should carry out their work in order to achieve
the highest possible performance with their students, being less concerned with
building interpersonal relationships quality, based on trust or mutual collaboration,
or on creating a pleasant atmosphere at work. The finding is also reinforced by the
fact that most of the subjects included in the research want to perfect themselves in
acquiring modern and effective teaching/learning/didactic evaluation techniques,
being less interested in responding to the real educational needs of their students.
One of the possible explanations for this state of affairs could be given by the way of
organization of the current education system in Romania, cantered, rather, on the
teacher and the ways in which he should carry out his teaching activity in order to
obtain academic results as high as possible with their students. In such conditions,
the concern for building a resilient school environment or for developing the adap-
tive skills of teaching staff remains a strictly individual problem, each of the educa-
tional agents involved being left to find their own solutions.

The second comment that can be made on the research results refers to the re-
lationship established between the socio-professional structure of the sample of
research and the obtained results. It can be observed that the majority of respond-
ents are female persons who teach subjects in the Curricular Area “Language and
Communication” in schools in the urban environment, have obtained the Didactic
Degree I and are chronologically aged between 36 and 45 years old. Although they
have reached the highest form of professional training by obtaining the didactic de-
gree I, teachers still need to complete continuous professional training programs, as
Romanian legislation in the field obliges them to accumulate 90 transferable profes-
sional credits every 5 years through attending such courses. The decision regarding
the topic of the continuous professional training program in which they wish to
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improve themselves remains exclusively at the discretion of the teaching staff, who
can opt for professional training or personal development. It seems that the sub-
jects included in the sample of this research were more interested in topics related
to their specialized and methodical training, leaving in the background elements
related to relationships within the school team or their personal development. In
such conditions, the formation of resilience skills after experiencing difficult per-
sonal or professional situations or, at least, some components of these skills, was
not among the priorities of the surveyed teachers. However, the problem remains
a very topical one because, even if these resilience skills are not as necessary for
everyday teaching activities as specialized, psycho-pedagogical or methodical ones,
their possession can represent a significant advantage for teachers in exceptional
problematic situations.

To overcome such limits and train teachers’ resilience skills, the Association for
Education and Training “TopFormalis” from Oradea, Romania proposes the im-
plementation of the Continuous Professional Training and Development Program
“Education for quality in the training of trainers”. The purpose of the program is to
increase the professional level of teachers through activities specific to non-formal
education that lead them to know national and international scientific and cultural
values in order to best adapt to the challenges of the contemporary world. A num-
ber of 40 teachers selected on a voluntary basis among those interested in develop-
ing their resilience skills using non-formal didactic strategies will participate in this
program. The main objectives of the program are the following: (1) Development of
the resilience skills of the 40 teachers who will participate in 4 monthly workshops
on issues of knowledge of students’” personality, non-formal strategies used in teach-
ing, tools used for online teaching, etc.; (2) Stimulating the interest in the personal
development of the 40 teaching staff who will participate in 4 monthly workshops
on the importance of well-being, the importance of movement, the need for contin-
uous adaptation, etc., respectively; (3) The promotion of social inclusion and equali-
ty opportunities among the 40 teachers to help them understand the problems faced
by disadvantaged school groups. The main activities implemented within the pro-
gram will be the following:

« WSI - Possibilities of increasing the quality of non-formal education through
mentoring programs;

e WS2 - Social inclusion through play and art;

o WS3 - Education through and for authentic values;

o WS4 - eTwinning projects. Ways to stimulate creativity;

o WS5 - Increasing the quality of life through sports educational activities;

» WS6 - Burnout syndrome and the challenges of the contemporary world;

o WS7 - Examples of good practices regarding student class management;

« WS8 - The modern education system. E-learning and assessment.
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The workshops (WS) will take place both through face-to-face meetings and
online and involve the use of non-formal interactive teaching/learning/assessment
strategies. At the end of the program, learners will be invited to write an unstruc-
tured essay in which they capture the main content elements they have retained and
which they believe they will be able to use in their current work with students, re-
spectively in improving their level of resilience skills. The results obtained from the
implementation of this program will be the subject of future studies and research.

Conclusion

In the context of the teaching profession, resilience can be conceptualized as
a capacity, a process and also as an outcome (Mansfield et al., 2016). Resilience in-
volves a teacher’s ability to capitalize on personal and contextual resources to meet
challenges, the dynamic process by which individual characteristics interact over
time in different personal and professional contexts in which certain strategies are
used, to enable the outcome of a teacher who experience professional engagement
and growth, engagement, enthusiasm, satisfaction, and well-being (Beltman, 2015).
Teachers can develop resilience by building personal resources (e.g. motivation;
social and emotional competence), understanding ways to mobilize contextual re-
sources (e.g. relationships, support networks) and developing a range of adaptive
strategies (e.g. problem solving, time management, maintaining work-life balance)
to be able to manage challenges to maximize resilience. For this, however, teachers
should possess these skills to be able to offer, in turn, the necessary resources to
students. In Romania, there is no specific curriculum focused on resilience in the
initial teacher training programs.
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Introduction

Lately, teacher socioemotional health has been an important area of study, as
the global COVID-19 pandemic made it a priority. We can affirm that because the
emotional well-being of teachers is so important because it directly impacts on their
teaching abilities and as a result on students ‘well-being and learning (Baker et al.,
2020). These pandemic years closed the schools so teachers, but also students, had
to teach and study online, their priority was to learn about the technology and how
to teach online, while students did the same, but also studying online. Thus, the
socioemotional health of teachers has been an increasingly researched area in the
past years.

Schools may perceive the need to offer professional development to teachers,
and therefore embrace a teacher training program that incorporates holistic self-
care strategies and mental health related training (Bradea, 2023).

As work stress is a major risk factor for mental health issues like anxiety and de-
pression, mental health should be treated as an occupational health issue in teach-
ers. Teaching related stress may start off as just being mental fatigue or burnout, but
the long term implications of this stress has negative impacts for not only teachers
but their students too.

Well-being has a direct impact on professional performance, especially on the
ability to teach. We can mention a few professional situations that trigger a high
stress state: the busy periods during the school year, the unpredictability, the pres-
sure to keep up with changes, but also the constant changes of the school manage-
ment (Granziera et al., 2022).
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Problem Statement

One of the issues of this study is the emotional well-being of teachers. We can say
first that it is very important because it directly impacts and relates to their teaching
abilities and the classroom environment (Arens & Morin, 2016). More specifically,
teachers who experienced more stressors, due to the COVID-19 period or others,
reported worse health and found it harder to cope and teach. On the other hand,
non-formal activities can be promoted in order to help teachers, but also students
to perform and use them and thus complete the formal activities according to the
program (Pop, 2019).

The importance of student wellbeing has been known for some time as well.
Nowadays, schools are becoming increasingly aware of the importance of teacher
wellbeing. Promoting teacher wellbeing is a worthy and important aim in itself.
Teacher well-being is linked with a range of positive psychological, physical and
occupational outcomes among teachers, greater commitment to work, greater work
motivation etc. (Collie & Perry, 2019).

Teacher wellbeing has many positive carry-on effects for students and school.
Teachers experiencing greater well-being are able to form stronger connections
with students, are less likely to quit the profession or change their job, and have
students who are more likely to attain improved learning and achievement out-
comes (Collie et al., 2011). Thus, teacher wellbeing is essential for individual
teachers and it also plays an important part in fostering healthy and effective
school environments.

Theoretical Framework

Well-being and prosperity are the concepts that underlie mental health. Mental
health does not only imply the absence of mental illness, but also the presence of
a state of well-being in which the individual is aware of his own abilities, can cope
with stress, can work productively and constructively, and is able to make a con-
tribution to his community. Wellness is a life skill. Maintaining wellness requires
intentionality, reflection, and commitment to choosing thoughts and behaviours
that help us be at our best (Granziera et al., 2022).

Causes: the lack of autonomy and support offered by the school management,
but also the lack of understanding of the importance of teachers” well-being. This
highlights the strong need to place the mental health and well-being of the whole
school community at the heart of every educational institution to encourage teach-
ers to discuss their concerns and concerns openly (Banerjee et al., 2017). Open
discussions about mental health are essential to encourage people going through
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a difficult time to seek help, few teachers turn to a professional or doctor if they feel
worried or stressed at work.

However, models were suggested for the implementation of educational pro-
grams aimed at the well-being of teachers that could include accreditation stand-
ards, sports fields and course models (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015). Planting a seed
of emotional resilience in teacher professional development can allow teachers to
build practices based on the science of human prosperity. The implementation of
programs that promote the understanding of emotions, their management and the
science of well-being. Thus, if teachers have strategies to support their well-being,
they will be able to manage the stress factors at work and not only survive, but de-
velop and prosper (Arens & Morin, 2016).

The theoretical approach is based on the information taken from the special-
ized literature, realizing, in a first section, a conceptual definition, classification and
explanation, from the perspective of the general theory of well-being, on the one
hand, and that of the use of non-formal activities in the activity didactic. Then, we
mark the transition from generalization to what we call the didactic implemen-
tation of non-formal activities by following its objectives, characteristics, postures
and finality, identifying its blockages and revealing remedial ways suggested by spe-
cialists. The next section x-rays the impact of non-formal activities in improving
well-being, from the perspective of educational mentoring, focusing on the nature
of the relationships between the communication factors.

The concept of non-formal or alternative education, recently imposed in the
language of specialists, refers to institutionalized and organized forms for the pur-
pose of transmitting educational values, but which do not belong to the formal
education system (Eldor & Shoshani, 2016). There is also the notion of extracur-
ricular education, but this can generate confusion, referring rather to the extra-
curricular activities carried out within the formal system. Another related no-
tion is that of informal education, but this refers either to secondary educational
influences, more or less intentional (mass media, “the street”, organizations, the
Internet, popular culture, etc.), or to all courts with a more complete, comprehen-
sive purpose than the educational one, such as the family, the church, the army,
culture, etc. (Marti & Collie, 2019).

Therefore, we strictly see non-formal education: the set of institutions and ac-
tivities with main educational functions, but which are independent of the formal
education system, and which, usually, are subject to distinct regulations (Pop, 2019).
To the extent that the forms of education outside the official system have known
an autonomous development, in specific forms, we can talk about an autonomous
system of non-formal education, its most important functions being those of com-
pleting the educational contribution of the school, as well as to support the process
of professional reconversion, under the conditions of the current labour market dy-
namics and rapid technological changes (Banerjee et al., 2017). We can interpret the
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non-formal education system as a useful social mechanism that allows mobility on
the labour market, adaptation on the go and continuous adjustment between the
demand and supply of work.

They are based on the competences and contents of formal education and of-
fer various possibilities to apply the knowledge acquired in formal education. They
do not exclude the effort of students and are attractive due to their varied forms
(reading circles, sports, cultural-scientific, meetings with writers, science clubs,
school celebrations, hikes, trips, camps, expeditions, weekend school, competitions,
viewing of performances, visits to museums, libraries, etc.). As a rule, the activities
take place in the school and are made up of circles on thematic or multidiscipli-
nary subjects, cultural/sporting competitions, scientific communication sessions,
commemorations or festivities, Olympiads, etc. (Bradea, 2023). They have a forma-
tive-educational character, they are optional or optional, they know different ways
of financing, they do not involve the awarding of grades and rigorous evaluation,
they promote teamwork, they involve a trans-/interdisciplinary approach, they are
directed by specialized staff, in close contact with parents, students, sociocultural or
political organizations. The content is organized by areas of interest, not by years of
study or academic disciplines. (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017)

Purpose of the study

The purpose of this study is to try to find the most effective methods to improve
well-being, and at the same time, the teaching method and the training process in
the educational environment. How can it be improved the well-being in the educa-
tional environment and if the non-formal activities are useful in class work?

In other words, we have to see the impact on teaching practice of social and
emotional well-being of teachers, which is another issue which should be analysed
very seriously because it, having a negative connotation, will clearly affect the act
of teaching the class. What can we do so that it does not degenerate, considering it
very important first of all is all about listening. Listen to teachers and incorporate
their feedback when planning future virtual or in-person professional opportuni-
ties. Also, encourage teachers and school administrators to participate in profession-
al development that focuses on communication particularly during times of stress
(Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015). At the same time, offer a more freely planned, like discus-
sion form, open to teachers and administrators to discuss issues related to the social
emotional health of teachers and their impact in the classrooms. Teachers can help
other teachers based on shared experiences, and therefore can make suggestions or
offer advice (Banerjee et al., 2017).
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Research Question

Promoting well-being in the educational environment through the use of
non-formal activities is or is not a way of improving the educational act? Of course,
there are many other ways to do that, but this work is looking for the most effective
way to emphasize that the non-formal activities used to promote well-being in the
educational environment only emphasize the need for their use and the need to
understand their importance in the education act.

Findings

Teacher well-being refers to positive and effective functioning at work (Collie et
al., 2016). Researchers use many different approaches to measure and examine teach-
er wellbeing. For example, researchers may ask teachers about their satisfaction with
their job or level of engagement at work (Collie et al., 2012). Teachers who are satisfied
and engaged at work are functioning in positive and effective ways. Teacher wellbeing
may be also measured by asking teachers about their experiences of various positive
emotions and negative emotions at work and then weighing the prevalence of these
different emotions across the course of a school week (Simbula et al., 2012).

Using non-formal education in their activities, teachers, and also students, expe-
rience more positive emotions than negative ones, they are considered to be faring
well in school environments. The importance of student wellbeing has been known
for some time. Nowadays, schools are becoming increasingly aware of the impor-
tance of teacher wellbeing. (Simbula et al., 2012).

Beyond its complementary virtues of the education system, we can note that
non-formal education also presents specific advantages in relation to the first. In-
deed, due to their imperfect nature, public goods, including formal education, are
not selected by the impersonal mechanism of the market, but are allocated by poli-
ticians, officials, philosophers, according to ideological and political criteria, creat-
ing the risk of inadequacy between demand and offer. For example, people can be
“provided” with goods they do not need or, on the contrary, they can be deprived of
goods they do need (Banerjee et al., 2017). Thus, if formal education is inherently
characterized by a certain rigidity in its relationship with society in general and
with the labour market in particular, in the non-formal area, on the other hand, the
fulfilment of real educational needs is solved automatically by the mechanism of the
educational market (the natural regulation between demand and supply) which, in
turn, is influenced by the labour market, the market of professions, the market of
goods and services, etc. (Pop, 2019).

The advantages, admittedly limited, of non-formal education can also be found
in the personal life plan, in that its beneficiaries have the opportunity to select their
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own fields of learning, driven by interests or passions, hobbies, areas of interest. In
addition, due to rapid changes and therefore uncertainty, the need of man to control
his own life is increasing today, manifesting itself even in areas that traditionally
belonged to the family and the school: it is about education and then professionali-
zation (Banerjee et al., 2017).

Thus, education is no longer exclusively a unidirectional, long-lasting and de-
cisive process for the whole life, but rather tends to become an interactive one,
in which the subject of education has an ever greater power to select, rationalize,
plan, combine the forms of education by yourself (Blandul, 2016). In this context,
it seems that non-formal education takes advantage and proliferates in the “shad-
ow” of formal educational institutions, regulating the dysfunctions created by the
system and smoothing the rough edges between the traditional school and the
labour market.

Non-formal education means any action organized outside the school system,
through which a bridge is formed between the knowledge taught by teachers and
its implementation. This modern type of instruction removes the stress of catalog
grades, required discipline, and required homework. It means the pleasure of know-
ing and developing. We must state that it is useful to follow some rules and princi-
ples in order to carry out quality non-formal activities.

If we talk about the role of schools in promoting well-being through non-formal
education, then we say that it is important that every school has multiple avenues
for promoting teacher well-being. Through non-formal activities it can bond posi-
tive relationships which are definitely an essential foundation for well-being (Collie
& Martin, 2016). Thus, school, by its teachers and students, should prioritize the im-
portance of positive relationships among all school community members (Banerjee
et al,, 2017). For that, we can have some non-formal activities which provide teach-
ing staff with time to build positive relationships with students and opportunities to
develop effective collaborative practices with colleagues (e.g. one day trip, meetings
outside the school etc.) (Eldor & Shoshani, 2016).

Schools should provide teachers with access to teaching resources and profes-
sional learning, which are essential for promoting confidence in teaching and, in
turn, healthy and effective functioning at work (Collie et al., 2016). There should
also be strategies to reduce extraneous workload during busy times of the year (e.g.
melting free weeks, relief from supervision duties during peak marking periods etc.
Teachers should be encouraged to build positive relationships with their students.
They also should be encouraged to develop their confidence in teaching, which is
important for well-being at work (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011). For example, teachers
are able to select the areas of professional learning they would like to focus on. In
this case, school should provide opportunities and time for professional learning
communities and peer observations among teaching staff.
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Discussions and Conclusions

It is urgently needed that teachers are supported emotionally, as it is essential
for the effectiveness of teaching and student learning. Teacher well-being is an im-
portant outcome and it also has important carryover effects for positive student
and school outcomes. Practices that promote teacher well-being should be pur-
sued by individual teachers and also be embedded across the whole school by using
non-formal activities (Collie & Martin, 2016).

Therefore, the perspectives of the educational valences of non-formal activities
highlight the more relaxed, closer relationship between the educator and the ed-
ucated. Even if the teacher leads the entire teaching process, students can express
themselves spontaneously and freely. The adult does not impose his point of view, at
most he suggests, cooperates and supports them to become good organizers of their
own activities (Banerjee et al., 2017). In the foreground is the learner, in the back-
ground the teaching staff remains, precisely so that the student can capitalize on his
organizational skills, cooperation, collaboration, assumption of responsibility.

The non-formal has a palette of varied didactic strategies, which offer the stu-
dent the chance to accumulate life experiences through direct contact with people,
with the phenomena of material and spiritual culture. In this context, the educated
person becomes a resource, a producer, an opinion leader, in other words, an active
participant in his own learning (Collie et al., 2011).

The present work does not aim to idealize the existing situation, but to demon-
strate the fact that through the force of technology the barriers of didactic commu-
nication can be eliminated, that their existence is a motivating factor for improve-
ment and self-improvement, that the professionalism of teaching staff goes through
an evolutionary process with the goal of training and shaping the future represented
by a generation that will exist, think and create in an educational environment, us-
ing non formal activities, where the importance of well-being is well understood
and appreciated (Han & Yin, 2016).
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Introduction

The increasing, but still lower share of female students in STEM study fields (sci-
ence, technology, engineering and mathematics), including computer sciences calls
for exploratory research on the divergent professional trajectoires of girls and boys.
The most popular view implies possible gender differences in computational thin-
king, whereas sociologists claim that computer skills and computational thinking
are to a large extent socially biased and are rooted in basically two gender stereo-
types: first, that boys have higher ability than girls, and, second, that boys are more
interested than girls in computer science (Master et al., 2021). Following this line of
thought, it is particularly the older girls’ motivations that are negatively impacted
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by societal stereotypes. However, findings are already contradictory at younger ages.
Some studies claim that, at preschool age, the effect of gender stereotypes is not
observable (Kanaki & Kalogiannakis, 2022), and that girls and boys are equally suc-
cessful in learning computational thinking and coding (Relkin et al., 2021). Still,
with respect to some dimensions of algorithmic thinking, namely sequencing and
decomposition, boys outperform girls even at this very young age (Angeli & Geor-
giou, 2023).

At the age of 11 to 12 years, eye-tracking studies assess stronger exploratory
behaviour in boys, greater interest and more positive attitudes toward computer
sciences (Polat et al., 2021; Kong et al., 2018; Gao et al.,, 2022). In a virtual reality
classroom for learning computational thinking, girls required more guidance than
boys in performing computer tasks. This finding yields evidence for need to explic-
itly promote girls’ interest and self-efficacy in computer sciences (Gao et al., 2022).
Later on, the high school gender composition — which is itself the result of the di-
verging study paths of boys and girls — affects students’ occupational sorting and
women’s participation in STEM study fields in the sense that learning in a commu-
nity with a higher proportion of female peers decreases the chance of girls choosing
STEM study programs (Brenge & Zoélitz, 2019).

Materials and Methods

Research questions

This study addresses the question whether computational learning achievement
skills are different across genders in the age group of 18-20 year-old men and wom-
en, freshly graduated from high school. To address the question of eventual gender
differences in learning efficacy, the impact of gender is being studied controlling for
computer sciences experience and overall school performance.

Participants

In September 2022, first-year students from different study fields were invited to
participate in the experiment. Study fields were: landscape architecture, garden engi-
neering, mechanical engineering, mechatronical engineering, automation engineer-
ing, telecommunication engineering, electrical engineering, informatics, computer
science, translator and interpretor, communication studies, and last, public health.

The total number of participants is 228 students, of which 161 men and
67 women.
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Study design

Most studies on interest and achievement in computational thinking are based
on questionnaires relying on self-reports. The novelty of this study is the experiment
setting that allows for an exact measurement of the learning achievement.

The randomized experiment was carried out at the university campus site of Sa-
pientia Hungarian University of Sciences, Faculty of Technical and Human Sciences
Targu Mures, Romania.

The basis of the study is the AlgoRythmics research project and YouTube chan-
nel, where algorithms from simplest to most complex types are being performed
with different kinds of visualizations (animation, dance, theatre performance) to
enhance learning experience and to ensure more efficient learning (Katai, 2021).

Instruments

One day prior to the experiment, participants filled out a data sheet on their so-
cio-demographic features, computer sciences experience and school performance
measured by the high school final exam grade (for more details on the experiment
setting see Osztidn et al., 2023). Subsequently, students were grouped according to
their computer science experience into subjects who had no computer program-
ming experience at all, those who learnt programming for 1 to 3 years, and those
who had more than 4 years of programming experience in high school.

Three groups were formed, all of them randomly mixed by gender and computer
science experience.

On the next day, the experiment itself was carried out. All three groups viewed
two simple altorithms: insertion sort and shell sort. The only difference between
the groups was the type of stimulus, that is, the visualization that was projected to
them: one group viewed the two algorithms with animation, the second one with
folk dance and the third one with theatre performance.

Following the screening, participants filled out a test by answering 18 questions
to test their understanding of algorithms. Two questions were multiple-choice
types, and for the rest, respondents had to write/calculate the correct answer. To
all correct answers one point was assigned. Thus, theoretically, algorithm learning
achievement scores (points) range from 0 to 18.

Statistical analysis

Our data contains information on the school performance measured by the high
school final exam mean grade, on the experience with computer sciences measured
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by the number of years of studying the subject at school, and on the learning achieve-
ment. The gender of respondent and the type of visualization are also used in the
analysis. Visualization type was recoded in two dummies, namely theatre versus an-
imation and folk dance versus animation. Animation as the most typical algorithm
visualization type is being considered the reference category for the other two types.

Descriptive statistics present the dispersion of the algorithm learning achieve-
ment scores, the minimum and maximum values and the median values.

Independent samples t-test assesses the eventual differences in the learning
achievement in men and women. Then, quantile regression measures the impact of
school performance, experience with computer sciences, gender and visualization
type upon algorithm learning achievement in different score quartiles, controlled
for the effects of the other variables. Thresholds for quantile regression are set at
25%, 50% and 75%.

Results

As a first indicator of eventual gender differences we were curious to find out the
distribution of scores in men and women.

The boxplot on Figures 1 sums up the basic distributions of learning achieve-
ment scores by gender, displaying the median, the minimum and maximum values,
the upper and lower quartile.

12 L 2 ¢ upper quartile
10 — maximum
g * median
s — minimum
lower quartile
4

0 T 1
learning achievement scores, men learning achievement scores, women

Figure |: Basic distribution of the algorithm learning achievement scores in men and women, N=288

As shown on the figure above, the achievement scores of women are slightly low-
er, the median is 11 points compared to 12 of men, and scores of women also have
a larger dispersion. However, female students were also able to reach the theoretical
maximum of 18 points.
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In the total population, learning achievement scores range from 2 to 18 points,
with a mean of 10,96 points. Independent samples t-test was performed to check
whether there were significant gender differences in the mean scores obtained on
the test.

12

10,23
10 -

t=1.93
p=0.56

men Wwoinen

Figure 2: Mean scores of algorithm learning achievement by gender, N=228

As displayed on Figure 2, the one point difference in favour of men remains
slightly above the threshold of 0,05 for significance, that is, the difference cannot be
considered significant.

As descriptive and two-variable analysis results across genders do not allow for
far-reaching conclusions with respect to the impact of gender upon computational
thinking, controlled effects of all variables are assessed. In order to identify the pre-
dictors of learning performance, adjusted to covariates, quantile regression analysis
is performed, which measures the pure impact of predictors controlling for other
effects.

Quantile regression results below show the magnitude of the alleged predictors’
impact upon learning achievement scores through parameter estimation at different
quantiles. Information on the impact of variables is provided by coefficient values.

In the lowest quartile, the most influential predictor of achievement scores is
gender (coeff.= -1,757), followed by variables related to educational background,
namely the final exam grade (coeff. = 1,494) and the experience with computer
sciences (coeff. = 0,781). Visualization type does not have a significant impact upon
achievement in this quartile. Altogether, predictors included in the analysis account
for 15,3%, 11,2% and, respectively, 11,4% of the total variance of learning achieve-
ment in the three quartiles (Pseudo R squared = 0,153, = 0,112 and = 0,114).
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Table |. Parameter estimates for the lowest quartile (0% to 25%) of the learning achievement scores

95% confidence interval

Parameter Coefficient
Lower bound Upper bound

(intercept) -2,392 -723 ,470 -8,913 4,129
High school final exam 1,494 3,327 ,001 ,609 2,379
grade
Number of years ,781 3,777 | <,001 ,373 1,188
learning computer
sciences
Visualization type: 1,434 1,672 ,096 -,257 3,125
theatre vs. animation
(ref.)
Visualization type: folk ,043 ,051 ,959 -1,605 1,691
dance vs. animation
(ref)
Gender -1,757 -2,197 ,029 -3,333 -,181

Pseudo R squared = 0,153, Mean Absolute Error = 3,3482

Table 2. Parameter estimates for the middle two quartiles (25% to 75%) of the learning achievement

scores

95% confidence interval

Parameter Coeflicient
Lower bound Upper bound

(intercept) 4,541 1,564 ,119 -1,182 10,264
High school final ,784 1,990 ,048 ,008 1,561
exam grade
Number of years ,730 4,027 <,001 373 1,088
learning computer
sciences
Visualization type: ,255 ,338 ,735 -1,229 1,739
theatre vs. animation
(ref.)
Visualization type: -1,302 -1,774 ,077 -2,748 ,145
folk dance vs.
animation (ref.)
Gender -,369 -,525 ,600 -1,752 1,015
Pseudo R squared = 0,112, Mean Absolute Error = 2,6106
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Table 3. Parameter estimates for the highest quartile (75% to 100%) of the learning achievement scores

95% confidence interval
Parameter Coefficient

Lower bound Upper bound

(intercept) 8,992 3,835 <,001 4,372 13,613
High school final exam 752 2,363 ,019 ,125 1,379
grade

Number of years ,462 3,158 ,002 174 ,751

learning computer
sciences

Visualization type: -1,098 -1,805 ,072 -2,296 ,100
theatre vs. animation

(ref.)

Visualization type: folk -2,023 -3,413 <,001 -3,190 -,855
dance vs. animation
(ref.)

Gender -,797 -1,406 ,161 -1,914 ,320

Pseudo R squared = 0,114, Mean Absolute Error = 3,2354

In the middle quartile it is only school performance and computer science ex-
perience that impact algorithm learning achievement (coeff. = 0,784 and coeff. =
0,730, respectively).

In the highest quartile, compared to the more classical animation, learning with
folk dance strongly decreases the achievement scores (coeft. = -2,023), and this im-
pact is much bigger than that of the school performance (coeff. = 0,752) and of the
experience with computer sciences (coeff. = 0,462).

Discussion

As achievement scores increase, the positive impact of the two variables related
to educational background, that of the school performance and of the experience
with computer sciences decreases. Further, being a women predicts lower achieve-
ment scores only in the lowest quartile, and having watched an algorithm visualiza-
tion with folk dance only in the highest 25% of results.

During the experiment, women did not perform significantly worse, but, when
controlled for covariates, gender has a significant negative impact in the lowest
learning achievement quartile. That is, being a woman decreases the achieved re-
sult compared to a man with same school performance, the same number years of
experience with computer sciences, and who viewed the same visualization. The
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impact of gender even surpasses that of educational background. This, however,
only happens among those students who performed worse in the algorithm learn-
ing environment. Further on, among students with higher and highest achievement,
gender plays no longer a role, women perform just as well as men, all other condi-
tions being the same.

These findings echo some evidence from recent studies on the divergent career
choice of boys and girls. Girls, especially those exposed to a higher proportion of
female peers are less likely to enrol in STEM study fields and more likely to choose
health-related studies. Here, however, parental educational attainment has a word
to say, as the career choice of girl pupils with college-educated parents is less affect-
ed by peers. More even, family role models are followed, so that girls with mothers
in STEM careers are not influenced by high school peer gender composition, but
rather by their mother’s profession, and these girls engage into STEM study fields to
similar extent as boys (Brenoe & Z6litz, 2019). This implies that more willingness to
pursue such studies and more family experience in the field results in high perfor-
mance of women, too.

Our results are relevant for education policy. The fact that gender has a high
negative impact, but only in the lowest achievement quartile suggests that those
girls who have surmounted traditional gender stereotypes have also achieved high
performance in computer sciences. Further, the gender issue in computational
thinking needs rather be addressed with targeted interventions in high schools and
university study programs that are less connected with the field.

Limitations

The paper presents the results of a study which addresses the gender effect in
understanding algorithms in male and female university students at different study
programs.

In spite of the novel findings of this study, particularly thanks to the technique
of quantile regression which allows for reliable results split by quantiles even with
a relatively restricted number of cases, there are two limitations that need to be
addressed.

First, the development process of computational thinking is hard to study with
a cross-sectional study design. Further research is needed, particularly longitudinal
studies, to better capture the dynamic path of computational thinking development
across genders.

Second, the issue of the effect of different visualization types needs to be further
explored. As the focus of this study was the gender effect in computational thinking,
the impact of visualization types remains unexplored. However, in the highest quar-
tile, this did make a difference, in the sense that compared to other visualizations,
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folk dance considerable decreased learning achievement. For computer sciences,
particularly for teaching them, the issue of visualization type’s efficiency is by no
means negligible.
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Introduction

It is a dream of every man to be educated which should be aiding oneself to
achieve his or her self-designed desires or goals. Hence, it would not be wrong to say
that education is the basic foundation of all the achievements. A good quality edu-
cation will make a person rise to the most formidable level while on the contrary if
anyone is deprived of it may lead to a steep fall in their life. Hence, every parent tries
to ensure that their child gets the best quality education available to them. Not only
with respect to individual’s achievement, education is actually having much more
implications. It ensures the relative quality of the mutual co-existence, society, re-
gion and the country as a whole. A good quality education promotes unity, healthy
co-existence, an all-inclusive society, a prosperous region and a highly formidable
country. On the other hand, the same education if it doesn’t impart the message in
a proper manner will be leading to the destruction of the unity, leading to unciv-
ilized attitude towards the society, people, civilization and the country. This ulti-
mately leads to chaos, confusion and complete failure of the nation and humanity at
large. Thus, education intentionally engages the receptive capacities of children and
others to imbue them with knowledge, skills of reasoning, values, socio-emotional
awareness and control, and social interaction, so they can grow as engaged, pro-
ductive, creative, and self-governing members of a society (Hahn & Truman, 2015).

Even from the social inclusion and exclusion point of view too, it is important
the people who constitute the social strata will be more contributing and highly
accomplished in nature when they are educated. Education has many components
other than just literatures and concepts. Among them the knowledge givers namely
the Teachers are very important component. For imparting a good and efficient ed-
ucation a teacher’s health is more equally important along with skill and motivation.
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A good health has been closely related to job satisfaction and motivation, low ab-
senteeism, and high quality of work (Said et al., 2022). It is these teachers who give
a broad understanding, help in the application of the concepts and applications of
the knowledge with respect to the field of study. Thus, a good health of the teachers
becomes an important component for imparting a good quality education in the
system.

Ayurveda, is a holistic system of medicine that emphasizes on the complete
health of the individual. Accordingly, the health is defined as the condition where
the components of the body namely Dosha (Factors that control the physiological
activities of the body), Agni (Metabolism), Dhatu (Anatomical or structural com-
ponents of the body) and Malakriya (Process of excretion) are in a normal state
along with Prasanna-Atma (Pleasant state of soul), Prasanna-indriya (Pleasant state
of specialized organs — Sensory and motor organs) and Prasanna-Manas (Pleas-
ant mind) are in the state of hemostasis. (Sushruta, 1997, p. 64). In the definition,
while emphasizing on health Ayurveda has clearly laid the importance of psycho-
logical health along with the physical health. But the psychological health is affected
by many aspects like social factors, financial factor, Work environment factor and
emotional factor. Hence, the stressor in the form of work targets, work environ-
ment, etc. leads to a condition of psychological stress which is also a notable cause
in affecting our health. The present chapter will give a theoretical idea through the
different concepts and references to enhance the psychological status of the individ-
ual through different procedures as mentioned in Ayurveda. The procedures will be
described for its benefits and its possible effect on the education system at large so as
to be useful in providing a more stress relieved, highly motivating and high-quality
education imparted by the teachers.

Theoretical framework

An important component of education is the relationship between the teacher &
the student. This relationship is the important foundation for the success of the ed-
ucation process and the system at large. It is understood that children’s interaction
with their teachers and peers in a very positive manner will influence their con-
current and long-term development namely social, academic and emotional (Chen
et al., 2020). As per the text Manusmriti a teacher is defined as the person who
imparts the knowledge of Veda (texts) right from the point of Akshara-arambha
(Alphabetical knowledge) to complete specialization by explaining the most hidden
meanings and secretive aspects of the science along with the direction on different
basic aspects of life namely food, lifestyle and morality (Vagbhata, 1986, p. 78). Fur-
ther the text also emphasizes on the teacher as the one who takes a remuneration
and imparts knowledge at a single place or in a specified area and teaches a part of
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the subject or in total. He is known as Upadhyaya (Vagbhata, 1986, p. 77). As per
Ayurveda the characteristic feature of a good teacher is described as “One who has
a profound knowledge on the subject, has profound practical experience, highly
efficient, pure or clean both physically and psychologically, highly experienced in
doing the job along with highly skilled, is in possession of all the tools and infra-
structure necessary for the performance of the work efficiently, all the Indriya (Spe-
cial organs of the body which includes 5 sensory organs, 5 motor organs and Mind)
are healthy, able to understand the nature around, able to discharge the duties ef-
ficiently, good memory regarding the field of expertise, without ego, without bias,
cool temperament, emotionally strong or stable or forgiving and highly capable to
convince others” (Agnivesha, 1995, pp. 736-737).

Similarly, the characteristic feature of a good student is also been described in
detail in the texts of Ayurveda and other philosophies. Accordingly, the student
should be highly dedicated towards study, teacher and also activities related to the
institution, has a good memory, highly skilled, capable, healthy, neat appearance
with smooth nails, glowing face, enthusiastic, follows Brahmacharya (Chastity),
emotionally stable, has a very good background of life and endowed with virtues
(Vagbhata, 1986, p. 76). With these characteristic features make the student focused
and also open to learn and imbibe the knowledge completely.

From the above references, we can see that the health of the student and the
teacher is equally important in getting the objective of education to be successful.

As per the definition of health in Ayurveda (Sushruta, 1997, p. 64)., the body and
mind are to be in healthy condition of both the student and the teacher. But due to
the altered lifestyle of ours, we are subjected to profound stress both emotionally
and psychologically. The effect of the psychological stress has by far affected our
body systems in different ways like on cardiovascular system it is both inhibitory
and stimulatory in nature. It leads to atherosclerosis, hypertension, cardiac arryth-
mias, etc. on the cardiovascular system which may lead to myocardial infaction and
death (Yaribeygi et al., 2017). Thus, it is well established that the psychological stress
has severe adverse effects on the physical aspects of the individual as well. Infact,
in many of the cases, the pathophysiological complications of disease arise from
stress and that the people who are exposed to stress like work or general stressful
environment have a greater chance for diseases both physically and psychologically
(Yaribeygi, et al., 2017).

Rationale for the review

As mentioned in the above section, stress has a considerable stress on the phys-
ical body leading to many serious conditions. But the question is how stress is in-
duced and how it is to be managed effectively. Owing to our present-day conditions
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like environmental, inflation, wars, etc. have made it impossible to avoid stress com-
pletely. Thus, it is a necessity for making us capable enough to get cope up with it
and if possible, to be relieved from it completely.

Teachers or students of today’s world have their own sets of stressors owing to
the competitive conditions. The job tension and discontentment among teachers
have resulted in a negative effect on the efficacy of school and class (Helms-Lorenz
& Maulana, 2016). With respect to students, the life events themselves are the stress-
ors which can interact with other variables like examinations, competitions, person-
ality, self-esteem, etc., can cause stress in students (Moeini et al., 2008).

Ayurveda on the other hand has many non-invasive procedures like Shirodhara,
Shiropicchu, Shirobhyanga and Shirobasti that are helpful in many psychological
and stress related conditions generally. Along with that the implementation of the
basic principles of Ayurveda and Yoga like Sadvritta (Correct lifestyle) principles
and concept of Hita Aahara (wholesome food) will lead to a enhancement of the
ability to cope up with the stressors (Rathi & Rathi, 2020). Even in adults like teach-
ers too, the procedures like Panchakarma (an invasive method of biopurification of
body) along with the non-invasive procedures and proper implementation of the
basic principles of Ayurveda will not only help in mitigating the stress induced con-
ditions but also prevent it from recurrence (Chimankar et al., 2020). Hence when
the teacher and student are healthy psychologically, there will be a better approach
and a positive development with regards to performance in class and school leading
to positive effects. Thus, it establishes a strong hypothetical view that the system of
Ayurveda will help to improve, promote and establish health leading to improved
quality of life so as to aid in the propagation of quality education.

Methodology

In the section of rationale for the review, the base for the study is highlighted.
The references that are quoted in them give a way upon which a methodology is
developed so as to understand and apply the ayurvedic principles and procedures
for achieving the benefit of improving, promote and establish health both physi-
cally and mentally. The methodology includes review of Classical Ayurvedic texts,
published scientific research articles, followed by shortlisting of the procedures and
methods that are found to be useful in achieving the objective of providing health
both physically and mentally. It also includes the research articles that are related
to Ayurvedic principles and treatment procedures as shortlisted and their relative
application scientifically. Based on the findings a theoretically viable rationale will
be concluded that can be used as a base for further observation and clinical studies.

Ayurvedic procedures namely Shirodhara (Therapeutic oil streaming on scalp),
Shirobasti (Placing of oil over scalp with a side covering), Shiropicchu (Placing of



Importance of health in imparting quality education — a review 105

oil soaked cotton piece or cloth over the bregma or mid scalp) and Shiroabhyanga
(Oil massage of head) are totally known as Murdhataila (Kasture, 1998, p. 117),
(Vagbhata, 1997, p. 134). The benefits of these procedures where is oil is being
placed or applied on the scalp when performed regularly are explained in the texts
as the one that will relieve from different Shiroroga (diseases of the head), Khal-
itya (Baldness), Palitya (greying of hair), Kesha prapatana (Hairfall), increase shi-
rakapala bala (Strengthening of the scalp by maintaining of the tone), Nidralabha
(Induce sound sleep), Sukhaprada (Provides relaxation) and many other benefits
(Agnivesha, 1998, p. 127).

The other set of procedures that are non-invasive are Abhyanga (Oil massage),
Udvartana (Powder massage) and Swedana (Sudation therapies). The Abhyanga is
to be performed daily as a part of our daily routine. It helps one to be free from Jara
(Oldage), Shrama (tiredness due to Exertion), Drishti prasadana (Improves vision),
Pushti (Nutrition), Ayu prasadana (Improves quality of life) Swapna (Improves
sleep) and Sutwak (Enhance skin health). This procedure if not to the whole body
is at least to be done on the head, ears and foot regularly (Vagbhata, 1997, p. 20).

The Udvartana (Powder massage) is said to be useful in Medapravilayana (Liqui-
tying of fat or sliming), Angasthirikarana (Stabilizes the body parts) and Twakpras-
adana (Improves skin health) (Vagbhata, 1997, p. 21).

The Swedana (Sudation therapies) is useful in reducing the Stambha (rigidity
of body parts), Gaurava (Heaviness of body parts), Sheetaghna (relieves cold) and
Swedakaraka (results in sweating) (Agnivesha, 1998, p. 424).

Among the invasive techniques, the unique procedures of Ayurveda is the
Panchakarma (5 Bio-purificatory procedures) that are useful not only to cure
some of the dreadful diseases but also to maintain health. Panchakarma involves
5 procedures namely Vamana (Therapeutic emesis), Virechana (Therapeutic pur-
gation), Asthapana Basti (Therapeutic Decoction enema), Anuvasana Basti (Ther-
apeutic Oil enema) and Nasya (Therapeutic nasal errhines) (Bhavamishra, 2022,
p. 614). These are used to cleanse the body internally from toxins that have been
accumulated due to various metabolic activities in the body and the activity is
known as Samshodhana (Chaudhari & Chavan, 2016). The significance of this
procedure is that it is useful in removing the waste products and toxins that are
generated in the body during various metabolic processes in the body (Chaudhari
& Chavan, 2016). Ayurveda have stressed on the performance of the different pro-
cedures of Panchakarma relevant to that particular season so as to maintain one’s
health (Vagbhata, 1986, pp. 155-183).

The Murdhataila that comprises of four procedures namely Shiroabhyanga, Shi-
robasti, Shiropicchu and Shirodhara. Even though all the four do have the refer-
ences in the text to produce varied benefits, the Shirodhara is said to produce an
antistress effect by modulating the secretions of neurotransmitters and hormones
in the body especially the brain (Divya, 2013).
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A study that evaluated Abhyanga with Shirodhara and Swedana on stress and
heart variability showed that the procedures were helpful in the reduction of mental
stress, improve sleep quality and cardiovascular functions (Javed et al., 2023).

The Panchakarma (an invasive method of biopurification of body) are known to
perform the action of cleansing the body from inside and is known as Samshodhana
in total (Chaudhari & Chavan, 2016). When it is followed by Yoga practices have
shown to reduce stress considerably leading to an increase in the quality of life (Ver-
ma, 2017). The significance of these procedures are that it is useful in removing the
waste products and toxins that are generated in the body during various metabolic
processes (Chaudhari & Chavan, 2016).

The above references show the benefits that the procedures provide for both psy-
chological and physical ailments. Among these the Shirodhara has been observed as
the one that induces deep relaxation from stress (Dhuri et al., 2013). Even the treat-
ments namely shirobasti, shiroabhyanga and shiropicchu along with shirodhara
also have been found to have better stress relief benefits as these treatments cause
tactile stimulation leading to relaxation of mind by promoting the release of endor-
phins (Chaudhary & Katara, 2019). Along with these treatments the adherence to
Sadvritta (Virtuous lifestyle), Yoga and meditation techniques also are required to
maintain the homeostasis of the body (Verma, 201). This will be reducing the effect
of stressors on the individual along with better ability to cope up with the same.

The primary stakeholder of education is a teacher and the student. Hence the
review is done keeping the perspective of the student and the teacher. The two form
the constituent of 2 different age group and generation level in the population. Thus,
the stressors, effects of the stressors and their implications are different from each
other. As mentioned in the earlier section, the stressor of a teacher is commonly
with respect to the job tension, job discontentment, family commitments and lia-
bilities. There may be additional stressors when the teacher assumes higher levels
of the administration and strata of the system. Whereas the student is exposed to
their own stressors as mentioned in the earlier section like examinations, competi-
tions, personality, self-esteem, etc., which are very common. But even students are
exposed to the harsh reality of life like poverty, social and environmental harshness
at times leading to still more difficult for them to cope up with. On the other hand,
Ayurveda which is having a holistic approach of treatment modalities is having
many approaches that are both invasive and non-invasive in nature. Among the
invasive techniques or procedures Panchakarma which includes 5 aspects of treat-
ment that are purificatory in nature. It is the metabolic toxins that are the major
cause of disease conditions in the body and with regular performance of Panchakar-
ma, it is removed from the body thus ensuring health.

These references that have been obtained from different available texts and re-
search experiences that are documented in the published articles. Moreover, in
the methodology it is tried to understand how better the ayurvedic principles and
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procedures that are illustrated in the references can be used for stress relief for fur-
ther observations and research studies.

Results

From the review as mentioned in the section above, it is evident that an edu-
cation without a healthy teacher is not possible to attain the desired objective. The
stressors are the main reason which may be related to various factors leading to
inability of the teacher to deliver the required knowledge and skill set to the student.
This will lead to adverse effects on the student and the whole education system at
large. Even the student is not spared from being affected by the stressors in their
own level. These when exposed loose interest in the education leading to inability
to achieve the objective of education. Thus, it is quite necessary to find an amica-
ble solution to help the vulnerable people from these stressors and enhance their
ability to get along and cope up with it. This will not only give a better capability to
the teachers and the students likewise for delivering the desired outcomes of their
said education. Ayurvedic system is useful in the management of the stress from
time immemorial through its treatment modalities. Its non-invasive methods are
safer and highly appreciated for the benefits over the years both in India and abroad
alike. Its relaxation methods when performed along with dietary modifications, life-
style modifications and Yoga have shown to be more delivering in providing the
much needed relaxation along with enhancement of the ability to cope up with the
stressors.

Discussion

Stressors have been around each and every individual including the teachers
and students alike that have affected the psychological and physical well-being. This
have also resulted in the inability of the teachers to deliver proper education along
with loss of interest and focus of students to take the benefits of education. The
implications are so much that it has led to many studies so as to analyze and under-
stand the way to overcome it. It is to be observed that an approach is necessary for
having the individual healthy both physically and mentally so as to cope up with
the stressors and also deliver the desired outcomes of education. This is possible
with proper modification of the food and lifestyle along with certain treatment mo-
dalities of Ayurveda Yoga. Ayurveda, being a holistic Indian system of medicine is
traditionally practiced in India for catering various ailments. Its procedures like the
Panchakarma, Abhyanga, Swedana, Shirodhara, Shiroabhyanga, Shirapicchu and
Shirobasti is renowned worldwide. These treatments have shown to have utmost
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benefits in both physical and psychological conditions. This is also reflected in the
review as mentioned in the relevant sections. The improvement of the teacher and
the student with respect to the ability of coping up with stressors will lead to better
perception and execution of educational objectives which are necessary to shape
the student for further challenges to come. Ayurvedic treatments and concepts will
surely be the better choice for having utmost productivity and help them increase in
their ability to achieve their desired objectives.

Conclusion

Finally, to conclude, stressors are the part of modern life which have made the
individual of all age groups vulnerable to its adverse effects. These effects are both
psychological and physical leading to more diseases and absenteeism due to loss
of health. Ayurveda is surely a ray of hope that can help the individual to cope up
with stress along with the much-needed relaxation. This will be able to increase the
productivity of the individual and aid them to achieve the objectives of any work
including education. The present review is based on various scientific papers and
references from classical texts of Ayurveda that are mentioned in them which are
useful in the management of psychological conditions like stress, loss of sleep, etc.
along with physical conditions in general. Thus, a detailed clinical study would be
helpful in ascertaining the different conclusions of this study in areas that differ
from Indian subcontinent as it would not be much necessary in India as Ayurveda
is being practiced since time immemorial giving out these benefits.
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Introduction

All people in the world want to be happy. This is a natural human need. The orig-
inal understanding of happiness in science was limited to its definition as a prosper-
ous life, i.e., a life under the care of the gods. Another understanding of happiness,
already known in ancient Greece, was thinking about it as pleasure experienced
continuously and constantly. In eastern philosophical teachings, happiness is nirva-
na - eternal happiness.

Happiness has been and still is the goal and desire of every human being. It lies
in the nature of humanity. However, philosophers throughout history have differed
significantly in their understanding of what this goal consists of. For Plato, it was the
knowledge of ideas, especially Beauty and Goodness. For Aristotle, it was fulfilling
the function assigned by rational human nature, including walking the path of the
“golden mean” For others, it was Stoic peace or opening up to God - especially in
the Middle Ages. What was common to all concepts of happiness was the belief that
it leads to moral, rational, and willpower-based life (Dalke et al., 2013).

There are many factors that make it difficult for a person to achieve happiness.
One of them is living in a hurry. A person falls into this trap if they want to possess
too much. Often, they start to consume and do not notice that they are consuming
instead of living. They lack time for themselves and their loved ones. It is difficult for
them to nurture friendships and family relationships. However, when they reflect
on the situation, they realize that to find inner balance, they must make room for
things that are truly important to them. This can only be achieved by eliminating
from life what is unnecessary and thus returning to the path towards happiness.
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Feeling happy often gives energy and increases a person’s level of activity. It also
strengthens their immune system, improves physical and mental health. At the same
time, it causes an increase in a person’s involvement in work, improves self-esteem,
and interpersonal relationships (Czapinski, 2015).

J. Czapinski emphasizes: “Happiness is described as subjectively perceived or ex-
perienced prosperity, good state of one’ life, and therefore the term mental well-being
often appears as a synonym for happiness.” (Czapinski, 2015, pp. 246-248; por. takze
Wrtodarczyk, 2014.)

It is impossible to indicate the only good, correct and universally recognized
definition of happiness. Many psychologists, however, consider it as an expression
synonymous with the term psychological well-being. This shows a narrowing par-
adigmatic approach to this topic in the field of social sciences. Mental well-being
can be defined, among others, as the effect of a cognitive and emotional assessment
of one’s own life. It consists of a high level of fulfillment and life satisfaction. We
notice and experience it when positive experiences and pleasant emotions prevail
in our environment. There is also a low level of negative experiences and moods
(Kasperek-Golimowska, 2012, p. 183).

E. Diener (2000, p. 35), a researcher of this issue, proposes a way of analyz-
ing mental well-being by treating it as a subjective variable. This forces the need
to consider individual preferences and criteria. According to him, well-being can
be defined as the commonly used concept of “happiness”. The researcher proposed
a three-factor structure of subjective well-being, including three components. The
first two are the affective components: positive (e.g., joy, pride) and negative (e.g.,
jealousy, guilt), while the third is the cognitive component (e.g. work, family (Pilar-
ska, 2012, p. 92). According to her, the cognitive elements of psychological well-be-
ing create a construct known as life satisfaction.

The main certainties of psychological well-being are: health, supportive spouses
and children. The influence of these factors on the sense of psychological well-being
has long been of interest to researchers in the field of social sciences. Researchers
claim that maintaining social relationships, while satisfying the natural need to be-
long, also contributes to an increase in the level of psychological well-being and
correlates negatively with feelings of anxiety, jealousy, loneliness and guilt (Jach,
2012, p. 63). Marriage, as researchers point out, contributes to an increase in mental
well-being. Thanks to it, individuals have a chance to fulfill certain social roles, e.g.,
the role of wife, husband and parent. In turn, these roles require responsibility from
them, which is the reason for the increase in self-esteem and their own perception
of themselves. People living in permanent, formalized relationships are less likely to
feel lonely. Proximity is one of the most important factors that increase the sense of
satisfaction with one’s own life (Babiarz, 2013, p. 33). Divorced, separated and single
people are more likely to experience depression. Also, relationships with friends, the
possibility of confiding in them, trust in them, increase the sense of psychological
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well-being. Having friends helps you deal with a crisis and stressful situations. Con-
tact with parents and siblings is also important (Jach, op. cit., p. 63).

As described by the ancients, the feeling of happiness has an important source in
balance, the so-called balance. golden middle. Due to the fact that family and work
are among the main human environments and experiences, the balance between
them is extremely important for a sense of happiness and well-being. The subject of
work-life balance is becoming more and more popular among scientists. Since the
mid-twentieth century, research has been carried out to identify the factors disturb-
ing the harmonious relations between these spheres of human life. Researchers are
also interested in identifying the negative consequences of the rift between them.
Based on the results of this research, various organizations undertake to develop
solutions to help people reconcile family and professional responsibilities.

Over the last few decades, a gradual change in the way of understanding the con-
cept of work-life balance can be observed. Initially, the work-life balance was identi-
fied by researchers only with the absence of conflict between professional work and
the demands of family life. Today, this concept is understood in a much broader
sense. Work and family conflict. It was first defined by R. L. Kahn and his colleagues
(Kahn et al., 1964) in 1964. They found that it occurs when the demands of work
and family are to some extent incompatible. Other researchers of this issue, J.H.
Greenhaus and N.J. Beutell (2006), recognized that this conflict occurs when the
requirements imposed on a person in one of these areas adversely affect his ability
to meet the requirements of the other area.

The work-family conflict is bidirectional. On the one hand, we can talk about
the negative impact of work on the family (work-family conflict), and on the other
hand, unfavorable influence of the family on work (family-work conflict). R.G. Ne-
temeyer and his colleagues presented an analysis of these types of conflict in their
research. In their view, “work-family conflict is a type of role conflict that occurs when
the demands and pressures of work affect an employee’s ability to fulfill family respon-
sibilities. Family-work conflict, on the other hand, is a conflict of roles in which the
demands of family life negatively affect the employee’s ability to fulfill his or her profes-
sional responsibilities” (Netemeyer et al., 2004). These two types of conflict are not
mutually exclusive, which means that a person can experience them simultaneously.

It is obvious that if this conflict exists in family life, it affects all family members.
It causes various types of disorders in children and adolescents. As in the sphere of
behavior, so also in the psychological sphere. In the literature, the term “disorder”
is used mainly by psychiatrists, psychologists, pedagogues or sociologists, usually
in the context of analyzing the problems posed by children and adolescents in the
conditions of school and various educational institutions (Urban, 2000, p. 16). Defi-
nitely more such situations occur after the pandemic. This period was characterized
by the disturbance of this balance even in homes where it was very much cared for.
The situation required people to work remotely from home. The world of family and
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professional life, along with the space of these spheres, have completely mixed up. It
is obvious that this must have caused certain repercussions and costs. As a therapist
with many years of experience, I notice the intensification of this phenomenon. In
my office, I meet these cases and diagnose their causes.

Conduct disorders are among the most common childhood disorders. They at-
fect 5-10% of the youngest patients and about 25% of adolescents (APA, 1994).
They are one of the most invariable and difficult to treat disorders of childhood
and adolescence. Research shows that the average age at which they become visible
is 11-12 years. They are present in both adolescence and adulthood (Kotakowski,
2018). This means that without decisive and systematic therapeutic action, and on
many levels, the problem will not go away on its own. Therefore, parents, noticing
the child’s problem, seek therapeutic help. The reason for most of the behavioral
disorders observed by me in the clinic is the lack of time for the child and lack of
attention to matters important to the child. Therefore, the child wades into various
risky behaviors, somehow trying to attract the attention of the parents.

The most common behavioral disorders in children and adolescents that I deal
with in the therapy office, and which are caused by the lack of balance between fam-
ily and professional life, include:

Fraud and theft

These are difficult and shameful behaviours for parents, as they often have legal
consequences. These behaviours often include:
 Dbreaking into homes, apartments, cars;

« lying to obtain property, money, recognition;
o stealing items of high value.

The most common behaviours are petty thefts in stores. It’s like checking if they
can get away with it or if they’ll be punished. If they succeed, they go for more ex-
pensive items. Stores don’t report minor thefts, as they are considered low harmful-
ness. Children caught in the act are educated, sometimes threatened and released.
Such children do not suffer any consequences. However, if they steal something
more expensive, the situation changes. Parents are informed. The same applies to
lies. At first, it starts with small matters, rationally justified stories, and then turns
into more serious matters. It often concerns not going to school. Over time, it turns
into permanently avoiding it. The child leaves the house every morning and takes
a second breakfast with them. In such situations, parents feel completely helpless.
They do not understand their children’s behaviour and cannot find the cause. Re-
cently, this is often combined with a lack of time for the child. Work takes up much
more time. The child tries to draw attention to themselves. At first, they do it in
a mild way, hoping that someone will notice. Later, they do it drastically, knowing
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that if they have legal problems, they will be forced to focus on them. This is not
a mature behaviour. The child thinks in infantile categories. However, it should be
remembered that they cannot do otherwise.

Aggressive behaviours

The second most common type of behavioural disorder I encounter in my prac-
tice in the context of work-family imbalance is manifested in the following ways:

« aggression towards people and animals: frequent bullying, threatening and hu-
miliating them;

« frequent initiation of fights;

o cruel behavior towards other people and animals;

o theft in the presence of the victim, extortion of money;

« forcing others into sexual activities.

Aggressive situations initially start in the form of verbal aggression. A previously
polite and kind child turns into an arrogant and very rude one. Almost all parents do
not notice when their children cross this thin line. They react only when the situation
completely gets out of control. Something spectacular has to happen that makes them
seek help for themselves and their child. Often, there are serious complaints from
school or even police reports due to bullying and insulting classmates or teachers.
Many of these cases take place online, on forums. Not everything is quickly revealed.
Only breaking the silence can help both the victims and the perpetrators. Parents of-
ten feel that their child is capable of such behaviour. However, when they have to bear
the consequences of their child’s actions, they are shocked by their behaviour.

Undermining norms and rules, breaking regulations,
norms, and laws

The third most common type of behavioural disorder is associated with serious

consequences. Examples include serious violations of rules, such as:

« returning home late by children under 13 years of age, despite their parents’
prohibition;

« running away from home for an extended period of time;

 frequent truancy before the age of 13 or completely dropping out of school;

o partying with significantly older adults in adult clubs;

 providing sexual services in exchange for material benefits;

+ so-called cohabitation with adult partners. The manifestations of these disor-
ders are spectacular from the outset. They cannot be rationalized, and the child
cannot come up with a colourful story to explain and justify their behaviour.
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Essentially, when parents observe this behaviour, they must take immediate ac-
tion. Delaying in this case only worsens the child’s condition and reinforces their
behaviour. Working with a child who has been stuck in this disorder for a long
time is very difficult. Essentially, it is not about drawing attention to themselves.
They are already building their own reality, in a way cutting themselves off from
their parents. They regard their parents’ behaviour as bad or hypocritical. It is
difficult to establish a relationship with them. They seem cold and calculating.
They do not listen to arguments, and it is difficult to talk to them.

Excessive phone/Internet use

This is the fourth and often occurring behavioural disorder. It is also one of the
signs of the times. Often, it turns into addiction. Phoneholism is another word for
addiction to mobile phones. It is a new phenomenon, but its mechanism is similar
to other types of addiction such as drug addiction and alcoholism. The pandemic
has only strengthened this phenomenon, as well as the abuse of the Internet. When
people couldn’t go out and meet, the Internet became the only place for social con-
tact. Children easily became addicted to this form of behaviour. Several types of this
addiction have been noticed:
 Internet sociomania - excessive use/addiction to social media, shaping one’s im-

age on the network, e.g. Instagram;

» Internet erotomania - related to online pornography, both consumption and ac-
tive participation in it;

» addiction to online and gambling games - related to playing poker, playing
games on platforms;

 information overload - some people have a constant need for information.

Recently, this disorder has become the most common one that parents seek help
for in counselling centres. Signs of children’s abuse of cell phones and the Internet
are becoming very common. Parents feel helpless as children resist attempts to take
away these tools. Until recently, they were also used in education. During the pan-
demic, education was conducted through them, and social contacts too. The time
spent online has significantly increased. That is why so many children now have
problems with these abuses. Basically, there are only two ways to help in this situ-
ation. The first, when addiction is not yet involved, is to give the child something
attractive instead. By that, I mean developing their interests and increasing par-
ents’ involvement in the child’s life. Strengthening intra-family relationships. In the
second, only the same approach as with any addiction can be implemented. Only
therapy and strong detoxification measures will help.

The second very important group of problematic behaviours in the context of
the lack of balance between professional and family life are mental health disorders.
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During the pandemic, many studies were conducted on the risks to physical and
mental health during the COVID-19 infection. The collective quarantine recom-
mended by WHO to slow the spread of the epidemic has brought many conse-
quences regarding mental health and social relations (Sokoéi-Szawtowska, 2021).
Several psychological studies indicate that prolonged stressful situations are very
unfavourable for health and lead to long-term negative consequences. The prob-
lem observed among Polish youth has a global dimension. Identical problems are
presented by researchers from all over the world (Motodecka, 2020). The UNICEF
report on the condition of young people during the pandemic describes in detail
the areas of mental health in which they have serious problems: 27% of people feel
anxious, 15% — depression in the last seven days; 46% of people feel less motivated
to engage in activities they usually like, and 35% of people feel less motivated to
perform regular duties (UNICEF). In view of the situation, therapeutic counselling
centres are experiencing a huge influx of people in need of support. Basically, most
of them notice the inability to immediately accept all those in need. Waiting times
are quite distant. In my practice, I also feel increasingly intensifying problems in this
area. The most common mental health disorders in children and adolescents that
I deal with in my therapeutic office, caused by a lack of balance between family and
professional life, include:

Feeling of internal tension

It manifests itself as a feeling of anxiety. Anxiety is a sensation that is difficult
to define unequivocally. Inner anxiety can be felt generally, without a specific lo-
cation of the discomfort. You can also experience this problem in a specific part
of the body. Adolescents often describe it as a feeling of inner anxiety in the chest
or a feeling of inner anxiety in the abdominal area. However, it also occurs in the
form of sweating, dizziness, rapid heartbeat, combined with attention and con-
centration disorders and irritability. Often, these disorders are accompanied by
anxiety — almost constant, with a constant intensity, undefined - it is difficult to
indicate the cause or object of such anxiety. The child repeats: “I don't know what
I'm afraid of” This may not be very worrying for parents until it intensifies or be-
comes a permanent state. It leads to reluctance in social contacts and reluctance
to leave one’s own room. It becomes the foundation of disorders described below.
Parents seek help only when the child has difficulties that persist for almost a year.
Earlier, they seem to think they can handle it themselves. This is a condition that,
when caught early, prevents further, much more difficult states of mental health
disorders.
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A sense of worthlessness

It manifests itself in excessive self-blame, even for events and circumstances
that are beyond one’s control (e.g., conflicts between parents, misunderstandings in
class, friends feeling unwell). The child believes that they are the cause of all the evil
surrounding them. They lose their sense of self-worth and respect to such an extent
that they cannot look at their reflection in the mirror. They often repeat: “disappoint
everyone around them,” “it would be better if I had never been born,” “why am I in
this world” A young person in this state always looks pessimistically into the fu-
ture, with a sense of conviction that their actions, even if they could take them, are
predetermined and doomed to failure. Nothing good can happen, in their opinion.

What is particularly worrying, and has intensified after the pandemic, is the lack
of sense that children articulate. They don’t see the point in many actions:
 planning, because the epidemic will interfere with it anyway.

» dreaming, because it won't work out anyway. The future and time are unpredict-
able due to the epidemic.

 building relationships, because we will all die anyway. It is better not to get at-
tached, as it will end in suffering.

This state initially greatly worries parents. However, over time, they become ac-
customed to it and trivialize it, considering it a whim of the child. It rarely becomes
the basis for a quick reaction. Only when the child joins their words with a narrative
of suicidal thoughts do they react immediately.

Sleep problems

Insomnia is a condition that affects children of all ages. Sometimes it is tempo-
rary, caused by a single situation, other times it is chronic and then leads to serious
developmental and mental disorders. That is why it is so important to quickly diag-
nose the problem and take appropriate measures. Otherwise, it causes unpleasant
consequences that are felt not only by the child but the whole family. This problem
affects up to 25 to 60% of children and young people. Sleep disturbances can lead
to problems in cognitive, emotional, social, and biological functioning. Insomnia
in children and adolescents manifests itself through difficulties in falling asleep and
maintaining sleep continuity, waking up too early, resistance to going to bed, or
problems with falling asleep. These occur at least three times a week. They result
in fatigue, mood swings, irritability, problems with concentration, attention, and
memory, and daytime sleepiness. During the pandemic, these disorders intensified.
It was related to the lack of work hygiene and the merging of the home and work/
school spaces. Children spent a lot of time in front of the computer, didn’t do their
daily hygiene routines, had no daily schedule. They stayed up late and woke up very
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late. All of this affected their home rhythm, resulting in a lack of sleep. The influence
of light from cell phone displays on children’s eyes and their stimulation is also not
insignificant. In addition, there were problems Additionally, there are co-depressive
problems. They also cause excitement and are the cause of sleep problems. Another
problem in this category is very long sleep, over 8-9 hours, which does not provide
rest. In their free time, children sleep for 12-15 hours. However, they cannot be
awakened, and when they are, they are still sleepy and unrested. Prolonged states
like this lead to very serious physical health problems in young people. Parents usu-
ally do not associate this with mental health problems.

Hypersensitivity to criticism

This manifests as an excessive reaction to comments. The child responds with
despair or great anger even when a comment is made to them in a very delicate
way or concerns a trivial matter. Generally, the child’s reaction is not proportionate
to the situation. The child often bursts into tears, despair, frustration, or screams.
Arguments are irrelevant in this case, as the reactions are very emotional. Parents
describing the situation often say: “I don’t recognize my child, they react so dra-
matically”, “I can’t handle her reactions, I just asked how her day went”, “such an
emotional outburst, as if the world was ending. I just asked my son about his visit
to the doctor”

The problems in this category have consequences in two important aspects of
family life. The first is intra-family communication. Parents stop understanding
their children, and it becomes difficult to communicate with them. Argumentation
in conversation ceases to have any meaning. Emotions are so strong that they prefer
to withdraw. The second aspect is in relationships. Many parents often say that they
begin to fear their children’s emotional outbursts. Therefore, they withdraw from
initiating and maintaining relationships. In essence, they are happy to sit in their
room and not start a conversation. Of course, this situation does not bring anything
good for the entire family system.

Depressive sadness

Sadness as a feeling is not a bad thing in a child’s life. Many researchers even con-
sider it necessary for the development of a young person. However, not all sadness
is good, especially depressive sadness. It can sometimes be difficult to differentiate
between the two. It manifests, for example, in the way that when previous pleasures
and events no longer bring joy to the child. Basically, the pool of things that make
the child happy significantly narrows or disappears. Parents try to make the child



120 Sabina Zalewska

happy, but they don’t react. They behave as if they were numb, indifferent to the
world around them, and don't take pleasure from it. Observations show that this
usually affects children who are only children or who have much older siblings.

The disturbance of depressive sadness in children and adolescents has deepened
after the pandemic. It is often related to a lack of sense in life and a lack of sense in
actions taken in life. This is a circumstantial depressive state. It should worry par-
ents and draw their attention and cause concern.

Withdrawal from contacts

This disorder manifests as a withdrawal from social, class, school life, and sig-
nificant reduction in contact with peers. The pandemic has certainly contributed
significantly to this type of behaviour. However, every person is a social being. They
need contact with others. Voluntary resignation from such contacts should cause
parents’ concern. It is not always a sign of mental health disorders. Sometimes, the
source of the problem lies in social problems, such as a lack of acceptance in the
peer group or bullying.

Withdrawing from contacts raises parental attention when it leads to isolation.
And isolation is an undesirable state. Isolation destroys a child, carries an element of
destruction and developmental breakdown, as it focuses on lack and need. It is a lack
of emotional bonds, close contact with another person, which threatens the needs
for recognition and security. Parents are often more vigilant in such cases. Isolating
a child is associated with depression, and even if it is not depression, the proverbial
“red light” goes on for them. This is a very important signal. It is worth taking an inter-
est in this matter at a stage that is not as destructive as a disease (depression).

Suicidal thoughts

These include contemplating and fantasizing about taking one’s own life. Suicid-
al tendencies also appear, that is, planning or preparing for suicide, and in extreme
cases — suicide attempts, i.e., taking direct actions aimed at taking one’s own life.

The scale and degree of mental health problems among teenagers in Europe are
alarming. Suicide is the second most common cause of death among young people
in Europe. More children aged 15 to 19 die only as a result of road accidents (WHO,
2022). Police data for 2021 show a sharp increase in suicidal behaviour among
young people. In 2021, 1496 children and teenagers under the age of 18 attempted
suicide, and as many as 127 of these attempts resulted in death. This represents an
increase of 77% in suicidal behaviour and 19% in suicidal deaths compared to 2020
(Raport: Zachowania samobojcze wsrod dzieci i mlodziezy, 2012-2021).
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When parents hear about suicidal thoughts from their children, they often:
 try to trivialize it by saying: “the world is so beautiful”, “others have it worse”,

“you’re making it up, and I work so hard to give you everything” These attempts

to deny or mitigate the situation bring completely opposite results. The child

convinces himself that the parent will not support him, does not understand
him, and will not listen to him about these thoughts next time. And yet, talking
about something like this is a great proof of trust on the part of the child.

An adult should appreciate that, instead they:
 focus more on themselves than on the child. They ask themselves questions like

“what did I do wrong”, “where did I make a mistake”, “at what point did I not no-

tice the problem.” This does not help the child. Instead of helping their child and

focusing on them, the parent shifts their focus to their parenting skills.

In this undoubtedly difficult situation, the most important thing is the child’s
well-being, and they should be at the centre of attention. Suicidal thoughts are often
associated with adolescence and often appear during this period. However, they
pose a much greater threat today than they used to. The current generation is much
less capable of handling emotions and feelings. Especially after the pandemic, there
has been an increase in such behavior. That is why it is so important not to trivialize
these issues. Even if it turns out that the child will not go further or does not have
a plan, it is still better to be cautious. It is better to make a mistake in this regard than
not to prevent a tragedy that could happen.

Self-harming behaviours

These disorders include recently observed behaviours such as self-harm (delib-
erate damage to one’s own body through cutting with sharp objects, burning with
a lighter or cigarette, scratching, biting, and alike), deliberately causing oneself pain,
excessive use of medication to “poison oneself” (but not to take ones life), compul-
sive overeating, bulimia, and anorexia. Children usually harm their bodies most
often by cutting their hands or wrists, but cuts on thighs or breasts can also occur.
Some of them do it so that no one notices, while others want it to be noticed. In
warm weather, they wear long sleeves and pants, which should often alert adults.
They aim to relieve tension or emotions that they cannot cope with. Such actions
give relief, but only for a moment. It passes, and each time it passes faster. Young
people become addicted to this feeling of relief over time. Their need for this feeling
increases, and children must use self-harm more and more often to feel better. This,
in turn, threatens their health and even their lives. It is also not an effective way to
cope with problems.

When I ask why they behave this way, they say that during the act of self-harm,
they are in a “state of feeling themselves” They emphasize that there are so many
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thoughts and emotions in them, they feel lost, and that this violence against them-
selves is a way to “come down to earth” Children emphasize that they begin to “feel
their bodies” and “physical pain is easier for them to bear;” which makes them forget
about their emotional problems for a while.

Depression and depressive thoughts

It is estimated that up to 65% of young people suffer from depression, and 25%
should be treated for it (Dymowska & Nowicka-Sauer, 2015). The causes of depres-
sion in adolescence include an atypical reaction to the development and maturation
of the body, as well as a response to stress factors. The number of people suffering
from depression increases every year. Researchers are beginning to call this disease
a civilization disease. At the same time, mental disorders are becoming a serious
challenge for the world. Depression is a disease that affects everyone, regardless
of age, and its causes are very diverse. Researchers note that the disease can even
develop in very young children. In the group of diagnosed patients, 3% concern
pre-schoolers and toddlers aged 2 to 3 years. Unlike in adults, the disease in chil-
dren has a characteristic course, as it most often occurs with anxiety disorders (Fo-
rum Przeciw Depresji, 2022).

Children and adolescents affected by this disease often repeat phrases such as
“everything is pointless” and “nothing will work for me anyway” This is also man-
ifested in low self-esteem: “I am hopeless, worse, unattractive, stupid.” Irrational-
ly pessimistic evaluations of reality, one’s own abilities, and the future also appear.
Awareness of the disease is increasing. Parents don’t always notice it in their child’s
behaviour. They don’t know how to deal with it themselves. That’s why it’s so impor-
tant to seek professional help. The situation of Polish children and thus Polish fam-
ilies is not easy. Especially after the pandemic, a tragic picture of mental health has
emerged. The Ombudsman for Childrens Rights Report from 2021 clearly shows
the emotional reality of Polish children. Every seventh child in Poland feels dissatis-
fied with their life to the extent that it threatens their mental health. Older girls and
young people from large cities have worse well-being. Half of young people do not
accept themselves. Primary school students gave alarming answers in areas related
to self-esteem - every tenth child evaluates themselves very critically, 17 percent
often or always feel sad, and 12 percent feel lonely in the second grade of primary
school. It is very worrying that 12 percent of sixth grade primary school students
do not feel satisfied with their lives, and 11 percent rarely or never have fun. Almost
one third, 32 percent, consider symptoms of such poor well-being as at least fre-
quent, that they did not feel like doing anything, and 29 percent feel sad. As many
as 27 percent often or always feel fed up. One quarter of younger teenagers (26 per-
cent) often want to change something about their body, and one fifth (19 percent)
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worry about their appearance. A similar percentage of students — 18 percent — are
not satisfied with themselves, with girls being much more critical of their self-as-
sessment (Raport Rzecznika Praw Dziecka, 2022).

Given so many problems related to behaviour and mental health, it is worth con-
sidering maintaining a balance between family and work life. Mindfulness in family
life is very important. Only a strong and empathetic parent can help their child.
That’s why it’s so important for their head not to be “stuck” only in work matters. It
is important to be a sensitive parent to their child’s issues and changes in behaviour.
In this way, they will avoid many difficult situations that affect the life and health of
the child and thus the whole family.
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