
MENTAL WELLNESS

After some of the world’s toughest and longest-lasting pandemic restrictions, Hong Kong 
schools recognise the need to address students’ mental health, writes Jolene Otremba

There is no doubt that the pandemic has had a pro-
nounced impact on the mental well-being of students. 
For this reason, pastoral care and well-being have 
become key priorities at many of the city's schools.

“The impact of Covid-19 on students in Hong Kong 
has been far-reaching, affecting many aspects of their 
lives. One of the most significant impacts has been  
on students’ mental health,” says Tracey Chitty,  
safeguarding and well-being adviser, student support 
services at the English Schools Foundation (ESF). 

“The pandemic has caused a great deal of stress, 
anxiety and uncertainty for students.”

Like millions of children around the world, Hong 
Kong students have lived through extended school 
closures, changes in social norms, and up until very 
recently, prolonged mask wearing.

According to Unicef, at least one in seven children 
worldwide have been forced to remain at home under 
countrywide public health orders or recommendations, 
and more than 330 million youngsters have been stuck at 
home for at least nine months up to March 2021. The UN 
has said this has subsequently driven a rise in anxiety, 
depression and developmental delays, among a range of 
other health concerns.

Ominously, international experts say that we are only 
now beginning to scratch the surface of the effects the 
pandemic and associated restrictions had on children.

“In many ways the wider effects of the pandemic and 
nationwide lockdowns on children and young people 
have been greater than the Covid-19 infection itself,” says 
expert researcher, Jessica Morris, a researcher at the 
Nuffield Trust, an independent health think tank, in an 
article in the British Medical Journal in 2022.

In Hong Kong, educators agree that they are grappling 
with the fallout.

“I think we are still trying to understand the impact of 
Covid-19 on students,” says My Thanh Mac, head of 
upper school guidance at the Canadian International 
School of Hong Kong (CDNIS). “Anecdotally, it is clear 
that students’ maturity has been delayed after several 
years of a lack of routine and structure that schools would 
usually provide. Social skills have been impacted.”

And she is not alone to express this view.
“Social interaction has changed,” adds Ryan Copley, 

acting vice-principal of Renaissance College Hong Kong 
(RCHK). “There’s a lot more emphasis now on comput-
ers, and students are attached to their devices more than 
maybe they were previously, since the computer was 
their window to the rest of the world during that time.” 

Aside from learning impairments and developmental 
delays, emotional well-being has suffered. A survey 
conducted in 2022 by an NGO, Baptist Oi Kwan Social 
Service, showed that of the 1,192 secondary school 
students surveyed, a whopping 48 per cent expressed 
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symptoms of depression, with 36 per cent displaying 
moderate to severe signs of depression, while 51 per cent 
exhibited symptoms of anxiety. When asked the causes, 
respondents replied that what upset them the most was 
variously, the pandemic, their education and the state of 
society today.

While this paints a glum picture, most educators are 
optimistic that having a strong support system in place at 
schools could go a long way to remedying the situation. 
Furthermore, My points out that it’s not only Covid-19 
that has brought students’ stresses to the fore. Hong 
Kong’s academic culture and climate are also impetus for 
schools to focus on well-being.

“I do feel strongly that in a climate like Hong Kong’s 
where students are often pushed to academically excel, 
there is a need to constantly remind them that they have 
to be well to do well,” she continues.

So, what does well-being mean for students?
Overall, the schools agree that well-being isn’t 

something that a school has to “do” to a child, but instead 
should be integral and wholistic, encompassing all the 
students’ experiences from their relationships to 
activities to their learning and assessments. The school’s 
role in all this is to create an environment that supports 
students to thrive.

“There needs to be layers of support which allow that 
scaffolding around the pupil at different stages of their 
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development,” explains Tom Hicks, principal deputy 
head of pastoral and well-being at Harrow International 
School, Hong Kong. “We know that child development 
isn’t linear and they’re going to have ups and downs and 
bumps in the road, and so we have to make sure that 
there’s a range of people all the way along that journey to 
walk alongside them, support them, to pick them up and 
to challenge them.”

He emphasised that that was certainly not the role of 
one person or one department specifically, but instead is 
the responsibility of the entire school. From the teachers 
and support staff, to the lunch lady and even the school 
bus driver, everyone plays a part.

“As the children develop their own independence and 
resilience, they’ve got champions all the way, and that’s 
what we mean by a culture of pastoral care,” Hicks says.

The importance of that support cannot be  
understated. Numerous studies show that student 
well-being and achievement are underscored by 
wellness, and their emotional and physical state has a 
significant impact on their academic performance.

“When students feel supported, safe and happy, they 
are more likely to engage in their studies and perform 
better,” reaffirms ESF’s Chitty.

In that respect, schools today are mindful that 
creating a caring environment is paramount. While each 
school might do things their own way, pastoral care 
involves key components and building blocks, the 
experts say. These include building a community, 
creating values, nurturing a culture of support, offering 
support through academics and using the help of 
technology to track wellness.

To this end, well-being should be overseen and 
supported by professionals who can address the social, 
emotional and academic needs of students. This could 
include guidance counsellors, social workers and 
learning support specialists, among others.

“The saying that it takes a village to raise a child 
couldn’t be more true. At RCHK, we don’t like the idea 
that you can pass a well-being problem to somebody else 
because it’s not your expertise or your field,” says Copley. 

So what schools can do is build teams around their 
needs, advised Hicks. At Harrow Hong Kong, for 
example, its team of support staff includes 24-hour 
nursing care, a host of professional guidance counsellors 
and well-being specialists to cater for its day and 
boarding students. 

Another important element is reinforcing values 
throughout the school.

Copley explained that at RCHK, its “Heart of RCHK” 
model is embedded into its core curriculum from Year 1 
all the way to Year 13. The model recognises five roots to 
well-being – health, appreciation, sense of accomplish-
ment, relationships and environment. The school focuses 
on five strategies to foster these: character strengths, 
mindfulness, mindset, resilience and positive emotions.

“It’s not just a poster that we stick on a wall and forget 
about it, we live it and make sure that it’s part of our 
identity,” Copley says.

In a similar vein, Harrow Hong Kong also drills their 
“Harrow Values” of honour, courage, fellowship and 
humility, adding a social vision statement that the school 
should be a caring and respectful community where 
everyone thrives.

“And that’s really crucial as those statements are 
absolutely central and guides our community … so by 
giving them a framework, there’s a value structure,”  
adds Hicks.

Driving home these values and creating a well-being 
culture has to be done in a systematic way.

“Schools can use tiered systems of support to 
recognise that that first layer of support is proactive and 
preventive in nature,” My says. “And this should take the 
form of the curriculum.”

My points to a growing body of research that suggests 
that a social and emotional learning (SEL) curriculum 
needs to be a core component of education. Included in 
the curriculum should be topics such as self-awareness, 
decision-making and emotional regulation.

“These skills are just as important as the knowledge 
students learn in classrooms,” My adds.

Vice-principal of primary (well-being) at RCHK, Dr 
Stephanie Howdle-Lang, agrees, explaining how its “Heart 
of RCHK” programme is deeply embedded in every unit 
and topic that the school covers and that everything is 
linked back to pillars that support students. “Our approach 
is to embed well-being throughout the school, we consider 
it in all decisions we take, too” she says.

On top of a professional guidance team, the school 
uses systems that help students to feel part of smaller 
groups like houses. Then it introduces opportunities for 
them to develop skills of listening and representing 
others through peer mentors, student councils and so on. 
Even their primary school is now developing a training 
programme for “Playground Ambassadors” to promote 
peaceful and friendly playtimes. 

“We want every student to feel known, so we make 
sure that as well as class teachers, we have other adults 
who can form relationships with the children, such as 
counsellors, emotional literacy support assistants and 
educational assistants,” she explained. 

Not everybody has the facilities and capabilities to do 
it all, but it should always be a goal, says Copley.

 “Academics and well-being really go hand in hand. 
The minute you disregard it in favour of academics, it will 
cause bigger problems down the line.”

We know that child 
development isn’t linear and 
they’re going to have ups and 
downs and bumps in the road, 
and so we have to make sure 
that there’s a range of people 
all the way along that journey 
to walk alongside them
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With the aim of educating the whole child, there is time in 
the curriculum to teach each age group the essentials of social-
emotional learning and physical fitness, so they understand who 
they are and can better deal with the changes and challenges that 
face kids growing up in Hong Kong. 

In planning these classes and activities, the school is guided by 
the broad National Health Education Standards set out in the United 
States, which focus on areas such as communication, decision 
making, accessing information, analysing influences, and goal 
setting.   

But the overall content and philosophy is also shaped by 
reference to Unesco and WHO recommendations. The latter, in 
particular, emphasise the need for a holistic approach bringing 
together the different domains of wellness - physical, mental, 
emotional and social - and adapting things to suit specifics in the 
local context.  

Health and well-being in 
focus at HKIS 

Scan to learn more

“That’s our approach, and it starts from a young age,” says Amy 
Smith, high school health teacher at HKIS and the coordinator for 
other grades. “With international schools, health education is ‘all 
over the map’, but it is a big need, so we have had to figure out 
where the gaps are. It is now layered in and scaffolded and part of 
our strategic plan.” 

For the younger grades, direct instruction on social and 
emotional issues and health literacy are usually built into lessons, 
breaks and group activities during the school day. The key recurring 
themes include self-regulation, conflict resolution and building 
friendships, with teachers giving practical advice and examples 
of what to do and why. Behind this, there is also the concept of 
developing self-management and a growth mindset.     

For older students, more formal sessions in the classroom 
tackle hot topics ranging from body image and mood changes to 
media literacy and “our relationship with our devices.” 

The lessons are based on research findings and surveys, 
anecdotal data from the school community, and simple observation 
of what the student population needs.     

“For example we are seeing all this information from the US and 
around the world on the impact of being online,” Smith says. “We 
already knew the impact of social media was quite detrimental, 
but the pandemic has magnified that. So, there is now a big 
focus on mental health, but the root of that is social skills and 
communication. In some classes, it may mean going back to the 
basics of how to talk to people, how to set out your boundaries.” 

Where necessary, different engagement strategies are used 
to get students – some of whom still prefer to hide behind their 
laptops - up and moving. They are asked to keep journals and 
reflect on changes, and to have short one-on-one conversations 
on suggested themes, perhaps about their favourite subject or 
sometimes feeling out of place, before rotating and talking to 
another classmate or in a small group. Besides breaking down 
barriers, these exercises also apply practices from positive 
psychology. 

“We talk about different forms of communication, for example 
what it means to be assertive or aggressive,” Smith says. “And 
for lessons on body image, students might watch a short video to 
get them thinking about how we see ourselves and media ideals. 
It requires a very thoughtful type of lesson plan because lectures 
don’t work. You have to change things up every few minutes and 
ask ‘What happened there?’ or ‘Why did you think that way?’”  

Student work of the Emotion Thermometer Activity. Students 
are given a list of emotions that describe different dimensions, 
intensities, or temperatures of this emotion and asked to label the 
thermometer in order of intensity. Credit: Institute for Social and 
Emotional Learning (IFSEL) lesson plan.

High School Students in High School Plaza.

Lower Primary Swimming Lesson.

In the middle school, projects are a popular way of putting over 
key information about health and nutrition. For instance, students 
might be asked to create an advertising pitch for a food group 
or to promote a protein, thereby sparking interest, curiosity and 
involvement. 

“Our health and PE programmes are taught as separate 
subjects, unlike other schools; I find that model works best,” 
says Smith, noting that a newly-built Student Activities Centre 
(SAC) is set to open on the Tai Tam campus in August 2024. The 
sports complex will house two gymnasiums, tennis courts, and a 
swimming pool. The SAC aims to enhance the physical, emotional 
and mental health of the HKIS community. “In each programme, we 
explain how physical activity has an impact on mental health, and 
there is a vibrant sports and after-school programme.”

She adds that health and well-being can be very personal, 
especially when it comes to discussing sex education, relationships, 
peer pressure, the relentlessness of the online world, and potential 
risks like binge drinking.     

Therefore, HKIS has counsellors for each grade level to offer 
more specialist advice and support. 

“We also do guided meditation for the first five minutes of class, 
with focused belly breathing and ways to calm down,” Smith says. 
“It helps with sleep, mental health, happiness, and preparing for a 
sports event or a test. Kids and parents love it.”

Even before the Covid years focused extra 
attention on the importance of young people’s 
health and well-being, Hong Kong International 
School (HKIS) had a comprehensive programme 
in place to promote the necessary awareness 
and give students the skills to have positive 
interactions with those around them.  
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