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The effect of obesity on a child’s physical development.
Hey you, so glad you are here! Get ready and roll up your sleeves to learn with me about how carrying too much body fat can have a huge influence on a child’s physical development. Childhood obesity, which is the carrying of excessive fat in the body has become an alarming issue worldwide (Barros et al., 2022). Between 1975 and 2016 an eightfold increased has been noted in the 5 to 19 years age group (Balasundaram and Krishna, 2023). The UK belongs to one of the most obese nations across Europe (Rose, Gilbert and Richards, 2016). Nevertheless, the COVID-19 pandemic only exacerbated the issue by raising childhood obesity from 19% to 22% (Henry Ford Health, 2021). By 2025 the world health organisation expects approximately 70 million children to be overweight (Barros et al., 2022). 
But is it really that bad and what causes childhood obesity? Stay tuned to learn more.  
What causes Childhood obesity?
Phoenix (2012) suggests 3 different theories on how obesity can happen: 
Biological, psychological, and Social & Environmental 
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1 - (British Psychological Society, 2023)
1. Biological - A lot of people think that the reason for their obesity is a dysfunction of their glands in the body, which controls their metabolism (Phoenix, 2012). However, research shows that it only accounts for a very small percentage of obesity cases. The relationship between obesity and heredity at this point is unclear, as obese children often have obese parents, however they have not determined if genetics and biological dispositions are responsible (Phoenix, 2012). 
2. The psychological theory is connected to the concept of food replacing feelings of inadequacy or to cope with stress or problems (Phoenix, 2012). Well, don’t we all know it? Who doesn’t like to grab a chocolate bar when feeling stressed?
3. Have you heard the saying ‘like father like son’? Studies show that obese children often have parents who struggle with obesity (Butz, 2023). Does that mean that children imitate their parents eating behaviour, regardless of them having a healthy or unhealthy relationship with food? That is at least what Bandura’s social learning theory suggests. Bandura (Santrock, 2009) argues that by primarily observing their environment, children’s learning and imitation takes place.The environmental theory suggests that a child’s environment can hugely influence obesity (Phoenix, 2012). Keenan, Evans and Crowley, (2016) agree with Bandura’s theory but highlight the problem of obese children modelling their often-obese parents’ unhealthy eating habits. They state that the higher risk of children being obese if their parents are, is also attributed to physical activity not being encouraged, and high-calorie foods being easily available (Mayo Clinic, 2022). That’s why it is so important for parents to teach their children on how to eat better for good health (Santrock, 2009). 
The circle diagram develops this point by showing the influence the family and their home can have on an individual.
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Factors that influence a child?
Woodfield (2004) speaks about the importance of teachers and schools in helping a child to understand their body, how to keep it healthy, and why these things matter. I personally think that the latter is the most important factor to teach children. If children don’t understand the underlining ‘why’ they will be inclined to disregard this information.  
Skinners ‘operant conditioning theory’ is interesting here. He proposed that children learn by consequences of their behaviour if they are not motivated by obeying rules set by parents, teachers, and other adult figures (Santrock, 2009). Dwyer et al. (2008) and Ogden (2012 cited in Rose, Gilbert and Richards, 2016) highlight the problem of using sugary snacks as a reward to encourage good behaviour, which can result in associating pleasure with food, increasing the demand for such foods. 
A further factor that influences a child’s relationship with food is the community in which they live. Amongst many, Balasundaram and Krishna (2023), explain how environmental changes in the past decades play a huge part in childhood obesity. Cheap high-calorie fast food, larger portion sizes and the increase in sugary beverages (Cross, 2022), all contribute to these shocking statistics. Not so long-ago children would need to walk 30 minutes to buy food. However, today one would need to walk for the same amount of time to burn off the calories contained in just one juice box and the food would typically be delivered (Henry Ford Health, 2021). 
In addition, children more frequently sit in front of the TV, play video games, and connect to their friends by using phones, which has led to a further reduction in physical activity. Consequently, these children are often sleep deprived, computer-dependant and chronically stressed (Chaput and Tremblay, 2018). 
Research shows that there is a clear relationship between the television, with junk-food advertising, and UKs obesity rate (Clark, 2022). To tackle this problem, the UK government has announced a ban on high fat, salt, and sugary food advertising from 2025 (Ridler, 2022).
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How obesity influences every part of life
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4 - (Devaux and Vuik, 2019)
Let’s explore how childhood obesity can influence every part of life. Research shows that obesity has a negative effect on a child’s fine and gross motor skills (Barros et al., 2022) and that there is a clear connection between childhood obesity and poor educational outcomes. Obesity has a direct impact on a child’s concentration and its cognitive abilities (Devaux and Vuik, 2019). Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is interesting here as he states that children cannot fully develop unless their physiological needs are met (Johnston et al., 2018). However, I would add that it is important for a child to have the correct nutritional diet so that they can reach a higher level of development. The World Health organisation (2012, cited in Johnston et al., 2018) agrees, stating that healthy children learn better and that correct nutrition is a critical part of a child’s development. 
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To follow that, obesity also effects a child’s emotional, mental and behavioural wellbeing (Rose, Gilbert and Richards, 2016; Chaput and Tremblay, 2018) which again impacts school performance. Obese children may often be bullied and excluded by friendship groups (Devaux and Vuik, 2019) which can impact their self-esteem and self-control, often resulting in feelings of isolation or being socially disconnected. This can lead to depression, aggression, or other emotional and mental health problems (Chaput and Tremblay, 2018; Devaux, and Vuik, 2019). Ironically, some children try to resolve this by over-eating, to find their comfort in food. Again, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is helpful here as he suggests the link between physiological, social, and emotional areas and their combined importance on educational achievement (Johnston et al., 2018). 
Possible biological effects of childhood obesity:                                            
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· diabetes,
· high blood pressure and high cholesterol, 
· breathing problems 
· liver disease, 
· strokes (Mayo Clinic, 2022)
· colon and breast cancer (Cleveland Clinic, 2018). 
To top that 80% of obese children, tend to stay obese into adulthood (Keenan, Evans and Crowley, 2016) and are prone to premature death (Balasundaram and Krishna, 2023). 
As a result, it has been shockingly predicted that the current generation will have a shorter life-expectancy than their parents (Chaput and Tremblay, 2018).
In conclusion, let’s remember that childhood obesity is a curable condition. The above stated facts should encourage and motivate us to do everything in our power to encourage our children to live a healthier lifestyle, to optimize their physical, emotional, social, and intellectual development. Remember, it is often the small steps that bring change. Prepping healthier meals, walking instead of driving, or even just talking about nutritious food, are all little things that can help protect our children. 
Empowering little hearts: a guide for emotional literacy for children 
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Picture this… you are driving in the car, in the middle of nowhere. You were meant to arrive at your destination 15 minutes ago, but you realise that you are lost and have no idea where you are. What would you do? Reach for your phone? Then you realise that it has just run out of battery! How about trying to find a map? Seriously though, who under the age of 60 still has a map in the car these days? It’s the middle of winter and freezing cold outside. It’s the beginning of dusk, your petrol needle is super low, and it feels spooky!
Okay, let’s stop this story – how are you feeling? Nervous, panicky, maybe hopeless? This is how millions of children feel every day, trying to navigate their way through the twist and turns of life. Unable to navigate their emotions, never mind being able to communicate them (Rangel-Rodríguez, Badia and Blanch, 2021).
If you are a teacher, surrounded by children all day, it’s important to continue developing your understanding of emotional intelligence and teaching children how to identify and express their emotions. This blog is a guide on why it is important to empower little hearts, as young a stage as possible, and how to implement it into our classrooms.
What does it mean to be emotional intelligent?
A standard IQ score indicates an individual’s mental ability (Mensa, 2019). A high IQ has always been considered desirable, to determent the success of your life. However, these days studies have shown that the number of your IQ can be irrelevant if you are lacking emotional intelligence (Penfold, 2022). Goleman (1996, cited in Penfold, 2022) discovered that only 20% of your IQ contributes to a ‘successful life’, contrasting with the remaining 80%, being emotional intelligence. So, for a successful life it is important to develop emotional intelligent skills (Penfold, 2022). 
A child with good emotional intelligence can recognise their emotions, understand their origin and potential triggers, and express the emotion appropriately (Sharp, 2014). They can also recognise emotions in others and respond in an empathetic way (Link, 2023).
Why is emotional intelligence important for a child’s development?
Along with the ability to understand and regulate feelings and emotions (Schiller, 2009 cited in Harper, 2016) emotional intelligence helps to guide thinking and actions (Tominey et al., 2017). Steiner’s and Montessori’s theories are interesting here as they both highly value the unique individuality of every child, but state the importance of viewing the child holistically (Johnston et al., 2018).
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Goleman (1995, cited in Channell, 2021) divides emotional intelligence into five componence. 
1. Being self-aware 
2. Being able to self-regulate 
3. Being motivated 
4. Showing empathy 
5. Applying social skills
Parents play a vital role in a child’s emotional development by helping children understand their emotions (Santrock, 2009). Fulwiler (2014) elaborates on this topic, explaining two main ways parents deal with their children’s negative emotions. They either take on the ‘emotion-coaching’ or ‘emotion-dismissing’ approach. Studies show that children with poor emotional regulation often have emotion-dismissing parents (Lunkenheimer, Shields and Cortina, 2007; Yükçü and Demircioğlu, 2020). Bandura’s social-cognitive theory argues that children observe the behaviour of others and adopt this behaviour themselves (Santrock, 2009). However, critics disagree, arguing that certain behaviour is inherited and not learned (Main, 2022). 
By cultivating these skills, children can "develop clarity of thought, balance in feeling, and conscious and initiative in actions" (Channell, 2021). 
Children with higher emotional intelligence are known to make healthier choices overall (Tominey et al., 2017).
They have better self-esteem, better relationships with others because of their ability to relate to them, have a wider understanding of right and wrong and are often more cooperative (Dowling, 2014). 
Impact of emotional intelligence
Scholars suggest that a further impact is that emotional intelligence can positively affect a child’s social skills, as it can increase their ability to pay attention to others and follow directions (Baker, 2013). The ability to identify feelings and regulate emotions is foundational for children to develop empathy, which will ultimately help them to interact effectively with others (Riley et al., 2007). Srikanth and Sonawat (2012) compare emotional literacy to a tool, which when properly understood can help solve social issues like violence, and global conflicts.  
Research also shows that emotional intelligence can positively impact a child’s academic success (Storey-Hurtubise et al., 2021; Hodder, 2020). Children with higher emotional intelligence can concentrate better (Penfold, 2022) and are more likely to grasp new cognitive skills (Figueroa-Sánchez, 2008). They will feel more confident in asking for help, are more likely to engage in their work and will prioritise their learning goal over their performance (Srikanth and Sonawat, 2012). 
So, emotional intelligence can influence every area of a child’s development. It improves a child’s relationships, is a great pathway to success and quality of life and contributes to better health (Srikanth and Sonawat, 2012).
Some practical strategies for educators:
1. The Welsh government (2010) suggests a “how do you feel today” board where children are able to safely share their emotions. This can be done at the start of the day or of each lesson
2. Utilising an emotion wheel can be used in lots of different ways. Children can act out their emotions and another child needs to guess it. Alternatively, children can name physical feelings certain emotions can bring with them (Link, 2023)
3. After a child has figured out what they are feeling it’s important to teach them how to deal with the emotion. This video gives practical ideas on what to do with the emotion. Give it a watch - it's brilliant.
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Some other ways to help develop a child’s emotional intelligence is through storytelling and reading books. Scripted drama, role play, presentations and puppet shows are other excellent ways to develop emotional intelligence, as they help a child to express feelings and show empathy (Magee, 2019).
So, teaching children to become more emotionally literate is one of the best ways that we can empower little hearts.
I hope this blog has helped you to understand why this is so important, and the best ways to encourage this to happen.
How COVID-19 influenced a child’s social development
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Four years ago, the World Health Organisation declared COVID-19 a world pandemic (WHO, 2023). Many toddlers, and young children have lived most, if not all their lives in this ‘new norm’ (Gregory, 2023). From virtual friendships, to disrupted school routines, this blog explores the many ways that COVID-19 influenced the social development of the youngest members of our society. Join me on a journey to understand how educators play a vital role in helping our children recognise and navigate the effects including the emotional impact.
The Welsh government describes education as the engine of the economy (Gibb, 2015). Besides increasing academic knowledge, schools are also pivotal in assisting children in their social development (Mishra and Close, 2020; Saldana, 2013). UNICEF describes social skills as ‘life skills’ (n.d.) as children learn how to act and respond appropriately in conversations and how to foster and sustain healthy relationships. 
Bandura suggests that homes can serve as social learning opportunities as children are able to observe and imitate parents’ behaviour (Santrock, 2009). However, Bronfenbrenner argues that a child’s relationship with their teachers and peers is vital in a child’s social development  (Santrock, 2009). Vygotsky agrees, stating that children’s learning is highly influenced by teachers and the wider society (Santrock, 2009). All in all, it is clear to say that schools have a unique role in shaping children’s social development as children can interact one-on-one, in small or large groups (Sørlie, Hagen and Nordahl, 2020). 
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11 - (Guy-Evans, 2023)
No wonder Covid-19 lockdown caused a massive disruption to children’s social development, due to the lack of face-to-face interaction which left millions of children anxious. (Kings College London, 2022)
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Even though COVID-19 brought a massive disruption to traditional socializing, virtual socializing took on a whole new dimension. It was used to sustain friendships, continue schooling, or to stay in touch with people living far away (Welsh government, n.d.). However, research suggests that children’s social skills have declined during Covid, as technology mediated communication (Uhls et al., 2014). 
Erikson’s psychosocial theory is interesting here, as he suggests eight stages of development (Santrock, 2009). During the school age he suggests that school environment, neighbourhood and group sporting activities play a vital part in a child’s development (Pelekasis, 2021). However, during Covid-19 all those things were replaced by technology, reducing the ability of children to fully develop psychosocially (Pelekasis, 2021).
Another challenge of virtual socialisation is the inevitable increased screen time. Even though it was helpful for a child’s learning or communication, studies show that too much screen-time has a negative effect on the child’s behaviour, sleep, and concentration, can cause vision problems and physical pain from not moving enough (Welsh government, n.d.). 
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Excessive screen-time may have become a new habit for a lot of children during COVID-19, that may be hard to break (Mulkey, Bearer and Molloy, 2023).
This can also result in a decline of fine-motor skills, such as handwriting (Mulkey, Bearer and Molloy, 2023).
In a survey shows that COVID-19 also negatively impacted a child’s emotional wellbeing (Morton, 2022). Maybe you are wondering what that has to do with social development? Have you ever met someone who was socially awkward and struggled with depression at the same time? Sørlie, Hagen and Nordahl (2020) explain this, stating that social skills influence other domains of development, such as mental health.
Let’s have a look at Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Connectedness and belonging is the third key need Maslow suggests (Santrock, 2009), but research shows, that to be able to maintain a healthy physical and mental wellbeing, connectedness is foundational (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). Pandey et al. (2021) agrees, saying that it is a basic human need to feel connected. During COVID-19, Pantell and Shields-Zeeman (2020) stated that the phrase ‘social distancing’ should only refer to physical distancing not to social isolation. Sadly, according to the World Health Organization (2022) anxiety and depression rose by 25% during COVID-19 and parents reported that children who stayed at home during lockdown were lonelier than children who remained in day-care (Linnavalli and Kalland, 2021). 
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After all this research, I think it is clear to say that the COVID-19 pandemic has influenced our youngest members of society in ways that is hard to comprehend. Throughout COVID-19 students were missing a physical space to share interests, thoughts, hopes and emotions (Colao et al., 2020). Now more than ever, Ofsted (2022) states, teachers need to creatively provide emotional and mental health support to build resilience. Ofsted increased the focus on mental health in the curriculum and suggested the recruitment of therapeutic staff to fill the gaps. Some schools said that they kept the staggered lunch times, originally set up as precautions, as they create a calmer atmosphere and help in developing students’ sharing and listening skills (Ofsted, 2022). By developing a sense of community and belonging, it will foster a child’s self-confidence, respect, compassion, responsibility, and essentially emotional skills (Colao et al., 2020). This could be achieved by providing more physical space for shared interests, encouraging individuals thinking and the sharing of hopes and emotions. By doing this, educators can help to compensate for the critical opportunities that were lost to children during the pandemic, and the extreme implications of this for some children. 
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We need to remember that the gaps caused by COVID-19 are going to take time to fill (Morton, 2022). We as educators have a unique role in this and can provide nurture and support as our children grow and develop as humans and citizens (Mishra and Close, 2020).
I hope that this blog has made you more aware of the issues that COVID-19 has caused, and that it has given you more clarity on how best to deal with them.  
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