Evidence shows universal mental health lessons in schools may do more harm than good
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It’s a Saturday afternoon, and a five-year-old child lies on the living room floor, fully engaged in a mindfulness exercise with her class, where they practice a body scan by focusing on different parts of their bodies. Although she is unaware of the implications, for someone like me—a psychologist who researches mental-health education—the scenario raises significant concerns. While the initial idea of teaching mental-health lessons in schools appears beneficial, especially in light of today’s rising mental health challenges among youth, the reality suggests these interventions may not be as effective as hoped.
The premise of integrating mental health education into the school curriculum grew from a palpable urgency: young people are facing increasing rates of mental health issues, and conventional one-on-one treatment options often remain out of reach. Advocates believed that universal interventions could reach all students, addressing the needs of those who might not otherwise seek help. This approach could serve not only as a preventative measure against future mental health problems but also as a means of fostering greater understanding of mental well-being among young people.
However, mounting evidence challenges these assumptions. Comprehensive reviews and high-quality studies have consistently revealed a lack of significant improvement in mental health outcomes from these universal initiatives. In fact, some findings indicate that such interventions could even exacerbate existing mental health issues, rather than alleviate them. Numerous studies illustrate that students, particularly those already grappling with mental health struggles, often require more tailored, one-on-one support rather than broad classroom lessons that fail to resonate with their experiences.
Indeed, research indicates that many children do not find value in universal mental health lessons. For some, participating in mindfulness exercises becomes a source of stress rather than relief, and certain groups—such as neurodivergent students—may struggle to engage with the material adequately. Additionally, the classroom environment itself may act as a barrier; children facing bullying or social anxiety may not feel safe enough to engage fully in mental health exercises. These factors suggest that such universal programs can unintentionally harm rather than help; they might serve as reminders of their distress rather than constructive tools for coping.
Support for targeted approaches is gaining traction. Evidence points towards the effectiveness of focused mental health support for those in need, particularly one-on-one or small group interventions. Studies reveal that providing tailored assistance in school settings can yield positive short-term outcomes, particularly when the support builds trust and addresses the unique needs of individual students.
Nevertheless, the call for a reevaluation of universal mental health lessons does not imply that mental health discussions have no place in schools. It instead proposes a shift in strategy, prioritising the provision of clear pathways for students to seek help when needed, while reserving more intensive interventions for those who are genuinely struggling. The existing framework, as it stands, appears more fitted to generating awareness than effecting meaningful change—a costly and ineffective reliance on broad strategies in the face of a nuanced and diverse mental health landscape.
As calls for reform grow louder, it remains critical that educational institutions heed both the qualitative experiences of students and the quantitative evidence from research studies. The implications are profound: if mental health lessons do not have the desired impact, continuing to allocate time and resources toward them not only raises ethical concerns but also diverts attention from initiatives that could genuinely enhance the well-being of vulnerable populations.
Ultimately, we must acknowledge that a one-size-fits-all approach to mental health education is unlikely to succeed. The evidence suggests that a more nuanced strategy, focusing on tailored support and clear guidance on accessing help, ensures that we centre the needs of young people in our efforts to foster a healthier future.
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