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Wellbeing, participation and connection in the
middle years of childhood

is a fundamental societal goal, which is best

achieved when children are connected to their
communities, have opportunities for meaningful
participation, and enjoy strong and supportive
relationships across generations, within and beyond
their families. This means investing in individual
children and families and in their communities. It
also means creating communities that are inclusive
of children and actively providing pathways for
children to participate in a range of social and civic
activities. The purpose of this article is to highlight
the relationship between participation, health and
wellbeing, for children aged in the middle years.

Middle childhood, defined here as between six and

12 years of age, corresponds with primary school.

But children’s lives are characterised by more than
school. During middle childhood, children begin

to gain independence while remaining strongly
connected to their families, yet children’s place is
often understood to be either the family or school.
Limiting children’s domains to family and school has
resulted in the privatisation of childhood and in their
exclusion from public spaces, with deleterious impacts
on social relationships.” Loneliness among children

in middle childhood may result from a lack of social
connection and has serious implications for health and
wellbeing.2 These concerns are exacerbated in a context
of polycrisis encompassing challenges to children’s
wellbeing and mental health, from climate change to
conflict, failing systems across welfare, education and
health care and declining standards of living.” Given
the significance of middle childhood and complexity
within which children live, there has been insufficient
policy consideration of children’s lives beyond school
and family. Yet engagement with community, beyond
school and family, is essential for children’s sense of
belonging, and their overall health and wellbeing.4
Without policy support, children’s engagement with
community is especially challenging for those whose
families are under stress or experiencing financial
hardship.

Ensuring the health and wellbeing of children

Our argument here is twofold. First there is a need

for policies and services to be more responsive to
middle childhood. In Australia, there is a strong and
justifiable focus on the early years. Yet, as we create
the conditions in which children and their families
can thrive during the early years of life, we need to
take care not to create a policy and service cliff as
children move into middle childhood. Our second
argument is that efforts to foster children’s health and
wellbeing must consider how to build child-inclusive
communities that are welcoming to children and in
which children can actively participate in ways that are
meaningful to them. The Future Healthy Countdown
2030° presents an opportunity to advocate for children
in middle childhood and foster child-inclusive
communities that create pathways for children’s social
and civic participation.

The missing middle

Policy focus on the early years, in Australia and
globally, is justified by a vast body of evidence.®”
Although Australia has long invested in young
children, in the past, this has been primarily through
cash transfers.” Over the past decade, the policy focus
has expanded to education, health and wellbeing,.
This is exemplified by the National Early Years
Strategy, launched in May 2024, which promotes the
vision that “All children in Australia thrive in their
early years. Children have the opportunity to reach
their full potential when nurtured by empowered
and connected families who are supported by strong
communities”.” The Australian Early Development
Census provides powerful data across key dimensions
of children’s development (https://www.aedc.gov.au);
the national Measuring What Matters Framework
(https://treasury.gov.au/policy-topics/measuring-
what-matters) includes a number of indicators for
early childhood, and the establishment of a Minister
for Early Childhood Education all point to a strong
and growing commitment to ensuring children are
well supported during the first five years. Yet the role
of middle childhood in providing a critical bridge
from the early years to youth is neglected in policy in
Australia and globally."”

There is also a strong focus on youth. The National
Office for Youth (https://www.youth.gov.au/) aims
to connect young people and government, creating
opportunities for genuine engagement and partnership
in the development of policies and programs. The
national youth strategy Engage! (https://www.
youth.gov.au/engage) defines young people as aged
12-24 years. The Office for Youth steering committee
comprises young people aged 13-24 years, and
youth advisory groups consist of young people aged
16-25 years providing advice on a range of policy
issues."! Although these developments are welcome,
they also highlight a significant policy gap for
young Australians aged between six years and early
adolescence. There is a missing middle.

The invisibility of middle childhood undermines
children’s wellbeing and acts as a barrier to their
social and civic participation. When children are
isolated from their communities and have few
intergenerational relationships or “adult champions”
outside of school and famil;f, they are more vulnerable
to abuse and feel less safe.!

Rethinking children’s place

In most wealthy countries, children’s lives tend to be
bounded and shaped by two institutions: home and
school."” Public spaces are generally considered to be
the domain of adults, where children are only welcome
when accompanied by adults and/or engaging in ways
that are acceptable to the adults, who are considered

to legitimately occupy the space."* The exclusion of
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children in middle childhood from public spaces,

in Australia and elsewhere, is often justified on the
grounds of protecting them from the dangers posed by
strangers and traffic."” The result is the privatisation of
childhood,’ raising crucial questions around children’s
wellbeing, sense of belonging, safety and relational
health. When childhoods are confined to private
spaces, the potential for social isolation and exclusion
becomes real.

In policy terms, middle childhood is dominated by
education. Children’s wellbeing is enhanced when
they are able to actively participate in school activities
and decision making. Yet policies to promote active
student participation are often inadequate and
inconsistent.'® Schools are responsible for an ever-
growing range of issues, from providing meals to
ensuring children’s wellbeing and mental health to
addressing child protection concerns, in addition to
delivering the nationally agreed curriculum. In the
wake of restrictions due to the coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, there have been calls

for schools to be further expanded and reimagined
as multi-opportunity communities.” Yet children’s
lives also exist beyond the school gates. The
institutionalised nature of childhood means that there
are few pathways for children to actively take part

in social and civic activities outside of school. When
children do participate in social and civic activities,
adults (usually parents or families with the necessary
resources, and sometimes teachers) are needed to

act as conduits. Making schools the primary, or only,
focus of policy and programs for children in middle
childhood is problematic, and restricts children’s
lives to a single institution outside of their family

in ways that marginalise them from their broader
communities. Moreover, the reliance on schools and
education policy in delivering children’s wellbeing
ignores the range of influences beyond schools that
shape children’s lives."

Children’s wellbeing within and beyond school

Community inclusion and participation has the
potential to deliver positive outcomes for children’s
health and wellbeing and reduce the reliance on
schools as the dominant or sole institution responsible
for supporting children or providing intergenerational
relationships.” Each of the authors of this article

has undertaken research with children that has
consistently highlighted the extent to which children
value social and intergenerational relationships.”’
Children in the middle years have told us that their
sense of wellbeing is strengthened when they feel
respected and valued and when they believe that they
have adult allies who work with them in solidarity.”'
However, children also tell us that they are taught

to be scared of adults, that adults downplay their
concerns and worries, and, increasingly, that adults
outside of their families and schools can be reluctant to
build relationships with them.

The Australian Child Wellbeing Project found
that family and friends consistently ranked as
priorities for children in year 4, year 6 and year 8.2
School also ranked as important, but children were

often somewhat ambivalent about it. Interestingly,
almost one quarter of children in year 4 identified
neighbourhood and community as important, but, by
year 8, under 8% of children prioritised neighbourhood
and cornmuni’cy.22 In the Children and Communities
in Australia project, children in middle childhood
spoke of wanting to be part of and contribute to their
communities, but often felt that there was no place for
them.”” The exclusion of children in middle childhood
from their communities might explain the decline

in the importance children place on community or
neighbourhood as they become older. Children who
participated in the Children and Communities project
also described feeling safer in their communities when
they knew and trusted adults beyond their families.

Feeling respected and listened to is crucial to
children’s own sense of wellbeing, but, too often,
children describe feeling ignored and marginalised.
Social relationships are essential to children’s sense
of wellbeing. Strong and supportive relationships
help children to develop a sense of competence and
agency.” Positive and trustworthy relationships

are especially important for children who have
experienced abuse or neglect and have complex
needs.”*

Unequal participation

Ensuring the wellbeing of children in middle
childhood requires us to consider their place and
participation not only within the institution of school
but beyond. It is also essential to recognise that
children’s opportunity to actively participate in their
communities is shaped by their family’s resources,
socio-economic status, knowledge of what is on offer,
and connections. The opportunity to participate

in social and civic activities is not only narrow for
children in middle childhood, it is also unequal.”
Children who live in disadvantaged communities
have described feeling unwelcome in affluent
communities and worry that they will be blamed

if something goes wrong.26 Children from families
under stress and who are fearful about judgment

can be particularly isolated and describe feeling
invisible."

Ensuring the health and wellbeing of all children
requires an understanding of the intersecting

issues that shape and constrain their civic and

social participation, from involvement in sport and
recreational activities through to participation in
community leadership roles. It requires active efforts
to genuinely include and support children and families
who are on the margins.

Making middle childhood visible and valued

In developing policies to promote children’s health
and wellbeing, it is essential that middle childhood
is made visible, and children in this age cohort are
listened to. The current gap between ages six and 12
years is a significant shortcoming in the Australian
policy landscape, but one that can be addressed

by actively creating pathways for children in this
age cohort to participate in and be part of their



communities. In doing so, it is important to be focused
on the contribution that safe and trustworthy social
relationships make to children’s sense of wellbeing. It
is also essential that children are actively involved in
determining the types of activities and connections
needed to create child-inclusive societies that
genuinely support children in middle childhood. As
we reimagine children’s place within our communities,
and our policies, the role of school must remain crucial,
but not to the exclusion of all else. Children in middle
childhood should be visible, valued and included
across community life; their health and wellbeing now
and into the future depends on it.
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