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Mental Health in Schools

Curriculum, Inclusion and Pastoral Support
Advice from young people with lived experience of mental
health conditions

Teaching and Learning Tips:

PSHE, Life-Learning and
incorporating Mental Health
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This report was coordinated and written by:

QAP LS Gzt CBfHlopoa

Edward Peasgood Elsa Phillips

Youth Participation Worker Community Outreach Volunteer
IAG Project Leader IAG Deputy Project Leader

From East Sussex Community Voice (ESCV)

This report gathers ideas and insight from our 14 Young Volunteers (aged 11-18)
who form the Youth Inspect & Advise Group in East Sussex, hosted by East Sussex
Community Voice.

Our volunteers (who participate as School Wellbeing Inspectors) were recruited
through both schools and youth groups (including the East Sussex Youth Cabinet,
CAMHS Download Group, Seaford Youth Forum, SCDA Newhaven Young People’s
Forum, Hastings Youth Council, The Youth PPI Cafe, and the Children in Care Council).

With lots of lived experience of mental health, we
strive to share our recommendations with
professionals to help them guide other young
people through the challenges that they might
face in schools.

We hope you find this guide useful and that it helps you
to support the development of a whole school approach
to supporting youth wellbeing!
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Young People’s Teaching and Learning
Tips on: Consent and Relationships

Teachings on consent often focus on sexual contexts, but general
bodily consent, including personal physical boundaries, should
also be included and considered as equally important. Encroaching
on physical boundaries and personal space can be distressing or
heighten anxiety, so open discussions between teachers and
students on bodily consent is key to respecting these boundaries
and building better relationships. This will help students feel
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comfortable in their lessons and in the school environment,

which aids their overall wellbeing.

A greater focus is needed on relationships and their impact on
mental health, and how the people you surround yourselves with
can both support and worsen your mental health.
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Young People’s Teaching and Learning
Tips on: Exam Stress and Pressure

When teaching Mental Health, staff should address exam stress
and anxiety. Schools need to acknowledge that they may be making
their students feel pressure. These sessions should be seen as ways
forward - a solution to the problem, by giving students support in
creating reasonable study plans, and giving them tips on how to
work smarter not harder. We also think these lessons should
emphasise the importance of taking breaks and aiming to maintain
levels of normality during exams (e.g still seeing friends or still
doing an extra-curricular club) to help give them some constants
throughout the stressful exam seasons. Evidently, schools want
their students to achieve, but neglecting mental health may
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have the greatest impact on grades in the long term.

Pressure from school work should be included in the mental health
conversation as we feel it can become completely overwhelming. Schools
can alleviate this pressure and its effect on mental health by improving
communication between different subjects and departments, in terms of
the amount of homework they are setting.

IAG ran some targeted activities in partnership with
Seaford Head School to help support Seaford Head
students with looking after their wellbeing during exam
seasons. To find out about our work with Seaford Head,
go to
https://www.escv.org.uk/IAG/school-wellbeing-partnerships
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Young People’s Teaching and Learning
Tips on: Eating and Exercise

We have learnt that there can sometimes be too much
emphasis on the topic of eating and exercise in mental health
learning. Whilst this is one way to look after mental health,
schools should be open minded towards and highlight other
coping mechanisms.

This emphasis might be insensitive to young people with
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digestive conditions, limited mobility, eating behaviour
disorders or who are disabled.
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Emphasising eating and exercise can often make it sound like

they are the solutions to all mental health complications, and
while these are both important for good general wellbeing, they
may not be helpful for young people with deeper mental health concerns.

Young People’s Teaching and Learning
Tips on: Self-Care for Your Wellbeing

It is not sufficient for schools to only teach the ‘five blocks of wellbeing’.
Whilst this can be used as a starting point, further mental health support
should be built on top of this foundation. Exercise, sleep, etc, are not
universal solutions as self-care is not ‘one size fits all’.

We believe a balanced approach is needed to support youth wellbeing,

where a variety of strategies are implemented which tackle causes and
effects across both short and long-term timescales.
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Young People’s Teaching and Learning
Tips on: Self-Harm and Suicide

We have been told that self-harm is not always covered to the extent at
which young people argued it needs to be explored.

Students most in need of support may not directly ¢
reach out so by incorporating the teaching of self
harm (especially healthy coping methods) into the
curriculum, schools will be helping those vulnerable
students in a comfortable and casual environment.
However, there clearly needs to be a balance in terms
of how much information and detail is taught (see

next segment on trigger-warnings).
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It is vital to make sure students (and pastoral staff) know this
teaching is taking place, so people who will be affected can make
alternative arrangements.
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Extra Information: East Sussex Community Voice have
been commissioned by Public Health East Sussex to
investigate the attitudes, awareness and effectiveness
of services for young people who are self-harming.

Check Back on our website soon to see our findings, and
to find out more about the project, please contact Ed
Peasgood and Greta Anderson:

ed.peasgood@escyv.org.uk greta.anderson@escyv.org.uk
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Young People’s Teaching and Learning
Tips on: Coping Methods

Coping methods for mental health should be a focus. Raising
awareness about mental health challenges is one step, proactively
suggesting ways in which to manage those challenges is another.

Tolerance towards individual coping methods that work for the young
person should be taught and encouraged.

In our experience, schools often block music software or do not
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allow the use of phones, despite music being an effective and

healthy coping method for some young people. Whilst schools may
deem phones as distracting, this is not the case for all young people. Access
to therapeutic things such as music are especially important for those
whose mental health problems interfere with their concentration abilities
so we advise schools to be flexible with policies in order to make space for
individual coping methods.
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Young People’s Teaching and Learning
Tips on: Supporting Neurodiversity

The view of neurodivergent young people as disruptive and the
lack of specific support needs to be addressed. A factor
contributing to this inaccurate view is a lack of knowledge about
neurodiversity. We believe this gap in teaching needs to be filled
through PSHE (personal, social, health and economic education)
lessons, fundraisers (see our charity fundraising advice) and
more.

neurodiversity and cognition

More training on

We strongly advocate for the deployment of a whole-school

approach when looking at any of these aspects of teaching &

learning mental health - we believe that twilight’s, insets and training
courses should provide education and information about neurodiverse
young people for teachers, governors and other key players in education.

Your SENCO/SENDCO may have some reading or courses for you, as may ISEND East
Sussex, or your inclusion manager & inclusion governor.

Here are some of our young volunteers learning more about
neurodiversity and supporting young people with special educational
needs, through a training course in ‘The Empowerment Approach’,
delivered by Changing Chances.

To book onto the next free round of
VRAC training, please contact Donna
Lonsdale-O’Brien, ESCV Wellbeing
Coordinator, on
donna.lonsdale-o’brien@escyv.org.uk
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Young People’s Teaching and Learning
Tips on: Everyday Racism

Young people should not be expected to tolerate everyday racism within

schools.

Schools need to acknowledge and teach the impact of
racism on mental health; a topic rarely covered. The
needs of young people from ethnic minority groups needs
to be addressed, regardless of the demographic of your
school or class, because this is still important for all young
people to have an understanding of the barriers their
ethnic minority peers face. Structural and systemic racism

within school culture should be addressed, and at the
forefront of policy and decision-making for managers,
middle-leaders and school governors. A whole-school approach is required
where all students, staff and departments are involved in instigating
education addressing racial inequalities, and explaining the relationship
between inequality and mental health.

Young People’s Teaching and Learning
Tips on: Trigger Warnings

We acknowledge that it can be difficult and invasive to identify who
may be triggered or impacted by teaching about mental health.

If it is clear who may be affected (e.g a pupil who has told you about their
mental health issues), then it would be best to make them aware that this
teaching will be happening so that an alternative approach can be
coordinated for them, with Head of years and Pastoral managers.
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If it is unclear who may be affected, we would advise sending out the
worksheets or presentations in advance, so that students can review them
beforehand and decide for themselves the extent that they will be
impacted by the discussion.

If you do have students in your lesson who
are distressed but have decided they would
like to try and stay, firstly be flexible. Allow
your students to leave if they need to and if
they change their minds, acknowledge and
make it clear that is okay. Also allow them
to be comfortable, so if there is someone
who they are close with, we would advise to
let them sit next to each other so they are
with someone they feel safe and can talk to

(and also someone that can go out with
them if they need to leave the classroom).

If they have fiddle-toys or other stimming/anxiety outlets, we would advise
that these are permitted, in most contexts, but particularly with these
lessons due to the nature of the learning environment and the topics
discussed.

Schools should clearly communicate trigger-warnings to both students and
parents, clarifying consensual information including parents/guardians’
right to withdraw their young people from (PSHE) lessons

Schools could identify, via a screening process, students who will clearly be
affected by certain mental health teaching, informing in advance of the
potentially triggering content. We believe it highly important to take a
planned approach when informing these students of trigger warnings, in
order to avoid unnecessary distress or putting off any young person from
participating if they wish to.
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By providing advance warning, schools will create more comfortable
environments in which their students feel empowered to decide whether
or not to engage with potentially triggering mental health teaching.

However, identifying students who may be adversely affected by PSHE
content does not set in stone which young people will actually be affected in
practice, so we believe schools must remain respectful and flexible towards
young people’s reactions to this content.

Young people have indicated that, despite reaching out to student services
about trigger-warnings in upcoming mental health teaching, young people
have been blatantly dismissed and told they would be okay. Experiencing
disregard in this way can be very distressing and frustrating for young
people, as it sends the message that their school is not taking their
concerns seriously, consequently damaging relationships and breaking
trust between students and teachers. By creating a clear system for
seeking support with trigger-warnings, schools will be showing that their
student’s concerns are valid and heard.

This example also stresses the importance of establishing a screening
process for delivering trigger-warnings that works in practice and not just on

paper.

In our experience, there is a key issue in the
delivering of mental health related assemblies
without prior trigger-warning or systems in place
to support students with sensitive content. For
example, having to leave an assembly in front of
the entire cohort is uncomfortable for and draws

unnecessary attention to students who may find n
the assembly content triggering. III1

R hlerieg HE
East Slussexl T 2 Seas Mers Zeeén
Community Voice European Union  \/RAC

Eurcpean Regiona

Eucpuur Bgrons) Darstuannl ®ond




East Sussex
Community Voice

#iwill (Sjussex .'t
< Fbundauﬁ%ny

Having to leave in this way can heighten students’ distress, especially as
peers will notice and may ask invasive questions afterwards.

It also creates an atmosphere in which students may feel there is no
‘escape’. We advise simple strategies to avoid this, including prior warning
of the assembly content, followed by giving students the opportunity to sit
at the back of the assembly hall for discrete exiting if need be. Mental
health is a personal and individual experience; young people can find
comfort in anonymity and their right to privacy. In facilitating more
discrete options for leaving triggering environments, schools will be
maintaining this anonymity and privacy (see our further advice on
assemblies).

Since consent forms and warnings are given in advance for sex education,

the same policies should be in place for all mental health teaching. Sexual

and mental health are intertwined and interact - we believe the potentially
triggering nature of both should be
considered equally and accounted for by
schools (see our previous advice on
consent).

~ . Trigger warning support seems to convey
. . . . the school’s opinion about the extent to
which certain content may be distressing
and not our opinion. We advise schools to
directly consult their students (e.g through
surveys), including those that will clearly
be affected by mental health teaching,

rather than making generalised
assumptions.

East Sussex Witerreg H
: . T 2 Seas Mers Zeeén
Community Voice VRAC

European Union

Eurcpean Regona
Dewukogrrant Fund

Eucpuur Bgrons) Darstuannl ®ond



East Sussex #iwil
Community Voice ol (Sjgxssfr}fmﬁty
= Foundation

We advise that students should be allowed to have comfort items with
them during mental health teaching. Whilst from a teacher’s perspective
these items may be seen as a distraction, they can actually act as
emotional crutches and be healthier coping mechanisms than alternatives.

Young People’s Teaching and Learning
Tips on: Wellbeing Assemblies

In our experience, assemblies are often one-sided,

? lecture-like and lacking in engagement, detaching

. ’ students from the message and the mental health
t teaching. Being one-sided can feel patronising to
young people, discounting their own opinions on

their own health. We believe assemblies should be

' reflective of effective, two-sided discussions that

aim to put young people’s voices at the centre of
the mental health support schools provide for
them.

It is unrealistic for schools to expect one assembly to ‘fix’ mental health
problems; mental health is highly personal and needs long term support,
hence why therapy, counselling and more are long processes. We advise
schools to adopt a long term approach to mental health teaching, putting
in time to ensure students feel supported and heard. This could involve
regular assemblies during a school term, covering subtopics of a central
theme/topic.
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There is a lack of specialist support and provision for young people who
are mentally and/or physically disabled, including students with hearing
and sight impairments for whom assemblies can be an even greater
challenge. We advise that schools adapt assembly content to meet the
needs of all their students, regardless of ability.

>
- This could include adding subtitles to videos,
’ e making fonts larger and using buff coloured
— backgrounds.
AN

Young People’s Teaching and Learning
Tips on: Timing and Mentoring

Timing is key. Allocating 5-10 minutes to mentoring slots provides
insufficient time for mentoring to be effective.

We advise that it’s not beneficial for young people to
stay behind after school for additional mental health
support. Extra time in school on top of timetables
leaves less time outside of school, especially for
young carers, to do homework and revision, meal

times, breaks and more. This unnecessarily increases
pressure and stress, making it more difficult for young
people to maintain their own space and healthy
routines alongside school.
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Young People’s Teaching and Learning
Tips on: The Need for Continuity

Continuity is needed in schools’ policies and approaches to teaching
mental health. For example, if schools advise students to make time and
space for their mental health, then schools must ensure that the timetable
and workload set allows for that.

As a case study, one of our schools shortened lesson times slightly, during lockdown, in order to give their
students longer breaks between lessons and for lunch, allowing for mental downtime and space.

Whilst school nurses are helpful, having a different nurse for each session
is not as efficient or effective. It means young people have to re-introduce
themselves and their issues every time, eating up most of the session and
leaving minimal time for feedback and proactive discussion. Providing
continuity in mental health provision in schools, including having regular
timetables for which nurse is in when, enables students to build
professional and trusting relationships that leads to better mental health
support.

Young People’s my Teaching and Learning
Tips on: Privacy and Confidentiality

1:1s in-front of the whole class about wellbeing can be distressing for
students. This setting can create a highly uncomfortable environment for
the young person, meaning they are less likely to engage and seek support.
Mental health is personal and sensitive so schools must respect young
people’s privacy on the matter.
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Check out our other reports in this series
via our Youth Wellbeing Hub:

e Supporting new Year 7s (transition)

e Bullying Prevention

e Mental Health Awareness & Cultural Change
e Social Media and Wellbeing

Go to www.escv.org.uk for more

Read about East Sussex Community Voice’s

approach to youth voice and participation work, and
learn more about our current portfolio here:

https://www.escv.org.uk/services/youth-voice-and-participa
tion-services

East Sussex | Meetewnet  dpraachil  eve S pegyioint

Community Voice they are Youth voice CxPeriences

iiterreg HE

East Sussex 2 Seas Mers Zeeén

Community Voic

Eucpuur Bgrons) Darstuannl ®ond


http://www.escv.org.uk
https://www.escv.org.uk/services/youth-voice-and-participation-services
https://www.escv.org.uk/services/youth-voice-and-participation-services

East Sussex

Sussex
Communi

@®
§
=
2
j =

=3
=

&
Q
O

nity
n

Foundai

Summary of Young People’s Recommendations

ing and Learning Tips

N

Mental Health

Teach

the Curriculum and Culture of your school

9S1249X3 pue
Sune3j uo siseydwa sso1

AydesSowsap |e30] jo ssa|piedal ‘wsides
Jo 1pedwi ay3 uo Suiysea) paseatou|

YInoA 10} 3|qEUIBISNS BJB YDIYM SPoYIaw
Budod uo ssauaseme pue snaoj Suisiey

EM |Nj109dSa1 pUE SARIISUDS e ul
paJaniap inq ‘uidod pue apnIns
‘waey-§|as INoge uoi1}eINPa IO

uoiudod |e12os pue AjisiaAlpoinau
uo uAwWdojaAI p |euolssajod 210

R

JU3SUO)) |BI3UAD
Inoqe Sujuiea aI0A

2 Seas Mers Zeeén

Wilerrey
VRAC

$53J15 JJWIPEJE 3 WEXD
uo dApe @ yoddns aloN

European Union

Eurcpean Regona!
Dermkegrrant Fund

s3ujuaem 1333113 03 yoeoadde
paJ2pISuU0d pue snoined ‘|njaled alow y

|

yajeay [eaudy pue sdiyspuaiy
‘sdiysuoije|al usamiaq
Uil 3Y3 U0 SNJ04 3I0|A

East Sussex
Community Voic

Eucpuur Bgrons) Dl =ond



|
East Sussex gl

Community Voice #'W"‘ Sussex

Communit;
E" Fbundauﬁ%ny

Thank you and About Us

This consultation and report was brought to you by East
Sussex Community Voice (ESCV).

East Sussex
ESCV is an independent Community Interest Company Communi*fg Voice
(Reg no. 8270069) set up to champion the voices of the
public.

We deliver the Healthwatch functions in East Sussex, It Takes a Village to Raise A Child
(VRAC), The Youth Inspect & Advise Group, and we also commission NHS Complaints
Advocacy in East Sussex.

Please get in touch with ESCV to hear more about our projects and the young
people who work with us.

Staff contact for this piece of work:
ed.peasgood@escv.org.uk greta.anderson@escv.org.uk

Our Office Email:
info@escv.org.uk

Our Office Telephone:
01323 403590

Where we are:

East Sussex Community Voice

Barbican Suite
Greencoat House
32 St Leonards Road
Eastbourne

East Sussex

BN21 3UT
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