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MENTAL HEALTH AND EDUCATION: AN INTRODUCTION TO THIS RESOURCE
In September 2003 BACP launched an awareness campaign consisting of a poster mailed to all secondary
schools in the country promoting a new dedicated website1. This website gave teachers information and
guidance on emotional and behavioural difficulties, the theme of World Mental Health Day 2003. The
central idea contained within that campaign was that teachers sometimes need to look beyond behaviour
and understand what might be going on for the young person. Sometimes behaviour is not merely
designed to frustrate or anger but is symptomatic of an underlying mental health problem.
As teachers we address under-achievement through setting targets and praise. We offer rewards and try
to make our lessons more interesting and entertaining. We tutor them and attempt to convince them of the
intrinsic value of education.2 We offer choices and consequences in relation to aggressive behaviours. We
sometimes punish those who disrupt and exclusion faces those who do not conform. We cajole and
encourage the school refuser and sometimes, if we are honest, miss those who are sad and withdrawn but
whose behaviour is not challenging. Yet these behaviours might be masking the depressed or anxious
child. There may be underlying conduct disorders or hyperkinetic disorders, for example, causing
disturbance of activity and attention. There may also be disorders of habit, somatic disorders or even the
beginnings of more serious psychotic disorders.3
It is important to understand what we mean by mental health. Mental health is often confused with mental
illness and therefore seen as the responsibility of trained professionals and psychiatrists. The Mental
Health Foundation reminds us that:
For all of us the ability to experience emotions, to cope with the ups and downs of life, to make friends and
have a sense of identity, is fundamental both to our own wellbeing and our ability to contribute individually
and collectively to society.4
Mental health therefore is exactly what it says, the health of our minds. In 1946 the World Health
Organisation referred to health as a complete state of physical, mental and social wellbeing not merely the
absence of disease or infirmity. Katherine Weare tells us that such a positive ‘salutogenic’ or wellness
model (Antonovsky, 1987)5 as opposed to a ‘pathogenic’ model should not make us insensitive to the
needs of young people in school who do have mental health problems. She remarks that:
We need to be realistic and recognise that mental illness is a prevalent, major and possibly growing health
issue, one that is often under-estimated and unrecognised.6
It has been estimated that as many as 21 per cent of young people in the United States between the ages
of nine and 17 have a diagnosable emotional or behavioural health disorder and that less than a third get
help with these problems.7 While these figures are taken from across the Atlantic it can be argued that
similar statistics are relevant to the UK.
Mental health is a continuum, ranging from a state of emotional wellbeing to having an illness that may
affect our thoughts, feelings and ultimately our behaviour. We are all at some point on that continuum and
it is clear that at various points in our lives we may need additional support from family, friends and
sometimes mental health professionals. Few of us will never feel so low that it affects our ability to work
and relate to others. Many of us have experienced fear or anxiety that leaves us feeling less effective or
even paralysed. Many of us will have thoughts that hinder our ability to function at an optimal level or
feelings that threaten to overwhelm us as well as behaviours that appear to lack a rational or reasoned
basis. Young people are of course no different, indeed it could be argued that they might be less able to
cope with mental health issues often having an apparently reduced level of control over their lives and
often facing difficulties at times when their emotional selves are developing and immature.
Signs are encouraging. It is clear that there is a growing interest in mental health and schooling. In 2001
the DfES published guidance8 and strongly recommended that schools acknowledge the importance of a
mental health approach. The Mental Health Foundation and other similar organisations are taking an active
interest in promoting ideas around mental health and wellbeing in education. In the US and Australia in
particular, there is an increasing emphasis given to mental health in schools and much material is available
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on the Internet. In this country, schools are taking more of an interest in emotional literacy and preventative
work through the Personal Health and Social Education (PHSE), curriculum and citizenship guidance.
In addition, there is increasing recognition of the role of emotions in learning. Neurological research into
the workings of the brain has recognised that we learn best when our emotions are engaged. Equally
important is the increased understanding that our feelings affect our capacity to learn. A worried, anxious,
scared or sad young person will often begin to fail at school and perhaps affect the learning of others.
Long and Fogell (1999) explore one aspect of this. They write:
We learn when our sense of who we are will be either maintained or enhanced. If we will be better able to
deal with our world then we will be motivated to learn. Learning involves risk... If we do not feel safe we will
resist learning.9
The time has come to draw together ideas and practice found in mental health and education. It could be
argued that mental health and emotional safety underpin all that we do in school and that the national
agenda of improved standards and higher achievement can only be reached by similarly addressing the
emotional health of young people.
If the intention of phase one of our campaign was to alert teachers to the importance of mental health in
school, this teaching resource represents a development of the project in a way that extends these ideas
into the classroom with the aim that it will help young people understand mental health and its effects on
themselves and others. We hope that this resource, which can be used in PSHE and citizenship lessons or
in other areas of the curriculum, will open a dialogue with students about mental health issues.
This resource is for whole class use but can be adapted for small groups. Each activity begins with a brief
introduction followed by the aim of the session. Materials needed are set out and followed by procedure.
Some lessons are accompanied by a photocopyable activity. Where appropriate, extension activities are
offered.
A note of caution is necessary. In using these materials it is important to recognise that some of the issues
and ideas may well touch some of our students more than others. It is important to be aware that the
teacher too might be affected by the work and discussion that emerges from their use. Some problems
may touch on things that we or our students have kept hidden or prefer not to explore. For this reason it is
important to check at the end of each session that students are feeling OK and that support structures are
in place for those in need. The teacher should ensure that they have a colleague with whom to share
strong feelings if necessary. This resource should be used sensitively and with empathy.
As a counselling organisation BACP encourages the development of counselling services for young people
whether school-based or otherwise. BACP is happy to support and advise schools who wish to develop
this dimension of support for students who may be experiencing emotional distress.
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Words, Stereotypes and Feelings
Activity guidance notes for teachers

These activities ask students to explore the language of mental health and the
attitudes linked with it. Students are also encouraged to look at stereotypes
associated with mental health and to challenge these. Finally, students are asked
to consider their own feelings and those of others in relation to the language
explored.
WHAT YOU WILL NEED
Large sheets of paper
Felt tip pens

HOW TO DO IT
Split the students into groups of four. Hand them the pens and paper and ask them to carry out a
wordstorm around the idea of mental health. Remember, at this stage all contributions are welcomed and
not challenged. After five minutes ask each group to display their sheet and share with the whole group.
Often the list of words will focus on mental ‘illness’ and include a number of slang words that are often
seen as offensive or ill-informed e.g. nutter, dim wit, mad, schizo, not all there, odd, crazy, loony. How
many words are seen to be positive or negative? Ask them if they have used words like these. What
feelings are generated in the person who uses these words: fear, superiority?
Explore with the group the possible origin of some of these terms and the possible effect upon our
attitudes to people with mental health problems. What might they feel: isolation, shame, anxiety, not
belonging, anger? Raise the issue that mental health is also about being emotionally healthy and not
exclusively about illness. Assess with the group the possible impact on people with mental health
problems especially in terms of their sense of worth.
Give out more paper. Now, working with a partner, ask the students to draw the outline figure of a
‘mentally ill person’. They may want to label their visual representation. Allow 10 minutes for this. Ask them
to share with another pair of students and look for similarities. Clearly some students may resist creating
the stereotype but encourage them to do so if only to highlight the attitudes of less informed people.

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
Ask the group to think of how mental health is portrayed in film and on television. Are these stereotypes?
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Myths and Reality
Activity guidance notes for teachers

There are many myths associated with mental illness which have almost been
adopted as unquestionable truths. These activities encourage discussion around
attitudes and knowledge.
TIME
35 minutes

WHAT YOU WILL NEED
A copy of ‘Mental Illness: True or False’ for each student
Two sheets of A4 paper, one labelled TRUE the other FALSE
Students will need a pen

HOW TO DO IT
Ask the students to complete the sheet ‘Mental Illness: True or False’. This should be done by gut feeling
rather than extensive deliberation. Allow 5 minutes for this before asking students to pair up and compare
answers. To what extent is there agreement? Where there is disagreement, each student should try to
explain the reasoning behind their choice. The following information is reproduced for your use.
1.

Only a small proportion of people with mental illness are in danger of harming others.

2.

Mental health problems rarely affect someone’s intelligence. Some have lower levels of intelligence
and some are above average.

3.

Most people experience some form of mental health problem during their lives, often associated with
depression and anxiety.

4.

Children experience mental health problems although these are often not diagnosed or treated.

5.

Self harm is often a secretive activity.

6.

Many illnesses can be treated and managed and often people will return to normal functioning but
people with severe mental illness sometimes experience problems throughout their lives

7.

Depression has nothing to do with being weak or lazy. Often it is associated with changes in
brain chemistry.

8.

Mental illness, while affecting other people around the sufferer, is not contagious.

9.

While people with mental illness feel shame, they are not the cause of their problem. People with
mental health problems are just as likely to do things which are anti-social but again, this is not the
cause of their illness.

10. Schizophrenia is often confused with multiple personality disorder which is quite different.

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
As an alternative to pair work, consider placing your two TRUE/FALSE sheets at opposite sides of the
room and on reading the statement ask them to agree or disagree. They should be prepared to comment
on their choice. Where there is a disagreement, invite students at opposing ends of the room to change
their mind and ‘join the opposite group’.
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Activity Sheet – Myths and Reality
Mental Illness: True or False

Decide which of the following statements are TRUE or FALSE. Circle your answer.
Be prepared to discuss your choices.

1.

People with a mental illness are dangerous

TRUE

FALSE

2.

People suffering from a mental illness
are often of below average intelligence

TRUE

FALSE

3.

Mental health problems affect most people at
some point in their lives

TRUE

FALSE

4.

Children do not suffer from mental illness

TRUE

FALSE

5.

People who self harm are seeking attention

TRUE

FALSE

6.

Mental illnesses can be treated and cured

TRUE

FALSE

7.

People who are depressed have weak personalities.
They are often lazy and should look at life
more positively.

TRUE

FALSE

8.

Mental illness can be ‘caught’

TRUE

FALSE

9.

People with a severe psychotic illness are bad,
evil or antisocial

TRUE

FALSE

TRUE

FALSE

10. Schizophrenia means having a ‘split personality’
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Stigma
Activity guidance notes for teachers

The word stigma is associated with feelings of shame or disgrace. In a sense it
may feel similar to a mark placed upon a person that can have a devastating effect
on that person because of the way other people interpret it. For a person
experiencing a mental health problem the views of others affect self-esteem and
can last for a lifetime. Stigma can lead to discrimination and impacts on
relationships in potentially disastrous ways. Stigma is associated with prejudice
and misunderstanding. This activity asks students to begin to experience what this
might be like.
TIME
35 minutes

WHAT YOU WILL NEED
No materials required for main activity, although art materials will be necessary for extension activities

HOW TO DO IT
Firstly explore the concept of stigma with students. What does the word mean? What might be its origins?
Ask the students to work with a partner. They should decide who will be A and who will be B. A should
talk for 5 minutes about the experience of having a mental health problem and being treated differently by
others. Ask students to not only ‘tell their story’ but express thoughts and feelings too. B should listen as
hard as they can, encouraging their partner to speak but without challenging or judging them. You should
keep time and after the allotted 5 minutes ask the students to swap around. At the end of the activity ask
students what it felt like to be taking on the roles of speaker and listener.
In the role plays, ask the students to consider incorporating some of the following:
•

How it affects their relationships, at home and at school

•

Being treated as abnormal or ‘sick’

•

Being afraid to tell anybody about the problem

•

Feelings such as anger, fear, sadness, loneliness and isolation

•

Effect on self-esteem

•

Being treated as an ‘illness’ and not a person

•

Feeling rejected, worthless and less than human

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
There are many opportunities to explore the experience of stigma through creative activities such as
poetry, stories, letter writing, poster work and art.
Students can also be asked to explore ways in which stigma can be challenged; for example, through
education, seeing mental illness as simply another kind of illness, challenging the myths, misconceptions,
stigmatising language and negative attitudes that surround mental health and being personally more
supportive of friends and family who may be experiencing emotional difficulty in their lives.
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What Causes a Mental Health Problem?
Activity guidance notes for teachers

Some mental health problems are related to genetic and physiological factors and
are seen as having medical causes. However, many events and relationship issues
might cause or maintain a person’s mental illness. This activity asks students to
explore those factors which might have a negative and sometimes debilitating
effect on a person’s emotional health and wellbeing.
TIME
50 minutes

WHAT YOU WILL NEED
Lots of newspapers and magazines
Scissors
A3 paper
Glue

HOW TO DO IT
Have plenty of newspapers and magazines available and prepare yourself for a mess. Ask the students to
make a collage based around the causes of mental health problems. Pictures and words can be torn or
cut out and stuck on the paper without any unnecessary focus on neatness but in a way that represents
the factors which influence a person’s mental health. This could take around 30 minutes. Ask for
volunteers to come to the front of the room and talk through their creation. Sometimes there may be a
tenuous link between the image and cause but the collage is there not as an accurate record but as a
means of communicating ideas. Newspapers and magazines will contain pictures, images and headlines
that refer to matters such as family breakdown, crime, violence, substance abuse, bereavement and loss,
economic disadvantage, parenting styles, illness, discrimination, bullying and physical, emotional and
sexual abuse, etc. Make sure you leave enough time for clearing up!
An alternative and possibly more controlled activity would be to produce your own montage of images
which could be photocopied, distributed and discussed in small groups.

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
Students can be asked to keep a record of news items, and storylines from soaps and dramas that touch
on the factors which might affect a person’s mental health and wellbeing.
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Risk and Resilience
Activity guidance notes for teachers

Professionals have for a number of years been interested in why some young
people do not develop mental health problems despite their exposure to a number
of risk factors. These counter influences are often referred to as resilience or
protective factors. Risk factors only increase the probability that a child may
develop a mental health problem and clearly there is a complex interplay between
these negative influences and the more positive protective factors in the young
person’s life. In a sense, risk factors can be seen as cumulative and their aggregate
effect more likely when more than one factor has been active. These activities help
students to explore these risk and resilience factors and perhaps privately relate
them to their own experience.
TIME
50 minutes

WHAT YOU WILL NEED
Copies of the worksheet ‘Risk and Resilience’ for all students

HOW TO DO IT
This activity can be carried out in small groups or individually. Explain the concepts of risk and resilience.
Ask them why some students face multiple issues in their lives but appear to develop and make progress,
while other young people’s lives appear to fall apart plunging them into depression and self-destructive
behaviours.
Then either ask students to find different ways of grouping risk and resilience factors or offer them the idea
that they can normally be grouped under the following headings:
•

Factors within the child

•

Factors within the family

•

Factors within the community

Now ask the students to categorise both risk and resilience factors from the list provided. Inevitably there
will be some overlap and this should facilitate interesting discussion. You could perhaps draw up a
composite set of lists drawn from the students’ deliberations.

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
Give students two large pieces of paper and ask them to represent risk and resilience factors in
symbolic form.
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Activity Sheet – Risk and Resilience

Attempt to group all risk and resilience factors in a young person’s life into the
following categories:
•

Child

•

Family

•

Community

RISK FACTORS:

RESILIENCE FACTORS:

Poor social coping skills

Strong bonds within the family

Hanging around with peers who get into trouble

Secure early relationships

A parent who suffers from a mental illness

A religious faith

A lack of early attachment and nurturing

Involvement with extended family

Poor nutrition

Attending a successful school

Being made homeless

Being female

Genetic influence

At least one close relationship

Oppressive or weak discipline at home

Parental support for education

Hostile and rejecting relationships

Sense of humour

A difficult temperament

Parental warmth and support

Poverty

A stable family environment

Being involved in a disaster

Above average intelligence

Inconsistent discipline at home

A positive attitude to life

Discrimination and racism

Taking part in community activities

Witnessing family conflict and violence

Teachers express high expectations

Chronic illness

Parents express clear expectations

Divorce and separation

Love and affection

Loss of a parent, close relative or sibling

Good social skills

Parental involvement in crime or drugs

A high income family

Having a learning difficulty

A range of sporting/leisure activity

Physical and sexual abuse

Good relationships with teachers

Violence in the community

Peers have conventional values

Communication difficulties

Respect for authority

Low self-esteem

Parents spend quality time with child

Emotional abuse

Personal goals

Exposure to drug misuse

High self-esteem

Truancy from school

Good problem-solving skills

Gender conflict

Good housing

Being a refugee or asylum seeker
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Emotional Health and Wellbeing
Activity guidance notes for teachers

Emotional health and wellbeing are important prerequisites for a young person to
function at an optimal level, achieve their full potential and enjoy life. This exercise
encourages students to explore what might constitute emotional health and its
counterpart, unhealthy functioning.
TIME
35 minutes

WHAT YOU WILL NEED
Flip chart paper
Felt tip pens

HOW TO DO IT
Split the whole class into smaller sub-groups of around four students. Ask half of the groups to explore
emotional health and the other half emotional ill-health. Distribute the paper and pens and ask the first half
of the class to come up with a list of words that might describe somebody who is ‘emotionally healthy’.
Set aside 10 minutes for this. Examples might include the following:
Enjoys life
Easy-going
Good at making decisions
Self-confident
Happy
Good sense of humour
Sociable
Living in the present

Positive outlook on life
Has a clear sense of their future
Lives in the present
Has lots of energy
Looks after their appearance
Enjoys and uses leisure time to the full
Is warm and empathic
Is a good listener

Ask the other half of the class to list words and ideas that might be associated with a person who is
‘emotionally unhealthy’. For example:
Often feeling anxious or afraid
Cries easily
Often sad or depressed
Does not like eating in public
Is often tired
Is plagued by worrying thoughts
Life appears to be out of control
Talks about hurting themselves

Irritable and aggressive for much of the time
Neglects their appearance or responsibilities
Lethargic
Avoids social contact
Displays lots of anger
Fears the future
Feels that problems cannot be solved
Bullies others

Finally, ask groups to feedback to the whole group.

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
When looking at some of the characteristics that define emotional health it is useful to see them in terms of
feelings, thoughts and behaviours. Ask the group to re-order their lists under these three headings.
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Mental Illness
Activity guidance notes for teachers

This activity invites students to begin to understand the range of mental health
problems faced by young people in particular.
TIME
40 minutes

WHAT YOU WILL NEED
A copy for each student of the worksheet ‘Mental Illness and Young People’
Flip chart paper
Felt tip pens

HOW TO DO IT
Sensitivity is needed in using all the material in this resource, but it is especially important to recognise
that some of the mental health problems highlighted here may affect a student directly or indirectly. Where
this is known it would be good practice to explain what you intend to do in the lesson with that student.
Working in small groups, ask the students to list as many mental health problems as they can think of. This
should take around 15 minutes.
Distribute copies of the worksheet ‘Mental Illness and Young People’. Students are asked to link the
mental health problem with characteristics associated with it. Clearly some generalisations are necessary
and there will inevitably be an overlap in some areas.
Students are also asked to record what they already know about these mental health problems.

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
There is a great deal of material available on the Internet around some of the mental health problems
identified. Groups of students could be asked to research different illnesses and at a later stage give a
presentation to the whole group.
Most mental health problems have self-help groups linked with them. They are not only a good source of
information but will often supply speakers and other teaching materials.
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Activity Sheet –
Mental Illness and Young People

Young people sometimes experience a range of mental health difficulties. See if
you can link the problem with the description. What else do you know about these
mental health problems?
Schizophrenia

Distressing thoughts and rituals often necessitating repeating
behaviours such as checking and washing hands

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

Repeatedly hurting oneself often by cutting, burning or hitting

Asperger’s Syndrome

Deliberately and often secretly restricting food intake with the
intention of losing weight, often without need to

Anorexia Nervosa

Finding it hard to settle down to a task and pay attention.
Sometimes disrupting others or damaging their possessions.

Obsessive Compulsive Disorder

Strong feelings of sadness. A loss of pleasure or interest in things
once enjoyed. Feeling worthless and without hope

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder

Seeing the world as threatening, unable to relax and worrying
excessively.

Anxiety

Recurrent dreams and recollections of a past event. Avoiding
specific activities, people and events

Conduct/Antisocial disorder

Characterised by major abnormalities of thinking, beliefs and
perception. Sufferers often lose insight and contact with reality.

Depression

Often failing to use non-verbal expression or to recognise it in
others. Sometimes engaging in repetitive and ritualistic activities.
Often lacking empathy and finding making friends difficult.

Self harm

Persistently unable to control behaviour and obey acceptable
rules. Characterised by a defiance of authority and challenging,
sometimes destructive, behaviour.
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Feelings and Behaviour
Activity guidance notes for teachers

Clearly there is a link between mental health and behaviour. This session asks
students to begin to explore this link by looking at their own feelings and how
these might have a positive or negative effect on their school work and
relationships with others. This is a self-awareness exercise. Explain that ‘behaviour’
here is not meant only in terms of conduct, but more about what they do and how
they act in different situations. Students are then asked to explore how mental
health difficulties might affect a young person at school.
TIME
50 minutes

WHAT YOU WILL NEED
All students will need a copy of the worksheet ‘Feelings and Behaviour’
Pens
Flipchart paper

HOW TO DO IT
Working alone, students complete Section A of ‘Feelings and Behaviour’. This should take approximately
15 minutes. It asks them to record a time when they have experienced certain feelings. Students may want
to retain confidentiality when completing this list and therefore responses could be recorded symbolically
in a way only the student will understand.
Students then complete Section B. Here they are asked to describe how having certain feelings might
impact on their school work, friendships and relationships at home.
Ask students to return to the last session that explored mental illness. How might each of these mental
health problems affect a young person’s behaviour and relationships with teachers and pupils at school?
Ask students to work in pairs and explore this idea in more detail.

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
Ask students to monitor and record their emotions over a period of one week. How have these
experiences affected their behaviour?
Ask students to consider the idea that schools should only attempt to change behaviour since they have
little influence over a young person’s life, past and present, as it exists outside school.
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Activity Sheet – Feelings and Behaviour

SECTION A
Try to remember a time from the recent or distant past when you have experienced the following feelings
and emotions. If you prefer, you may like to record your thoughts in a way that only you can understand.

A TIME I FELT:
Really sad
Very angry
Left out
Happy
Lonely
Frightened
Tired
Confident
Stressed
Depressed
Friendly
Shame
Hopeless
Put down

SECTION B
Draw up a chart that lists these feelings and any others that come to mind. Show how your behaviour
might affect:
•

You at school

•

Your friendships

•

You at home

How might your behaviour affect other people? How might it change their behaviour towards you?

Exploring Mental Health © BACP 2004

9

Feelings, Mental Health and Learning –
The Connection Activity guidance notes for teachers

When students feel depressed or unhappy, or when they are anxious or scared
their capacity to learn is affected. They may withdraw or show aggression.
Sometimes they act out. When students feel unloved or neglected they may seek
attention or give up trying. As with young people, our ability to learn will be affected
by our mental health and emotional wellbeing. Learning involves risk and when a
young person feels their sense of worth is in jeopardy, or when they have come to
expect failure, they will resist learning. These activities call upon students to
understand these concepts and relate them to personal experience.
TIME
45 minutes

WHAT YOU WILL NEED
Copies of ‘Case Study’ Activity Sheet for all students
Pens and paper

HOW TO DO IT
Explain the potential link between emotional health and learning. Ask students to work with a partner.
Distribute the ‘Case Study Activity Sheet’ and ask them to consider the two scenarios and accompanying
questions. They should record their responses in note form. After 10 minutes ask them to join with another
pair and share ideas.

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
This material could provide an opportunity for role-play work. Ask the students to work in pairs and each
take on the role of parent/teacher and student where under-achievement is explored.
The students could be asked to consider individually, times when they have avoided work at school or
where their learning has been impeded by thoughts and feelings.
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Activity Sheet – Case Study

CASE STUDY 1
Until recently Sunita has been a model student. She has had her course work well under control and often
handed in well in advance of due dates. She has always been popular with a number of firm friends who
are also doing well. Since year 7 her attendance and punctuality have always been exemplary and the only
significant time she had off was when her parents split up when she was in year 9 and she went to live
with her dad for a while. Behaviour has always been very good and apart from a couple of detentions there
are few concerns. Her grandmother has been ill for some time and she visits her regularly. Sunita’s mother
has very high expectations of her academically and she is expected to go to university after completing
her A Levels.
However, Sunita’s form tutor has recently noticed changes. She’s late at least twice a week and seems
irritable in lessons. Her English teacher has noted that she has some course work owing which is unusual.
Sunita has spent more time in the library at lunch times and only appears to be browsing. There was an
incident last week when she was rude to a member of staff and aggressive to a dinner supervisor who told
her that she couldn’t eat her sandwiches in the main dining hall. Importantly, Sunita seems to be bored in
class, more withdrawn and rarely contributes to discussion. Written work is correct but minimal.
1.

How has Sunita changed?

2.

Can you suggest what might have caused these changes?

3.

What feelings might Sunita be experiencing?

4.

How has her learning been affected?

CASE STUDY 2
Colin has always had difficulties. His junior school report is littered with behaviour incident report forms,
albeit of a minor nature. He does little work in class and often remarks that it’s ‘boring’ or that it’s ‘too
easy’. In lessons Colin sits with three friends who are equally reluctant to engage with lessons most of the
time. Colin regularly forgets his equipment and rarely does his homework. Colin can be quite disruptive,
often engaging in activities that have little to do with his work. On some occasions he prevents others from
working by taking their pen away or hiding their belongings. He often gets into an argument with Tariq who
he regards as a ‘boffin’. Colin is in year 8 but many of his teachers expect him to be excluded before the
end of Year 9.
1.

What is going on for Colin?

2.

Why does he find the work ‘boring’ and ‘too easy’?

3.

Why does he attempt to prevent others from working?

4.

Why might learning be risky for Colin?

5.

What is Colin feeling?
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A Little Help
Activity guidance notes for teachers

While most people will not experience a diagnosed mental illness, many adults and
young people will feel low, depressed or anxious and indeed may display aspects
of behaviour which if more long-lasting, persistent and severe may be regarded as
a mental health problem. In this way, mental health may be seen as part of a
continuum. It is clear that adults and young people will need support at various
points in their lives. These activities help students explore possibilities.
TIME
40 minutes

WHAT YOU WILL NEED
Copies for all students of the worksheet ‘Who Can Help?’
A4 paper
Pens and felt tips

HOW TO DO IT
Conduct a wordstorm with the whole group around who can help young people when they have a
problem. This list might include:
Social workers
Education social workers
Special needs teachers
Doctors
Behaviour support teachers

Teachers
Parents
Brothers and sisters
Nurses
Counsellors

Mentors
Friends
Family friends
Psychologists
Uncles and aunts

Head of year
Grandparents
Neighbours
Psychiatrists

Give out copies of ‘Who Can Help?’ Ask students to complete the sheet. After 5 minutes ask the students
to share with one other person. Are any patterns discernible? What kinds of problems do we share with
different kinds of people? What would prevent students from seeking help if they felt they might have a
mental health problem?

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
Students should be asked to draw 4 concentric circles. Placing themselves in the middle they should then
write the names or roles of people and professionals in the circles surrounding ‘me’ (see example below)
who could help them if they were experiencing one of the following problems:
•

Had thoughts of harming themselves

•

Were frightened to come to school

•

Were experiencing eating distress

•

Had suicidal thoughts

•

Had been depressed for some time
Example:

Proximity to the centre indicates the likelihood of seeking help
from that individual. This activity should facilitate discussion
around young people’s reluctance to share problems with
professionals and the importance of family and friends in
offering support.
Continuing with the mental health continuum theme, ask students
to interview an adult they know well to explore times when they
might have needed emotional support.
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Me

activity 10

Activity Sheet – Who Can Help?

Who might be able to help and support you if you were experiencing the following
kinds of problems in your life? If you would prefer not to answer these personally,
consider your responses as advice to a friend in need.
PROBLEM
Being bullied at school
Parents are splitting up and always arguing
Someone close to you has died and you can’t
stop grieving
You get headaches all the time
Worried that you are angry much of the time
Fearful of coming to school for no apparent reason
You are frightened to go home because of the violence
You know that your behaviour at home and school
is getting worse and you want to turn things around
You have fallen out with your best friend
Exams are looming and you are sick with worry
You are making yourself sick after meals
You have felt that taking lots of pills would solve all
your problems
You have felt sad and unhappy for many weeks and
see no light at the end of the tunnel
The work is too hard at school
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A Listening Ear
Activity guidance notes for teachers

Many young people seek support from each other and this is to be welcomed.
Indeed many schools have attempted to formalise this process by introducing peer
support and other similar schemes. The reality is, however, that most emotional
support on a personal level occurs between friends. This session encourages
students to develop the skills of helping but also to understand when it may be
necessary to involve adults.
TIME
1 hour

WHAT YOU WILL NEED
Flip chart paper
Felt tip pens
Space!

HOW TO DO IT
In small groups ask students to come up with the qualities of being a good helper and listener. Feedback
to whole group. These might include:
•

Regard for non-verbal communication

•

Asking open questions

•

Good eye contact

•

Being approachable

•

Empathy

•

Offering time

•

Being non-judgmental

•

Trust

•

Confidentiality

•

Focusing on feelings

•

Understanding

•

Warmth

Ask students to practice some of these skills in a one-to-one situation. Students work in threes each
taking the role of listener, talker and observer. Each talks about a real or imagined problem for 5 minutes
(you keep time). After each 5 minutes, ask the trio to share what it was like to talk, to be listened to and to
observe. This is not meant to be a training exercise in counselling skills, merely an opportunity for students
to focus on what a good helping relationship would look and feel like.
Talk to the group about the limits to confidentiality. Students should consider when they might need to
seek help from a caring adult and under what circumstances they might consider breaking confidentiality.
This could take the form of a whole class debate. Examples include:
If the friend is at risk in some way
If they are in danger of hurting another person
If they are self harming
Where they are contemplating suicide or have already made an attempt
If they have been or are likely to be abused, especially sexually or physically
Where the young person is displaying unusual behaviours or having disturbing thoughts
Where there is a risk of violence

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
The group may wish to research and practice listening skills in more depth.
Ask the group to identify some of the qualities necessary to be a good friend and helper.
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Communicating What We Feel
Activity guidance notes for teachers

There is a growing interest in what is referred to as emotional literacy and in
particular how it can contribute to the emotional wellbeing of young people in
schools. Key to emotional literacy are principles such as self-awareness and the
ability to understand our own emotions and those of others. We also need to use
these insights and understandings to make us more effective in our own lives.
Indeed it can be argued that emotional literacy is an important prerequisite to
mental health. Central to emotional literacy is language. Put simply, the larger our
vocabulary of feelings the more able we are to express ourselves in healthy ways.
These activities encourage students to develop an extended feelings vocabulary
and to use it in their daily lives.
TIME
50 minutes

WHAT YOU WILL NEED
Flip chart paper
Pens
‘Feelings Sheets’ / Sheets (created by teacher) listing the 5 key emotions (listed below)

HOW TO DO IT
Split the class into 5 groups. Hand each group one of the ‘Feelings Sheets’ which will contain headings for
the 5 key emotions with space/lines for students to write additional words. Alternatively, you can give each
student an individual sheet for each emotion which is headed accordingly. Ask them to collectively write
down as many words as they can think of associated with that key emotion. e.g. anger, irritation,
annoyance, fury, rage, aggression, violence, hate.
The 5 key emotions are:
ANGER

HAPPINESS

FEAR

DISGUST

SADNESS

Allow 10 minutes for this. Now ask them to rank them according to intensity, e.g. ecstasy, joy, pleasure,
amusement. Each group should feedback their work. Is everybody in agreement with the rankings?
Ask the group to form pairs. Each student talks for 5 minutes about something important to them in their
lives, past, present or future, using as many feelings words as possible. Students can take part at the level
they feel most comfortable.

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
Ask each student to choose a letter of the alphabet and come up with as many feelings words that begin
with that letter. XYZ could prove difficult!
Ask students to consciously use feelings words with family and friends. Do they feel better understood?
How did people react?
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A Mentally Healthy School
Activity guidance notes for teachers

Schools have a responsibility to promote the social and emotional development of
all students. They should work towards creating an emotionally safe climate that
promotes the mental health of all adults and children who work there. This activity
asks students to identify ways in which schools already do this and how emotional
health can further be supported.
TIME
1 hour

WHAT YOU WILL NEED
Large sheets of paper
Lots of coloured felt tip pens or paints

HOW TO DO IT
Students should work in small groups. They are asked to design an ‘emotionally healthy school’. This
could be a visual representation or take the form of a large collection of illustrated ideas. Suitable areas to
include are: building an environment including classrooms, leisure areas, canteen; teaching and learning;
the curriculum; relationships between staff and students and between staff; the involvement of parents and
carers; support for staff and students; the involvement of outside agencies; policies, especially those
relating to bullying; behaviour and health education; resources, etc.
Each group can be asked to introduce their ‘ideal’ school to the whole group.
An alternative, which requires some confidence, is to ask students to begin their activity by identifying the
characteristics of a mentally unhealthy school. On completion these negatives can be reversed to form the
mentally healthy school.

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
Students can produce publicity using computer software advertising the school. A radio advert could be
written and recorded.
Ideas for improvement in the school could be voiced to the School Council.
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Questions in a Box
Activity guidance notes for teachers

At the end of this course students may be left with a whole range of feelings and
issues that have not been addressed or that have impacted upon them more than
expected. These final activities offer the class an opportunity to ask questions and
explore feelings. As with the rest of the course it is important to have suitable
support systems in place to help students in need afterwards.
TIME
20 minutes

WHAT YOU WILL NEED
A medium-sized cardboard box
Pieces of card or paper

HOW TO DO IT
Ask students to write down any comments, feelings or questions they might have about this work on
mental health. These can be anonymous or the student may, if they wish, write their name. They should be
placed in the box. The teacher should mix them up and read them to the group. No students’ names
should be read out. A student can ask for their card not to be read out by indicating with a cross. In many
ways this is an opportunity for students to evaluate and reflect upon the course. However, if a student
wants further help, this is one way in which they can seek it.
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