Promoting mental health first aid
literacy in secondary schools

Emeritus Professor Alan Glasper, from the University of Southampton, discusses a new initiative designed to
help teachers in secondary schools better understand and identify mental health issues in children
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n June 2017, as part of its strategy to

reform mental health services, the

Government announced that it was

allocating £200000 to help teachers
understand and identify mental health issues
in children through a training programme
(Department of Health (DH) et al, 2017).

Every secondary school in England will be
offered the training, as part of a Government
strategy to transform mental health support for
children and young people. The programme
will be provided by the social enterprise
Mental Health First Aid England (MHFA) and
will initially offer training to 1000 teachers
(MHFA, 2017a).

There are plans to extend the scheme
over the next 2 years to ensure that trained
people are in place in every secondary school
in England. After training, staft should be
able to respond to and manage mental health
problems that present in children. These
include depression and anxiety, suicidal
thoughts, psychosis, self-harm, and eating
disorders.

Members of the Royal family have
recently backed initiatives to address mental
health issues. For example, Prince Harry
has warned about the negative effects that
excessive mobile phone use has on young
people’s mental health (Sulleyman, 2017).

Schools have reported that an increasing
numbers of pupils are suffering mental ill
health and that teachers have found it difficult
to get them appropriate support (Pells, 2017).

Mental health in schools

Emotional problems in childhood are

increasingly a cause for concern. The results

of a survey of 2000 teachers carried out by

The National Association of Schoolmasters

and Union of Women Teachers (NASUWT),

published in April 2017, showed that:

m Some 98% of teachers have come into
contact with pupils who they believe are
experiencing mental health problems

m 91% were aware of children experiencing
anxiety or panic attacks, with 79% believing
that some of their pupils were suffering
from depression, 64% were seeing self-
harming children, 49% were aware of
children with eating disorders and 47% had
witnessed pupils with obsessive compulsive
disorders, all across a range of ages including
children younger than four

m 89% of teachers reported that mental
health issues in children were the cause of
poor concentration in lessons

m 91% of the teachers surveyed believed that
family problems at home were creating or
contributing to pupils’ mental health issues,
with 72% of teachers citing social media
pressures as causative and 55% the impact
on children of family poverty or financial
worries

m Only 24% of surveyed teachers said they
were confident they would be able to get
timely support from expert services such
as Child and Adolescent Mental Health
Services (CAMHYS)

m Some 46% of respondents stated that
they have never received any training on

children’s mental health (NASUWT, 2017).

Despite the prevalence of mental health
problems in childhood, many teachers lack
the skills to facilitate early intervention.
However, teachers are well placed to be able
to help children in emotional distress and this
new initiative to teach them mental health
first aid skills is to be welcomed.

Members of the public, including many

employees in a wide variety of occupations,
are taught how to manage minor and major
physical health emergencies, including
basic life support, using a defibrillator and
recognising the early signs of a stroke.
Despite the emphasis on learning physical
health signs and symptoms, Jorm (2012)
highlighted that public awareness of mental
health is significantly less well developed.

First aid for mental health

The MHFA programme was first developed
in Australia, and Kitchener and Jorm (2008)
have described the development of this
enterprise and its subsequent exportation

to other countries. They believe that the
concept of first aid by the public for physical
health crises can be replicated in mental
health to facilitate early intervention during
a mental health crisis. Mental health first aid
training can be delivered in a variety of ways
and Jorm et al (2010) have shown how an
e-learning programme successfully increased
aspects of knowledge about mental health
and reduced stigma.

Using statistics from the charity Childline
and Public Health England, MHFA states that
10% of children and young people will have
experienced a mental health issue and 20000
contact Childline annually with suicidal
thoughts, a figure which has doubled over the
past 5 years (MHFA, 2017b). In an average
school class of 30 pupils aged 15, a third will
have experienced parental separation and
one the death of a parent, a fifth will be self-
harming and seven of the children will have
experienced bullying. With 50% of all mental
health conditions emerging in people before
the age of 14, the role of the teacher may be
pivotal in facilitating early intervention and
providing pupils with vital support.

The MHFA 1-day training course aims to
give teachers practical advice to help them
identify and respond to early signs of mental
health issues in children and to understand
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the issues their students might face, such

as depression and anxiety, self~harm and
eating disorders. Teachers who successfully
complete the training programme will be
invited to become Youth Mental Health
First Aid Champions to foster a sharing of
knowledge and a greater understanding of
mental health issues across their school and
the wider community. This training should
lead to greater numbers of children receiving
more timely and sensitive support to help
them cope with mental health issues and
help teachers to offer initial support until
appropriate professional help is available or
until the issue improves.

Children in hospital

Many nurses work in hospitals where there
is school provision for hospitalised children.
Hospital schools for sick children aim to
lessen, as far as medical circumstances permit,
the interruption and disruption to children’s
and young people’s education while they are
receiving treatment in hospital so that their
academic progress and learning can continue.
Hospital school teachers work closely with
nursing staff.

When the Care Quality Commission
(CQC) conducts inspections of children
and young people’s services in NHS trusts,
inspectors routinely interview the teachers as
part of their inspection process. During these
inspections the CQC will review any Ofsted
reports available.

For example, the 2014 Ofsted report for the
school at Great Ormond Street Hospital for
Children (GOSH) showed that children with
disabilities and those with special educational
needs received appropriate levels of support
to ensure they were able to achieve as well
as other children in the hospital and that
those with more complex needs or profound
learning difficulties were fully supported
by specialist staff. The school received an

‘outstanding’ Ofsted grade (GOSH, 2014)

It is often the case that hospital school
teachers act as additional eyes and ears for
the nurses, who are providing complex levels
of physical care. Children and young people
in a different care environment such as a
hospital school may reveal issues pertinent
to their mental health that might not have
emerged during a routine admission assessment,
especially when the prevailing issue is of a
physical nature. It is in these circumstances that
the value of multiprofessional team working
can be fully appreciated.

Discussion

Teachers not only have a unique perspective
on how individual students are performing
academically, but are also well placed to
observe how they are emotionally, and it is this
aspect of a teacher’s role that the Government
intends to make more robust. However, it

is clear that some teachers of students with
emotional and behavioural disorders are at
risk of stress and burnout (Nelson et al, 2001),
with reports suggesting that many teachers
believe that their own mental health has
suffered as a result of work pressures (Sellen,
2016).This may be attributed to their inability
to successfully manage classroom disruption
caused by students with behavioural problems
precipitated by mental ill health. Research

by the charity Stemming Teenage Mental
lness (STEM4) (http://www.stem4.org.
uk/), suggests that teachers do not have the
necessary skills to help students when they
experience emotional distress (Ellis, 2017).

The MHFA initiative, while laudable, is
predicated on teachers’ ability to refer at-risk
children to health professionals at CAMHS.
However, CAMHS are already overstretched,
with the Health Secretary publicly
acknowledging that NHS care of children
and young people with mental health issues is
inadequate (Campbell, 2016).

Furthermore, the current shortfalls in tier 4
provision, which aspires to meet the care
needs of children and young people with the
most complex, severe or persistent mental
health problems, have been highlighted by
McDougall et al (2008).

Conclusion
Nurses will be reassured by this new initiative
to offer mental health first aid training to
teachers. Not only will this training improve
the mental health literacy of school staff, but
it will help them develop the skills to support
their students when they are in emotional
distress and foster a culture of prompt referral
to CAMHS as appropriate. BJN
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KEY POINTS

m In June 2017 the Department of Health
and Department for Education launched
an initiative to help secondary school
teachers better understand and identify
mental health issues in children

m £200000 in funding has been promised
to deliver Mental Health First Aid
programmes to teachers

m Up to 10% of children are believed to have
a diagnosable mental health disorder,
with half of all mental health conditions
beginning before the age of 14

m Many schools report that there has
been an increase in the number of
children suffering from mental health
issues and that teachers are struggling
to access appropriate support

B The initiative to give teachers training
relies on their timely ability to refer
students to Child and Adolescent
Mental Health Services (CAMHS), which
are already overstretched
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