
I’ve led on mental health for eight years and I’ve seen a significant shift in that time
– I’ve seen the challenge grow. We’re now dealing daily with significant mental
health issues, from low level issues with mood right the way to threats of suicide.
And if you’ve got a lot of children struggling with mental health that reflects in
academic results and school attendance. 

As well as a shift in the severity of the issues, there’s been a parallel shift in the
ability to talk about these issues. That’s positive - it means students share things
that they wouldn’t have done before - but it also carries risks. How you discuss
mental health matters – if you get the narrative wrong, you can open the door
to young people labelling themselves and identifying with those labels,
whether or not they’re correct or helpful. 

Good intentions and tokenism are not enough – doing the odd assembly about it.
What schools need is a strategic, holistic approach where positive mental
health is talked about through all aspects of the school. It goes into your history
curriculum when you’re talking about Alan Turing, it goes into science when you’re
talking about how the brain works, it goes into PE when you talk about health,
sleep, diet…  
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As a Senior Leader in a school, you can get into the habit of
doing without thinking. I did the Masters with Minds Ahead
because I wanted to stop doing and reacting to stuff and step
back and think strategically.
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The Masters in School Leadership in Mental Health and Wellbeing enabled me
to review our current provision and to be honest about the position our school
was in. It gave me the tools to analyse the situation and make a plan to improve
it, and it gave me the research base to make those improvements.

At my school, we had a pastoral team who’d worked with kids for many years and
it was difficult to shift their mentality. The Masters gave me that evidence base
to challenge preconceptions and to support people to focus on impact not
input. To avoid conflict, I would always just bring it back to doing what’s best for
the kids: It’s not about you and me – it’s about are we having the biggest impact
on the kids? 

Alongside bringing that evidence-based challenge, I try to take a strengths based
approach, to point to elements of existing practice that are evidence aligned and
work out what’s going really well. If you can maximise that, and celebrate the
people who are doing that, then those people will help you on your journey.

 
As a team, we had to look at ourselves too. If you’ve got really stressed teachers,
you’ll have really stressed kids. Too many meetings and observations, high
workload… We had to put structures in place to support staff wellbeing so they
can have a positive impact on students, everything from establishing a
wellbeing inset day to changing our marking policy. It’s like on a plane: Put on
your own oxygen mask first… 

We’ve involved parents too - both on how to support their children and how to
support themselves. 

Now, at our school, we’ve improved our staff mental wellbeing, and we’ve
secured significant funding to improve our provision – because we submitted a
proposal based on evidence. Now we have a proactive rather than reactive
approach: developing good mental health and establishing protective factors
for everybody within the community. We’ve developed systems and structures
that are preventive and this Whole School Approach has had an impact from the
top to the bottom of the school, on staff and students, and personally on me. 
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I think every school should have: 

And they need the expertise in house to develop and oversee those things. 

My school funded the Minds Ahead Masters for me. I went to the governors with
a proposal, with KPIs, and explained what the school would get out of it. Doing
the programme with Minds Ahead and Leeds Beckett made a huge difference.

Everything you do within the programme, you bring straight back to your own
setting.

A clear intent statement on School Mental Health laying out their vision.

A strong mental health policy explaining how they’ll bring that vision to life,
including protocols for protecting staff and student wellbeing.

An overview of referral pathways and knowledge of local interventions.

A quality assurance tool to check everything is working.
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