
School mental health in 
practice: evidence, impact 

and implementation
Strengthening school mental health through 

workforce development



Impact at a glance

• 5,000+ educators trained to lead and implement whole-	
	 school mental health approaches
• 3,000+ schools supported to review and strengthen their 	
	 mental health strategy
• Demonstrable improvements in staff confidence, 			 
	 safeguarding pathways and early intervention practice
• Nationally recognised impact, including multiple 
Inspirational Educator Awards
• Programmes applied in schools across the UK and 			 
	 internationally practice

Introduction
Minds Ahead develops education professionals to implement  
whole-school mental health strategies that improve outcomes for 
pupils and staff.

This collection of case studies and practice insights illustrates how 
educators participating in Minds Ahead programmes apply their 
learning to strengthen mental health support within their schools. 
Through postgraduate study, professional learning and leadership 
development, educators develop the knowledge and capability 
required to embed holistic approaches to mental health and 
wellbeing.

The examples highlight how participants have translated learning 
into improvements for their school communities, including developing 
their pastoral systems, staff capability, safeguarding processes and 
family engagement.
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International reach
Minds Ahead programmes are delivered across a range of education systems, 
including the UK, Malta, Brazil, UAE, Thailand, China and the USA.

Participants apply their learning within diverse policy, cultural and school contexts, 
demonstrating how holistic mental health approaches can be adapted and sustained 
across different settings.

This breadth of application strengthens the quality of the programmes and ensures 
they are grounded in practice that works in real schools.

.

“Over several years, educators at St Joseph Mater Boni Consilii and 
from other schools in Malta have engaged in accredited professional 
learning, including Master’s-level study, strengthening their 
knowledge and leadership of school mental health. Our partnership 
with Minds Ahead demonstrates how 
programmes can be applied across 
different education systems to support 
both pupil and staff wellbeing.” 

 
Kenneth Vella
School Principal, St Joseph Mater Boni Consilii, 
Paola Non-Resident Ambassador of Malta to 
Estonia and Finland
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Professional 
backgrounds of 
participants
Minds Ahead programmes attract participants from across the 
education workforce, enabling schools to develop coordinated, 
whole-school approaches to mental health. Participants include:

Source: www. peterboroughtoday.co.uk

• Governors and Directors
• headteachers and senior leaders
• trust-level mental health leads
• safeguarding leads and DSLs
• SEND specialists and inclusion leaders
• pastoral and wellbeing staff
• teachers and teaching assistants
• counsellors, social workers and youth practitioners.
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Awards and 
recognition
Participants in Minds Ahead programmes have 
also received national recognition for their 
leadership and impact in school mental health.

Four educators who completed Minds Ahead 
programmes were honoured with Inspirational 
Educator Awards for Mental Health in Education 
from The Educators’ Trust, presented before 
members of The Worshipful Company of 
Educators at Merchant Taylors’ Hall in the City of 
London.

Presenting the awards, Dr. Somerville, Chair of 
The Educators’ Trust, noted the unusual distinction 
of four awards being given to participants 
connected with one organisation:

“Nominees from Minds Ahead 
are being awarded four awards. 
This is highly unusual. I know the 
judges considered very carefully 
the pros and cons of awarding 
that many awards to one single 
organisation, but in the end 
quality and excellence wins out 
every time. The four award 
winners are highly deserving of 
their awards.”
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Adam Gillett
Penistone Grammar School, Sheffield 
Recognised for transforming the school’s approach to wellbeing 
and extending positive mental health practices across other 
schools through training and partnership work.

Amber Duxbury
The Island Free School, Ventnor 
Commended for applying learning from postgraduate study to 
develop mental health initiatives supporting both individual pupils 
and whole-school systems.

Paula Willis
Springfield Primary School, Derby 
Recognised for implementing a comprehensive approach to 
mental wellbeing that helped the school achieve the Carnegie 
Centre of Excellence for Mental Health in Schools Mental Health 
in Schools Award at Silver Level.

Lakshmi Divakarla
Francis Askew Primary School, Hull 
Praised for her commitment to professional development and for 
sharing good practice with colleagues, improving staff confidence 
and improving pupil engagement.

The award-winning educators demonstrate how programme learning 
translates into practical impact within schools:
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Increased staff confidence 
and clearer responses to pupil 
mental health needs.

“It gave me the confidence 
to lead training for staff and 
support colleagues when they 
had concerns about pupils.” 

Jo Mushat
Senior teacher and wellbeing lead, Independent school, Edinburgh.

1 - Building staff confidence to support pupil wellbeing

Case studies

Jo increasingly supported pupil 
wellbeing within her school but 
recognised that many teachers 
lacked confidence in responding 
to mental health concerns.

The programme strengthened 
Jo’s understanding of early 
intervention, mental health 
frameworks and leadership 
approaches to staff development.

Jo introduced professional 
development sessions focusing on 
recognising emotional distress, 
responding appropriately in the 
classroom and understanding 
referral pathways.

Teachers reported increased 
confidence when supporting 
pupils and greater clarity about 
how to respond to wellbeing 
concerns.

Result:
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Result:

“The confidence and knowledge I 
gained through the course made a huge 
difference. It helped me understand how 
to lead change in our school.  
When Ofsted came into  our school  
they complimented our mental  
health provision because  
it was mapped clearly.”

Improved systems, clearer 
pathways and positive 
inspection feedback.

Lucy McCabe
Assistant Headteacher: Personal Development/Mental Health and Wellbeing,  
King’s Academy Prospect, Reading

2 - Leading a whole‑school mental health strategy

Lucy joined the postgraduate 
programme in school mental 
health leadership to deepen her 
understanding of how schools 
can develop more effective 
approaches to supporting pupil 
wellbeing. 

Through the programme, Lucy 
explored research on protective 
factors, early intervention and 
holistic school mental health 
frameworks. 

Lucy worked with senior leaders 
to review pastoral systems, clarify 
referral pathways and improve 

coordination between pastoral 
and safeguarding teams, this 
resulted in improvements in 
processes and the identification 
of training needs for staff. 

The work helped the school 
move towards a more structured 
and coordinated mental health 
strategy with a more confident 
and able staff team. 

When the school later received 
an inspection, the provision was 
recognised positively.
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Stronger preventative 
approach and improved 
pupil engagement.

“Unless a child’s mental 
health is supported, it is very 
difficult for them to reach 
their academic potential.”

Lakshmi Divakarla
Emotional Literacy Support Teaching Assistant, Francis Askew Primary School, Hull

3 - Embedding preventative wellbeing systems

Lakshmi joined the School Mental 
Health Specialist programme to 
deepen her understanding of how 
schools can improve support for 
children’s wellbeing.

The programme explored 
resilience, protective factors 
and preventative mental health 
strategies.

Lakshmi introduced wellbeing 
conversations with pupils, 
developed the school’s emotional 
literacy work and shared learning 

with colleagues.

Her work has helped to embed the 
school’s approach to supporting 
pupil wellbeing and engagement, 
and was recognised nationally 
through the Inspirational 
Educator Awards.

Result:
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“You can really focus on 
meeting the needs for pupils 
and the range of options 
that exist to support pupils, 
ensuring that dots are joined 
so that it benefits pupils fully.” 

Leah Proctor
Pastoral leader, Primary and Nursery school in Derbyshire

4 - Engaging parents and families in wellbeing

Leah recognised that supporting pupil wellbeing requires strong 
partnerships between schools and families.
 
Her studies explored how family engagement supports children’s mental 
health. 

She organised workshops for parents focusing on understanding anxiety, 
practical support strategies and strengthening communication between 
families and the school. Parents reported increased confidence in supporting 
their children’s wellbeing.
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“I am now looking at 
expanding my work to work 
across two schools within the 
Trust, so I will support both 
primary and secondary. This 
would be a challenge but 
would make a big difference. 
My confidence has grown 
massively and I can now stand 
up and talk about mental 
health, which I would have 
been nervous about before.”

Danielle James
Pastoral lead, Stoke Lodge Primary School, Gloucestershire

5 - Culturally responsive mental health support

Danielle works in a diverse school community where cultural 
perspectives influence how mental health is discussed. 

Her research explored how culture influences help‑seeking behaviour 
among young people. 

She worked with colleagues to review how the school communicates 
about wellbeing and how support systems can be more inclusive. The 
school won an award for its mental health champions programme. 

Danielle was also  Highly Commended by the Educators Trust for her 
mental health work.
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“If we want schools to support pupils’ mental health effectively, we 
also have to look after the wellbeing of the adults in the building. 
When staff feel supported, they are much better placed to support 
young people.”  - Wellbeing Lead, programme participant

“Since starting the programme, my knowledge and 
confidence have grown significantly. It has  
encouraged reflection on both my own practice and  
our wider organisation, leading to positive conversations 
about how we better support mental health across the 
school community.”  
Thomas Young,  Mental Health & Wellbeing Coordinator 

“If we want schools to support pupils’ mental health effectively, we 
also have to look after the well-being of the adults in the building.”

Senior Teacher, programme participant

1 - Strengthening safeguarding and referral pathways

2 - Supporting staff wellbeing in school communities

What we see working

When school staff understand referral pathways and feel confident 
about when to escalate concerns, staff feel supported and pupils are 
more likely to receive help at the right time.

Participants frequently report improvements in how schools identify 
and respond to pupil wellbeing concerns by mapping safeguarding 
pathways and introducing clearer referral guidance.

Participants explore research on staff wellbeing, organisational 
culture and leadership approaches that support sustainable working 
environments.

Across the case studies, consistent patterns emerge in how schools 
develop their approach to mental health, these are explored below: 
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“We see the difference this approach makes every day. Pupils feel 
safe, supported and more able to engage with learning, while staff 
feel valued and equipped to support young people effectively.”

1 - On Track Education Centre Barnstaple (Special Needs Provision in Devon)

Holistic approaches 
in action

Working within a specialist setting supporting pupils with complex social, 
emotional and mental health needs, the school’s mental health lead completed 
the Masters programme in school mental health leadership and subsequently 
improved the school’s strategic approach to mental health and wellbeing. 
On Track Education Centre developed enhanced systems to support pupil 
wellbeing, staff capability and coordinated pastoral care. Staff training, 
structured wellbeing practices and strengthened referral pathways helped 
embed mental health support across the school community. The school’s work 
was later recognised externally when it received an award for outstanding 
mental health provision, highlighting the impact of sustained leadership and a 
whole-school commitment to supporting pupils with additional needs.

Lucy Basey-Fisher, deputy head and mental health lead, added:

The following examples illustrate how this learning translates into 
sustained, whole-school change, across different educational contexts.
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“I am so proud of the work we do in the College to support students 
and staff; it is essential for me that no student ever feels a barrier 
to the support they need. I have worked closely with students, staff 
and parents to develop our provisions and nurture a culture that is 
supportive and creates an environment where students can flourish 
and fly. This work will continue as we enhance provisions in day-to-
day practice, mentoring and support for mental health.”

2 - Arthur Mellows Village College, part of the  
       Four Cs Academy Trust
At Arthur Mellows Village College in Peterborough, participation in the 
Masters programme in school mental health leadership contributed to 
improved whole-school approach to wellbeing. The school introduced 
a student peer mentoring programme, with twelve pupils achieving 
the Level 2 Mental Health Peer Mentoring qualification, alongside staff 
training and structured wellbeing initiatives. 
 
Mental Health First Aid training was delivered to all staff, strengthening staff 
confidence in identifying and responding to pupil wellbeing concerns. The 
school also implemented regular wellbeing sessions and a wellbeing café during 
exam periods, while deepening partnership working with external services such 
as CAMHS. The school’s work has been shared nationally through conference 
presentations and professional publications, and the school subsequently 
achieved the Gold School Mental Health Award from the Carnegie Centre of 
Excellence for Mental Health in Schools.

The Senior Mental Health Lead and Deputy Headteacher at Arthur Mellows 
Village College, Emma Kavanagh said:
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“Having someone our own age to talk to has made a huge 
difference. It’s easier to open up to a peer who understands what 
we’re going through.”

3 - Penistone Grammar School, Sheffield
At Penistone Grammar School, Associate Vice-Principal Adam Gillett, 
a graduate of the Masters in School Mental Health Leadership and 
recipient of a national Inspirational Educator Award for his work in 
improving mental health within education, has played a key role in 
strengthening the school’s approach to mental health.
 
The school introduced the Level 2 Mental Health Peer Mentoring qualification, 
accredited by the Royal Society for Public Health, to build student-led support 
and promote a more open culture around mental health.

The programme has helped reduce stigma around help-seeking, with students 
reporting increased confidence in talking about mental health and accessing 
support. Trained peer mentors support younger pupils, contributing to a more 
connected and supportive school environment.

This example demonstrates how leadership development, combined with 
structured peer mentoring, can embed whole-school approaches through both 
staff capability and student leadership.
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What this means 
for your school
Schools that engage with Minds Ahead programmes build the internal 
capacity to lead and sustain a whole-school approach to mental 
health.

Rather than relying on external provision alone, schools build the 
expertise within their own workforce to create lasting change.

This includes:

• clearer safeguarding and referral pathways

• increased staff confidence in responding to pupil needs

• stronger leadership of wellbeing across the school

• more coordinated and preventative support for  
	 pupils and families
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Conclusion

Next steps

These case studies and practice insights illustrate how professional 
learning can strengthen the capacity of schools to support mental 
health and wellbeing. By developing leadership capability within 
the education workforce, Minds Ahead programmes help schools 
implement sustainable and evidence‑informed approaches that 
benefit pupils, staff and the wider school community.

To explore how Minds Ahead can support your school or trust:

• View our qualifications and professional learning pathways

• Discuss a whole-school development approach for your setting

• Explore partnership or consultancy opportunities

Visit the Minds Ahead website or 
contact info@mindsahead.org.uk 
to start a conversation.


