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Policy Hub: 2019 Mental Health and Wellbeing in Scotland’s Schools 
conference 

 
Thursday 14 November 2019 

 
Summary of evidence gathered during the Public Petitions Committee session 

 
 
The Public Petitions Committee attended PolicyHub Scotland’s 2019 Mental Health 
and Wellbeing in Scotland’s Schools conference to host a session on its inquiry into 
mental health support available for children and younger people. More than 140 
teachers, pupil support assistants, educational psychologists and education officials 
participated in the PPC session, and the Committee members are very grateful for 
their contributions. 
 
The participants discussed, in groups, five questions concerning training and support 
for school staff; Mental Health First Aid Training; Personal and Social Education; 
Suicide Prevention; and for their “One Ask” in terms of equipping educators with the 
skills they need to support school pupils feeling low and/or anxious. 
 
Training and support for school staff  
 
From the contributions received, it is clear to the Committee that the training teachers 
and other school staff receive to support pupils is dependent on the approach of the 
head teacher, and the local authority.  
 
There was wide agreement that staff need support, both in terms of access to training 
and the time to undertake it. It was explained that training can be empowering. Several 
contributors stated that there should be more training included in initial teacher 
training. 
 
Participants highlighted the importance of widespread training of teachers and school 
staff within a school. This would allow pupils to choose the person that they are most 
comfortable with, for example a class teacher, as opposed to being directed to one of 
a few trained staff members. It was explained that there is a weight in being the 
‘identified’ person. Participants also explained that widespread training would mean 
that staff members aren’t overwhelmed by the number of pupils seeking support, as 
there would be more colleagues to share the responsibility. It was also highlighted that 
it would help if there was clarity around training and the expectations that follow from 
this, for example, completing mental health first aid training does not mean that you 
are ‘skilled’ in mental health issues, or a counsellor.   
 
Although there was strong support for more training for all staff, some participants 
raised concerns about this training being mandatory. It was argued that only people 
who wanted to be trained would have the correct mindset to help young people 
experiencing mental health issues.  
 
In general, participants felt it was important that teachers and other school staff receive 
training and have access to tools and resources to help them support pupils. 
Participants highlighted however, that such training would not make them 
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professionals in that field, and that care should be taken to support them effectively.  
Participants also stated that it was important for teachers and school staff to have 
effective supervision to help support them to support others, with social work team 
support guidance for this. 
 
Several contributors commented that it would be helpful for staff to have 
training/coaching on common and day to day mental health issues such as anxiety 
etc. This could be through utilising in-service days, as can be the case at the moment, 
or online resources, with some contributors citing the example of SAMH online 
training. 
 
 
What works well? 
 
Several participants highlighted the effectiveness of partnership working, with one 
stating: “Partnership working is key”. It was highlighted that working with third sector 
organisations, such as Place2Be, and collaborating with NHS, as in LIAM, or 
educational psychologists can be very effective. It was highlighted by a number of 
contributors that a whole school/community approach/third sector partnership 
supports staff engagement in their topic and can be very positive for the all pupils. 
 
Participants who had experience of mental health champions in each school stated 
that they worked well.  
 
It was also said that Initial Teacher Education is beginning to introduce the teaching 
of mental health in the curriculum (and through to Masters) 
 
What needs to improve? 
 
There needs to be a more consistent approach, throughout schools and across local 
authorities. It was stated that it was important to build a positive, open culture about 
mental health within the school and into the community, building leadership and 
relationships. Although many participants had been trained in mental health first aid, 
others highlighted that there is a training gap at the moment, stating that mental health 
first aid training had stopped, as had ‘suicideTALK’ and ‘safeTALK’. 
 
Participants stated that there is currently a lack of mental health training and therefore 
a lack of confidence from teachers and school staff to support pupils. Participants 
explained that training therefore needs to be embedded and that by ensuring all staff 
are trained, it can build up the capacity within the school. It was also explained that 
this approach highlights that everyone is responsible for supporting young people with 
their mental health, and everyone is enabled to help a pupil, if required. 
 
Several participants stressed the importance of effective supervision for teachers and 
school staff, to ensure that they are coping in what can be very difficult situations. It 
was explained that not only does this mean that staff can be directed to support, should 
they need it, but it also more effectively role models the need to care for the mental 
health of all. 
 

https://actiontopreventsuicide.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/suicideTALK-and-esuicideTALK.pdf
https://www.prevent-suicide.org.uk/training-courses/safetalk-suicide-alertness/
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Participants highlighted that the education of teachers was important. Participants 
explained that while training, such as mental health first aid training is important, there 
is also a need to teach teachers and pupils about brain development and that 
behaviour is communicative. Although it was recognised that some of this content had 
been added to Initial Teacher Education (ITE), it was argued that mental health should 
be embedded more consistently in ITE, with core modules for every programme. 
 
There was also strong support to have mental health training be part of ITE. 
 
A number of contributors cited resilience approaches as positive with the Edinburgh 
pack1 (followed in the Scottish Borders) particularly highlighted as a good example 
 
Participants also highlighted the need for discussions and teaching in schools to 
promote good mental health as opposed to focussing on the issues. It was explained 
that a positive focus on social and emotional needs then this can drive the attainment 
agenda. A number of participants stated that young people should be taught about 
how the brain develops, how emotions develop and development of self-regulation. 
Resilience approaches were cited as positive with the Edinburgh pack (followed in the 
Scottish Borders) particularly highlighted as a good example. 
 
Participants noted the significant benefit that exercise, and nature can have on your 
mental wellbeing, and therefore expressed concern that outdoor education and PE 
provision is being decreased. 
 
It was highlighted just how many duties teachers are tasked with and therefore teacher 
workload is a significant barrier when asking them to undertake more responsibility. 
Several participants also highlighted that budgets are a barrier. 
 
Participants strongly stressed the need for effective communication in ensuring that 
teachers and school staff who are supporting children and young people have up-to-
date information on support services which are available locally, which they can direct 
young people to. 
 
A number of contributors advocated the educating and training of pupils, so they are 
better equipped to provide support to their peers. 

 
Mental health first aid training 
 
There was strong support amongst participants for additional mental health first aid 
training for teachers and other school staff. It was explained that there needs to be 
multiple people in the school with the training, to ensure that young people have 
options in terms of who to approach, that the responsibility of being designated as 
someone to approach is shared. 
 
It was explained that training is beneficial as it means that people can recognise 
changes in a pupil, therefore pupils who may otherwise have been unnoticed will be 
identified. It also raises confidence about what action you should or should not be 

                                            
1 Package of materials developed by City of Edinburgh wellbeing service lead including training 
materials for staff, parents and pupils 
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taking, empowering staff to have initial conversations/offer support rather than 
immediately refer to a guidance teacher. It can help teachers who are looking for 
resources and strategies for dealing with anxiety and depression to support pupils. It 
was explained that the knowledge about the available resources is crucial and 
teachers/school staff need to have it. 
 
Several participants advocated mandatory training for teachers, stating that unless it 
is mandatory, schools and authorities may not always be willing to implement it. Some 
participants stated that it should be a basic requirement for all school staff to be 
trained. Others suggested, however, that only teachers who were invested in the 
training and the approach should be taking it up as involving those who don’t believe 
in the approach has the potential to hinder rather than help young people in need of 
assistance.  
 
Participants highlighted, however, that it was essential that the limits of the training 
were recognised. Concerns were raised that so many responsibilities are already on 
teachers and school staff, and that this training may lead to people mistakenly 
believing that teachers and school staff have some degree of expertise, leading to 
further pressure falling on staff. There was a concern raised that outside agencies 
such as GPs and social workers try to move responsibilities onto the school. 
Participants therefore highlighted again the importance of effective care and support 
for teachers/school staff. 
 
Participants explained that training staff will only be successful if it is part of a wider, 
holistic approach which seeks to improve knowledge and raise awareness across the 
school. As such, there was a call for more training/information about common day-to-
day mental health issues such as anxiety for teachers. 
 
When asked whether school pupils should receive mental health first aid training, 
participants stated that young people may be more likely to approach a senior school 
pupil than an adult and as such training was a good idea. It was also highlighted that 
as pupils can be trained in physical first aid, they should have the opportunity to be 
trained in mental health first aid. 
 
Potential concerns were raised, however, regarding the emotional burden it can place 
on these pupils. Participants therefore stressed the need for care/support for pupil 
mentors following difficult disclosures. 
 
Personal and Social Education (PSE) 
 
Participants explained that the efficacy of PSE depends on the approach set out at the 
school or local authority level, however, there is a lack of consistency. It was 
highlighted that PSE can be very effective when prioritised by the school. It is also 
important to recognise the importance of positive mental health, not only focussing on 
poor mental health.  
 
It was clear from the contributions that while some teachers are confident in delivering 
such lessons within PSE, others are not. Delivery of PSE classes, by one consistent 
teacher, is effective, as is working with external agencies, including third sector 
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providers to bolster the teacher in class and ensure that this is not carried out in 
isolation. 
 
The importance of regularly checking in with young people was also highlighted. While 
not part of PSE, it was stated that having a registration class/teacher allows for daily 
contact with pupils.  
 
Participants highlighted the importance of standardised resources for Scottish schools 
for all different age groups. It was explained that there are many toolkits from individual 
agencies, but it would be helpful to have a steer from the government. It was stated 
that there needs to be equity across schools, with resources available to all Scottish 
pupils. 
 
Several participants stated that there isn’t enough PSE across schools and it can be 
the first casualty in a busy curriculum (partly because it is so hard to assess). It was 
therefore suggested that PSE must be prioritised, intertwined as part of a whole school 
approach, be delivered by one consistent teacher, and focus on resilience, positive 
relationships and managing emotions. It was said that PSE needs to promote positive 
mental health, talking about it in the same way as physical health. One group of 
participants argued that universal approaches are more effective. They went on to 
state that if all pupils are exposed to good PSE there is less need for targeted 
interventions with smaller groups. 
 
The Scottish Government’s review of PSE was welcomed with participants stating that 
it will provide a framework that will be adaptable for each setting, however, it was 
explained that extra Government funding would be required to support this. 
 
Several groups of participants highlighted the importance of working with pupils to get 
their perspectives on what is working well, asking them what else they want to see, 
what topics do they want to cover – essentially improve curriculum using the learners’ 
voice. It was also highlighted how positive it can be for mental health ambassadors to 
lead drop in sessions within PSE classes.  
 
Participants explained that increased awareness and training can help to build caring, 
compassionate classrooms. To that end, it was suggested by one group of contributors 
that the curriculum in primary years be decluttered to enable the time required to 
support pupils’ health and wellbeing, family health and wellbeing and staff health and 
wellbeing. 

 
Suicide prevention 
 
The Scottish Government has made a commitment to offer training to teachers on 
suicide prevention by the end of 2019/20. When asked if they, or colleagues, had 
received this training, the responses varied. In one group of contributors, for example, 
most unaware of any colleagues who had undertaken this training, while in another, 4 
out of 5 had undertaken it. 
 
Several participants highlighted that teachers should be trained so that they are 
more equipped should they be approached for help; however, concerns were raised 
by a number of groups that this would leave teachers vulnerable if they weren’t 
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subsequently given sufficient support and supervision. One contributor had 
undertaken a two-day course, which they described as very beneficial, but they were 
then seen as an expert within their school. 
 
In one group, although none of the teachers present had received the training yet, 
they thought that it was vital that staff had this training and are familiar with how to 
establish risk and what procedures to follow.  
 
“One Ask”  
 
Participants were asked if they had ‘one ask’ in terms of equipping educators with the 
skills they need to support school pupils feeling low and/or anxious.  

 
The ideas raised included:  
 

• A designated Nurture facilitator in every school 
 

• There is a need for more work focussed on early intervention/specialist 
 

• More supervision and support for school staff. As part of this, have training for 
staff to support their own mental health as this is an extremely challenging 
profession. This is an opportunity to demonstrate effective role modelling. 

 
• Protecting time to engage, share difficulties, to be available and listen 

 
• More resources and staff need to be given up-to-date information about 

available support for pupils 
 

• Schools need more input and support from external organisations, including 
third sector organisations 

 
• Drawing attention to good practice and positive changes made, it is important 

for schools to talk to each other 
 

• A cohesive strategy, before, during and after. Consistent safety and support 
plans used across schools. 

 
• Staff to be informed, the use of team meetings to discuss vulnerable pupils 

(this would need to strike a balance between data protection responsibilities 
and a possible protection from harm.) 

 
• Whole school/community approach. Raising awareness, have positive 

discussions about mental health, teach young people to recognise it’s ok not 
to be ok, and build capacity and confidence in all staff to recognise and 
support young people who need help. 

 
• Ring-fenced funding for this focus (wellbeing), like PEF, impact/measure 

 

https://www.nurtureuk.org/our-services/training/national-nurturing-schools-programme
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• Needs to be a positive mental health culture on mental health, modelled from 
the top down 

 
• Encourage all adults in school to have ownership over mental health and 

wellbeing as it is everyone’s role. 
 

• Better training for student teachers 
 

• Take it seriously as it is more important than a narrow focus on attainment. 
Excellent care and a focus on relationships raises attainment 

 
• Tiered approach required in each community 

 
• Amount of time for referrals is too long, pupils need to get support when they 

require it 
 

• The curriculum is hugely cluttered at all levels, continued expectations for 
adding more and more on staff. You can’t keep adding more and expect 
quality. 

 
• Core training for all staff to support pupils, quality guidance for staff to use and 

have a shared approach across Scotland. 
 

• Specialist support staff in every school – funding must be a priority. Teachers 
are already overwhelmed and need support. 
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