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Inquiry into mental health support for young people in Scotland  
 

Meeting with teachers and senior school pupils 
 

31 January 2020 - Galashiels Academy  
 
 

Purpose of the visit:   
 
To understand— 

• the process in place to provide senior school pupils with Mental Health First Aid 
Training. 

• what that means in practice for pupils, once trained and; 
• how this responsibility impacts on senior school pupils 

 
In attendance 

• Johann Lamont MSP 
• Maurice Corry MSP 

 
For meeting 1 (teachers) 

• Depute Head Teacher – Galashiels Academy  
• Quality Improvement Officer, Scottish Borders Council, Strategic Remit for 

Health and Well Being 
• Manager, Quarriers 
• Resilience Practitioner, Quarriers based within Galashiels Academy 
• Programme Manager, See Me 
• Pastoral Teacher, Galashiels Academy 
• Young Trainer, See Me 

 
For meeting 2 (school pupils) 

• Senior school pupils from three secondary schools in the Scottish Borders 
• Young Trainer, See Me 

 
Supported by: 

• Lynn Russell, Senior Assistant Clerk 
 
Meeting 1 (teachers) 
 
Around 3-4 years ago, Scottish Borders Council sought to improve pupil’s emotional 
and mental wellbeing. 
 
The ‘Growing Confidence’ approach1 was cited as the model used and ‘pivotal’ to their 
journey of emotional and mental wellbeing. 
 
The importance of a consistent service at each secondary school in the Scottish 
Borders was stressed during the meeting. i.e. a resilience practitioner in every high 
school, Monday to Thursday, regardless of the size of the school. 
                                            
1 Package of materials developed by City of Edinburgh wellbeing service lead including training 
materials for staff, parents and pupils 



2 
 

Quarriers resilience practitioners 
 
10 resilience practitioners have been commissioned by Scottish Borders Council. The 
focus of the practitioners is on prevention and intervention methods, “upskilling” pupils 
to support emotional wellbeing using a “resilience not reliance” approach. 
 
12 sessions are made available to pupils. During these sessions, coping strategies 
and small goals are agreed/identified to help the pupil respond to challenging 
situations they may be facing. Ex-caseloads sometimes come back for follow up 
advice and they are reminded of the coping strategies they originally agreed to. 
 
Resilience practitioners are involved in 1:1 sessions with pupils as well having 
“classroom input”. 
 
There have been 900 referrals to Quarriers practitioners in the last 18 months (i.e. 
since August 2018). Referrals can be made by pastoral staff or self-referral (text, knock 
at the door etc…) 
 
Supported self-referrals were highlighted as being of particular value; it was explained 
that it puts the onus on the young person to take responsibility for their mental health, 
demonstrates that they want things to be different and that there can be a sense of 
validation in speaking to someone who can often legitimise the mental health concerns 
being raised by the young person. 
 
See Me - Scottish Mental Health First Aid training 
 
See Me provides Scottish Mental Health First Aid training for S6 pupils. The purpose 
of the training programme is not to “fix” issues but to remove barriers and have open 
conversations about mental health and mental illness. 
 
1,300 Mental Health Ambassadors have been trained in the last two years across 
Scotland, 240 from SBC. Previously, all senior pupils were trained. A more targeted 
approach now takes place which is considered to be a positive development as it 
ensures that the right people are being trained and equipped to help other young 
people.  
 
Ambassadors are trained in a basic Mental Health First Aid qualification. The S6 
ambassadors undertake a 2-day course and then deliver a mental health awareness 
session to other pupils supported by the Resilience Practitioners and utilising activities 
from the See Me What’s on Your Mind? Pack in a condensed 0.5-day course and 
WOYM Common Language Card is provided to all students. Ambassadors often like 
the fact that staff are also on the training as it fosters a sense that they are building 
capacity together. 
 
It was highlighted that young people are keen to engage in the programme and as a 
consequence, the ambassadors feel more equipped to handle difficult situations. It 
was also highlighted that signposting is an important part of the work of the 
ambassadors.  
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The wider benefits of the programme were explained. For example, young people 
often feel more able to raise mental health issues with their families and provide 
support to them. 
 
An evaluation report on this training approach is expected at the end of April 2020. 
(Delayed due to Covid 19) 
 
Language 
 
The importance of the language used around mental health and mental illness was 
raised during the meeting and that pupils often struggle with their “emotional and 
mental health literacy”. 
 
It was stated during the meeting that “literacy promotes recovery” and that if young 
people are provided with the language and understanding, they are more likely to know 
how to support their peers. 
 
Anxiety 
 
There was a recognition that levels of anxiety are increasing. Studies citing increased 
dopamine levels through a trend of increasing social media and cocaine usage 
amongst young people, and subsequent withdrawals, have been proven to result in 
increased mental health issues.  
 
Social media and exams were also recognised as adding to the pressures of young 
people. 
 
School counsellors 
 
It was felt that the term school counsellors “moves [the support available to young 
people] up a level”. The Scottish Borders Council is currently thinking about how the 
introduction of school counsellors will work in practice alongside their own particular 
set up.   
 
Meeting 2 (S6 pupils) 
 
Mental Health Ambassador Programme 
 
Pupils consider their role as Mental Health Ambassadors as being— 

• To improve mental wellbeing and challenge stigma.  
• Role models and mentors for others in the school. 
• Signposting school pupils to the most appropriate help. 
• Knowing their limits and where/when to get help themselves. 

 
One young person explained that the reason they got involved in the ambassador 
programme was to learn more about mental health and wellbeing. 
 
In terms of stigma, it was widely recognised amongst the group that words surrounding 
mental health are often negative/derogatory. It was also highlighted that there was still 
a perception that boys should keep things to themselves. However, there was a view 
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that people are becoming “more accepting” of people talking about mental health 
issues. 
 
There was also a recognition that it is important to educate young people aged 12-13 
on mental health as this age range is when lots of changes and uncertainties can exist. 
It was stressed that this training needs to be tailored to younger audiences, so it is 
“memorable” – e.g. “comedic, memorable and understandable”. 
 
There was also acceptance that there are different pressures at different ages and 
that the triggers for mental health issues can often be a build-up of “lots of little things”. 
 
Techniques such as the “power pose” were highlighted as being helpful in terms of 
“radiating confidence”. Other coping strategies cited during the meeting were sport, 
music and contact with animals. 
 
In terms of the support available to young people in high schools, ambassadors will 
attend PSE classes as part of their role to avoid it eating into teaching time. Each 
secondary school has a wellbeing wall/tree which provides signposting and identifying 
different coping strategies 
 
It was highlighted that even if young people have a good relationship with their family, 
there is a strong role for peer support. 
 
In terms of sustaining the legacy of the ambassador model, the outgoing S6 pupils are 
integral in training up the S5’s who want to become S6 ambassadors. 
 
Real life ambassador support example 
 
One ambassador explained that they were recently approached for help by a school 
pupil. They made the decision to help the young person find the support they needed 
instead of attending a prelim exam. The school supported the ambassador in this 
decision and they were able to offload this experience to their resilience practitioner 
(although it was stressed that you can also talk to pastoral staff – it just depends on 
who you have the better relationship with). 
 
Staff support 
 
In terms of the support available to pupils from school staff, the importance of keeping 
things casual/low pressure were stressed as being very important. Pupils indicated 
that pastoral staff members can be a bit more formal (e.g. taking notes) and that 
guidance staff can sometimes be “dismissive” of the issues being raised by school 
pupils.  
 
There was widespread support for the resilience practitioners, particularly in their 
ability to think creatively about how to support pupils and creating informal 
environments (e.g. relaxing scented rooms).  
 
 


