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Introduction  

The Scottish Government’s Public Petitions Committee is looking into how young 
people get the help they need if they’re feeling low or anxious.  They want to hear 
suggestions on how to improve the ways that young people experiencing these 
feelings can get the right advice and support at the right time. 

They’re especially keen to understand what it’s like for people under the age of 18, 
trying to seek help for the first time.   

Who are The Spark? 

The Spark is a Scottish charity and social enterprise which was established over 50 
years ago and we have been delivering support to children and young people for 
over 10 years.  We are an accredited (and founding) member of Counselling and 
Psychotherapy in Scotland (COSCA).  Our Children and Young People’s (CYP) 
Counsellors are all members of one or more of their appropriate professional bodies: 

• BACP – British Association of Counselling & Psychotherapy 

• BAAT – British Association of Art Therapists 

• PTUK – Play Therapy UK 

• HCPC – Health & Care Professions Council 

Over the course of the Academic Year 2017/18 a total of 571 pupils from 43 primary, 
secondary and ASN schools across 8 Local Authorities in Scotland were referred to 
The Spark for counselling. 

What service does The Spark provide for Young People? 

The Spark’s School Counselling service provides an opportunity to discuss the 
young person’s concerns and support them to find strategies for dealing with their 
issues with the aim of increasing their mental and emotional wellbeing and improving 
their resilience.  Counselling reduces the young person’s psychological distress 
resulting from bullying, bereavement, family and relationship difficulties, anger and 
other mental health issues.  Counselling can result in improved attainment and 
attendance, reductions in behavioural problems, and happier, more confident young 
people. 

Normally The Spark’s intervention consists of a programme of 10 weekly 1-1 
counselling sessions each lasting 50 minutes.  We use an integrative model when 
providing Counselling to Children and Young People, using a combination of talking 
therapy, art therapy and therapeutic play.  Younger children can lack the verbal skills 
of an adult, struggling to talk about difficult feelings or events.  So play and art 
therapy can allow them the opportunity to work through difficulties. 

We also provide Group Sessions for Young People (covering areas such as 
Relationship Resilience and Tackling Violence).  Relationship First Aid and Scottish 
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Mental Health First Aid training for staff is also available through The Spark.  These 
complement our Counselling Activity and raise awareness of mental health and 
wellbeing. 

We actively locate Counsellors in schools which helps our service to be integrated 
with the school and its activities enabling Counsellors to work closely with School 
Staff to encourage referrals.  Young people are more likely to visit a schools based 
Counsellor as it assists with reducing the stigma that can be associated with therapy 
and provides a safe, known environment for the young person. 

School staff value the accessibility of counselling, the independence of our 
counsellors and the confidential service in providing specialist support to their pupils.   

How does the service work in schools? 

Our CYP Counsellors provide awareness-raising sessions with school staff to 
introduce the service and discuss how Counselling will work with young people and 
this helps to allay any fears and removes barriers to referral or gaining consent from 
attendance at Counselling.   

The Counsellor will work with key staff in the school to ensure appropriate referrals 
to Counselling.  This will include asking the pupil whether they would like to attend 
counselling and obtaining parental consent where the child is under 12 years of age.  
Counsellors can meet with parents to discuss how they will work with the child which 
helps to allay any fears and removes barriers to giving consent. 

The Counsellor’s time is flexible to accommodate assessments and drop-ins.  10 – 
15 minutes time slots for the latter are usually managed by the Pupil Support Team, 
and if the young person subsequently wanted to make their own counselling 
appointments they can.   

What feedback have we received from teachers, parents and young people? 

The Spark keeps comprehensive records of its interactions in schools including: 

• An SIMD (Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation) and ACEs (Adverse 
Childhood Experiences) profile for the pupils referred. 

• A profile of Academic, Social and Behavioural functioning for the pupils 
attending counselling. 

• A summary of the Reasons for Referral. 

• Details of the number of pupil counselling sessions attended and attendance 
rate. 

• Details of parent and teacher sessions. 

• A report on assessments taken before and after counselling including SDQ 
(Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire) scores. 

• Feedback on pupil, parent and teacher evaluations. 

The following relates to information that we have collected across our Children and 
Young Person’s Counselling Service in 2017/18. 

Young People referred to the service were referred for multiple reasons such as for 
anxiety, behavioural issues, Parental separation and emotional difficulties. 
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Young people commented on the value of having the service in the school: ‘I liked 
having someone to talk to and express my feelings, worries and emotions,’ said one.  
Another said, ‘I think counselling has helped me greatly – I have noticed a change 
with my anxiety and I am feeling a lot more confident.’  A further comment was that 
‘It helped me to speak to my parents a lot more and helped me bond with them.  I 
was able to make more friends.’ 

Parent/Carers commented on the positive impact of the service with one 
commenting that it has been ‘Absolutely priceless, and I feel it should be something 
that all kids have access to’ Another commented, ‘I think it’s a great service, it’s so 
important that children know it’s ok to talk.  Having this service in schools is 
invaluable, it makes it the ‘norm’ for kids that it’s not something they are getting 
taken away to attend.’  Another Parent/Carer stated ‘We are grateful as a family for 
this godsend!’ 

A further Parent/Carer commented, ‘I think the counselling service has provided (an) 
important service that is not provided anywhere else. Emotional wellbeing is critical 
to learning.  Our daughter changed school this year and I believe counselling has 
helped her with the transition.  She is more able to think about how her actions 
impact on others.’ 

97% of Teachers expressed the belief that having a Counsellor in school is important 
with Teachers further commenting on the positive impact of the service, stating that 
for some pupils it has helped them to cope when problems arise as well as helping to 
improve concentration and motivation levels. 

When asked about alternatives to counselling if it hadn’t been available in school the 
majority of Parents/Carers stated that it would have been difficult to access other 
specialist support due to long waiting lists or a lack of available services. 
Organisations Parents/Carers identified as potentially being able to provide support 
included a variety of statutory services such as CAMHS, GP or Social Services and 
a range of 3rd sector organisations including Women’s Aid, Seasons for Growth, 
Barnardo’s or The Moira Anderson Foundation.   

Teachers stated that if Counselling hadn’t been available in school, support for pupils 
could have been received through in-school programmes such as Seasons for 
Growth, where available, or other statutory/3rd sector services.  

The availability of these services varies between areas with rural locations being 
particularly lacking in third sector alternatives. 

Counselling Standards 

There are issues around Quality Control for Counselling.  For example, to be able to 
work as an employee or contractor within NHS Greater Glasgow & Clyde a 
Counsellor should have a Diploma level qualification in Counselling, be a member of 
BACP (the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy) or COSCA 
(Counselling & Psychotherapy in Scotland), undertake Continuous Professional 
Development and undertake 1½ days of individual supervision each month. 

A challenge related to this is that there are not enough Children & Young People’s 
Counsellors qualified to this level in Scotland to meet the Scottish Government’s 
desire to place a Counsellor in every Secondary School in Scotland.  The Spark has 
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a long track record of providing professional level training and education in 
Counselling (up to Masters level).  We are currently developing plans for addressing 
this gap. 

Conclusion 

School is an excellent place to house counselling and to provide support with 
emotional and mental well-being.  It provides the advantage of being integrated with 
other activities, reduces stigma and removes barriers to referral and self-referral. 

Counselling is available in many schools throughout Scotland where it is seen as 
confidential, independent and accessible by teachers, parents and young people.  
Indeed in its Programme for Government 2018-19, the Scottish Government has 
committed to putting counselling in all secondary schools.   

However, there are many areas that don’t have access to counselling and where the 
infrastructure of support services isn’t available in the local community to meet the 
demand for mental health support locally.  In addition there is a resource issue as 
there doesn’t currently exist the number of qualified Children and Young People’s 
Counsellors to meet the Government’s commitment. 

 

 


