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FOCUS ON MENTAL HEALTH

A risk assessment is a process which involves looking at a potential situation that could give rise to an 
undesirable incident and then making a decision on how acceptable that risk is. Thomas Elliott, Health 
and Safety Manager for Law at Work, reports...

Risk assessment - a tick in the box?

Risk assessment is not a process that 
will eliminate all hazards in the school 
environment (e.g. from school trips through 
to janitorial and grounds-keeping activities). 
Nor is it a means of preventing ‘dangerous’ 
activities from ever being carried out. What 
risk assessment, as a process does, is ensure 
that an employer does all it reasonably can 
to reduce the risk of injury (or fire in the case 
of a specific fire risk assessment) to as low a 
level as possible. But, for many employers, 
the risk assessment process is seen more as 
a paperwork exercise born of bureaucracy, 
and less as a practical tool to ensure that all 
hazards have been identified and effectively 
controlled as is necessary. 

The first question for employers is to ensure 
that their assessments have been developed 
by staff deemed as ‘competent’ (a competent 
person is someone with the necessary skills, 
knowledge and experience to manage 

health and safety). Experience of an activity 
or environment is a key issue in hazard 
identification (the first, and crucial stage in 
developing a risk assessment).  

In the schools environment, do the risk 
assessments really reflect the activities and 
environments at the particular school as 
opposed to being generic in nature? This 
equally applies to health and safety policies 
and procedures which can also suffer 
from being non-specific and tailored to 
the activities undertaken and the unique 
environment.

Have risk assessments been effectively 
communicated to all those affected by them? 
Are they, and all related controls fully, and 
easily, understood? The assessment is not 
simply a ‘ticking the box’ exercise. Emphasis 
should be placed on informing, and where 
necessary providing training to staff to enable 

them to deliver what is expected of them in 

order to ensure a safer working environment 

for everyone in the school.

So once risk assessments have been developed 

by someone competent to do so, they have 

communicated the requirements as set out in 

them to all those affected and the employer 

is ensuring that they are being followed? job 

done, right? Not quite! Are the assessments 

subject to periodic review to ensure they 

are still robust? Environments change, new 

equipment is introduced and accidents may 

happen; these are all ‘prompts’ that the risk 

assessment should be reviewed.

A properly instituted and thought through 

risk assessment process need not be time 

consuming or expensive. Failing to cover the 

basics, however, can leave schools open to, 

often, quite significant risk. 

www.lawatwork.co.uk

First A level textbook for art history
Farlington School, Sussex, Head of Art History, Penny Huntsman, has 
written the first ever A level textbook for Art History – Thinking About Art: 
A Thematic Guide to Art History. 

The volume is produced by The Association of Art Historians and Wiley. It 
explores some of the greatest works of art and architecture in the world 
through the prism of themes, instead of chronology, to reveal art history in 
new and varied lights. With over 200 colour illustrations and a wealth of 
formal and contextual analysis, Thinking About Art is a companion guide 
for art lovers, students and the general reader. 

Penny said, “This A level textbook was written to support art history in 
further education. To satisfy the current A level demands, it was decided that 
alongside the thematic chapters, an additional section would be provided 
as a stand-alone or complementary ‘toolbox’, essentially a list of questions 
which aids the reading of any given work of art or architecture.

“This book was written with heart and with a desire to facilitate art 
teachers to pick this subject up and introduce it into their schools and 
colleges.”

“This ground-breaking publication will have a huge impact on the study of 
art history and will have a wide appeal, enthusing and inspiring art lovers, 
teachers and students alike.” Christine Riding, Chair of the Association 
of Art Historians and Head of Arts at the Queen’s House at the Royal 
Museums Greenwich

“Gifted teachers such as Penny Huntsman are rare indeed, and we are 
delighted to have had the opportunity to work with her. Her craftsmanship 
should help to ensure the enduring importance of art history. Wiley is 
likewise privileged to be partnering with the AAH to produce this singular, 
unique text.” Jayne Fargnoli, Executive Editor, Wiley Blackwell

Making the  
transition from 
school to university

Many a contemporary media 
article explores problems with 
young people’s mental health. 
Some articles cover schools, others 
cover universities. Most neglect 
the role of parents.  But parents 
are generally the most worried of 
any party, and also provide crucial 
continuity. So there is great merit 
in schools offering advice to 
parents, and this article suggests 
what that advice might be. This 
advice is strictly practical.  

Schools might start by 
acknowledging that 
implementing the advice which 
follows will not always be easy. 
Mark Twain famously explained 
one of the reasons why: ‘When 
I was a boy of fourteen, my 
father was so ignorant I could 
hardly stand to have the old man 
around. But when I got to be 21, 
I was astonished at how much 
he had learned in 7 years.’ This 
difficulty notwithstanding, 10 
words of advice follow, and all 
begin with C.

Confidence. Adolescence, 
medically understood, lasts until 
the age of 24. Seek every possible 
means of building confidence, 
self-esteem, and self-sufficiency 
before university starts. It’s not 
just that leaving home is hard. It’s 
also about leaving a school where 
the pastoral care will probably 
have been excellent, and arriving 
at a university which will largely 
have only an academic priority.  
So beware that double loss, that 
double whammy.

Crisis. The first part of the 
transition is often Results Day. 
Sometimes, results are worse than 
expected. Sometimes, they are 
better. In the first case, perhaps 
consider that other C – crammer.  
In the second case, remember 
that, with more places at quality 
universities than there are 

applicants, we are now into the 
era of “trading up.” So maybe a 
quick telephone call could result 
in a more prestigious placement. 
Be warned however: research 
shows that students perform better 
at universities with which they 
have formed some kind of prior 
attachment. Gap years are now 
much neglected. They allow you 
to arrive at university a year older, 
which can mean a year ahead. If a 
calmly considered crisis leads to a 
carefully considered gap year, the 
long-term benefits can be great. 

Cash. University costs. Talk about 
the loan. Assist with the budget.  
Check the account is the right 
one, and on line.  Discuss whether 
a job is a good idea.  Consider 
some popular gifts. Clothes, for 
example. Mum’s taste in the 
gentleman’s outfitters may not 
be appreciated: cash from Granny 
however might go down well. 
Many a freshers’ party requires 
fancy dress:  Granny might fancy 
assisting with that precautionary 
expenditure too. Student clothes 
end up (sometimes) in the wash. 
The Times once published this 
exchange in a piece called How to 
Survive Student Life:

• Question: I’m not sure what
happens to my dirty clothes
between putting them in the
clothes bin and them appearing
clean and folded in my
wardrobe. Will I cope?

• Answer: this process is
conducted via a barely visible,
highly efficient, and ridiculously
inexpensive system called MM
(Magic Mum), to which access
will now be severely restricted.
Alternatives to put in place are
to get MM to fund the weekly
wash, or bite the bullet and do
it yourself.

So, time to check he or she knows 
how to use the machine. 

Communication. You’ll want it 
– and, let’s face it, they probably
won’t (except when the bills come
in).  Perhaps set a regular time,
like Sunday evening, as regular
and reassuring as Downton Abbey.
Perhaps pay for the new mobile.
Skype and FaceTime are better
than a simple old-fashioned
phone: you can see the whites of
the eyes, that end of term droop
of the shoulders.

Catering. Not every student lives 
by pot noodles alone. Tactfully 
present recipe books and advice 
on elementary cheffing.  Pack 
the departing car with soups and 
bolognaise from the freezer.

Choices. They’re bewildering 
and about to be all-around, 
all-available: cannabis, crack, 
condoms, concubines – and 
that’s before we move to options 
beginning with D, including 
those lovely Diseases that refresh 
the campus. Student life is 
fun: yes, but student life can 
be bewildering also. At one 
university, the student union is 
proud that it serves from its bar 
in freshers’ week enough lager 
to fill two Olympic pools.  Some 
reassurance from home, some 
subtle indication in previous 
weeks of core values may not 
go amiss. Friends may represent 
the most difficult of choices, 
and all extra-curricular activities 
which allow casual acquaintance 
represent really useful options. 
Many is the French horn or viola 
played in the second orchestra 
at school which will never makes 
its way out of the case once 
on campus. Sport is usually the 
easiest icebreaker.

Consumerism. Universities 
may still not like to hear from 
parents, but they are increasingly 
dependent on the satisfaction 
levels of their students. 

Universities want to improve – 
and some need to. Complain.

Which brings us to Christmas.  It 
will come.  Turn on the radiator 
early in that empty nest of a 
bedroom.  Deck the Hall. Prepare 
to welcome home a hibernator. 
The hibernator might even come 
on holiday with you, if you are 
craven enough to offer – and 
especially if you book some 
destination in the sun.

Context. Every year Magdalen 
College School has a 
Commemoration service in the 
University Church. Every year, a 
leaver reads the same poem in 
that service: ‘Walking Away’ by 
C Day Lewis.  Lewis explains that 
letting children grow up involves 
gradually letting go of them.  It 
describes a young boy on a school 
playing field.  Once he had ‘the 
gait of one/Who finds no path 
where the path should be.’  But 
now that young man is grown up:  
‘Selfhood begins with a walking 
away, And love is proved in the 
letting go.’ 

Experience has taught Magdalen 
mothers not to wear too much 
eye make-up to the service, not 
least since it ends when senior 
staff process out with all the 
leavers behind them into the 
wonderful beauty of Oxford 
University’s Radcliffe Square. It’s 
a symbolic moment of transition 
from school to the wider world 
of university beyond: beautiful, 
moving, but also worthy of 
thought. Always consider context. 
A bit of context helps.

And finally... Cunning. Let’s face 
it: getting the transition right 
from school to university involves 
quite a lot of this commodity, but 
skilfully deploying it will help the 
Twain lastingly to meet. 

Good luck!

Tim Hands, Master of Magdalen College 
School, Oxford, advocates involving parents 
and suggests what to say to them.
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“Making its own sunshine”
An eighty-strong volunteer group, 
comprising current Oundle pupils, 
former pupils and fi ve pupils from 
other local schools, ran the 2015 
Oundle School Mencap Holiday 
(OSMH), now in its 33rd year, held 
at Oundle School.  

Not only does Oundle Mencap 
give a week’s holiday to forty 
children with learning disabilities, 
it offers their families a week’s 
respite from care whilst enabling 
Oundle Sixth formers to learn 
about caring for young people 
with learning disabilities in a safe 
and protective environment.

The theme of the 2015 holiday 
was ‘Wild West’. During the week 

the children fashioned giant 
wagons from cardboard boxes, 
built totem poles from empty milk 
bottles, made dream catchers and 
rainmakers and enjoyed Wild West-
themed games and plays which, in 
accordance with OSMH tradition, 
involved plenty of singing and 
dressing up.

Sarah Ratchford, OSMH trustee 
and Housemistress at Oundle 
School, commented, “I want 
to thank and congratulate our 
Sixth Form pupils for all they 
achieved during the week. They 
stepped up to the mark in every 
sense and provided outstanding 
care to these vulnerable young 

FOCUS ON MENTAL HEALTH

An article in the Sunday Times about the increase in self-harm, eating disorders and depression 
amongst young people prompted Richard Brown, head of Dorset House School, Sussex, to refl ect on 
what could lie behind the trend, and to ask how schools are facing up to the challenge....

‘Expectation is the root of all heartache’ 
~ The rise of anxiety and stress in young people?
I felt that the misquote from Shakespeare 
above (the actual quote from All’s Well 
That Ends Well is ‘Oft expectation fails, and 
most oft there where most it promises’) had 
a real resonance with the Sunday Times 
article by Sian Griffi ths that I read in early 
October - ‘Top schools face mental health 
crisis’. The key points related to the increase 
in self-harm, eating disorders and depression 
amongst young people - this was linked 
to exam pressures, social media and family 
breakdown. An A* or A grade at GCSE and 
A Level seem to be the ‘only acceptable 
currency for aspirational youngsters to deal 
in’ plus the ‘right’ university and therefore a 
‘good career’ – all the while, ‘constantly try 
to look their best on social media.’

It was interesting to note that, ‘teenage 
drinking, underage sex, drug use and 
smoking have dropped compared to fi ve years 
ago – teenage rebellion has been replaced by 
a surge in mental instability’. 

After reading this article and also speaking 
to a number of parents and friends that 
had children who were suffering from the 
pressures of everyday society, I thought that 
it would be really useful to explore this topic 
and see what schools were doing to help 
their charges.

Caroline Bond, Head of Pastoral Care 
at Pangbourne College gave me some 
interesting statistics from the charity 
YoungMinds:

• 1 in 10 children and young people aged 
5-16 suffer from a diagnosable mental 
health disorder.

• Suicide is one of the three most common 
causes of death in young people and is 
now rising: in 2014 there was a 43% rise in 
the number of young people who admitted 
attempting suicide while self-harm and 
eating disorders are a growing problem.

• Nearly 80,000 children and young people 
suffer from severe depression.

• Over 8,000 children under ten suffer from 
severe depression.

• Social media and cyber bullying are 
increasingly suggested as part of the cause 
for the rise in emotional disorders.

I found these statistics quite shocking. 
However, it was clear that both prep and 
senior schools must address these issues head 
on if they were to help with their pupils’ 
emotional well-being. 

The fi rst person I contacted was the 
Dorset House Independent Listener – Ali 
Meyrick. She is an Accredited Counsellor/
Psychotherapist with the British Association 
of Counsellors and Psychotherapists, with 15 
years’ experience working with children and 
young people. I asked her fi ve questions:

How do you see your role as 
Independent Listener?
I have been involved with Dorset House for 
over 5 years and have talked with boarders 
and day pupils, both individually, and in 
groups, to help them understand that we can 
all feel a little stuck sometimes. By exploring 
what is going on for them, they can relieve 
that pressure on themselves, which improves 
self-esteem and confi dence. The pupils 
appreciate the sense of confi dentiality so 
that they can express how they feel without 
pressure, judgement or advice. It is about 
creating a safe space to talk. 

What do you think are the main 
causes of anxiety and stress 
amongst children/young people?
It is an increasingly complicated world for us 
all, especially for the young. Feeling that we 
constantly have to prove ourselves through 
results carries a high price. Technology has 
fuelled a huge increase in anxiety based 
issues; allowing self-criticism to take hold 
through the perceived judgment of others. 
Young people are feeling very pressured to 
deliver high results in a culture that has 
changed enormously in the last 10 years. 
The increase of mental health issues around 
self-esteem and anxiety is overwhelming with 
three young people in every classroom with 
a mental health problem and 1 in 6 young 
people suffering from anxiety. No one is 
harder on themselves than the child or young 
person; holding onto an overwhelming sense 
of letting everyone down, with a fear of 
causing disappointment, which in turn, leads 
to a sense of shame. 

How might anxiety manifest itself in 
young people? What are the signs?
If young people feel that they are not heard, 
and respected for their views, they then 
turn that negativity back into themselves 
and internalise these complex thoughts 
and emotions. This can lead to anxiety, 
depression and low self-esteem. More 
complex issues can develop in time, as there 
is a marked increase in self-harming, eating 

disorders and OCD. These are seen as coping 
mechanisms for the young person. By the 
age of 7 or 8 children will be aware of the 
constant competition and expectations 
they face. They will possibly be already 
internalising doubts and fears around their 
belief of how they see themselves. Young 
people feel under a lot of pressure. This is 
not just exams, but also socially and with 
our culture of perfection they feel not as 
pretty, clever, popular.....and so it goes on. 
Social media is there to remind us that 
everyone else’s lives are better than ours!

What are the differences between 
Prep and Senior School pupils in 
terms of the stress they might face?
If children, by the age of 7 or 8 start to show 
signs of low self -worth, as they develop, 
with the natural complexities of adolescence, 
these doubts can increase at an alarming 
rate. A nurturing environment; allowing the 
child to feel secure in their boundaries, with 
consistency and love, is the best we can do in 
early life. Secure building blocks with strong 
attachments will give them the best start. 
As they approach senior school, if that early 
conditioning is in place, they will be better 
equipped to deal with the natural challenges 
faced today. ‘I am worried I will be judged’ 
is the most common comment I hear from 
young people. ‘Who is the judge’ I might say. 
‘Everybody’, they say. I see that as their belief 
that they are going to be criticised whatever 
they do. How scary is that? 

What can parents do if they are 
concerned about their children?
Children and young people have a way of 
acting out that things are going wrong for 
them. Watch out for signs. Maybe it is a 
change in sleep patterns or eating habits. 
Perhaps they are angry or get upset easily. 
Perhaps they are talking less and retreating 
behind the game console or iPad. Listen very 
carefully to them. The car is a great place for 
a chat. They feel less pressure than having 
to look straight at you answering questions 
that they may not know the answer to. 
Remove the pressure from the conversation. 
Let them hear your acceptance in how they 
feel. A big hug can often say more than a 
thousand words. A lot of my work is helping 
the young person translate their feelings back 
to parents. Children and young people want 
their parents to understand them and as 
challenging as it can feel sometimes, nobody 

knows your child better than you. 

I then thought that it would also be useful to 
speak to a couple of senior schools and see 
what strategies they used when promoting 
‘emotional well-being’. Firstly, Caroline Bond, 
Head of Pastoral Care at Pangbourne College, 
highlighted the following: 

• Provide a supportive whole school ethos 
which builds a sense of community based 
on the values of kindness, selfl essness, 
moral courage, resilience, integrity, 
initiative and industry.

• Raise staff and pupil awareness about 
the importance of mental health and 
emotional well-being. 

• Actively teach social and emotional skills 
through the PSHCE programme

•  Engage the whole community and 
continue to develop the pupil voice 
through House Councils and the School 
Council.

•  Provide a Peer Mentoring scheme which 
encourages older students to support and 
look after younger pupils.

• Ensure there are robust policies and 
practice in areas such as Anti-Bullying, 
Self-harm etc.

• Identify those pupils who are experiencing 
diffi culties by means of a ‘Traffi c Light’ 
system so staff can provide individual 
pastoral care and support.

• Provide clear welfare plans and pathways 
for help and referral, including the 
involvement of outside professionals, 
where pupils experience diffi culties. Early 
intervention is key.

Secondly, Nicola Hunter, the Pastoral Deputy 
at Canford, highlighted that they had a 
‘layers of support networks in place at 
Canford. It’s not a one-size-fi ts-all way of 
dealing with situations and we always explore 
the best way to support each individual. 
Wherever possible parental involvement and 
support is sought; however it is important 
for young people to know that the school 
will not automatically tell parents of their 
diffi culty – this is dealt with in slow time.’ 
Their support networks were in three distinct 
areas:

• The Boarding Houses: HSM, tutor, matron, 
older pupils, peers (the Peer mentoring 
programme – pupils specifi cally trained). 

• The Health Centre – nurses, doctor, 
counsellor and the key factor that people 
listen and offer support in a variety 
of ways appropriate to the individual. 

External experts are also part of our team 
should we need them to visit on-site. 

• The Education provided for pupils, parents, 
and staff. Pupils - PSME/General Studies, 
workshops, Parents – pastoral education 
opportunities and digital parenting 
magazine distributed regularly. Staff 
- pastoral education training for staff – 
regular meetings and discussions between 
health centre nurses, doctors, DHP, HSMs.

I felt a sense of reassurance that schools were 
trying very hard to address the problem of 
‘emotional well-being’. Nick Soar, Executive 
Principal of Bishop Challoner Catholic 
Federation of Schools, recommended the 
National Charity, Place2Be, as an excellent 
way to offer emotional support to children in 
schools. 

Finally, in regard to Shakespeare’s quote 
concerning ‘expectation’ – it is clear that the 
formula created by Tim Urban in his article, 
‘Why Generation Y Yuppies are Unhappy’ 
show that Happiness = Reality - Expectation 
i.e. when the reality of someone’s life is 
better than they had expected, they’re happy.  
When reality turns out to be worse than the 
expectations, they’re unhappy. 

Food for thought.

people. Our hope is that they 
will take what they have learnt 
out into the wider world and act 
as ambassadors, showing just 
how much ability there is within 

‘disability’. This year fi ve helpers 
from other local schools also 
volunteered which we hope will 
widen the impact of the holiday 
on the local community.”
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A leading expert in mental health called for education about the subject to be a mandatory part of 
teacher training when she addressed a conference on children’s mental health at Berkshire’s Bradfield 
College last month (October).

Experts call for mental 
health training for teachers 

Kevin Collins, Deputy Head at 
Bradfield College, which has trained 
its teachers in Mental Health First 
Aid, said  this year’s World Mental 
Health Day theme of dignity could 
not be more relevant for schools.

“We must somehow consign to 
history the language around mental 
illness we find bandied about in the 
school playground,” he said. “Words 
like ‘nutter,’ ‘mental’ and ‘lunatic’ 
seem so harmless, mildly derogatory 
perhaps, but they reflect the deeply 
ingrained beliefs we hold about 
mental illness – that it’s something 
to be ashamed about, something 
that diminishes us. 

“It’s time they began to join other 
words, used in racist abuse for 
example, that no longer have a place 
in the school playground or wider 
society.”

MHFA England delivers the Mental 
Health First Aid course, the mental 
health equivalent of physical First 
Aid to companies, healthcare 
professionals and schools. The 
move by Ofsted follows a report 
by Public Health England earlier 
this year setting out actions 
headteachers should take to 
support the emotional wellbeing 
of students and their teachers. A 
report by the government’s Children 
and Young People’s Mental Health 
and Wellbeing Taskforce also 

recommended teachers receive 
appropriate training, given the 
prevalence of problems, with one in 
10 children in our classrooms having 
a diagnosable mental illness.

Caroline Hounsell, Director of 
Partnerships for MHFA England, 
says: “Depression, self-harm and 
suicidal thoughts in children don’t 
show themselves as obviously as a 
broken leg. This means it’s all too 
easy for a teacher to miss the tell-
tale signs of emotional and mental 
health issues in children.

“And while most teachers know the 
basics of physical first aid, they have 
no first aid box to turn to when 
worried a child might be in distress. 
Many teachers tell us they feel out 
of their depth. So sometimes they 
shy away from talking to pupils 
they’re concerned about, not 
knowing how to broach the subject 
and afraid of upsetting them. Most 
are simply not equipped to meet the 
challenge of a rising tide of mental 
illness sweeping through our young 
people. They need help – they need 
training in mental health. ”

Headteachers and parents agree. 
In a recent poll by an educational 
consultancy, two-thirds of 
principals named mental health 
as their top concern. Parents told 
the government’s Children and 
Young People’s Mental Health and 

Wellbeing Taskforce they want 
to see teachers trained to spot 
problems. Research has shown 
early intervention is vital to prevent 
mental health problems worsening, 
with 75% of adult mental health 
problems starting by the age of 18. 
With teaching once described as the 
most stressful occupation in the UK 
by the Health and Safety Executive, 
teachers need help to cope with 
stress too.

Ms Hounsell adds: “What we find 
once teachers have been trained 
is the whole culture of the school 
changes. As well as becoming more 
alert to the emotional needs of their 
pupils, the course breaks down the 
stigma of mental illness for teachers, 
and they become more supportive of 
each other and more aware of their 
own limits.”

The National Children’s Bureau, has 
joined the call for training.

Chief Executive Anna Feuchtwang 
said: “Coming into everyday contact 
with their pupils puts teachers in 
an ideal position to spot mental 
health issues as they arise. But these 
problems present themselves in 
many different ways and teachers 
cannot be expected to know the 
tell-tale signs and how to respond 
appropriately without proper 
training. Mental health should be a 
part of every teacher’s learning, so 

they can actively support the mental 
health needs of children and young 
people, and step in before problems 
escalate.”

Youth MHFA, a course tailored to 
schools, looks at common trigger 
points for many adolescents, 
including family breakdown, anxiety 
about body image, 24-7 social 
media, sexual pressures and exam 
factory schooling.

Ms Hounsell says: “The course is 
comprehensive. It covers cyber-
bullying, alcohol and drug misuse. 
It also opens up the conversation 
around life-threatening issues such 
as self-harm, eating disorders and 
suicide. With suicide being the 
second most common cause of 
death in the 15 – 24 age group, we 
believe that Youth MHFA is essential 
training for anyone working with 
children.”

MHFA trained staff and education 
professionals from Bradfield College 
were joined at the event by a 
number of guest speakers including: 
Willem Kuyken, Professor of Clinical 
Psychology and Director of the 
Oxford Mindfulness Centre; Dr Mark 
Williamson, Director of Action for 
Happiness; and Dr Brian Marien, 
Founder and Director, of the Positive 
Group. 

January sees Cheltenham College’s 5th annual Education Conference for school leaders focusing on 
the theme of Mindfulness and Adolescent Wellbeing in our schools. Head Dr Alex Peterken explains 
the thinking behind such a focus... 

Invitation 
to wellbeing 
conference

There can be no doubt that levels 
of stress, anxiety and depression 
are on the rise amongst both 
children and adults. According 
to the NSPCC, the number of 
children seeking counselling for 
exam stress has increased by 
200 per cent in recent years and 
we know that at least one in 10 
children will suffer from some 
sort of mental health disorder 
at some stage of their school 
career. The increasing pressure 
for academic success, the 
relentless 24/7 pressure of social 
media contributing to teenage 
anxiety, the challenges of family 
breakdown and the availability 
of the internet which can add 
fuel to the fire are just some of 
the reasons schools observe as 
contributing to this worrying 
picture. And from this context 
come the consequences for our 
young people: low self-esteem, 
self-harm, eating disorders and 
depression. Surely there can be 
no more important theme at 
present than the wellbeing of our 
communities and the growing 
crisis of mental health in our 
classrooms, common rooms and 
amongst our parent bodies?

In a recent HMC survey, 85% 
of schools were concerned 
about depression amongst their 
pupils, alongside concerns about 
self-harm and eating disorders. 
Interestingly, at the same time, 
levels of teenage drinking, drug 
use and smoking are in decline 
– perhaps at record low levels – 
prompting the Daily Telegraph 
to ask recently ‘has teenage 
rebellion been replaced by a 
surge in mental instability?’ 

Schools have already responded 
in a number of ways – bringing 
professional psychotherapy in-
house, training pastoral staff 
and teachers in mental first 
aid, running awareness and 
prevention programmes, and 
encouraging a culture which 
promotes the airing of concerns 
at an early stage and doesn’t 
stigmatise those experiencing 
stress or other mental health 
issues. It is critical that schools 
provide a safe and supportive 
environment for adolescence 
– a time of huge change and 
development, but also of real 
vulnerability for many.

One thing that is very clear 
when it comes to the myriad of 
mental health challenges that 
we are facing is that prevention 
is a far better option than cure. 
At Cheltenham College we 
deliver a Floreat programme 
aimed at giving pupils the tools 
they need to flourish at school 
and in their broader life in the 
fullest sense of the word. It’s 
a course which encompasses 
stress management, physical and 
mental wellbeing (for example 
through yoga, mindfulness, 
good sleep habits and pilates), 
an appreciation of the world 
around us (for example through 
photography, art, architecture 
and aesthetic awareness) and 
the uplifting effect that making 
a difference and contributing to 
society can have on the human 
soul (for example through 
encouraging reflection on sense 
of purpose, social awareness 
and practical actions which 
benefit the wider community). 

Through self-reflection and 
discussion groups, we will be 
encouraging our youngsters to 
connect with people around 
them; to be active, to take 
notice, to be aware, be curious, 
to appreciate beauty, and to 
keep learning; give a smile and 
give time and care to others in 
order to create happiness. Put 
simply, we don’t want to produce 
highly academic performers who 
crash in later life; instead we are 
aiming to produce pupils who 
are confident, resilient, well-
rounded and who demonstrate 
a growth mindset and a positive 
psychology.

It’s true that schools have 
become better at spotting, and 
dealing with, the challenges of 
adolescent wellbeing and that, 
as a result, young people are 
quicker to seek help, but more 
is needed to raise awareness 
and consider the variety of 
approaches which schools might 
take. 

Mindfulness has been shown 
to be an invaluable skill 
which can be learnt by young 
people whilst still at school. It 
boosts concentration, depth 
of thought, happiness and 
achievement and is a simple 
and natural technique to learn. 

The mindfulness approach can 

help you change the way you 

think about experiences and 

reduce stress and anxiety, and an 

ever-growing body of research is 

demonstrating that it is having 

a positive impact in schools. 

Students find their learning 

is enhanced and they become 

more engaged and less stressed, 

developing a more philosophical 

approach to the world. 

A recent all-party parliamentary 

group on Mindfulness 

recommended making 

mindfulness in schools a priority 

for development and research, 

and highlights its considerable 

potential when facing these 

adolescent challenges. We will 

be joined at the Cheltenham 

Conference by Claire Kelly, 

Director, Mindfulness in 

Schools Project; Chris Cullen, 

Co-founder of the project 

who is a mindfulness teacher 

and psychotherapist at Oxford 

University’s Mindfulness 

Centre, as well as Dr Mary 

Plint, Assistant Head (Learning 

and Wellbeing) at Cheltenham 

College, the founder of our 

Floreat programme.

Invitation
The Conference will be on Thursday January 28th at Cheltenham 
College, Bath Road, Cheltenham GL53 7LD starting at 10am and 
closing with lunch. 

Anyone interested in receiving an invitation should email 
n.nelson@cheltenhamcollege.org

Students encouraged to follow moral code
Sixth Form students at Barnard 
Castle School were recently 
awarded the opportunity to listen 
to Deputy Brigade Commander, 
Colonel Mike Butterwick (4th 
Infantry Brigade), as part of their 
Sixth Form lecture series.

Following on from the success of 
Brigadier Bibby’s talk last year, the 
group of Sixth Formers listened 
intently to the Colonel’s first hand 
tales of battle. He told the stories 
of three war heroes, including 
Barnard Castle’s Lt Commander 

George Nicholson Bradford who 
was awarded the Victoria Cross 
in the 1st World War. He asked 
the students to think about why 
these soldiers acted in the way that 
they did; in two of the three cases 
he explained how the men faced 
certain death. Ultimately, he went 
on, it is because they followed 
the moral code, which, he said, 
should be our compass for life. It 
encompasses integrity, courage, 
selfless commitment, respect and 
loyalty, and for all these reasons 

they did what they did. He told of 
the unfailing loyalty that soldiers 
show each other on a daily basis 
when in challenging environments 

and that it is the small teams, and 
the success of them, that leads to 
the overall success of the greater 
cause. 


