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Background

Concerns over the mental health and well being of children and young people have resulted in a proliferation of responses in terms of policy (Scottish Executive 2001; DES 2004), emphasising that mental health is ‘everybody’s business’. If schools are to be charged with responsibilities for inter-related issues of promotion of mental wellbeing, and also prevention and care, this suggests a dual approach offering targeted support to those experiencing difficulties, or at risk of developing problems, against a backdrop of whole school support of mental well-being (Weare and Gray 2003). This seminar series coincides with the release by the public health arm of the National Institute for Clinical Effectiveness (NICE) of public health guidance reviewing the evidence for universal and targeted approaches to promoting mental health in primary schools and making recommendations for action. The NICE research that has been undertaken (Shucksmith et al 2008;Adi et al 2008) provides valuable meta analysis of ‘what works’ or is most effective based on reviews of existing work, but systematic review is always likely to underestimate the processes at work, and these are likely to go unexamined and unproblematised. 

Traditional school provision would be hard pressed to find the resource or the experience to meet this need in isolation, but the clear need for both universal and targeted approaches chimes with changes in the delivery of children’s services throughout Britain, with closer working advocated between health, social services, the voluntary sector and education in a model which aims to put the child at the centre of service provision. Within health, education, social services and the voluntary sector a wide range of initiatives have already emerged,  but often present a fragmented picture of provision (Shucksmith et al 2005).

The situation raises important questions about relationships between stakeholder groups, and the different and sometimes contradictory understandings of childhood, parenthood and community between different professional group working on children’s behalf.  Moreover, many initiatives represent local responses to neighbourhood issues, and as such are neither theorised nor evaluated in ways which are helpful for deriving lessons for work on a larger scale. There remains a great deal of debate about ‘what works’, and few definitive answers. A clear need exists to examine critically the frameworks in use and to explore the underlying ideas which influence these.

In this seminar series we intend to explore how this new anxiety over the mental health of children is enacted in the school setting, and what the consequences are for the experiences of children, young people and their families. Schools are traditionally settings where pupils are the passive recipients of things which are ‘done to’ them, most key decisions being made on their behalf by school staff. What, then, are the implications for children and their families when schools begin to claim joint ownership of something as personal and individualised as mental health? 

This series of seminars will draw together academics, policy makers and practitioners from a range of backgrounds including health, education, and social policy.  Speakers will include established members of the research community, and policy makers of national significance in the statutory and voluntary sector. 

Aim of the series

To examine critically the school as a location for the promotion and support of mental health.

Objectives

· To explore the professional relationships within the school setting which would underpin a genuinely mental health promoting school. This would include  exploration of interagency co-operation,  links between teachers with different remits (e.g. pastoral care, learning support behaviour support and subject teachers), the role of ‘para-professionals’ such as home-school workers and the need for support and training.

·  To explore the implications for children’s rights and the recognition of children’s competence to identify and seek help on mental health issues. This would explore the conditions necessary for children and young people to develop their capacity to access services in ways which are neither daunting nor stigmatising.

· To explore the implications for families and the wider community of locating mental health services in school. This would address questions such as: How, if at all, are parents involved in the wider debate, or in the specific difficulties experienced by their children? How can vulnerable children be supported without undermining school relationships with family and community? What roles can professionals develop to support these processes?

· To provide a forum for debate, drawing from the perspectives of researchers, policy makers and practitioners across a wide range of disciplines active on this topic

· To draw out overarching issues facing different sets of participants, bringing together findings to form new research and policy thinking on these topics.  

The seminars are listed overleaf. Full details will be available on the seminar series website http://www.abdn.ac.uk/rowangroup/activities.shtml
. For more details or to book a place at one of the seminars contact one of the following:

Jenny Spratt

j.spratt@abdn.ac.uk
Kate Philip

k.l.philip@abdn.ac.uk
Katherine Weare

skw@soton.ac.uk
Janet Shucksmith

j.shucksmith@tees.ac.uk
The school as a location for

the promotion and support of mental health
	Seminar 1
	The school in its community

	Date
	4th April 2008

	Location
	Teesside 


The first seminar of the series focuses on the way in which the social and physical environment of the neighbourhood or area in which a school is sited may contribute to variations in young people’s mental health and well-being.  Evidence from studies currently being conducted seems to indicate that social fragmentation (rather than material deprivation per se) may be strongly associated with poorer mental wellbeing in children and adolescents.  Such findings raise serious policy questions about where and how services to support better mental health should be delivered.  What role does/should the school play? Can schools mitigate the effect of poor neighbourhoods or do they compound and embody the problems in the local area? How should services combine to support wellbeing in such situations?  The seminar explores whether there are aspects of design, organisation, ethos and relationships within school settings that may be critical in affecting the mental wellbeing of staff and pupils.

Government recognition that complex social problems require co-ordinated multi-agency input has led to the emphasis on "joined -up" partnership approaches. This may be particularly important where a school attempts to work with the surrounding community to improve access to mental health support for young people. This seminar will critically examine issues and tensions arising when health workers, voluntary sector workers and others are introduced to schools to support mental health in the school and its surrounding community. 

	Seminar 2
	In school approaches to supporting mental health and well-being

	Date
	27th June

	Location
	Southampton


The link between the environment in which children grow up, and their mental well-being is well established (Alexander 2001) and it therefore follows that the school environment can impact on the mental well-being of the pupils. Stressors created by schools include bullying and racism, peer pressure, homework overload and exam pressures. Weare (2004) stresses the importance of whole school approaches to mental health, encompassing ethos, attitudes and relationships. New public health guidance to be issued in Spring 2008 by the National Institute for Clinical Effectiveness (NICE) recommends that primary schools begin to deliver both universal programmes to support mental wellbeing, and also facilitate programmes of targeted interventions for children at risk of or showing symptoms of mental distress. Such policy changes if adopted would raise fundamental questions about the types of knowledge that teachers and others need to promote mental well being throughout the school population, the mechanisms for recognising ‘troubled’ or vulnerable children and the implications for training and support.

	Seminar 3
	Mental health services in school: implications for children’s rights

	Date
	w/b 3rd Nov 

	Location
	Aberdeen


The school has been characterised as a site for the discipline and control of children‘s bodies (Holloway and Valentine 2000). Power is exercised overtly by teachers and other members of staff, the curriculum and wider governmental policies. Evidence suggests that in many cases schools continue to favour a controlling relationship, and to neglect children’s rights to participation (Alderson 1999).  Whilst in school, children are expected to be compliant and their consent to school procedures is assumed in most things.  Specific informed consent is rarely required, and, when it is, children are passed over in favour of their parents in these circumstances. This is at odds with the situation in medical settings where, increasingly, children of even quite tender ages are assumed to have both the right and the competence to be informed and to consent to procedures which involve them (Alderson 2002). Where mental health becomes a key issue for schools it is imperative to examine how different professional understandings of children’s competence and rights come into conflict or are resolved.

	Seminar 4
	Mental health services in school: implications for relations with parents

	Date
	 w/b 30th March 2009

	Location
	Teesside


Notions of ‘health promoting schools’ are underpinned by an unproblematised assumption of good relations between parents and schools. Yet most attempts to draw parents into closer contact with schools are initiated and managed by the schools, and are controlling rather than liberating. Schools have a poor record in developing meaningful communication with vulnerable families (Crozier 1999). Much of the communication between home and school assumes middle class norms and values. Thus the school’s notion of partnership can be one-sided, with a lack of recognition that parents may hold different values (Oulette et al 2004)). Partnership with parents may be additionally problematic where the parenting practices or aspects of the home environment are seen to be undermining the child’s positive mental health. The fourth seminar will critically examine the implications for parents and families of linking mental health promotion and the delivery of mental health services with schools.
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