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The session was chaired by Professor Carl Parsons who welcomed the group. He opened the day by referring to current interest in relationships in schools and how they impact upon discipline. He felt that the themes that may emerge from the day’s discussions may feed into the debate about  adult control and children’s voices in this context.

Dr Judi Kidger presented the first paper, What emotional health provision do young people want from schools?
In which she reported findings from the DEAL (Dealing with emotions in adolescent life) study. Drawing from eight schools, 154 students were involved in a total of 27 focus groups. Groups were single sex, and students attended in ‘friendship pairs’ to encourage open discussion. Young people identified a range of negative emotions, such as anger, injustice, sad/ down/ depressed, and also discussed coping strategies.
The most commonly identified coping strategy was talking to someone, and the most usual confidantes were friends. However, within the school environment young people also identified teachers, on site counsellors learning mentors, chaplains, peer supporters and school nurses. The characteristics of a helpful support were: confidentiality, availability, accessibility, provision of information, listening, being understanding and respectful, and for girls it was important to be the same gender. The member of the school community who most closely fitted this description was thought to be the school chaplain.
Other coping strategies were partially gendered. Boys cited ‘not talking about it’ as a successful strategy, and boys were also more likely to vent anger in sport. Girls were more likely to write about their feelings in a journal. Some coping methods were seen as more negative, for example missing school, aggression, substance misuse and self-harm.

Helpful (or potentially helpful)  supports in school included more focus in the curriculum on emotional health and well being including understanding feelings, coping strategies, bullying, depression and help seeking. Students suggested that these topics would be best addressed in informal single sex groups, facilitated by outside experts, not teachers. One group identified the role of expressive arts such as English, drama and art as offering a channel for exploring personal issues around well-being.

Students identified sources of emotional stress, including bullying, family problems, school work stress and difficulties with teachers. Clearly, school itself was a significant source of emotional distress. Furthermore, young people suggested that school could exacerbate problems that were generated elsewhere, through lack of understanding, and failures to take home circumstances into account.

The way to create an emotionally healthy environment, the students suggested was to increase rewards for good behaviour (instead of only noticing bad behaviour), make lessons more fun, offer more extra curricular activities, improve the physical environment and to be less strict.

In conclusion, Judi stated that students have a lot to say about their emotional health and what schools should do to help. To address students’ issues schools could: provide the right sort of help sources, provide opportunities to develop other coping strategies, explore emotional health in the curriculum, address school based sources of stress and create an environment that bolsters emotional health.

Professor Melanie Nind was the discussant for this paper. She began by commending the sensitive methodologies, especially the use of single sex friendship groups, which acknowledged the social nature of young people, and the importance of young people as gendered beings.

She identified the tensions for teachers in being asked to address issues of mental health, when they lack expertise, but stressed the importance of encouraging teachers to think about the quality of their relationships with young people.

Cate Watson expressed an interest in the role of the chaplain and queried why this was seen to be particularly helpful. Judi responded that the chaplain was not viewed by the young people as primarily a religious figure. Chaplains had a high profile in the school, were readily available, and approachable. The chaplains in question created opportunities for informal socialising with young people, for example eating lunch together.

In the discussion that followed the focus lay mainly on the relationships between teachers and pupils. Vicki Coppock expressed concern that teachers sometimes resist their role as a support to pupils, as this, to her is part of being human. Martin Rouse cited examples of pupils learning to cope with difficult teachers. Paula Huddert responded by the need to train teachers to understand their responsibilities to alter their  behaviour towards pupils whose own behaviour has improved. Derrick Bruce commented that some schools have an ethos for relationships (an explicit policy about relationships) and in his view  a supporting role for teachers is integral to the teaching role.
Lawrence Nnyangi suggested that press coverage of young people tended to demonise them, and this might affect their sense of well being and their behaviour in schools. This point provided an opportune link into the next paper.
. 
Jenny Spratt and  Dr Kate Philip presented a paper Choosing your friends: young people’s agency in negotiating support which drew on three recent studies undertaken by the Rowan Group at the University of Aberdeen. The paper reflected on the nature of relationships between young people and adults, with particular regard to the ‘professionalising’ of formerly informal relationships. Jenny Spratt highlighted a tension in perceptions and representations of youth as idealistic (‘hope for the future’) and dependent, as well as demonised as the cause of moral panics. Adults and young people appear to be increasingly exclusive groups, with a loss of ‘informal mentors’. A powerful factor of change in these relationships was adults fear of young people – adults are actively choosing not to come into contact with children and young people. However, in parallel to this is a developing concern about young people’s mental health. There is a risk that children and young people’s human responses, such as distress at the time of bereavement, are medicalised and seen as problematic. Disruptive behaviour is increasingly portrayed as a disorder. In the absence of informal community networks we witness the rise of the ‘professional friend’ – a range of specialists who come in a variety of guises to ‘fix’ children/ ‘sort them out’. Spratt asked whether we really are acting in children’s best interests: whether we are responding to what children need, or to what we [adults] think children need. To begin to answer these questions we must explore whose problem it is; who decides whether/ when to seek help; the impact of the options of where to go. Currently there appears to be a conflict between the agendas of adults in schools and children. Children are strategic about how they seek and find help, using different relationships at different times – and often specifically from sources that have not ‘been put there for them’. There is a tangible danger of putting services into schools and leaving teachers to decide who the ‘problems’ are. In developing policy and practice we must make better use of what we know about children and young people, and consult with them. In particular, we must not overlook the importance of ‘natural relationships’ that are established in schools. 

As discussant, Derrick Bruce reviewed some of the themes of the paper. In particular, the insight that the lack of ‘informal relationships’ seems to have resulted in concern about children’s wellbeing not being owned by children. Bruce highlighted the value of partnership and collaboration, and emphasised that it should not be child focussed, but child centred – because working in such ways does not impose answers on them, thus responding to concerns that too often schools try to impose a solution from out with. 

In response, Janet Shucksmith suggested that we should question the characteristics of interventions; that we need to enable ourselves (including children) to acknowledge that we have problems ‘at one point in time’. But, that these problems must not become a label/ something to endure for the rest of time: that you can have a problem that you can get past. Jenny Spratt reflected that this idea links with the value, articulated by the children, of being seen as a person not a case.

Lawrence Nnyanzi reflected on the importance of groups or communities in understanding relationships, particularly children’s peer groups, and how these interact. He asked who decides when help should be sought, and whether there is scope for a framework for teachers/ parents/ peers to come together – suggesting peers know when their friends have a problem. Jenny Spratt highlighted the research’s finding that there appears to be a threshold they go through around being willing to alert adults, and that for adults it is difficult to know how to tap into this. Kate Philip highlighted the importance of taking young people’s networks more seriously, particularly how they are constructing solutions. We need to move away from always portraying their relationships as negative – peer ‘pressure’ – which can be very positive. Janet Shucksmith agreed, but was keen to also highlight the risk of a peer-friendship group taking so much strain because it didn’t like to tell adults. There is a need to acknowledge that services are not just needed to support the ‘person’ with the problem, but also groups supporting the individual. Kate Phillip added that the value of this way of working with groups would be that it would enhance the different options, so it is not “adult in control” or “adult with solutions”. However, Colin Morrison later voiced caution to this theme with concern for vulnerability of young people and made particular links with sexual health, and how this links to emotional health and well-being (not morality). When young people use their peer group as a resource, he suggested, they may get the worst possible advice. 

Joan Forbes introduced the theme of a consideration of the perceived power of children. Jenny Spratt reflected that construal of policy changes in the media may have impacted on adult perceptions of how power of young people is changing. Carl Parsons linked this observation with the previous conversation, commenting on research related to the functioning and power of peer group: Pam Ross “The Trouble With Year 10”. When we have schemes for troubling/troubled children, we deal with them individually and try and pin the blame on the family. We do not see them in their peer group. Kate Phillip agreed and suggested youth-work used to do this. Now resources are targeted away from clubs for the whole estate and targeted to ‘a particular’ group. This has had an important impact on ‘natural friendships’. Parsons identified that we need to be playing football with them; doing drama with them. Judi Kidger added that there is some precedent for this –giving the example of a karate club for people over the age of eight.

Carol Craig drew our attention to the work of Robert Epstein: “The case against adolescence”: Danger of treating young people as a fragile, separate, species, not capable of doing things and this is part of the problem, not the solution. Currently, we are confining young people to their peer group and media, and pop culture, and are then surprised by how they behave. We must ask ourselves how are we creating monsters by perpetuating the division. To counter this she suggested the ‘Oblique methods’ of John Kay  - “obliquity”: sometimes the most ‘direct route’ (such as one with a target) is not the best… the school who says that it has the greatest concern with mental health is not necessarily the school where all of the children are happiest. 

After lunch the first presentation, entitled Cause for hope or despair? The scope and limitations of children's rights discourses in relation to contemporary developments in promoting children's mental health and well-being in schools was given by Dr Vicki Coppock 
This paper focused on limitations of the children’s rights discourses in relation to efforts to promote mental health and wellbeing in schools. Vicki presented the current context of one in which there was some grounds for optimism in that children’s mental health has come to the fore in current government policy and new forms of intervention. However this is, to some extent, undermined by poor evidence and weak theoretical conceptualisation – central to this is the limitations of children’s rights discourses in achieving child centred  approaches.

As a practitioner turned researcher, Vicki argued that the ‘morally active’ practitioner has a duty to take a critical perspective. She noted that practitioners are rarely given guidance on how to become critical and reflexive in practice –existing guidance tends to emphasise how to implement rather than exploring why should we do it in this particular way. Alongside this there are few opportunities for practitioners to explore the limitations of particular approaches. She noted that the seminar series provides an important exception to this in bringing together academic, policy making and practitioner groups.

Overall there has been a move to shift from deficits to strengths and this has been enshrined in policy. Against this background, there is a considerable anxiety that children are in crisis both in UK and elsewhere in the western world. 

However the policy context seems to be dominated by linear thinking and a neglect of contextual factors and understanding of the multifaceted nature of young people’s lives. The existing evidence base provides scant evidence of children’s voices although there is plenty of ‘ventriloquism’ whereby people purport to speak on behalf of children. 

Vicki pointed to the evidence from work on resilience as providing more substantive evidence that children and young people who experience difficulties are more likely to seek out the help of family and friends than professionals – this finding holds true across a range of research. More support to these kinds of networks might be more valuable in developing strategies which can address the ‘messiness of everyday life’.

She raised the question of whether schools are the optimum arena for supporting young people – in order to answer this we need to know more about how young people conceptualise mental health issues,  in which circumstances  and for which issues they view staff as supports. The current emphasis in schools on achievement targets undermines the ‘fit’ between understanding mental health issues of young people.

She argued against a current sloppy use of concepts and definitions in relation to young people – the focus on developmentalism underpinning our conceptualisation of children and young people, the discourse of well being which, she feels, is subtly underpinned by the medical model.

Dr Cate Watson as discussant picked up on Vicky’s assessment that for young people, resistance is not an option in schools. What are the consequences for young people who express their experiences in school.  Are young people ‘determined for’ or ‘determined by’ experiences within the school setting?

Colin Morrison raised the question of whether the current emphasis on childrens’ rights is inevitably undermining – there are many areas in which it has had a positive impact and it has drawn attention to important issues facing children and young people. Vicki felt that she was not questioning the need to address children’s rights but rather calling for more critical assessment of the UNCRC approach which privileges western understandings of rights. She argues this was evident in the way the ‘disciplinary state’ operates.
The final speaker of the day, Carol Craig presented a paper entitled Social and emotional educations:  the attractions and the risks. She began by saying she welcomed the focus on children and young people’s mental well-being, but that she felt that an emphasis on school based programmes distracted attention from the structural issues that are the causes of poor mental health.

She presented a vision of a society which was obsessed with individual psychology, seeing social change in terms of ‘fixing’ the mental health of the individual. Drawing from Ferudi’s work she identified the paradox of aiming to create ‘self actualised subjects’ but needing professional help to achieve this. Taking this point further she referred to the notion of the ‘fragile self’’ that is portrayed in deficit, needing support, rather than focussing on the strengths, abilities and resilience of individuals.
In schools Craig felt this approach was evident in the  ‘self esteem movement’ which she portrayed as providing children with  high level of pf praise, limited criticism and no competition. Drawing from American studies she linked the ‘self esteem’ approach to lowering of academic standards, and ‘dumbing down’ of the curriculum.

Craig expressed some particular concerns about the widespread adoption of the SEAL programme in England, which she felt had pre-empted any firm evidence of its effectiveness.  She expressed concern at the reliance on the work of Daniel Goldman, whose work is viewed by psychologists as controversial, and on the dependence on evidence from American studies. She drew from findings from the UK SEAL pilot to demonstrate some  weaknesses and inconclusive findings. In particular she drew attention to the small difference between the pre- and post-intervention measures.
However, leaving aside the evidence base, Craig questioned the objectives of the SEAL programme. She suggested that the 42 outcomes of the programme defined an ‘ideal child’ and that SEAL was geared toward creating those types of children. She argued that the programme was trying to control children’s behaviour through their feelings. She felt that this could be coercive and suggested that some of the ‘ideals’ were not suitable for some personality types. For example the focus on confidence was seen as ‘demonising introversion’. In particular Craig felt that, in its focus on encouraging young people to be expressive SEAL, failed to value more typically masculine traits.

To conclude, Craig emphasised the importance of  promoting  emotional wellbeing in schools through  warm ethos, modelling of respectful behaviour, and trusting  relationships, but she cautioned against trying to achieve this through a programmatic approach. Good practitioners, who support mental well-being have always existed, but, Craig felt, they may be undermined and de-professionalised by this approach.
The discussant Professor Janet Shucksmith thanked Carol for her presentation, which brought a view from ‘outside the academy’ and presented a different challenge to thinking around this issue. She reinforced Carol’s point about the use of evidence in public policy. Drawing from her own experience she commented that the process of systematic review (which is favoured by public bodies) can  produce ‘evidence’ based on a very small number of studies. Furthermore the evidence that is identified may then be over-ridden by the outcomes of consultation processes. SEAL, she noted, has a weak evidence base but is driven by a strong political will.
Janet also pointed out how the SEAL programme had extended the deficit model into the mainstream, which may do more harm than good. She linked this to underlying issues of ‘surveillance of self’, a process by which individuals are taught to identify ‘good’ behaviour and regulate their own actions, and perhaps their feelings, within that framework. 
Finally Janet linked her comment to the theme of the seminar by commenting on the absence of attention to children’s rights in the design of compulsory programmes about ‘feelings’. She considered this to be an invasion of privacy.

There was a general feeling amongst the Scottish participants that this format of intervention was unlikely to be adopted north of the border. Val Smart referred to her own experience as a head teacher when she would use emotional literacy skills in particular instances, for example if children were fighting, but was disconcerted by the notion of a checklist of attributes to be ‘taught’. Derrick Bruce commented that the Scottish approach was towards self efficacy, but unlike SEAL it was not underpinned by a prescriptive focus. Carol suggested that by improving opportunities for learning and achieving children’s confidence would improve, rather than following the course of teaching confidence. The group also discussed how the notion of confidence was not fixed. For example an individual could be a poor public speaker, but a confident footballer.
Judi Kidger commented that whilst SEAL may have shortcomings, there was a value in having a framework of stated objectives, otherwise it would not be possible to evaluate effectiveness.

Jenny Spratt considered the implications for those young people who fail to develop the traits favoured by such programmes. If, for example a young person has an emotional crisis, does this take place with the added burden of knowing that you have failed to learn the lessons delivered at school? Carol responded that this may be a double whammy, as those young people whose academic record is poor tend to also fare badly in the indicators of emotional literacy.
Vicki Coppock commented that we tend not to train professionals for ‘messy’ real-life situations. Instead we try to fit emotional experiences into boxes. Lani Florian responded that there may be much in the intentions of SEAL that is useful, but the danger arises when scaling-up innovative work.  Whenever public money is spent there is a system of accountability which in turn tends towards a tick box approach.

Carl Parsons brought the discussion to an end on a humorous note commenting that teachers are very poor at implementing mass programmes, and this may be a saving grace of the SEAL programme.
